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Hello? Can you hear me? Probably not. I’m Dr Miriam Price . . . and I’m dead.


The local police, who couldn’t investigate their own nostrils, think I drank myself into an early grave. The nerve! I was murdered. I was just too plastered to know whodunnit, that’s all.


Unless I prove to my inquest this week that my death was no ‘misadventure’, I’m condemned to 50 years in Limbo. I have to find my killer – but I can’t communicate with any living human. Well, there’s one, but she barely qualifies . . . Winnie – my neighbour and nemesis. It seems the dying can interact with the dead, which is helpful news for me, if not stellar for Winnie. Oh well. She’ll live. Maybe.


Suspects? How long have you got? My saintly husband, who’d reached his limit? My best friend, who was anything but? My secret lover, or his wife? My disgruntled colleague? The mother who wrongly holds me responsible for her child’s death? Professor Plum? Your guess is as good as mine.


So, Winnie – slap on your deerstalker and strap on your granny pants. Let’s catch a killer!


Assuming we don’t kill each other first . . .









For Lisa T


Thank you for believing in this tome – and its author – when I did not.


But I’m keeping the royalties.


T*** up, chick.


xxx
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Never say sorry.


It’s a simple mantra and one that has served me well. It has everything you need from a guiding philosophy: it’s pithy, it’s achievable and it sounds good in Latin:


Numquam deprecaris.


My mother believed that women’s proclivity for apology robs us of our power. ‘Sorry is a meaningless transaction from the unimaginative to the undeserving,’ she insisted. ‘If you really care, send a hamper.’


I’m inclined to agree. And in forty-four years, I have never felt compelled to issue either.


But this week everyone has wanted me to say sorry.


On Monday, I never showed up to look after my brother’s kids so he could go to astral-projection meditation. Christian was as furious as his self-imposed Zen ever allows. But just wait and see the out-of-body experience I have in store this week, brother mine.


On Tuesday, my elderly neighbour received an anonymous envelope of glitter that exploded all over her hall carpet. What is the world coming to? Bloody Royal Mail – I posted that last Thursday. You deserve every particle of Hoover-averse misery, Winnie Campbell. It’ll be a cold day in hell before you get an apology. And the forecast here is toasty.


On Wednesday, I didn’t turn up for a drink with my best (by virtue of being my only remaining) friend, Jane. Last time we met, we fought, but she didn’t expect an apology. We’ve known each other for over thirty years – she understands the drill. Jane sat there for an hour nursing a flat Prosecco before going home. She’s used to me letting her down. But I can honestly promise you this time, Janey, that it will never happen again.


In truth, I probably should apologise to my husband, Nav. Most days, actually. But especially today. It’s now Saturday and here he comes, wending his way through the unflatteringly few cameras that have turned out for me. He’s having a bad day, although a distressing phone call is standard procedure for Nav.


It’s just usually from me.


Nav ignores the journalist demanding a comment. You’ve probably seen the news? Dr Miriam Price – the brilliant, but troubled A&E consultant who was reported missing yesterday? Thoughts of abduction were quickly dismissed. Everyone knew that any sane kidnapper would have returned her with an apology note within the hour – Dr Price is an infamous virago. All the best of us are.


The next best theory was that she was AWOL on a drinking binge – it wouldn’t be the first time. But not this time. The journos aren’t going to get their picture. The public won’t get their happy ending.


But they are all about to get one helluva story.


Because I’m one of only two people who knows exactly where Dr Miriam Price has been since she was last seen eight days ago:


She’s been here.


Inside my flat.


I watch from the window as Nav rips through the police tape and charges through the front door of the block. I can hear the concierge urging him to sign the visitors’ book. I know Nav will be tempted. He’s a stickler for doing the right thing – it’s one of the many reasons our marriage made no sense.


But my husband charges straight up the stairs to No. 7, the flat he has known these past twenty years. A police officer tries to hold him back, but Nav’s having none of it. I’ve not vexed him this much since . . . Christ . . . It’s been literally days. He pushes on through the flat, ignoring the entreaties of those inside to stay away. He doesn’t have their masks and soon regrets it – it’s a warm April and even my sense of smell has been objecting.


Nav staggers his way around the flat, panic confusing his internal compass and turning the familiar flat into alien terrain. But eventually he finds his way to the front room. And now he stops.


Because there, sprawled on the floor, is Miriam Price’s corpse.


