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Scott Free  

By Val McDermid   

The thing that baffles me is that when she put her mind to it, she could do it perfectly. 

So if you can do something spot on, why would you not take the trouble to get it right 

every time? The only reason you wouldn’t is if you didn’t give a toss about the person 

you were doing it for.  

That’s how it is at work. When I’m selling someone a car and they’re pleasant and friendly 

and interested, I’ll make sure the pick-up goes like clockwork. I’ll even throw in a bunch 

of flowers.  

But see if they’re patronising and condescending, see if they act like they think I’m out 

to put one over on them only they’re too smart to fall for it, then frankly, they can take 

their chances. Maybe the car won’t be quite ready when they come to collect it. Maybe 

I’ll have forgotten to charge them for some stupid wee extra. Definitely there’ll be no 

flowers.  

So the way I figure it is that if Donna really loved me like she was always saying she did, 

then she’d get my breakfast right every morning. It’s not like it’s rocket science. Two 

oranges in the juicer, a cafetiere of coffee made with freshly ground Intensivo Americano 

beans, two rashers of crisped-up streaky bacon, a grilled tomato and a poached egg with 

a buttered morning roll on the side. Breakfast of champions. Because I am a champion, 

king of the sales floor, and I deserve the best.  

But the best is what I hardly ever got. Nine times out of ten, she’d mess it up. There 

would be no juice and some stupid excuse like the local shop had run out of oranges by 

the time she got back from work. So leave earlier, I told her. Or nip out in your coffee 

break and get some from the fruit shop near your office. It’s not like oranges are exotic. 

It’s not like I was demanding freshly squeezed organic pomegranates or some such 

nonsense.  



 

 

Or she’d have picked up the wrong coffee beans by mistake. One time she even managed 

to get bloody decaf. How could anybody in their right mind accidentally buy something 

as totally pointless as decaf coffee beans? If that doesn’t count as an act of malice, I 

don’t know what does.  

And don’t even get me started on the poached eggs. You wouldn’t believe how many 

ways one woman could mess up a poached egg. From snottery to cannonball, she ran 

the entire bloody spectrum. Time and time again, I showed her how to do it right. Break 

the egg into a ramekin, whisk the boiling water in the pan to create a vortex and pour 

the egg in. Easy peasy, lemon squeezy.  

I might as well have explained it to a chimp. She said I made her nervous, watching her. 

But how else was I going to be able to explain to her where she was going wrong? I was 

only trying to help, but she would have made a saint swear. And no matter how many 

times I told her what to do, she still screwed up. It’s no wonder I shouted at her. No 

wonder that I finally snapped and slapped her.  

When we first got together, Scott was good as gold. All he wanted to do was take care 

of me. He used to pick me up from work every night and we’d go out to eat. Nowhere 

fancy, don’t get me wrong. Just places like Pizza Hut and the local Chinese or the Indian. 

He said he didn’t want me slaving over the gas rings in my flat, making the place smell 

of cooking. He said he wanted it to be perfect when we were together and perfect didn’t 

include the smell of fried onions and garlic. I was a bit disappointed, to be honest. I 

thought I was quite a good cook and I wanted to make lovely meals for him, but he 

insisted.  

I thought we could maybe go back to his place and I could cook him dinner there, 

because he was living in a proper house then, not a poky wee flat like mine. But he was 

sharing with a couple of the guys from work, and he said he didn’t want to share my 

company with them. ‘If you start cooking for me, before you know it they’ll be expecting 

you to cook for them too.’  

I said that would be ok, that we could share the occasional meal with them, that it would 

be nice to eat with his friends, but I could see from his expression that he really didn’t 



want to do that. I thought it was sweet that he wanted me all to himself. He was always 

telling me how much he loved me.  

Nobody had ever made me feel so loved.  

My dad left us when I was six. He went away to live in Spain and married a Spanish 

woman. He used to send me cards and presents for Christmas and birthdays, but I never 

saw him again till I was nineteen and I went there on holiday. I could tell he was 

embarrassed to see me. All his pals were, like, ‘How come you never told us about your 

beautiful daughter?’ And his new wife gave me the evils all the time, like she wanted me 

to die so their spoilt boy would be my dad’s only kid.  

