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In loving memory of Bernadette Lee – a friend to the voiceless and the woman who gave me mine.
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Now

Sunday, 11.30 a.m.

The girl looked like a broken puppet, crumpled and loose. She was being hauled towards the booking sergeant’s desk, flanked by two male police officers. Her arms were handcuffed behind her back; meaty hands grasped around her narrow shoulders with far greater force than Cat thought was necessary. Cat gripped the mop handle tightly as she surveyed the scene from the doorway.

The girl in the blue dress was nearly at the desk. Her mousy brown hair was frizzed at the ends and damp with sweat. The booking sergeant gave her the usual spiel, asking for a name, address and whether the girl had taken any drugs. Cat didn’t hear an answer, but the girl’s breathing became heavy, a low, rasping honk that moved in time with her shoulders. The booking sergeant shuffled a stack of papers uncomfortably as the girl let out a guttural wail. Retching sobs overcame her body, and she thrashed on the spot with her feet rooted to the floor, twisting her torso this way and that, as though trying to escape herself. At the exact moment Cat caught sight of the streaks of blood that covered the girl’s otherwise unblemished chest and arms, she felt her own blood drain away from her face, leaving her suddenly cold.

The girl had swivelled round, away from the desk, and was looking straight at her. She was so young. There was so much blood. A wave of nausea crashed over Cat as the girl stared intently across the room at her. Abruptly, she stopped crying. Silence enveloped the space and its suddenness seemed unnatural somehow. Her eyes bulged at Cat and she extended her neck towards her, sniffing her out, a deadly snake locked on its desert prey. Cat smelled the adrenaline that had crept over her own skin as the blood-soaked girl opened her dark mouth wide in a silent scream.
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14 Months Earlier

Odette Adin knew her mum wouldn’t care that her leggings were navy blue, rather than the traditional black. The harassed-looking officiant at the front of the room thumbed through a folder, tutting loudly. One of the very first mourners to arrive had been sick directly into one of the faux plants in a pot at the end of the aisle. The incense billowing through the room wasn’t doing a very good job of covering up the smell. Cedar overlayed with somebody’s late-night lamb shawarma. The service was due to start ten minutes ago, but the man seemed to be waiting for more people to arrive. Odette didn’t bother turning round to watch for the stream of weeping women that the officiant obviously anticipated would provide a last-minute boost to the numbers. Nobody else was coming. She was frankly surprised to see that five, six – no, eight – people, including herself, had made it along to the service. The mourners were evenly spaced out in the small room. Gaps stretched between them. There was no core family group, no friends passing around tissues or squeezing the trembling shoulder of the person next to them. There were no tears. Odette recognised a few of the faces. Her mum owed money to the man with the purple nose sitting at the far end of the second row. She had once thrown a Nokia 3500 at the old woman applying lip-gloss in the back corner. The neat woman wearing exactly what you would expect somebody to wear to a funeral was a social worker from way back. Or was she from the council? She looked great, anyway. Odette looked down at her leggings again. She should have worn black. She smoothed the paper against her thighs. The picture they had used was a copy of an old passport photo. The creases in the original showed up as white lines across the oval image.

In remembrance. Sylvia Adin, 1985–2026.

She was pleased with how it had turned out. The funeral director had shown her a thick cream card he said was usually used for the order of service, but it was too expensive. Her budget of zero pounds, zero pence couldn’t quite stretch that far. But all’s well that ends well, because when she told him that she would need less than a dozen copies, he kindly gave her the thin paper ones for free. The next time Odette heard of somebody dying, she would highly recommend their loved ones give their business to Royston Funeral Directors.

Her mum was in a wicker coffin on a plinth at the very front of the room. There were no suitable candidates for the role of pallbearer and Odette couldn’t carry her mum all by herself, and so she lay there, waiting, like the rest of them, for the service to start. A woman in a strapless white mini dress was coughing her guts up into a fistful of toilet paper. It drowned out the song Odette had chosen for the start of the ceremony. ‘You Raise Me Up’ harmonised horribly with the phlegmy hacking as it echoed through the nearly empty room. Odette breathed deeply and tried to remember what was important. What was it her mum always said? Don’t sweat the small stuff. The song finished, and her mum was put on the conveyor belt through the curtains and into the fire. Then the officiant looked Odette directly in the eye and asked if she would like to share a few words of reflection about Sylvia. Odette shook her head. She was sad her mum was gone. She was glad she was gone. How do you go about explaining that to an audience?

Outside, Odette flattened out the trifold bus timetable. The bedsit was two buses away. The man at the council said she had to be there before 6 p.m., otherwise she would need to wait until the next day to get access. It would be tight, but she could make it. Over by the bins, the woman with the bad cough was in conversation with a much younger man in a striped tracksuit.