His knees buckle and a police officer catches him. It’s an uncharacteristically dramatic gesture from my husband – I’ll take it as a compliment.


A sheet is hastily thrown over the cadaver’s bloating face. I’ve been looking at it a lot these past few days. Feels strange to know I’ll never see it again.


Clichéd overdose accoutrements litter the room – empty vodka bottles, discarded pill pots, an incomprehensible note. But it’s all for show. Miriam Price didn’t kill herself.


She was murdered.


I should know.


I was here.


Nav is being offered some tea, but he’s going to need something a lot stronger than that. I know I do. It’s been over a week since my last drink. And for the first time it really was my last.


Keeping up, are you? It’s a lot to take in. I’ve struggled and I’m usually the smartest person in the room. Indeed, the one time I was outsmarted has brought us here. To a seaside flat in sleepy Westmouth. Where I’m watching a familiar body being bundled into a bag. A body I never respected. A body I never particularly liked. Yet a body I already value more in its loss than I ever did in its life.


My body.


So while it’s regrettable that I’ve inconvenienced my nearest and dearest – in truth, it’s not been a great week for me either.


Numquam deprecaris.


Which reminds me . . . I should probably introduce myself.


Hi.


I’m Dr Miriam Price.


Nice to nearly have met you.
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It is Monday 14 September, the day of my memorial service. It’s been nearly five months since my body was discovered, making today a stellar highlight in my diminished social calendar. Since April, all I’ve done is wander around in clueless frustration with no sense of my ultimate destination. Death, it appears, is a perpetual IKEA. If there’s a heaven, it doesn’t look like I made it. If there’s a hell, I don’t appear to have left it.


Dying as I did at the height of lockdown, close family alone were allowed to my actual funeral. Only Nav and Christian were present at the crematorium that day, both studiously ignoring my one wish for the disposal of my mortal remains. Yes, they were challenging times. But I still feel a bit more effort could have been made to source a bagpiper who knew ‘Shaddap You Face’.


Thus far, 2020 has been almost unrelentingly grim. Covid. Trump. Home-baked sourdough. I became undeniably middle-aged. And then I was murdered. Oh yes – 2020: the year I died twice.


Midlife creeps up and grabs you like a co-worker at a nineties office party. For me it arrived in January at a cervical screening – a phrase, incidentally, that always calls open-air cinema to mind. Last time, I was asked if there were any chance I could be pregnant. This time, I was asked if I had been through the menopause. Boom! That was it! My youth killed off in the stroke of a keyboard! And that maladroit nurse practitioner mined for the neck of my womb as though seeking a missing sock in the tumble dryer.


Death has been much the same. One minute I am as vital as a corkscrew, the next – gone! Vanished! Poof! Nothing! Rather like middle age; at first I embraced the anonymity, delighting in conversations no one knew I could hear and being places no one expected me to be. But, as the weeks have worn on, I find myself bored to the point of psychosis. It got so bad, I even visited the Tate Modern. My interactions with other humans in life largely ranged from insufficient to intolerable. But at least they passed the time.


I walk up the steps to St John’s Church, slipping in through the partially open door. Of all the inconveniences the past few months have inflicted, the fact that I still require an open door to enter or exit a room is one of the more infuriating. I expected no one to see, hear or touch me – I’m a woman in her forties after all. But nor can my ethereal self dissolve through solid matter – a joy I discovered early on during a dark night of the soul trapped within the Stygian confines of a Tesco Metro.


I step inside St John’s and involuntarily shudder. Nothing good ever happened to me in a church. I was baptised, a bride, buried my bestie and now – a burnt offering. But I’m looking forward to seeing the mourning masses. When my friend Dan died last year, it was standing room only. Mum always insisted that achievements outlive people.


‘It’s called the human race,’ she preached. ‘So win it.’


I certainly made the podium, even in my curtailed life. As objective as I can be about it, I was an extraordinary doctor. In this region alone, I’ve saved hundreds of lives, many of whom seemed beyond the point of salvation. So no doubt this joint will be packed to the rafters with grateful patients and their families . . .


Oh.


Mum also said that ‘gratitude has a short memory’.


A dozen people, tops, are swamped in the relative grandeur of the region’s biggest place of Christian worship. I drew a bigger crowd to my one-woman UCL med-student revue, Undoctored – even after the Freudian philistines at Pi Magazine declared in their one-star review that ‘. . . Price has all the natural charm of a GP’s receptionist’.