I couldn’t believe the way he lived. He had a nice house up in the hills, with a swimming 

pool and they each had a car. They had wine with their dinner every night and she had 

a wardrobe that was bigger than my bedroom, stuffed with clothes. And me? I’d been in 

care since mum died when I was thirteen. He could have come for me, but he never 

showed any interest. I could tell he wished I hadn’t come. It was like I was a walking 

reminder that his life hadn’t always been so bloody perfect and he couldn’t wait to see 

the back of me.  

So Scott was the first person since my mum who really loved me. I’d had boyfriends 

before, but they never made me feel special. They never understood me like he did. Right 

from the start, he took me under his wing. Because I’d been in care, there were a lot of 

things I didn’t understand about how normal people live, and he was determined to teach 

me how to fit in.  

I wanted to learn, I really did. I tried so hard to get everything right, and to begin with, 

it seemed like I was getting the hang of things.  

One day he turned up after work with a big grin on his face. He dangled a bunch of keys 

in front of me and said, ‘Surprise, surprise!’  

‘What are they for?’ I said. I knew what I was wishing but I couldn’t believe it was true. I 

should have known that Scott wouldn’t tease me with something that wasn’t real.  



‘Wait and see,’ he said, holding open the passenger door for me like he was a chauffeur 

and I was somebody special.  

I was just about bursting with excitement, but I knew better than to keep asking 

questions. Scott liked to tell me things in his own good time. He hated being 

interrogated. That was what he called it. He said he got enough of that at work, with 

customers asking endless stupid questions they didn’t understand the answers to, like 

brake horse power, whatever that is. Not to mention his boss giving him the third degree 

any time a punter decided not to buy a car after Scott had spent an hour trying to sell 

him one. So I managed to keep my mouth shut and not drive him mad behaving like a 

little kid on Christmas Eve.  

We drove for about ten minutes then turned into a quiet street round the back side of 

Dundee Law. I’ve always thought it was funny having a big hill like that right in the middle 

of the city. Like the country decided to invade a bit of the town and show us who’s boss. 

Anyway, off this street there was a narrow turning that looked like it was a lane going 

round the back of the houses. But instead it opened out into five tall skinny houses set 

round a parking circle. ‘Here we are,’ Scott said, proud as punch. He pointed to the middle 

house. ‘That’s our new house. Living room and kitchen, first floor bedroom and bathroom, 

top floor bedroom. All to ourselves.’  

I thought I’d died and gone to heaven. I was a 23 year old lassie from Dundee with a 

place of her own.  

I’m not a violent man by nature. Ask anybody who knows me and they’ll tell you. If I was 

the kind of guy who turns to his fists for the answer, I wouldn’t be able to hold down the 

kind of job I have, dealing with members of the public on one hand and my boss on the 

other. Taking the crap I get from both sides, if I wasn’t capable of holding on to my 

temper, I’d have been fired long ago.  

And it’s not just at work. When I’m out with the boys, I’ll admit it does get a bit rowdy 
sometimes. Out on the town, once everybody’s had a few beers, it’s not unknown for 
some of the lads to get into a ruck. Usually with some pissed-up students still wet 
behind the ears who think they know it all. Generally they back down when we show 
them we’re  



not going to, but every now and then someone has to get a bit of a slap. But not from 

me. If it starts to get physical, I’ll be at the back of the queue. I’ve got my good looks to 

take care of, after all.  

And speaking of taking care of your looks, that was another thing with Donna. After I got 

us the house, it was as if she thought she could just relax, that she had me just where 

she wanted me. She’d always been so well turned out. She had a good eye for the kind 

of clothes that suited her, and whenever we went out anywhere, I could be proud of her. 

And it didn’t take much persuading to get her out of the high heels she used to wear 

when we first got together. I just had to explain to her the once that she didn’t want to 

be towering over me in public. It’s not my fault that I’m not a beanpole. Five foot seven 

isn’t wee for a Dundee lad, after all. Maybe if my mum had made a better job of feeding 

me up I’d have made six foot.  

