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Prologue: The Lane
From the online edition of the Press and Journal, Monday 13 January 2025.
Man, 44, in critical condition after Peterhead lane attack
A 44-year-old man remains in a critical but stable condition at Aberdeen Royal Infirmary after being found seriously injured in a lane off Chapel Street in Peterhead late on Saturday night.
Police were called at about eight minutes to ten on Saturday by a member of the public who had seen a man lying on the ground at the foot of the lane that links Chapel Street with the harbour road. Paramedics treated the man at the scene before taking him to Aberdeen, where he underwent emergency surgery for a head injury. He is understood to be from Boddam.
Detective Inspector Lesley Hutcheon, of Peterhead CID, said: “This was a serious and sustained attack on a man who was walking home. We believe it took place at around ten to ten on Saturday evening. I would ask anyone who was in or near Chapel Street, Pate’s Wynd or the harbour area between nine o’clock and ten o’clock to think back, however small the detail seems. We would be particularly interested in dashcam or doorbell footage from vehicles or homes in the area.”
Chapel Street was closed to traffic for several hours on Sunday while forensic officers examined the scene. A cordon remained at the harbour end of the lane yesterday evening.
Neighbours described the lane as poorly lit. One woman, who did not want to be named, said that a street lamp at the Chapel Street end had been out “since before the New Year” and that she had reported it to the council twice.
A Peterhead and Buchan councillor said: “Peterhead is a town where folk look out for each other, and this is shocking. Our thoughts are with the man’s family.”
Anyone with information should contact Police Scotland on 101, quoting incident number 3417 of 11 January, or Crimestoppers anonymously on 0800 555 111.
* * *
A Crown production. Screenshots of a post on the Facebook group Peterhead Community Noticeboard (11,200 members), as captured at 7.12 pm on Wednesday 15 January 2025. The post was published at 10.41 am on Monday 13 January. It carried 412 shares and 226 comments at the time of capture. Only a selection of the comments is reproduced here. The photograph attached to the post is a cutting from a newspaper of November 2012 and is not reproduced.
Lorna Wyness
This is the animal who put my brother in ARI. He is 44 years old and he has a bleed on his brain and they dont know if he will know his own bairns. He got off before. Not proven. We all ken what that means. Share this so the toon knows who is walking about. The polis know fine.
Sheila Dunbar Terrible. Thinking of you and the family Lorna xx
Anne Kerr Terrible. Hope they get him.
Dougie Stott is that no Ritchie that was in the paper for the quine in the Broch. thought he left the toon
Lorna Wyness Aye it is. He bides in Peterhead now. Everybody kens.
Kevin Anderson Not proven is a disgrace. Should never have been allowed. Whoever sat on that jury should be ashamed
Gillian Ogg Please remember there are laws about what we can say on here. Admin may remove
Lorna Wyness I will say what I like about the man that near killed my brother
Paul Souter I saw that bastard. I would know him anywhere.
Sheila Dunbar Paul have you told the police
Paul Souter Aye I spoke to them Sunday. They have my statement.
Marion Reith Prayers for Mick and the family x
* * *
From a news release issued by Police Scotland on Wednesday 15 January 2025.
Man appears in court following serious assault in Peterhead
A 41-year-old man has appeared at Peterhead Sheriff Court on petition in connection with a serious assault in Peterhead on Saturday 11 January. He made no plea and was remanded in custody pending further inquiries. A report will be sent to the procurator fiscal.
The Crown Office and Procurator Fiscal Service has reminded the public that criminal proceedings against the man are now active under the Contempt of Court Act 1981, and that people should not post or share material about the case, the accused or the complainer on social media.
Chapter One: The Name
Mrs Birse wanted it understood that he was not a dog.
‘He is an Auchmedden,’ she said. ‘Auchmedden Dark Knight, if you want him written down, and I would, because I have seen what people do with a name when they are not told it properly. He is called Knight. He has been called Knight for five years and nine months, and he answers to nothing else.’
‘Mrs Birse,’ I said.
‘You will say Mrs Birse in that voice and then you will tell me you only do people.’
‘I do mostly do people.’