A book of condolence has been optimistically placed for people to sign. Frankly, with this crowd, a landscape Post-it Note would have sufficed. I look at the sole page of inscriptions. A few of my med students have dutifully signed in (You were an inspiration – Lexie M; You changed my life – Lottie P; Your work lives on – Maya S). I never could remember med students’ names – I was busy and they were numerous. Indeed, I found numbers worked just as effectively – I can see the corresponding No. 2, No. 1 and No. 3 chatting to one side.


Sitting a legally enforceable distance away is Paul, who has never been a friend exactly, but has variously been my colleague, my tenant and my personal pharmacist. I note he has signed the book with his customarily antiquated idiocy.


Loved our chats and your legs. Rest in peace, Mim – Ivor Biggun


Paul always has been an insufferable creep – I only tolerated him because he had his uses. Others were less forgiving, which is how he now finds himself suspended from Westmouth General, pending a sexual-harassment tribunal brought by at least one of the numbered med students sitting on the opposite side of the church.


I shudder as I catch a beady pair of eyes at the back. My evil neighbour Winnie lurks there, staring at the spot in which I happen to be standing. Even now she looks unjustifiably judgemental, just like the time I put raw prawns in her guttering. I stick my tongue out at her, the termagant. She even manages to roll her eyes right on cue – the woman is an irredeemable hag.


The A-list mourners have already taken their seats. Both my parents are dead, sparing them the emotional attrition so cruelly reserved for those who outlive their children. Nav is duly front and centre and next to him is Jane. They deserve their front-row seats. We’ve all been friends since childhood and they look properly upset – good show, both. Jane sobs quietly and Nav puts an awkward hand on her back. She collapses against him and he looks mortified. His wife’s funeral is no place for a public display of raw emotion. Nav has yet to find anywhere that is.


My husband stares at the easel-sized photo of me placed next to my ashes. It’s a decent snap from about eight years ago. It captures my best assets from back in the day: tousled black hair, big blue Manga-doll eyes, lips that proffered sin and a body that promised a receipt. I was pretty cute. Not that I thought so at the time, of course. Women only ever appreciate themselves in the past.


My brother Christian noisily bundles into the church with his husband and kids. Cannoning in like a hurricane is his stepson Jake, who runs his nine-year-old butt straight up the aisle and immediately performs the Floss in front of my ashes. He’s great fun – he liked me, anyway, and we always had a laugh. I’ll miss hanging out with the little tyke.


‘Jake!’ hisses Christian.


‘Leave him – he’s fine,’ whispers his other dad, Neil, oblivious to the horrified stares of the diminutive congregation.


A lot of people are really judgemental about my nephew’s behaviour. And they’re quite right – he’s an absolute ratbag. Funny as hell, though. Christian storms up and grabs Jake, smiling awkwardly at the small congregation before bustling his stepson into the pew, whose inapposite little performance is instantly rewarded with a Kinder Egg from Neil.


‘Why are you giving him that?’ Christian whispers. ‘All that unrefined sugar . . .’


‘Path of least resistance,’ snaps Neil.


‘Motorway, more like,’ Christian sighs.


The hushed words continue between Christian and Neil. There are often hushed words between Christian and Neil where Jake is concerned. Often not that hushed.


My brother’s life has somehow never quite been cleared for take-off. I’m unsure why. Chris was smart enough at school, but it all fell apart in his teens, having to resit his A levels, only to drop out of law school when he finally got there. Then he did quite well in charity work in London before marrying liquid-income-something-in-tech Neil seven years ago. He inexplicably quit his job and moved back to Westmouth last year and is now a stay-at-home dad to their brood – an excellent one, I must say.


Christian and Neil try to settle their two newest arrivals, their little toddler twins in their buggies. Much to Christian’s chagrin, I always referred to them as Thing 1 and Thing 2. I’m dreadful with names at the best of times, but especially when said nomenclatures are some appropriated Navajo nonsense. Yanaha is the girl, who is presently sitting in her pram, munching on a wholemeal rice cake. Apparently, her name means ‘brave’. Just as well. The poor love is going to have to be with that name at Westmouth Primary, whose Latin motto roughly translates as Everyone’s Called Kyle.