But once we were living together full-time, all the focus on her appearance started to 

slip. On the weekends, she’d just slob around the place in jogging bottoms and a T-shirt, 

making no attempt to please me.  

I dropped a few hints, but it went right over her head. She carried on making no effort at 

all. Some Sundays she didn’t even bother showering first thing. It was disgusting, frankly. 

Her standards went through the floor. I couldn’t stand for that. No way. I was brought 

up to have self-respect or else I’d feel the back of my dad’s hand. And you can’t have 

self-respect if you tolerate a lack of respect in the person you live with.  

It got to the point where I had to make a stand or else. So I laid it down on the line. I told 

her flat out one Sunday to get into the shower and come out looking like she deserved 

to be my woman, not like some scummy slapper. I couldn’t have been clearer about what 

I expected. But still she didn’t get it. She thought she could sweet-talk me into lowering 

my standards. ‘I don’t want to shower,’ she said, this stupid childish pout on her face, big 

brown eyes all pathetic like a puppy that’s just been kicked. ‘I can still smell you on me, I 

don’t want to wash off the memory of last night.’  



‘And I want you to be clean and nicely turned out.’ I shouted, I admit it. But what else 

could I do? I’d tried to keep things calm and civil, but she just wouldn’t listen. It’s not like 

I was asking her anything unreasonable.  

‘I’m always clean and nicely turned out when I go out the front door,’ she shouted back. 

‘But sometimes I just want to relax.’  

Something snapped inside me. I hate being shouted at. I’ve always hated it, ever since I 

was a kid. It always makes me feel small and scared, like I’m back being that little boy on 

the end of my dad’s temper again. Who did she think she was, raising her voice to me, 

the man who put a roof over her head and gave her the kind of love she’d never had, 

without asking hardly anything in return?  

I don’t know exactly what happened next. The next thing I remember is Donna cowering 

in the corner of the kitchen whimpering and crying and holding her shoulder. I went to 

try and help her but she cringed away from me and I realised I must have pushed her or 

hit her or something. Of course, I told her how sorry I was. Because I was. I never intended 

to hurt her. If she’d done what I asked instead of being stupid, she’d have been fine. But 

no, she had to push, push, push. And see where it got her.  

I took her to casualty, which totally messed up the rest of the day, but I could see she’d 

really hurt herself. She told them she’d slipped in the bathroom, which was ironic. But 

she knew she had to make up something convincing. Even someone as slow on the uptake 

as Donna must have realised how people would despise her if they knew how she’d driven 

someone who loved her right over the edge.  

She didn’t shout at me again. Not once.  

Inside Scott there’s a frightened little boy. I didn’t understand at first, but eventually I 

got it.  

He needed somebody to kiss it better and because I was the one he chose to love, I was 

the only one who could do it. I tried to make his life smooth and easy, but sometimes I 

failed him.  



Neither of us liked it when that happened. Every time, he frightened me. After the time 

he broke my collarbone, I was scared he was going to hurt me again. And sometimes he 

did. He broke my shoulder once when he threw me against the door jamb. That time I 

told the hospital I’d come off my bike. I didn’t bother going to casualty with any of the 

broken ribs. I knew there was nothing they could do except give me painkillers.  

And I knew it might set off alarm bells and that was the last thing I wanted to do. The 

hospital would tell the police and the social services and before we knew it we’d be 

wading through a wilderness of shit. Scott needed help and healing, and I was the one 

who could do that, not some social worker or sheriff.  

What I needed was to get better at making him happy. I just had to work harder at it. 

We loved each other. That was what mattered. That was the only thing that mattered. 

It was up to me to make things better.  

Surely I could manage that?  

I’d been on at her about her hair for bloody days. On a whim, she’d gone off one lunchtime 

to the hairdresser and came back looking like a cheap whore. The top half of her lovely 

hair was still the beautiful glossy brown I loved so much. But the bottom four inches were 

bright bottle blonde.  