‘Well, he is more use than most people I have met.’ She sat very straight in the kitchen chair that I keep for clients, with her handbag on her knee and both hands on the handbag, a small square woman of seventy-one in a quilted jacket and a headscarf, and she looked about my back room as if she were assessing it for damp. ‘I was told by Mrs Anderson at the Rathen kirk that you found her son’s van.’
‘I found the man who had the van.’
‘It’s the same thing.’
It is not the same thing, and I have spent some years explaining why, but I had a hard frost outside and no other call until two o’clock, and the radiator under the window had not yet got the better of the cold, so I took a pan drop out of the bag and let her go on.
It was the Tuesday, the twenty-first of January. The room above Sinclair’s smelt of the fat as it always does from eleven in the morning, and the light through the window was the thin blue light you get in the Broch in the first week or two after the New Year, when the sea and the sky are the same colour and there is nothing to choose between them. I had been in since half past eight. I had a flask of coffee and a desk that had come out of the old police office in Fraserburgh, and along the back wall I had the shelf. It had been one shelf when I took the room in 2013. It was now two and a half, because in 2021 I had run out of wall and a joiner from Macduff who had once worked alongside my father had put up a third length of deal above the door and said he would do the rest when I stopped writing. The notebooks stood in their order with the dates on the spines, a hundred and twenty-six of them, from the hundred and fifty-first to the two hundred and seventy-sixth. The last was nearly full. I had been writing smaller since Christmas to make it last, which is the kind of economy that I used to think was a sign of character and now think is a sign of being sixty.
Mrs Birse’s story was this. Auchmedden Dark Knight was a black Labrador dog of the best working line in the north of Scotland and the sire of nine litters. He had been taken from the kennel behind her house at Rathen on the night of Friday the eleventh of October. The padlock had been cut, not forced. The microchip, which any vet will scan in half a second, had been taken out of his neck, because she had since had a vet from Fraserburgh go through every dog in the Rathen area with a scanner and there was no Knight among them. Since the autumn three different people had told her they had seen him: one in a pickup at the Tesco in Fraserburgh, one on a lead in Rosehearty, one at a clay shoot near Strichen. The police had written down all three and done nothing. He was worth, she said, four thousand pounds in fees a year, and she did not wish to talk about what he was worth otherwise.
‘I want him found,’ she said, ‘and I do not want a fuss. I don’t want somebody’s door put in. I want to know where he is.’
‘And then?’
‘And then I’ll go and look at him.’
I said that I would take the brief for the standard day rate plus mileage, and that I would need the names of the three people who had seen him, and every photograph she had, and the vet’s invoice for the scan. She had them all in an envelope. She had had the envelope ready for some time. When she had gone down the outside stair, with a hand on the rail and an air of having sorted out a minor problem with the council, I opened the envelope and spread the photographs across the desk. There must have been thirty. In every one of them, in a field or on a kitchen floor or in the back of a Land Rover, was a large, calm, entirely black dog with the same expression, which was that of a man who has been promised something and is prepared to wait.
I was looking at the third or fourth when the telephone rang.
‘Is that Ms Cardno?’
I knew the voice before he had finished the name. I should say that I do not like Ms. I was Mrs Reid once, for twenty-one years, and I have been Cardno ever since, to everybody but my sister and the Inland Revenue, and when a person who knows all that calls me Ms Cardno it is generally because he is nervous.
‘Speaking,’ I said.
‘It’s Alan Lees. Lees and Cowie, in Peterhead. I’m sorry to ring out of nothing. We haven’t spoken since…’ He let that go. ‘I wondered if you had a minute.’
‘I’ve a dog,’ I said.
‘I’m sorry?’
‘Never mind. Go on.’
Alan Lees was fifty that year. I had known him as a thin, quick young man in a good suit who sat behind counsel with the box files and never said a word, and I now knew him as a thin, careful man in a good suit who sat behind counsel with the box files and said a great many words, all of them considered. He had made partner in 2015 when old Hugh Cowie retired to Spain, and Cowie’s name was still on the plate, and Lees’s firm did most of the legal aid crime in the town that Catriona Duthie did not. I had seen him at the sheriff court perhaps once a year. We had nodded. We had been very civil to one another for twelve years and neither of us had said why.