Their son Atsi (meaning ‘eagle’) is dipping his carrot in some humous. At their Humanist Naming Day, I told Christian after a few champers that ‘Atsi’ sounded like a regulatory body for loss adjusters. I was immediately stripped of the title ‘Guiding Parent’ and forced to surrender the symbolic ‘Flame of Growth’ (Wilko candle) I had just pledged to tend.


While Jake came with Neil in a marital BOGOF, the twins were carried by a surrogate and manufactured from the boys’ semen cocktail and some eggs they acquired on the internet – an ovarian Ocado, if you will. Two embryos successfully implanted themselves et voila! A new family is born. Medicine can facilitate what certain of the religious and much of the right wing won’t allow. It’s one of the many reasons I love it.


‘Oh God – Jake!’ Christian tries to whisper.


They both look to where Jake has escaped the pew and is mounting an expedition up the outside of the pulpit.


‘Dad! Daddy!’ he shouts. ‘Bet you 50p I can hurdle that pot. Look . . .’


God bless you, Jake. I’ll take your bet, son. You need to start putting something aside for your bail.


‘Jake!’ hisses Christian again, pushing his way past Neil. ‘Get! Down! Now!’


All heads turn to Christian. He must be used to heads turning by now. He’s the parental equivalent of Wimbledon.


‘I can make it, I swear!’ Jake insists, getting ready to make his leap. You gotta give it to the kid – he’s a great warm-up act. ‘Count me down, three, two, one . . .’


The vicar’s gentle hand reaches Jake before my brother can. I doubt I’m alone in my relief that my nephew doesn’t immediately dissolve into a pillar of salt.


‘I think we’d better let your aunty have some peace and quiet,’ he says calmly, helping Jake back to the floor with a smile. ‘She’s got a big day ahead.’


Don’t sweat it, Rev. Since you toasted my mortal remains on the borough barbecue five months ago, my diary’s been pretty clear.


I hear the door open again. Let’s see who else bothered to show up . . .


Oh God.


It’s him.


At last.


He’s found me.
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For months I’ve felt little. Death has dulled most of my five senses.


But he always did awaken a sixth.


Those who are awash with love will be unaware that it is entirely possible to meander through a life without truly experiencing it. You can have all the job descriptions – daughter, sister, wife, friend – and yet never feel that all-consuming, noxious blend of fear and euphoria. I went forty-three years without it.


And then came Tom.


I walk towards him. Maybe he can sense me like I sense him, like we always sensed each other. Surely we must transcend the trivialities of earthly flesh . . .


But he passes straight through me.


Again.


I shudder as my lover hides in a shadow where no one can see him. It was ever thus for us.


The vicar looks to the front row.


‘Shall we begin?’ he says gently, politely ignoring the yawning absence of a congregation.


Nav and Jane stare blankly at him. They give good grief.


‘Yes,’ my brother gasps tearfully. He’s a mess. It’s hardly surprising, poor sod. I’m the third of his only three family members to have dropped dead somewhat ahead of schedule. When an adult dies, the greatest sympathy quotient is generally reserved for their partner. But, to be blunt, they are the one relation for whom the deceased is somewhat replaceable. New spouses can be sourced. New children, siblings or parents less so. And Chris is two for three. Partners are widow(er)s. Kids are orphans. I’m unaware there’s even a name for someone who has lost a sibling. It’s a grief without portfolio.


Jake reaches into his pocket and gives my brother an at-least-second-hand tissue.


‘Don’t be sad, Dad,’ says Jake.


‘Thank you, baby,’ sniffs Christian, accepting the scrumpled hanky.


‘Aunty Miriam’s soul is wherever her personal belief system wants it to be,’ Jake parrots as Neil grasps Christian’s hand. ‘You told me that. She’s in a better place.’


Guess again, kiddo. But classy gesture. Nicely done, Jakey.


‘Why?’ Christian sobs. ‘Miriam . . . Why would you do this . . . ?’


Wish I could help you, Chris.


But I didn’t do anything, deliberately or otherwise.


I’ll give my killer this much – they did it well. I was way too pissed to know what was going on and their overdose tableau certainly appears to have convinced the authorities. In the days after my body was discovered, I watched the police perfunctorily interview a few people, all of whom happily confirmed their suspicions that I was a career drunkard. Everyone had their hot take. Winnie told them I was ‘possessed’ – says the woman who sprayed ‘Beelzebub’ on my lawn in weedkiller. Paul said that I was ‘high-maintenance’ (so’s a Lamborghini, you prick). Even med student No. 1 diagnosed me as ‘a depressive’. Based on what, love? The three A levels you scraped at Chance of Pregnancy High? The truth is, it’s just easier for everyone concerned to believe that I killed myself.