‘What the hell have you done to yourself?’ I couldn’t believe what she’d done. Why would 

she make herself deliberately ugly? Even if she didn’t care about herself, could she not 

see how bad it made me look?  

‘I had it dipped,’ she said. ‘It’s cool. All the girls in my pod at work, we went out together 

and had it done. Don’t you like it? Everybody’s doing it, Scott. I think it’s fun.’  

‘It’s horrible,’ I said. ‘Get it undone.’  

 ‘It’s not that easy,’ she said, running her fingers through the back of my hair. ‘Come on, 

Scott, loosen up. You don’t want me to be the odd one out, do you?’  

If we hadn’t been sitting in the car outside her office, I’d have slapped some sense into 
her. Why would I want her to be like all those other drunken slappers she worked with?  



She should have been proud to be different, proud to be marked out as belonging to me, 

a man who prized her so much that fashion didn’t matter.  

By the time we got home, I had decided I’d give her a second chance to put things to 

rights. I told her in no uncertain terms to do whatever it took to fix her hair. ‘Get it sorted 

by the weekend. I’m not taking you out looking like that.’  

Wednesday passed. Thursday passed. And still her hair looked cheap and ridiculous. At 

breakfast on Friday, which she actually managed to get almost right apart from the black 

pudding being too dry, I reminded her.  

She sighed. ‘I’m going to go after work. So there’s no need for you to pick me up.’  

I should have known better. But I agreed.  

It felt strange coming home alone to an empty house. By seven o’clock, it was more than 

strange, it was unsettling. I phoned the hair salon Donna used, but the phone went 

straight to voicemail. I phoned Donna and the same thing happened. I texted her, but 

there was no reply. By now, I was seriously worried. Had something happened to her? 

Should I be ringing the hospital to see if she’d been in an accident? Just after eight and 

just before I called casualty, a text message came through.  

‘Sorry, I didn’t hear my phone. It’s Lisa’s birthday and we’re having a few drinks. I tried to 

say no but they practically dragged me by the hair. I’ll be home by nine. Love you. Dxx’  

I poured myself a whisky and started to pace the floor. How dare she? What was she 

playing at? Those bitches she worked with were sick with jealousy because she had a 

man who cared about her. Nobody would give a shit what time any of them came home. 

And they knew it. They knew Donna had something amazing and they were trying to 

sabotage it. Bitches, every one.  

More whisky, more minutes on the clock. Nine came and went. Just before half past, I 

heard a taxi stop outside. Donna leaned in to pay him, then stood up and walked up the 

path. And her hair was exactly the same as it had been that morning. I couldn’t believe 

it. She’d defied me. She’d ignored me. And she’d left me twiddling my thumbs while she 

was out on the town like a single woman. As if I didn’t exist.  



I waited for her in the kitchen, the knife perfectly balanced in my hand.  

That was four years ago tonight. I still break out in a sweat when I remember that night. 

Not out of guilt or fear, but from the memory of the sheer physical effort of dealing with 

the mess Donna made.  

I was raging by the time she came waltzing in especially since her hair was still that 

stupid two-tone mess. So raging that the details are just a blur. I remember the feel of 

the knife sinking into the flesh of her chest, the little jolts as it hit her ribs, but the actions 

didn’t feel connected to Donna somehow. They were just mechanical things I had to do 

to put things right.  

Then everything snapped back into place and there was Donna, lying in a pool of blood 

at my feet – making a mess.  

There was no way I was going to let her reach out from beyond the grave to destroy me. 

But I soon found out that compared to getting rid of a body, killing is easy. I knew I 

couldn’t risk brazenly carrying her body out to the car. How hard could it be to cut her 

up? I had good sharp knives and a couple of decent saws I’d bought when I was building 

shelves in the spare bedroom. And I had a decent sized holdall that would certainly hold 

her torso, and probably the rest of her too if I could squeeze her in. Thank goodness I’d 

kept on her case about her weight so there wasn’t too much ugly flab to worry about.  