‘I’m instructed by a man who has been charged in the last week,’ he said. ‘It will have been in the paper. Peterhead, the Saturday before last. The assault in the lane off Chapel Street.’
‘I saw it.’
‘Then you’ll have seen that a man of forty-one appeared on the Wednesday.’ He paused. I heard a chair creak, and the particular sound of a man putting down a pen so as to have something to do with his hand. ‘I’m calling because he has asked for you.’
I did not say anything. In the street below somebody dropped a crate and swore about it.
‘He has asked for you by name,’ said Lees. ‘I told him I didn’t think you’d want to. He was quite clear. I wrote it down, because I knew I’d be asked.’ Paper rustled. ‘He said, get the woman fae Banff that did the parade.’
Out of the window the sea had gone from blue to white while I was not looking at it. A trawler was coming in past the lighthouse with the gulls behind her, a long way off, in perfect silence.
I had not said his name aloud for twelve years, and some months. I want to be accurate about that, because I have heard it said that I could not, and it was not true. I had said it to myself when I wanted to. I had read it in the P and J when it was there to be read. I had said it, I think, once to a priest in Fochabers, when I was out of the job and had a notion for a month or two that I would like to be told what to do. What I had not done was say it into a room with someone else in it, in my own voice, as a word that could be answered.
‘Ritchie,’ I said.
‘Derek Ritchie.’ Lees breathed out. ‘Yes.’
‘You were there in 2012.’
‘I was behind Mr Lorimer. I carried the bag.’ There was a small dry sound that might have been a laugh. ‘I’ve never said to you what I thought of the day you gave your evidence. I’ll leave it for the now. I only want you to know I’m aware of the position.’
‘What is the position?’
‘The Crown’s case is two eyewitnesses and an identification procedure. Both of them picked him out on the video parade, within a week. They were strangers to him. A woman who was sitting in her car, and a man who was walking his dog.’ He stopped. ‘There’s a third witness for the order of events in the bar. And he has an additional difficulty, which is the one I expect you can guess.’
‘He’s got a name.’
‘He has a name,’ said Lees. ‘And a face that a great many people in this town have seen in a newspaper. There was a post on Facebook on the Monday. I’d rather not describe it down the phone. I’ll send it.’ Another pause. ‘He’s not in a good way, Ms Cardno. I don’t mean he’s low. He’s very controlled. But he’s been in the prison since the fifteenth and I think he believes that you are the only person who has ever told the truth about him in public.’
‘That’s not a thing I’d want to carry.’
‘No.’
‘And it’s not a reason.’
‘I said that to him.’ He cleared his throat. ‘He said it was the only one he had.’
I picked up a pan drop and found it was the last in the bag. I held it without putting it in my mouth.
‘I was a witness for the defence in his last trial,’ I said. ‘I’m bound to ask whether I can do this at all. If the Crown cross-examines me on it, if his own advocate has to deal with it, if the sheriff thinks…’
‘I took advice. You took no precognition in 2012. You gave evidence of what you saw as a serving officer. You are not a witness in this case and you don’t know anything about it. The Crown can’t get at the 2012 trial in front of a jury, because it isn’t admissible and Derek was acquitted. They’d have to open the door themselves.’ He sounded as if he were reading from a card, which I thought he probably was. ‘It’s a difficulty. It isn’t a bar.’
‘When’s the bail appeal?’
‘Tuesday the twenty-eighth. I expect to win it. There’s nothing on his record for twenty years, he has a settled address and a young daughter. The sheriff was cautious because of the injuries.’ He hesitated. ‘Mr Wyness is off the ventilator and off the ward. I think you should know that I don’t know if he’ll walk properly again, or remember his children’s names. I don’t think you should hear that from the paper.’
I turned the pan drop over in my fingers. It had gone sticky in the warmth of the radiator, and a thin skin of sugar came away on my thumb.
‘I’ll not say yes today,’ I said.
‘No. I didn’t think you would.’
‘I’ll ring you on Thursday.’