In fact, my murderer almost convinced me – when I woke up dead, it was my first thought too. But there was one critical oversight. The note. A few scrawled marks on a takeaway carton lid:


[image: I O U]


My writing. But not my voice. I’d never say that – I didn’t owe anyone anything. And, besides, it’s far too close to an apology.


Numquam deprecaris.


But who on earth would want to kill me?


The service begins. There are mumbled hymns, a few half-hearted prayers and Christian gamely snots his way through a Bible reading. The rest of the time, Nav sits quietly, Jane sniffs loudly, my brother-in-law holds Jake so tightly the boy could breastfeed, while Christian whispers assurances to their fifteen-month-old babies that this is just one interpretation of religion and that other non-existent deities are also available.


Finally, the vicar turns to them with a smile.


‘We commend Miriam Rebecca Price to God’s mercy. The light she shone will burn forever. And so I invite anyone to share their special memories of their special Miriam.’


He stands aside. Bless you, Rev, but you’ll get no joy out of this crowd. I haven’t left many memories you can share in a religious setting . . .


‘I will,’ comes a little, but enthusiastic voice.


It’s Jake.


‘Er, maybe that’s not such a good . . .’ Neil begins, gripping his son closer.


‘I think it’s healthy to let him express himself,’ says Christian, unlocking Jake from his husband’s clutches. ‘Go on, baby. We’d love to hear what you have to say.’


‘Your funeral,’ sighs Neil as Jake happily skips up the aisle to stand by the smiling vicar. Courteously removing a stray mucous strand from his left nostril before speaking, my nephew wipes his finger on his shirt and addresses the congregation.


‘Aunty M was really cool,’ he starts, to the tearful delight of his dad. ‘She wasn’t like a grown-up – she was actually fun. Every birthday she taught me a new big swear. For my ninth birthday, it was c—’


‘Jake!’ Christian interrupts in a loud whisper as Neil snorts. ‘Maybe share a different special memory of Aunty Miriam for everyone?’


Jake scans his little memory bank until something fresh occurs. Can’t think what . . .


‘Okay, so,’ he begins, ‘after Christmas we had to go to this really rubbish restaurant for lunch that didn’t even have colouring because Aunty M and Uncle Nav got married once and then we had to remind them every year on their annimeversary. I didn’t want to go, but Dad said I had to because we didn’t know how many annimeversaries Aunty M and Uncle Nav would have, so we should celebrate every one . . .’


Christian visibly winces. Nav’s lips curl. Neil nearly chokes.


‘Anyway, it was mega boring,’ Jake continues. ‘All the grown-ups just talked about poo-pants Covid – my daddy said it was “just a bloody cold”, my dad said we should all just take more vitamins and we’d be fine, Aunty M told Dad to stick his vitamins up his bottom if he thought that was going to stop a pandademic, Uncle Nav didn’t say very much and I can’t really remember what Aunty Jane said. But I heard Dad say to Daddy she was only invited because she didn’t have a boyfriend to take her out, so I’m not sure it really matters.’


Christian closes his eyes before mouthing a ‘sorry’ to Jane, who smiles that she’s fine.


She isn’t.


‘Anyway, Dad and Aunty M got into an argument and when it was time to go back to my house for afternoon tea – which was really more wine – we had to go in two taxis,’ says Jake, mining his right nostril for any further bounty. ‘I wanted to go with Aunty M, because she was more fun and because I knew that Dad and Daddy would probably have a fight about her like they always did.’


They both have the grace to look a little sheepish. Keep going, Jakey. This material is pure gold . . .


‘So . . . we’re waiting for our taxi, when Aunty M sees this . . . unhoused person – Dad says we can’t call them “homeless” any more because it’s a problematic word, but I think the problem is that they don’t have a house. Anyway, the unhoused person didn’t look very well, so Aunty M had a look at him because she was a doctor. The taxi came and Aunty M was still looking after the man. The driver shouted at her to get in the car and she used the big swear she taught me on my seventh birthday.’


Neil snorts as Christian shakes his head. Pompous arse. (I taught Jake that one when he was five.)