‘Poor Sylvia, she never stood a chance,’ she told him, shaking her head. Twin plumes of smoke curled upwards from their cigarettes. The man rested his forearm on the edge of the bin.

‘Aye,’ came his short reply.

The woman caught Odette looking and shouted over to her.

‘You the daughter?’

‘Yeah, I’m the daughter.’

Odette gave a small wave as she said it and regretted it instantly. She should have said, Thank you for coming, it means a lot. That’s what the closest living relatives of the deceased usually said at funerals. She had checked with Mr Royston specifically.

No matter. Her bus was due along soon. Once she stepped onboard, she would leave these people, this life, behind for good. She was truly on her own now. The thought of that didn’t scare her nearly as much as it should. If she did everything right, she knew it wouldn’t be that way forever.

‘You’ve got your ma’s nose,’ the woman croaked. ‘Dun’t she, Bowie?’

The man’s eyes trailed slowly upwards over Odette’s body and face before he said again, ‘Aye.’

‘That’s right,’ said the woman, as she pulled out another cigarette from the open pack on top of the bin. ‘You’re so much like Sylvia, hen.’

The woman smiled as she said it, as though Odette should be pleased by the comparison. The rest of the small group of mourners were long gone now, each headed off in different directions, like the lines on a child’s drawing of the sun. Odette didn’t want to be just like her mum. It was fitting that this threadbare funeral marked Sylvia Adin’s final moments on earth. Because didn’t her mum do everything to make this sad end completely inevitable? Sylvia thought other people were to be feared, not befriended. Relationships only lasted long enough for her to get what she wanted out of them, and that never took Sylvia very long. If Odette really was just like her mum, then this was what she was headed for, too. A grunted obituary in a crematorium car park overlooking the Aldi recycling bins.

If Odette wanted to live a different life, and die a different death, then she would need to take everything she learned from her mum and do the opposite. The council had already sorted her somewhere to live. She would have to find a job. On every social security form she had filled in since her mum’s death – and there had been a lot – she had been asked for the name of her non-existent GP surgery. On the back of her bus timetable, in the narrow white space at the top, she had begun writing a to-do list for her new life. Find a job. Find a doctor. Find some friends. Those three tasks were the most important, and besides, there wasn’t really room to write anything else.

There would be more to do. But that seemed plenty to be getting on with for now.
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Then

The stone sarcophagus was surrounded by giddy children wearing tiny hi-vis jackets. Either by accident or design, one girl wore hers upside down, which made the Fernroad Nursery label on the back as difficult to read as the hieroglyphs etched along the edge of the tomb. Odette stood a polite distance away from the group and waited for them to get bored. Her mum wasn’t in a rush, and neither was she. She had the small pouch ready in her hands. Odette visited Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum every second Thursday. It was the only normal day out her mum ever took her on when she was little. This building held that rarest of gems, the happy memory. But more importantly than that, it was on the bus route back from the job centre and it was free. It was a happy coincidence that the one-year anniversary of her mum’s death happened to fall on the second Thursday of the month. Odette had taken it as a clear sign. She had felt uneasy about having sole responsibility for keeping the little pouch of ashes safe this last year. What if she accidentally put it in the washing machine along with her dirty clothes? What if she left it on the bus and it travelled far away from her to some unknown place she had never even visited? The fear weighed heavily on her. Which is weird, in a way, because it turns out that a whole human being weighs almost nothing when they are returned to dust.

The area of the museum that held the ancient Egyptian artefacts was always Sylvia Adin’s favourite spot. She once told Odette that she felt jealous of Pabasa, the nobleman who lay beneath the granite tomb surrounded by children, because to get a coffin like that, you had to be someone really special. Odette couldn’t even afford a burial plot for her mum, let alone a human-shaped tomb of stone. Spreading her ashes here would be the next best thing. What was that her mum used to say? We’ve got to work with what we’ve got. Well, Mum. This is as good as I’ve got, she thought.

The children were eventually shepherded away by a purple-haired grown-up with a sing-song voice and matching hi-vis. As Odette stepped forward to claim the space as her own, doubt began to creep in. She wanted to check whether what she was about to do was illegal, but she hadn’t had time to get to the library to use one of their computers. It wasn’t vandalism, surely, to scatter ashes around an ancient sarcophagus? They would blow away, eventually. Soon, they would settle into the grooves of the floor below. In time, the particles would join the layers of sticky dirt inside the bag of an industrial vacuum cleaner. It wasn’t desecration of a burial plot either, because she was just adding another person into the mix, rather than interfering with the dead person already there. She prised open the drawstring. There was no glass around Pabasa’s tomb. No rope. No warning sign telling people Please don’t touch, or Please don’t spread your dead mother’s ashes. The room was almost empty now. An old man stood over by one of the glass cabinets, but he wasn’t looking in her direction. With a more decisive movement than she intended, Odette tipped the ashes onto the stone near Pabasa’s feet. It formed a neat pile. It was too conspicuous. A child that came by might be tempted to stick a curious finger into the mound. And weren’t children always putting things in their mouths?