‘That will be fine.’ I heard him stand up, because the chair gave another note. ‘Thank you for hearing me out. I mean that.’
He rang off. I put the receiver down and sat, and the extractor in Sinclair’s came on below me and shook the building. After a time I put the last pan drop in my mouth. Then I picked up the third photograph of the dog and looked at it, and the dog looked at me, and neither of us offered an opinion.
* * *
I left at five, with the dusk coming down in a hard clean line over the harbour. I did not go to the car. I walked out along the pier at Faithlie, with my hands in my pockets and my collar up, as far as the lighthouse wall, and stood there until my eyes streamed. There was a smell of diesel and old fish and the sea. Out on the water the last of the trawlers was making for the harbour mouth, and I counted the lights on her mast by habit and then stopped.
What did I know?
I knew he was forty-one. I knew he was a roofer, because I had read it in 2012 and again, without wishing to, a year ago, in a paragraph about a fall from a scaffold in Peterhead in which he had not been the one who fell. I knew he had been twenty-eight on the twelfth of March 2012 and had stood at the end of a line of men in a room in Fraserburgh police station with a cardboard number six on his chest. I knew he had been acquitted at the High Court in Aberdeen on a Friday in November, on a verdict that the P and J called not proven and the Broch called other things, and I knew that I had been in the building when it was returned, at the back, on a bench I had not chosen, in my good coat, with nobody sitting within two seats of me.
I did not know whether he had done it.
That was the sentence. I stood on the pier and said it to myself in the plain way I say things to myself, without any music, and it was no worse said than unsaid. For twelve years I had arranged a number of things round that sentence: where I drove, which streets I walked in Fraserburgh, what I said to Shannon when she was seventeen and had found the paper. I had told myself, and I thought I had believed it, that it did not matter. A parade is either run by the book or it isn’t. I had been asked a question and I had given the true answer. What the twelve of them or the fifteen of them made of it afterwards was not my business, and a woman who spends her life taking precognitions will tell you the same, that she is there to find out what a witness will say and not to decide what they ought to have said.
All of which was good sense and no use to me at all. It left the sentence where it was.
I drove home by the A98 in the dark. I know that road as well as I know the kitchen at home. I could tell you every lay-by between the Broch and Cullen, and which of them has a bin and which has a view and which floods in a south-westerly, and in twelve years I have used them for a puncture, a flask, a kestrel, a phone call from the Procurator Fiscal’s office, a long cry on the day my mother died, and once to be sick. There is one I do not use. It is on the high ground above Whitehills, where the road comes over the hill and you see the whole of the firth laid out below you to the Sutors and the lights of Cullen far along the coast. It is the best lay-by on the road. It was where, on a Tuesday afternoon in September 2012, a retired detective sergeant called Jim Geddie, who had been my sergeant in the Fraserburgh CID room when I was a young detective constable, put his car in beside mine and got out with his coat collar up and said, Elspeth, I need to ask you a thing, and I want you to know you can say no.
I drove past it, when the work took me west, a hundred times a year. I did not slow. It is possible to go past a place two thousand times and never once look at it.
That night I looked. I had not gone home at Banff; I had gone on, over the bridge and out along the coast road, for no reason I could have given. The headlights swept the wire fence and the bin and the sign for the picnic area, and the firth beyond was a great black space with a few lights in it, and I took my foot off the accelerator and the Skoda rolled, and for a moment I thought I would turn in.
I did not. I put my foot down and went on to the end of the hill, and turned in a farm gateway, and drove back to Banff, and let myself in at my mother’s door, and stood in the hall under the picture of the Deveron bridge in 1910 until my coat had stopped being cold.
* * *
On the Wednesday I walked the links at the Deveron mouth at first light. The tide was well out and the sand was stiff with frost, and the oystercatchers stood about on it in their usual argumentative groups, and across the river Macduff had its lights on in the windows of the houses on the hill. I walked to the end of the sand and back. Nothing arrived. That is a thing I should say about the walk, since I have said so often that I do it when a brief is going badly: I do not think it does anything. It is a long walk that I can bear to take.