‘Aunty M said something to the unhoused person and helped him to stand up. She told me to get in the taxi and she started to help the unhoused person – I remember! He was called Jeff and he used to drive a lorry – but the taxi driver didn’t want Jeff in his taxi. So Aunty M said something about Jeff’s human rights and something about the taxi driver’s willy and put Jeff in the taxi anyway.’


Christian’s ears prick up. Clearly this is the first time he’s heard this story. Glad you kept your side of the bargain, Jake. Good lad.


‘When we got to my house, Aunty M made me get out as she wanted to take Jeff to the hospital,’ Jake says. ‘But she made me pinky swear I wouldn’t tell anyone and gave me twenty quid and promised me a big bag of Percy Pigs – and not the rubbish vegan ones that Dad only lets me eat at Christmas – if I promised not to tell anyone.’


Christian sighs and the tears start again.


‘Dad was really angry that Aunty M didn’t come for tea – or wine – and said it was typical of her to be so childish. I didn’t tell anyone because breaking a pinky swear is against the law and I really wanted the Percy Pigs and I needed to hide the twenty pounds so I could buy the Nerf gun that Dad says is too violent, even though you can’t actually kill anyone with foam bullets. But now Aunty Miriam is dead so I think it’s allowed. She said that Dad and Daddy would get cross with her for putting me in the taxi with Jeff, because they are hippo crates. But Aunty Miriam was just trying to help Jeff. And she did. He got better and got his house. I ate the Percy Pigs anyway.’


And with a small shrug, Jake runs back up the aisle into his fathers’ waiting arms. You’re a grass, Jakey, but I love ya. And I’m sorry I lied about Jeff. The poor bastard died later that night of an entirely curable pneumonia had he had access to antibiotics sooner. You have plenty of time to find out that the dice are loaded, son. You didn’t need to hear it from me.


‘Thank you so much, Jake. That was truly lovely,’ smiles the vicar. ‘Now let us pray. Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come—’


The doors blast open at the back of the church. A lone figure charges down the aisle. Christian instinctively checks for Jake, but he’s now reclamped to Neil’s bosom.


Oh crap.


It’s not my nephew.


It’s Danielle King.


And she won’t be fobbed off with a Kinder Egg.


Mrs King storms through the church, screaming at the top of her slurs.


‘THEY’LL HAVE A HOT SPIT IN HELL FOR YOU, PRICE, YOU MURDERING, EVIL BITCH!’


Well, at least one adult said a few words.


My family freeze. They know all about Danielle King. But if you don’t . . . Truthfully, I have few regrets from my life. That fringe in 2002 was a disaster. And wow – should I have invested in hand sanitiser. But, broadly speaking, I achieved all I wanted to achieve, sooner than I planned to achieve it. I was successful, talented and, if not universally liked, certainly largely respected. Or feared. Either worked for me.


But Jayden King’s final hours will haunt me eternally. He was Danielle’s son. He was my patient.


He was the little boy who died on my final shift.


Danielle King runs to the altar and spits on my urn, to the horror of the congregation. Well, most of the congregation. My med students sit in stunned delight, itching to capture this for Insta. Winnie seems to stare at me quizzically – I have to remind myself that the daft biddy is gawping into an empty space. And Jake greets the interloper by saluting her with a dab.


‘Epic!’ he laughs before he can be bundled back into Neil’s décolletage.


‘Madam! Please!’ the vicar cries, waggling his prayer book at her as if it were a taser. ‘This isn’t the time—’


‘I never got to say it to her murdering face!’ she screams again. ‘So she can hear it now! You’ve ruined my life! You killed my little boy! I hope you rot in HELL, BITCH!’


She goes to kick the plinth where my ashes are sitting and totters slightly. She’s drunk. Can’t say I blame her. I would be too, given a fraction of a chance.


Her husband Darren walks softly down the aisle, muttering apologies to my family. Nav raises his head and stares dispassionately at him. Their eyes lock for a moment. Is Nav going to cause a scene?


Of course not. He never does. That’s part of Nav’s problem.


‘Danni,’ Darren says softly, taking his now sobbing wife by the shoulders. ‘Come on, babe. Let’s go.’


‘I HATE HER!’ Danielle screams. ‘I hate her! I hope she burns forever! She killed our Jay! That evil bitch KILLED OUR LITTLE BOY!’


Okay.


So maybe one person wanted to kill me.