She moved forward, as casually as she could, and blew softly. Her mum danced in the air. Her mum was on Pabasa’s torso. Unfortunately, some of her mum was also on the floor. But it would have to do. Odette had almost reached the door when she heard a loud grunt echo around the room. The elderly man was hunched over by a glass cabinet containing a yellowing tapestry. He had already straightened up before she reached him.

‘Are you okay?’ she asked.

The man looked like a grandad from a John Lewis advert. He was tall and beautifully dressed. In his green suit and camel overcoat, he looked like the sort of man who would have been buried in a sarcophagus in Egyptian times.

‘I’m fine,’ he said, smiling at her, ‘just stumbled a bit on this ancient artefact.’

With a raised eyebrow, he held up a purple Fruit Shoot bottle. ‘No harm done,’ he added.

‘Are you sure? That sounded like a sore one.’

‘My ribs got a good thwack off that cabinet there, but I’m fine, really.’

‘What’s your favourite thing in the museum?’ she asked him. The man looked slightly bewildered by her question but after a beat, he answered.

‘I’ve got a bit of a soft spot for the taxidermy moose.’

‘Do you want to go and see it together? That’s one of my favourites too.’

That bewildered look again. It often happened when she struck up a conversation with people on the bus. She had a feeling that if she didn’t try to talk to people, they wouldn’t give her funny looks, but she read an article in Cosmopolitan once that said it’s important to put yourself out there if you want to make new friends. Despite her best efforts, Odette hadn’t made any friends since she met Shelley in the queue at the job centre a few months ago. Shelley had an advanced case of rheumatoid arthritis and four grandchildren. She was great. It was a shame she died so suddenly, before Odette got to know her better.

‘That would be lovely,’ the man replied. ‘Are you sure I’m not keeping you from anything?’

Only another lonely walk around the Charles Rennie Mackintosh exhibition, thought Odette. She had left it too late to join the afternoon tour.

‘I’m free today,’ she said. ‘I’m Odette, by the way.’

‘I’m Amos. Very nice to meet you.’

He held his arm out, gesturing for her to go first through the doorway. ‘Shall we?’

Odette stole glances at Amos as they walked through to the huge central lobby of the museum, where most of the dead animals were displayed. Her mum would have said he had a fine head of hair on him. It was translucent silver. The kind that looks squeaky clean, like a newly minted fifty pence piece.

‘Do you come here often?’ she asked him.

She jumped, as Amos spluttered out a laugh.

‘It’s been a few decades since a young lady has asked me that,’ he said, grinning down at her. Odette wasn’t sure what was so funny about it, but she laughed along too, anyway.

‘Every now and then,’ he said. ‘How about you?’

‘Every second Thursday.’

‘Are you a student?’

‘No, I’m …’ – she tried to remember the phrase her job coach, Toni, had once used – ‘… seeking gainful employment,’ she finished. ‘I come here after my job centre appointment.’

‘It’s tough out there for the young ones these days,’ said Amos, with a small shake of his head. ‘More people than there are jobs to go around.’

‘Toni, my coach, says I’ve just got to keep at it, and something will come along eventually.’

‘Toni sounds very wise.’

‘She’s the best.’

Toni always looked at Odette in such a kind way across the plastic partition. Her eyes had a sort of sleepy look whenever they spoke. Soft. Relaxed. Her eyes made it clear that their relationship was more than just business.

And she said Odette’s name in a way that suggested she really liked how it sounded.

Ohhh-det. How’s your job search going, Ohhh-det? Toni lingered on the vowels just like a friend would. It was the most lovely sound.

Odette and Amos drifted from room to room, exhibit to exhibit, chatting animatedly. Any company was good company, but Odette found walking with Amos comforting in a way she didn’t fully understand. An hour passed. A couple of times, she saw Amos slide a finger under the cuff of his jacket, to look at his watch. She showed him all her favourite pieces, hoping that he would stay a little longer. She could sense a shift in his movements that signalled he was preparing to make his exit. People always do it right before the bus pulls into their stop. They move their handbag ever so slightly, or look up from their phone for the first time the whole journey. There is a readiness about people who are preparing to depart from somewhere that you can’t fail to spot.

Her time with Amos was almost up. Odette felt damp patches forming under the arms of her London Marathon hoodie.

She had never run a marathon, but when she spotted it in the Breast Cancer charity shop on Byres Road, she had bought it, thinking that it might make an interesting conversation starter with people she met on the bus.