On the Thursday morning I drove to the Broch with the heater on full and the radio off, and let myself in at nine, and put on the lamp. Mrs Birse’s photographs were where I had left them. I put the dog in a drawer. Then I took down from the shelf, from the end of the third length of deal, the two hundred and seventy-sixth notebook, and turned to the last written page and drew a line under it with a ruler, which is what I do. There were eleven pages blank. I closed it and put it back and did not use them.
I took a new notebook out of the box in the bottom drawer. They come in tens, from a stationer in Aberdeen who has sold me the same make for twelve years and does not ask what they are for. It was the two hundred and seventy-seventh. I wrote the date on the first page, in numbers, the way I always do. Then I picked up the telephone.
‘It’s Cardno,’ I said, when he answered. ‘I’ll see the papers. Before I see him. I’ll tell you now that I’ll do it the way I do it, and I’ll do it for you and not for him, and if I find anything you don’t want to hear, you’ll hear it.’
‘That is what I’d hoped,’ said Alan Lees.
‘And if I’m any use to you in the first fortnight, say so. And if I’m not, say so.’
‘Yes.’
‘Then send them.’
I put the phone down. Beside the date, in the margin of the page, I wrote a single word. I wrote it in Pitman, in the three strokes it needs, small and quick, the way you sign a name you have signed many times.
Then I went down the stair to Sinclair’s and bought a bag of chips, which I do not usually do, and ate every one of them standing at the harbour wall, in the cold, with the gulls looking on.
Chapter Two: The Papers
The papers came on the Thursday afternoon, in a Jiffy bag the size of a pillow, by the courier who does the Peterhead solicitors and has never once brought anything up my stair without telling me how many steps there are. I signed for them and he went away. I put the bag on the desk and looked at it for the rest of the day, and then I put it in the boot of the Skoda and drove it home to Banff, where I would be able to read it without the extractor.
It is a rule of mine that the first reading is done at my mother’s kitchen table, in the evening or the early morning, on paper, with a pencil and without a telephone. The second reading is done wherever I like. I have found that a bundle of papers reads quite differently in the place where you will have to live with it, and I do not want to find that out in a client’s office.
On the Friday there was no choice about it in any case, because of the storm.
It was called Éowyn. They give them names now, which I do not hold against them, since it gives the forecaster something to say, but the ones that matter in Banff are the ones that come at the coast with nothing left to lose, and this one, which had crossed the whole breadth of the country from the Atlantic and was still going when it reached the firth, was one of those, with the Met Office’s amber warning attached to it like a luggage label. By eight in the morning the schools were shut all over Aberdeenshire and the roads at the coast were closing one by one. A lorry had gone over at Boyndie. The Broch was shut. I rang Sinclair’s, who said he would be frying at eleven as he had been frying through two wars, and then I rang Moira, who said that the Primary had gone home and she had been sent with them and was sitting in her kitchen in a dressing gown eating toast.
‘Are you at your mother’s?’ she said. ‘You’ll be wanting to sit in the middle of the house. Away from the windows.’
‘I’m reading.’
‘You’re aye reading. Elsie, it’s a gale. Come and sit wi me.’
‘I’ve a job on.’
There was a small silence on the line, a silence I know. Then she said, in her other voice, the careful one that she uses for the ward round and the headmaster, ‘Is it him?’
I had not told her. I had not told anyone. But Moira is a school cook in Banff, and the school is a place where nothing is kept, and I imagine she had it from the mother of a child in the Primary whose cousin had been in the Crown Bar.
‘It’s a job,’ I said.
‘Right.’ She let that sit. ‘Well. There’s soup. I’ll bring you some when it’s quiet.’
‘You’ll not come out in this.’
‘I’ll come when I come.’ She hung up.
* * *
I will set down what was in the bundle, since it is what I had to work with, and since a great deal of what happened afterwards depended on the order in which I read it.