Darren leads her away, back towards the pale little blonde girl standing awkwardly at the back, holding a scruffy doll. I remember her. She’s the sister . . . I forget her name . . .


‘Come on, Bella love,’ says Darren King, filling in my blank.


But Bella doesn’t move. She’s pallid and she’s shaking and she’s staring.


She’s staring at me.


I look around to see what else could be transfixing her so. Can she . . . ? No. No one can. She’s just a kid. A scared, grieving kid with a raging mother. Poor little mite. I know all the words to that tune.


‘Come on, baby,’ says her dad, gathering her up in his other arm. ‘Let’s go home.’


He leads Bella out of the church, but she’s still looking at me.


Not through me.


At me.


Can she actually . . . ? But how . . . ?


‘Are you okay?’ the vicar asks my family. Nav nods slowly as Jane takes his hand. They’ve been friends for a long time. We all have. They’ve been through a lot together. We all have. I made sure of it.


The service resumes under the vicar’s calm command. With the formalities over, my loved ones proceed out of the church, giving the non-familial contingent the chance to discuss the drama in delighted, scandalised whispers.


Say what you like about me, but I still know how to put on a show. My memorial had everything: laughter, tears, drama . . .


One star that, Pi Magazine.
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The wake is held at my house in Ocean Chine, the posh part of Westmouth, by comparison at least. If you haven’t visited, mine is a typical south-west English coastal town: Londoners escape here to live, old people remain here to die. It used to be a one-horse town, but the horse now lets his stable on Airbnb for £250 a night during holiday season – you know the kind of place. It has only a small residential population and everyone, but everyone, is connected somehow. Westmouth is not so much Six Degrees of Separation as Half an Inch from Incest.


One of my better life choices was investing in bricks and mortar. My mother – who clawed her way out of her father’s poverty, only to be returned there by mine – constantly preached the importance of women owning their own property if they wanted to own their own lives. When she died in my twenties, I honoured Mum’s sagacity by using my modest inheritance to invest in a London flat while still in med school. Of course you could do that back then. In the early noughties, you could buy a house with a few grand in the bank, a lascivious wink at the mortgage broker and the promise of a unicorn feather as self-certified collateral.


As my star rose, so too did house prices. When I left London post property-boom, I cashed in my two-bedroom flat in Richmond, which down here afforded me a detached four-bedroom house – as well as the rental flat intended for my retirement, but destined to become my coffin. I never meant to return to Westmouth – I left for med school in London the moment my A levels could carry me – but . . . well, eventually this salmon swam back upstream seven years ago and settled for comfortable mediocrity in the burbs.


My cortege winds its way slowly from the church through the labyrinthine coastal roads to my home on Castle Avenue. I haven’t returned here since I died. I swore that day I wouldn’t be back and I meant it. Nav greets the caterers quietly and looks at the mountains of food destined for the bin. I suppose there’s a compliment in the over-catering. Clearly he underestimated just how many people disliked me. Or at least he’d counted on them claiming compensatory post-mortem vol-au-vents.


My brother bustles in with the kids and emits a mournful groan.


‘Such a waste,’ he sighs. Everyone assumes he’s referring to the premature loss of his younger sister. I know he also means the 250 uneaten cocktail sausages. Still, Christian will have brought Tupperware. My brother is one of those who prefers food to go off in his own fridge.


‘Proper crisps! Yes!’ Jake cries with a fist-pump, launching himself at the buffet like a wildebeest.


Christian casts a wary eye over the spread. I can feel him itching to check the fair-trade provenance of the chardonnay. But in deference to Nav’s hospitality, he keeps quiet, gently guiding his kids towards the crudités.


After watching Jake inhale several mouthfuls of cheese-and-onion, then make a Ninja Warrior-style obstacle course of the three-piece suite, Neil turns on the TV in an attempt to tame him. The effect is immediate and absolute, reminding me of the time Dan took horse tranquillisers for a bet. The kid drops to the floor with his mouth agape, Walkers’ finest crumbling from his mouth like a nuclear fallout. He assumes a catatonic state in front of some precocious American starlet, one of those unfortunate teens who has had celebrity forced upon her like a goose being prepared for foie gras. She’s warbling about her hopes and dreams. I just pray she gets a decent room at Betty Ford.


‘There,’ sighs Neil, ignoring Christian’s disapproving stare as he pours a glass of white that would fell a rhino. ‘Peace.’