They finished their circuit of the ground floor. Odette was just about to suggest they head to the upper floors when Amos said, as she had feared he might: ‘Well, I best be getting on. It was good to meet you.’

Odette felt the urge to cling to him, to keep him there for just a little bit longer. She wanted to see this kind and talkative man again. Fatally, for Amos, she almost certainly would.
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Now

Sunday, 1.10 p.m.

The girl rested her head in her hands, worrying small circles in her scalp with her fingertips.

She didn’t look like any murderer Roger had ever seen. She wore a pale-blue checked dress, which was at least a few sizes too small. The fat on her upper arms was pale and mottled. Soft flesh bunched in angry indents beneath the elasticated shoulder cuffs. Were it not for the blood, you might have guessed that she was on her way to a fifties-themed night at a village hall. Matte brown smears stained irregular patches across her chest and arms. One of her wrists was bruised, a sign that the man had made a futile attempt to fight for his life.

If Roger hadn’t seen the tape for himself, he would never have thought a girl like this would be capable of such a brutal act. It takes all sorts, but he just wouldn’t have believed it, plain and simple.

She hadn’t spoken a single word since her arrest back at the house, communicating only in wails of what could have been anguish but might just as easily have been anger. The sound made the small reception room feel even more claustrophobic than usual. The force of it bounced from the walls. The noise was more shocking for the fact that it had come on so suddenly.

Roger had been forced to look away then, under the guise of sorting out some paperwork. He never could stand to see a woman cry. There was something almost feral about the girl’s sobs: strands of white spit anchored her open mouth like a wrought-iron door of an ancient castle. They hadn’t been able to find any family members to get in touch with on her behalf. When the booking sergeant got to the section of the form that asked for emergency contact details, she shook her head. A small, sad movement. Then the tears started again. She didn’t stop for what seemed like a very long time.

The only person that was left to be alerted to the girl’s situation was the on-duty solicitor, Mark Deaver. Mark was a nice enough guy. Competent. Organised. Always shaven and in a clean suit, which was more than could be said for some of his lot. But if Roger ever found himself up on a charge of murder, he would want somebody with more bite than Mark fighting in his corner.

The desk was hard against Roger’s back as he watched the girl through the one-way mirror. He felt an unwanted pang of regret that no friendly face was coming to offer even a brief moment of comfort to this kid. She looked unmoored. Like a shabby wooden boat being buffeted against a southerly current. There had to be somebody out there who knew and understood her. Somebody who could help make sense of this. Her arrest was being beamed out on every news bulletin. Her name and photograph were the top trending topic on social media. Yet nobody had claimed her. Why?

The station had been buzzing with a grotesque sort of excitement ever since they’d brought the girl in that morning. In twenty years, he’d never seen anything like it. It reminded Roger of those well-trodden tales you hear about the spectacle around public hangings back in the day. Parents would pack a bag of sandwiches and take their kids along to watch. A fun day out at the gallows for all the family to enjoy. Buy your popcorn and wait for the clock to strike death. That’s what was happening there, in a way.

The girl had done wrong, and she’d pay for it, he’d make sure of that. A baby-faced killer in a pretty dress is every bit as culpable as a tattooed skinhead wearing a knuckle-duster. The law is the law, and everybody must abide by it.

But the talk in the station today had been unedifying. It made Roger feel uneasy to see his colleagues so animated, so obviously enthralled to be part of the biggest news story of the year. It wasn’t a good look to see grown men and women breathlessly chit-chattering about that video. It had taken on an almost Princess Diana’s-car-crash quality. Where were you when you heard the news? Where were you when you saw the video?

One of the older detectives, Donna, told Roger that she had followed the page from the start. She was one of their very first subscribers. She saw everything: from the first video that was posted three months ago up until that last, fatal, live stream. That was the video that was currently being broadcast on a loop across every news channel in the country, edited heavily for good taste.

Donna said that ‘as somebody who went on that journey with them’ she thought that what happened this morning must have been related to the old man’s money. PC Kenneth Weston, who didn’t go on the journey with them, had since binge-watched every video on the page, and he put what happened down to good old-fashioned psychopathy.

‘There’s something not quite right about that girl, you mark my words. The eyes always give it away.’

Roger had tuned them out. He would find out why the silent, strange girl sitting in Interview Room 3 did what she did.

But Roger would go about it the right way, the way he had been taught. Using tried and tested interview techniques. Slowly. Methodically. Properly.

Roger checked over the images in the manila folder to make sure everything was in order. He moved the most gruesome one, of the blood-soaked face of the old man, to the top of the pile. The man’s jaw was slack in death. A small, thick tongue rested against his bottom lip. Blood stained the silver hair around his temple. Roger’s own mouth suddenly felt very dry. He took a gulp of stale water from the plastic cup on the desk and wiped his face with the back of his hand.