On top was a covering letter from Alan Lees, one page, in the short paragraphs of a man who has been taught not to commit himself on paper. Under it was the petition, which is the charge as it stands before there is an indictment, a single sheet in the thin legal type that makes everything look as though it has already happened. It said that Derek Ritchie, born the ninth of November 1983, residing at an address in Kirk Street, Peterhead, had on the eleventh of January 2025 in a lane known as Pate’s Wynd, Peterhead, assaulted Michael Wyness, born the second of September 1980, and had struck him on the head with his fists or an unknown object, repeatedly kicked him on the head and body when he was on the ground, to his severe injury, permanent impairment and to the danger of his life. I read the last four words twice, as everyone does. There is a long Scottish tradition of putting these things plainly.
Under that was the Crown’s summary of evidence. Under that were the statements.
I took them in the order they came, and I read each one straight through with my hands in my lap and no pencil, to see how it sounded. That is another rule. A statement is written to be read by a Fiscal at a desk, and if you read it that way you will hear it as the Fiscal does, with the grain. If you want to hear anything else you have to start from the beginning and make yourself read it slowly, as though it were being said to you by somebody a little hard of hearing.
Anne Kerr, 29, care assistant, of Windmill Street, Peterhead. Two pages, taken on the Sunday afternoon, the twelfth, at her flat. On the Saturday night she had been driving her Fiesta to collect her friend Leanne, who was at the Crown Bar, and had parked in the mouth of Pate’s Wynd on the Chapel Street side to wait, with the engine running, because it was cold. At about ten to ten she had seen two men at the bottom of the lane, some distance from her. They had been shouting, not loudly. One of them had struck the other. She had put on her full beam and the one who had struck turned and looked into the light for two or three seconds and she had seen his face. He was a man of average height, dark, clean-shaven, with short hair. She would know him again. The man on the ground was not moving. She had run to him. She had phoned 999. The other witness had been there by then.
Paul Souter, 36, electrician, of Kinmundy Place, Peterhead. Three pages, the Sunday morning. He had been walking his dog home from the Harbour Bar at about ten to ten, along the harbour road towards the foot of Pate’s Wynd. He had heard shouting, then a noise he described as a dull noise, like somebody kicking a bag of sand. He had run towards the lane and shouted, and a man had come out of the dark towards him and passed him at a distance of about three metres and run off along the harbour road. He gave a description. It was fuller than Kerr’s. Aged about thirty-five to forty-five, five foot eleven or six foot, of slim to medium build, dark hair cut short, no facial hair, wearing a dark zip-up jacket and dark trousers. He would know him again. He had telephoned 999 at once. He had seen the woman in the car.
I stopped, there, and went back. Five foot eleven or six foot. Then I turned to the transcript of the 999 call, which was at the back, and read it with the pencil in my hand.
Caller: There’s a man been hurt here, Pate’s Wynd, at the harbour end, there’s a lassie in a car, he’s no moving. Operator: Is the man who did it still there? Caller: No, he’s away, he came right past me, big lad, he’s away along the harbour. Operator: Can you describe him? Caller: Big lad. Six foot, six foot odd. Dark hoodie. A beard, I think. I couldny see. He’s away.
I wrote on the margin of the statement, small, in longhand: 999: big, 6’+, hoodie, beard? And under it: Statement (next day): 5’11”-6’, slim-medium, jacket, no facial hair. It was not an enormous difference. The man was frightened and it was dark. But I have read ten thousand statements and I have learned that witnesses do not generally lose a beard between the night and the morning, and that when they do someone has usually said something.
Elaine Marr, 52, bar steward, of Merchant Street, Peterhead. Two pages, the Monday, at the Crown Bar. She had been working all evening. It was quiz night. At about a quarter past nine, in the interval, Mick Wyness had said something to Derek Ritchie at the bar, which she did not hear, and Ritchie had turned and looked at him, and then Ritchie had finished his drink and left. Mr Wyness had gone out a few minutes later, at about twenty to ten, after buying a round for the table. Mr Ritchie had left a few minutes before Mr Wyness. It was not more than five or ten minutes. The bar’s camera was not recording. She knew Mr Ritchie by sight. She had known who he was.
I read that last sentence a third time. She had known who he was. It was a thing she had said and the officer had let stand. Neither of them had said who.