I could see she was starting to leak blood on my kitchen floor and I realised it would be 

easier to clean up after myself if I carried her upstairs and put her in the bath. As soon 

as I got her there, I knew I’d done the right thing. The blood was seeping out, puddles 

and smears all over the bath. What was worse than the blood was that it felt like she 

was watching me, judging me. I thought about cutting her head off, but I couldn’t face 

the hacking and sawing with her face staring up at me.  

Then I had a brilliant idea. She always made such a big deal out of her hair. And she was 

right to do that, it had probably been her best feature till she got that stupid dye job. 

Without her hair, she just wouldn’t look like Donna, so I cropped it close to her scalp. It 

was amazing the difference it made. It really didn't look like her any more.  



It was bloody hard work to cut through her arms and her legs. Looking back, it might 

have been easier to separate them at the joints like butchers do with a carcase, but I 

wasn’t thinking straight and so I sawed through her thighs and arms. I don’t know where 

I found the strength and the persistence, but adrenaline is an amazing drug.  

I lined a big gym holdall with plastic bags and squeezed her remains inside. I was 

overjoyed when the zip closed without straining too much. I could get her out of my 

house before she started to smell. The last thing I wanted was nosy neighbours poking 

around because the place smelled like the council tip.  

I stood under the shower and stripped off. I could see the bag through the steamed up 

sides of the shower and I couldn’t help thinking it was a shame that she had caused so 

much trouble and spoiled everything. I let the water flow over me till it ran clear. I left 

the shower running while I cleared up in the kitchen. I used Donna’s clothes to mop up 

the blood. It wasn’t like she was going to be needing them any time soon. By the time I’d 

done, it was past midnight and I was still a long way from done.  

I lifted the heavy holdall and a spade into the car boot then drove cautiously to the Law. 

The final irony of her final resting place; Donna loved the hill, loved the fact that she 

could see it from the top bedroom. I chose a route that avoided cameras and did the last 

couple of hundred yards on foot. By the time I hit the woods, I was struggling. They don’t 

call things a dead weight for nothing. But I couldn’t stop now.  

I pushed my way through the trees till I reckoned I was far enough in and started digging 

like an automaton. I have never worked so hard in my life. My knees hurt, my hands ached, 

my back screamed. And still I kept going till I was knee deep in the ground. That would 

have to do. I wasn’t going to waste any more time or energy on her. I dragged myself 

out, my body a mass of pain, unzipped the holdall and placed her about right. I take my 

pride in my work. It costs nothing to do things properly, to be neat and tidy. I had turned 

the innocent hole into a grave. And then I had to shovel all the earth back into the hole 

but it wouldn’t all fit, so I had to stamp it down.  



 

By the end, I was moving like one of those old soldiers you see at the cenotaph on 

Remembrance Sunday, inching forwards and bent double, but totally determined. I 

staggered back to the car and made it home just before dawn.  

The last thing I did before I had another shower and fell into bed was to pack all the 

bloody clothes and hair into the holdall. There was nothing I could do about them then.  

I slept for fifteen hours and when I woke, I was stiff and sore and resentful that Donna 

had driven me to this. I lay in the bath till my muscles had recovered, irritated by the 

marks I could see that had been made by the knife and the saw when I was cutting her 

up. Lying there and soaking my poor body, I figured out what to do next.  

Getting rid of the holdall with the blood-soaked clothes and hair wasn’t hard. In the car 

business, vehicles get scrapped all the time. On Saturday night, I slipped through the 

back streets to the compound where we keep the cars we don’t want on the lot. I wasn’t 

bothered about the CCTV cameras catching me. I was just a guy carrying a holdall 

through the streets of Dundee. No big deal. I stuffed the holdall into the boot of a 

written-off car that was due to be crushed on Monday. It’s not been seen since.  

On Sunday, I started spreading the word that Donna had left me to go and live with her 

dad in Spain. Because we’d been so close, she didn’t have the kind of girlfriends who 

cared enough to sound the alarm. Nobody ever reported her missing. Nobody ever 

pointed a finger of suspicion at me.  

Two years on, I had the kitchen completely gutted.  

Three years on, I replaced the shower, the cubicle tiles and the bath.  

There’s not a trace of Donna left behind. Scott free, that’s me. The perfect murderer. 
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