Clutching the folder by his side, he unlocked the metal door and steeled himself to go and interview the girl the newspapers had dubbed ‘The Most Hated Girl in Britain’.
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Then

Beneath the poster of a hand-painted rainbow, I am HAPPY was written in wonky bubble writing. A different colour was used for every letter. The edges of the poster curled where they had broken free from the drying Blu Tack underneath. Beside the poster, and above it, and beneath it, the wall was marked with furry trails of well-developed black mould. Odette didn’t notice the mould much anymore. Sometimes a surprising shock of brightest white would appear among the black and that would catch her eye. Odette would wonder, briefly, why it changed. The wall was the same. The damp was the same. The ventilation was as poor as it had ever been. So why had this new growth arrived that was so different to the rest? These were brief thoughts. For the most part, the mould was just another feature of the small room. It was every bit as benign as the missing carpet tile and the ghost of a love heart that reappeared every time the windows fogged up. You don’t really notice those things you know so well.

Odette once read an article that explained that sometimes people can become blind to their own body odour. Which means that if somebody smells awful, you shouldn’t think badly of them. They’re not necessarily being selfish. It might just be that they can’t smell themselves anymore. Odette vowed to take two showers a day from then on, just on the off chance she had been walking around smelling bad this whole time and didn’t realise. She had stuck to the two-shower rule ever since. Even when the boiler in the bedsit had broken down and there was no hot water for three weeks straight.

While Odette didn’t notice the black mould anymore, she did always notice the poster. She painted it herself, at a free art session in the local library. Initially, she felt self-conscious being the only adult sitting around the wide table. But the days are long when you don’t have a job. It’s hard to find activities to fill your time. Plus, Odette had to learn social skills somewhere. The good thing about children is that they haven’t yet learned to raise their eyebrows. If you talk to them, they always talk back. They don’t judge you. They don’t ask why you are messing about with paint on a Monday afternoon instead of working hard to save for your retirement.

The man in charge said the attendees could use whatever supplies they wanted. Odette used a little bit of everything. She chose bright poster paints for the lines of the rainbow and used crayons to outline the words. Then she had to wait patiently until a boy with a crocodile T-shirt finished using the fuzzy felt, so she could cut it up carefully and use it to fill in the word HAPPY. She was delighted with how it had turned out. Especially the fuzzy felt. Now she could stroke HAPPY whenever she wanted to. Odette thought of Amos as she lay in bed, staring up at the poster.

I am happy. I am happy. I am happy.

This Morning had a woman on once who was wearing a gorgeous leopard-print dress. She said she was a wellbeing coach and that in her experience, positive affirmations worked like a cheat code to life. Your subconscious brain apparently can’t tell the difference between truth and lies. Not when you are telling them to yourself, anyway. It doesn’t understand the difference between reality and fiction. That’s why everybody cries at the end of the movie Titanic, when they realise there is no room on the door for Jack. Leonardo DiCaprio isn’t dead. Odette saw a photo of him in the Daily Mail recently on a yacht in Thailand with his girlfriend. The caption underneath the photo said that Leonardo DiCaprio’s girlfriend is a model, and she is nineteen years old. Exactly the same age as Odette. Your brain knows Leo didn’t really freeze to death in the North Atlantic Ocean, but you still feel sad about it. So, it goes without saying that if you tell yourself I am happy often enough then eventually, you will become happy.

I am happy hadn’t worked for Odette yet, but she would never, ever admit that out loud. And to be on the safe side, she tried her best never to think about it either because she didn’t want her brain to find out.
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Now

Sunday, 1.15 p.m.

Roger flinched as the metal chair he scraped back caught a jarring note. The girl sitting across from him didn’t take any notice. Her head was still bowed, and she showed no sign of having noticed his arrival in the interview room. Her stubby fingernails were painted red and chewed almost to the quick. The crimson half-moons could have easily been mistaken for a smear of blood across her fingertips. Roger thought again of the video and his stomach lurched uncomfortably.

Most people believed they would know if they were in close proximity to a killer. They imagined an aura around such people that can be spotted from a safe distance away. Roger had come across all sorts of killers in his time, nearly all of them men.

There were the traditional bad guys. The men who had a criminal CV as long as their arm. The ones who were only ever going to end up behind bars for a drug- or gang-related murder. Then there were the sociopaths and serial killers. The men whose faces ended up on the front covers of books and featured in Netflix documentaries.

Things got a bit tricky when you started to add in what Roger thought of as your ‘average Joe’ killers. These men often didn’t have any criminal history to speak of. Or, if they did, it was usually a series of domestic incidents where no further action had been taken.

If action had been taken, incidentally, maybe so many of them wouldn’t have gone on to kill their wives, girlfriends and, in many cases, children.