Mick Wyness had given no statement. He had been in intensive care on the Sunday and in a ward on the Thursday, and the Crown had put into the bundle a short report from a neurosurgeon at Aberdeen, which I read with a different part of my attention. A depressed fracture of the left temporoparietal skull. An acute subdural and an extradural haematoma. A craniotomy on the night of the eleventh. The patient has no recollection of the events of the evening after approximately 9 pm. This is likely to be permanent. An anosmia, which is a loss of the sense of smell. Difficulties of memory and concentration. A prognosis for return to work which I should not like to repeat. I read the last two lines and put the page face down on the table with the care you give to something that has been spilt.
* * *
At eleven the lights went.
It was not a flicker. The fridge stopped, and the small noise of the gas fire’s pilot, and the clock, which is electric, and the house took on that big, close listening quality that a house has when the power goes in a gale. I found the torch in the drawer under the cutlery and the old paraffin lamp that my mother kept for the purpose and I had never once lit. It was a good lamp. I lit it with a long match from the tin by the range and set it in the middle of the table, and the kitchen came back, yellow and low, with my mother’s cups in the dresser winking and the wind going over the roof like a train.
The slates are the original ones. They were put on in 1931 by a man called Dunbar who was a friend of my grandfather’s and who, my mother said, had never let a slate go out of true in his life. They have gone out of true since. I sat in the lamplight with the Crown’s summary and listened to a slate shift somewhere above the back bedroom, a dry stirring noise, and then a second, and then the long slide and the tick, tick, tick of something going down a roof and the clatter in the garden.
He was a roofer. That was in the papers too. He had been a roofer in 2012 and he was a roofer now, a Peterhead firm that did slating and flat roofs and the kind of work where you go up a ladder in weather like this to put back what the weather has taken off. I thought of him in the prison, in a cell in a building I could see on a clear day from the top of the Broch pier, listening to the same wind. I did not know that he was listening. I did not know the first thing about him. I knew a number on a card and a sentence in a newspaper and the way a man looks at a woman across a courtroom when the thing has gone his way, which is not the way you would think.
I put him out of my head, firmly, and went on reading.
The VIPER forms were at the back. I had not seen them for a number of years and I read them slowly, since they are the kind of document that looks like the end of a story and is nearly always the beginning. A video parade is a different thing from the live ones I knew. They film the suspect, in the same pose and light as they film a bank of volunteers, nine faces at a time on a screen, and the witness is shown the whole set, and can ask to see any of them again. There is an inspector in the room who has had nothing to do with the inquiry, and the officer in charge is not in the building, and each witness is asked to say what they see and what they think in their own words, and the words are written down. I will not repeat the Lord Advocate’s guidelines, which I have in my head still, except to say that I had read them more closely than almost anyone in Grampian by the end of 2012, and that every one of the clauses I had known then was in this file, ticked and signed and in order.
Witness: Anne Kerr. Date: Friday 17 January 2025. Time of commencement: 10.42. The inspector had been an Inspector Ruth Pollock of Fraserburgh, whom I did not know. The words used by the witness, under the heading the form has for them: Can I see number four again. (Replays.) I think that’s him. I think it’s number four. Yes. It’s number four. I’m sure.
Witness: Paul Souter. Date: Monday 20 January 2025. Time of commencement: 14.17. That’s him. Number four. No, I don’t need to see it again. That’s him.
I put them side by side on the table under the lamp. I think that’s him. I think it’s number four. Yes. It’s number four. I’m sure. And: That’s him. No, I don’t need to see it again.
You could not have asked for a cleaner procedure. I remember thinking that, with a small cold sense of the ground going from under me, not because it was wrong but because it was right. In 2012, at the end of the live parade, one witness had said I think it’s him, it’s him, and another had asked for the line to be shown again, and I had been standing at the back of the room with a clipboard. The forms I held now were as clean as the forms I wished I had been given then. Whatever Ritchie had to complain of in 2025, it was not that.
* * *
By two o’clock the storm had passed its worst and the wind came in long, heavy pushes with gaps between, and I sat with a pencil and made the list. It is the second reading and I do it on a clean sheet. I put down the places where I would want the witness to tell me more.