These were the ones people were always most surprised about. You saw it on the news all the time. The next-door neighbour gives a vox pop to the 6 o’clock news. He tells them that the man who has just been charged for strangling his wife to death was a normal guy. Really nice. He lent me his hedge trimmer once.

In Roger’s experience, the domestic abusers were always burdened with the greatest dose of self-pity. If Roger had a pound for every time one of those thugs told him, I just snapped, he’d be a very rich man indeed. It was odd, though, wasn’t it, how they never just snapped in front of their female colleagues, or when the idiot neighbour came over to return the hedge trimmer?

Roger knew all too well what evil can lurk beneath charm and disarming ordinariness. But when it came to this girl, he just couldn’t reconcile the perpetrator and crime.

Statistically, female murderers were few and far between. For a woman to resort to murder in any scenario is unusual. For a young woman not yet in her twenties to do so is even rarer. And for a young woman to murder a man who was not a family member or significant other was, in the course of Roger’s career anyway, completely unprecedented.

He looked over at her.

A light dusting of skin peppered the gloss black table. As the girl – Odette – continued to circle her scalp, he saw more drifting downwards, like dust caught in a sunbeam.

It was cold in the room. He could see goosepimples on the pale skin of her arms, dark hairs standing alert. His daughter had a cardigan that his wife knitted years ago. It was the colour of Irish butter, and it was her favourite. In summer, Roger and his family often sat on the decking out back drinking bottles of beer and eating whatever cold meats and veggies they had in the fridge. When the sun began to set and the evening chill arrived, his wife went and fetched the yellow cardigan from the hook by the back door and draped it around their daughter’s shoulders.

It was one of those family rituals that they barely even noticed anymore. Those moments that you do on autopilot again and again, year after year. They don’t hold much significance until somebody integral to them dies and you never get to do them again.

Whenever the cardigan came out, Roger knew it was time to light the firepit. It was his job and that was his cue. It was an odd thing to think about, as he sat across from a girl who he – like millions of others across the country – had watched doing unspeakable things to a helpless old man.

But he couldn’t shake the feeling that he wished she had a yellow cardigan of her own, and somebody to drape it across her shoulders. Roger pushed the thought aside and reminded himself why they were there. What she did. There was a special place in hell for those who preyed on the most vulnerable people in society. The hottest circle would always be reserved for those who bring harm to children, that went without saying. But hurting an older person came a very close second.

The last time Roger cried – really, properly cried – was earlier in the year when he watched a BBC news special about the abuse of older people in care homes. The footage they showed was taken from nanny cams that concerned relatives had hidden in their loved ones’ rooms. It seems there are only so many times you can be told that your whip-smart, former-architect dad is just really clumsy, and that’s why he’s covered in bruises all the time.

The programme blurred out the faces of the people involved. It said that the most graphic abuse that had been caught on camera couldn’t be shown for reasons of taste and decency. The audio was so much worse than the video. Some residents pleaded with their tormenters. Roger had to turn the volume all the way down.

Odette Adin had wormed her way into the dead man’s life. The evidence was clear – you could hear it in her own words in her social media posts. She set out to befriend him, she said it herself. She somehow won his trust and earned a place in his home. Then she killed him. And if all that wasn’t bad enough, she had humiliated him too. That speaks to premeditation and a level of calculation and callousness that meant she didn’t deserve Roger’s misguided pity. However meek and broken she might appear, she didn’t deserve a yellow cardigan of her own. Roger forced the image of his daughter out of his mind and found it replaced with the wrinkled, beautiful face of his late mother, Mary.

He didn’t need to imagine Mary with blood settling into the deep lines of her face to know how he would have felt if anybody had ever hurt her the way this girl hurt that old man.

Roger opened the manila folder and slid the photograph across the table towards her.

‘I think you know why you’re here, don’t you, Odette?’

The way the girl’s fingernails scratched reflexively at a patch of dried blood on her arm told Roger that she did. They both did.
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Then

When Odette next saw Amos, it wasn’t exactly by chance. She had been spending a lot of time hovering by the taxidermy moose at the museum, hoping that they would meet again. If her mum had been buried instead of burned, she would be turning in her grave at Odette’s boldness. She often warned Odette about the dangers posed by strangers. Sylvia defined a stranger as anybody who wasn’t either herself or Odette. Any stranger they encountered on their travels could easily be a serial killer or an axe-murderer. Worse still, they might be a busybody from social services or a debt collector.

During the long hours Sylvia and Odette spent on trains and buses, Odette would sometimes look at the people around her and try to guess what badness they had. She never lingered on any face for too long, so she had to think fast. What harm did the old woman with the blue-rinse and wheely shopping bag want to inflict on Odette and her mum? Maybe she wanted to steal their stuff? To grab Odette’s rucksack and stuff it down deep inside her shopper, where Odette’s little arms couldn’t reach to retrieve it. It was silly, Odette realised that now. The last year had been an eye opener. Her mum had been wrong about so many things.

Whenever Odette found herself worrying about what her mum would think about her attempt to create connections in the world, she counteracted the thought by trying to remember some of the self-help guidance she’d read in books from the library. She had read a lot of self-help books since her mum passed away. She had yet to find one that advocated Sylvia Adin’s method of Winning Friends and Influencing People. Nothing she had learned said that an angry midnight flit was the correct way to deal with a disagreement over whose turn it was to top up the electricity meter.

Odette had got into the habit of visiting the museum even on days when she didn’t have an appointment at the job centre. On one of those days, she popped in to see Toni anyway, just to see how she was doing, but Toni told her that she was really busy, and I can’t squeeze you in, Ohhh-det, sorry, love. She did look sorry about it as well. When Odette finally saw Amos, nearly six weeks after their first meeting, she found him not by the moose, but in the dark corner where, for reasons best known to Glasgow City Council, a live beehive was kept. The bees were sandwiched between two thick panes of glass. They were allowed to come and go as they pleased through a plastic tube that led outside to whatever flowers they managed to find in the city centre. Seeing the bees wriggling around behind the glass made Odette feel nauseous, so the bees weren’t on her usual route around the museum. A red-headed girl wearing a bejewelled tiara was standing on a plastic stool with her face pressed right up against the glass. A teenager, who by the bored look on her face was presumably the girl’s big sister, stood by her side, scrolling through her phone. Amos was standing behind them, holding up a magnifying glass that was fixed to the table with a long chain.

‘You might say, I made a beeline straight for you,’ she said as she rushed over to stand beside him.

‘Odette – gosh – you gave me a fright there.’

‘I’m so sorry.’ She immediately took a step back and anxiously assessed him, looking for any sign that he was angry with her.

‘My fault,’ he said as he replaced the magnifying glass in its holder. ‘I was in a world of my own there.’

‘A world of your own sounds like a very wonderful place to be,’ said Odette.

She smiled at him. With her lips, not her teeth. The way she’d seen Taylor Swift do it at the Grammys.

‘Indeed, it is. Anyway, it’s good to see you again. How have you been?’

They walked together then, as they had the first time they met. Odette told Amos how her job search was going (not well), and he said that he recently tried a new Nigella Lawson recipe for pork chops in a cider gravy, and that had gone very well indeed. They sat side by side on the fold-up chairs beneath the gigantic organ that jutted out two floors up and listened to the worst version of Bob Marley’s ‘Is This Love’ she had ever heard. It wasn’t the organist’s fault. Nothing sounds tuneful on Frankenstein’s piano.

At times, Odette worried she was asking too many questions. She didn’t want Amos to get bored of her. Not now she had finally found him again. Amos had lived a fascinating life. He told her about his time at university and his former career as a psychologist. Some of his stories were sad but most were very funny. She thought she could listen to Amos tell stories all day and all night without tiring of it. Odette didn’t have similar tales to offer in return. So, she tried to think of interesting things she had read or watched recently to keep the conversation moving along. When she told him about a study in yesterday’s paper that said minor injuries and sprains among the elderly community were becoming a real burden on the NHS, he laughed heartily.

‘Apparently, you can hurt yourself from something as simple as moving too quickly to turn out the bedside light. You’ve got to be careful, Amos.’

‘You have my word,’ he said.

Feeling reassured, she pulled the lilac lunchbox from her backpack and asked Amos if he would like to share it with her.

Whenever she packed her lunch for the day, she always pictured the infographic in the GP surgery that showed what a healthy plate of food looks like and tried to get it as close to that as she could.

She unclicked the lid to show Amos what was inside.

She had a quarter of a tin of peaches and a tinned salmon sandwich made with wholemeal bread, which she had cut into four neat triangles. She also had a yogurt pouch with a zebra on the front and a joke on the back.

‘What does a triceratops sit on?’ she asked him.

‘A very big chair?’ asked Amos.

‘Its tricera-bottom.’

It wasn’t the best one of the week so far and, with a rueful shake of her head, she told Amos as much.

‘You’re an organised one, remembering to bring lunch with you. Your parents have taught you well. I thought kids your age were all about the takeaway oat milk lattes and Pret open sandwiches. Yet, it’s so much more economical to pack your own.’

‘I don’t have parents,’ she said. ‘Well, I did. My mum died last year. I’ve never met my dad.’

‘I’m sorry for your loss, Odette,’ replied Amos, his brow furrowed. The movement made his forehead look like one of the pages of her journal. ‘The death of a parent is one of the most difficult things a person can go through. It’s been a good fifty years since my parents passed, and I can still feel the sting of it if I dwell on it too long. Do you have any siblings?’