Kerr: full beam. How far? How long on the face? What was behind him? What did she see of the man on the ground?
Souter: 999 (big, 6’+, hoodie, beard?). Statement (5’11”-6’, slim, jacket, clean-shaven). VIPER (immediate). Between: the Facebook post (Mon 13th) and his comment on it (Tues 14th, ‘I’d know him anywhere’). What did he see, and when?
Marr: ‘known who he was.’ ‘Not more than five or ten minutes.’ Did she see either of them leave?
Lamp: Pate’s Wynd, Chapel Street end. The woman in the paper said it was out. Who is the council’s contractor? When was it reported?
Crown Bar camera: not recording. Since when? Who installed it?
Wyness: what did he say, at the bar? What did he say, before that, in all the years?
I looked at the last line for a time. Then I added one more, underneath, and boxed it, which I do rarely.
Where was Ritchie between about 9.20 and 9.50?
Lees’s covering letter said that Mr Ritchie’s account to him was that he had left the Crown Bar after the exchange, walked home by way of Broad Street and Kirk Street, and that he had seen no one. The police had asked him that question in the interview room at Peterhead on the fourteenth. The summary of the interview ran to a paragraph. The accused was cautioned and made no reply to questions. When charged he said: ‘I was in the Crown Bar earlier. That’s all I’m saying.’ There was no camera on Chapel Street. There was no camera in the lane. The Crown had his mobile phone, which put it, like most phones in a town of eighteen thousand people, somewhere in Peterhead. There was a good deal about Mick Wyness’s phone and a good deal about the lane. There was nothing, anywhere, about 2012.
That was what struck me last, and longest. I had turned every page and there was not one line. There was no previous, because the only conviction he had was twenty-one years old and the Crown had not given notice of it. There was no mention of a trial. In the whole of that bundle there was no he was acquitted, no not proven, not a single hint to the Fiscal who read it that there had been another Derek Ritchie in another room with a number on his chest. They had been careful. They had been exactly as careful as they are supposed to be, because a jury must not be told, and everything had been scrubbed of him, as a floor is scrubbed.
Except for one page. At the back, behind the VIPER forms, Lees had put in a single photocopy, with a Post-it on it in his small upright hand. Crown production 14. For information. You’ll want to see how it stood on the 15th.
It was the Facebook post.
I read it in the lamplight with the slates moving above me. This is the animal who put my brother in ARI. And the comments, which went on for six pages. Not proven is a disgrace. Should never have been allowed. A woman called Anne Kerr: Terrible. Hope they get him. A man called Paul Souter: I saw that bastard. I would know him anywhere. I took out the pencil. I drew a line down the margin of the page, from her comment to his, and wrote beside it the date and time of each, which were there to be read, and then underneath, in plain longhand, Both statements taken Sun 12th. Both VIPERs after.
That was all. It was not an answer. It was the kind of question that takes the first week of a brief to learn how to ask.
I read the last of the comments again. Lorna Wyness, the sister, who had written it. Not proven. We all ken what that means. I had heard that said. I had heard it said in my own kitchen and by a good friend, at the end of another trial, in the voice a person uses when she is trying to be kind. It was a thing everyone in the north-east of Scotland could say in their sleep.
I put the pencil down. Overhead a slate gave up, finally and decisively, and went off the back of the roof, and I heard it strike the wall of the shed.
At four Moira came to the door in a cagoule with a flask of soup and her hair in a plastic hood, with the wind behind her pushing, and handed it over without a word, and I took it. She looked at the table, and the papers, and the lamp, and at me.
‘It’s him,’ she said.
‘It’s a job.’
‘It’s him, Elsie.’ She stood on the step with the gale going round us both. ‘Does Shannon know?’
‘Not yet.’
‘She’ll want to.’ Moira put her hand on my arm, briefly, and took it off. ‘Eat your soup.’
She went away down the path, bent against the wind, and I stood in the door with the flask in my hand and watched her go, and watched the street lights come on, one by one along the terrace above the river, as the power came back.
Thank You For Reading
That is the end of this sample of Not Proven. Thank you for reading.
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