‘Nope. It was always just me and my mum. And now … well, it’s just me.’

The pair were quiet then, each lost in their own thoughts. Odette balanced the lunchbox on the arm of the chair between them and told him to help himself.

‘No, thanks, I’ve got some ready meals in the fridge that need to be used up. I’ll ping one in the microwave when I get back. Actually …’ He looked down at his watch.

Odette knew what he was about to say. Oh, is that the time? I’d better be going.

She blinked rapidly, trying her best to keep her face neutral. Amos paused. His eyes travelled down towards her lunchbox and then into each of Odette’s eyes in turn.

‘Odette, just tell me if I’m being too forward, but … would you like to have lunch with me at my house?’

He paused again.

‘My microwave is above shoulder height. I wouldn’t want to accidentally put my back out trying to heat up a chicken jalfrezi.’

‘You shouldn’t keep it there, I read a—’

‘I was joking, Odette. It was a proud old man’s way of saying: I could really do with some company for a few hours. But only if you want to.’

She did want to. In that moment, Odette couldn’t think of a single thing she had ever wanted more. But her mum’s high Aberdeenshire lilt sang in her head, reminding her that you can never trust strangers. The voice told her that nobody is nice just to be nice, they’re always after something. She pushed the doubts aside as she clicked the lid back onto her lunchbox. Amos’s kind offer of lunch at his house was proof that her mum was wrong.
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Then

Odette once heard somebody on the bus complaining that a new Christmas movie that had just been released on Channel 4 was like something a sugarplum fairy would vomit up after having one too many Babychams. It was fantastic. Amos Michaels lived in a house that was strikingly similar to the one in that movie, minus the blow-up reindeer.

The taxi from the museum had taken much longer than Odette expected. The jagged edges of the city had given way to wide roads and open fields. The Campsie Hills bled into the skyline, a still-wet watercolour made up of blues and greys. The roads were quieter than any she had ever travelled on the bus. As they neared Amos’s house, the taxi had slowed through a village with overflowing hanging baskets and clean cobbled streets. One of the shops had a neat tartan carpet covering the two steps that led up to the doorway. When it was time to pay the driver the princely sum of Nineteen pounds and fifty pence, please, mate, Amos had taken a slim leather wallet from the inside pocket of his coat and handed the driver a twenty-pound note and a five-pound note. Keep the change, thanks.

They arrived in an area of Glasgow that Odette had never visited and didn’t know the name of. She wondered what bus route it was on. Not the fifty-five, that’s for sure.

At first glance, it was clear that the house was much too big for just one person. Odette wondered if Amos had any family. Women tend to live longer than men, on average. If Amos had married somebody a similar age to him, she should still be alive. If he was a toyboy then all bets were off.

A property this size would make a fortune on Airbnb. According to a recent article in The Times, short-term lets were having a considerable impact on available housing stock and decimating local communities, so she wouldn’t suggest that he go down that route.

The Victorian villa loomed overhead at the top of a winding driveway. An estate agent would call it a prime elevated position. It would say it was a charming period property boasting spectacular views over the great city of Glasgow. Odette counted sixteen windows. And that was just the ones she could see. There would be even more on the sides and back of the house. How many windows do you need, really? You can only look at the spectacular views over the great city of Glasgow out of one of them at a time.

A stone pillar cleaved the covered entrance porch right down the middle. Two perfectly round spheres of green bush sat in ceramic plant pots on either side. The front garden was enormous. Amos must spend his life filling up watering cans. She would need to find that article she had read about muscle injuries in the over-seventies to show to him.

‘Shall we?’ Amos said.

They didn’t go up the steep steps towards the front door, where the big pots stood. Instead, Amos led Odette across the lawn in the front garden. A narrow path took them around the side of the house. The trees overhead cast the narrow space in shade. The sweat on Odette’s upper lip was drying cold.

As they reached the end of the path, sunlight flowed over them once again.

The back garden was vast. It looked more like a park than a private garden. A cluster of trees were cuddled together in a faraway corner, spilling over with pink blossom. They looked like they were made of candyfloss.

‘What’s that?’ she asked, pointing towards a wooden structure that peeked out from underneath them.

‘Ah, that’s a silly thing,’ Amos said.

‘It doesn’t look very silly to me.’

‘Silly, as in, it was a bit of an indulgence. I had it built during lockdown.’

‘Do you keep your gardening tools in there?’

‘Nothing so manly as that, I’m afraid. It’s a Thinking Hut.’

Odette did most of her thinking on the go. She thought on the bus. She thought at the library. Even when she was watching TV or clipping her toenails, she was still thinking.

‘Why do you need a special hut to do your thinking?’

‘It’s where I go to do my intentional thinking. Big-picture thinking.’

Big-picture thinking.

As far as Odette knew, she had never done any big-picture thinking. The next
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