‘Er . . . do you think that’s a good idea?’ Christian asks his husband, his eyebrows making his own position clear. ‘Today is about grieving, letting Jake express his loss.’


‘Today is about drinking ourselves into a coma,’ says Neil, taking a massive swig and pouring another for his husband. ‘Your sister died. Life is short. Netflix is going to be twice the parent we are today.’


‘So much for limiting screen time,’ mutters Christian, guiding the twins away from Where’s My Childhood? or whatever trash Jake is watching. My brother can be impossibly self-righteous. I have no idea how we are related.


‘Blood isn’t thicker than water,’ Dan used to say, ‘it just stains the carpet more.’ Dan was a seer. I miss him.


Neil hugs Nav and gives him a look of widower solidarity. Neil’s first husband died not long after they had Jake together with Neil’s former sister-in-law. Christian piles in too. It’s comforting seeing them take care of Nav. Lord knows he’s going to need it.


‘Do you know what really helped me after we lost Mum?’ Christian proffers. ‘Meditation. I know it sounds out-there, but when I reach my astral plain, I can still communicate with Mum and Dad. I’m trying to reach Miriam. It really helps.’


I snort as my husband nods politely. Nav is about as spiritual as a mocktail.


‘And . . . er . . . how do you access this . . . astral plain?’ he asks awkwardly.


‘Pay some bored housewife,’ Neil interjects, grabbing a mouthful of peanuts. ‘Sorry, darling – pay some bored family manager – twenty quid an hour to talk bollocks at you until you’re semi-conscious. A decent bottle of white from Majestic achieves much the same effect for a third of the price if you’re interested.’


Nav smiles. Christian doesn’t. Both are entertaining.


I watch the dozen or so mourners straggle in, swallowed up by the ostentatious enormity of my downstairs. The ratio of caterers to guests is such that barely has anyone had a sip of wine before their glass is instantly refilled. At least they’ll all be totally plastered within the hour. Finally someone can truthfully say it’s what I would have wanted.


Jane walks in tearfully, and quietly hands the urn containing my ashes over to Nav, as if bringing a bottle of Lambrusco to a dinner party. My husband stands awkwardly with my post-mortem pot-pourri in his right hand and a chicken goujon in his left. He and Jane exchange an uneasy smile. Nav plonks me down on the table, right next to his glass of wine. Go on, love – be a poppet and pour some in the urn. I’m sure there’ll be a liver molecule somewhere that will thank you for it.


Everyone stands around, unsure what to say.


‘Miriam was always good at funerals,’ Jane finally volunteers. ‘At my dad’s, instead of sending a donation to his veteran’s home, she told me she’d sent the lads a case of Scotch and a subscription to Mayfair. Said it was more befitting of my father’s memory and a lot more fun for his friends. She was, of course, entirely right on both counts.’


Everyone snorts. Bless Jim, he was good people. Really looked after me when my dad . . . when he died.


‘She certainly had an eye for a gift,’ Nav quietly volunteers. ‘When my Aunty Nisha was in Westmouth General awaiting surgery to remove part of her leg courtesy of type 1 diabetes, Miriam visited her with a stuffed parrot. She said that if Nisha was going to look like a pirate she might as well accessorise like one. Nisha thought it was hilarious – she took that parrot with her everywhere after the op . . .’


That one gets a proper laugh. Poor Nav. Had nature taken its course, he’d be a dignified divorcé by now. Instead he’s forever stuck with the yoke of ‘widower’, the fingerprint of my existence permanently blighting his romantic record. And, most unfairly, the protocols of dead wife hagiography leave Nav powerless to reveal that his faithless wife thoughtlessly died before he could tell anyone she’d already left him.


I take a closer look at who bothered to turn up. The med students are here, apparently avenging my tyranny in ham sandwiches.


‘I totally don’t want to empower the patriarchy,’ No. 2 intones in the ascending glissando oft beloved by Gen Z, ‘and I acknowledge that women bringing each other down is, like, majorly problematic, but I’m just so disappointed that a strong woman like Dr Price could overdose. It’s super-triggering . . .’


‘I still can’t believe it,’ whispers No. 1. ‘Booze and benzos, apparently.’


‘It’s so tragic,’ No. 3 sighs. ‘Apparently it was decent booze . . .’


They all try to stifle their giggles.


Nice, girls. Go make a TikTok.


Paul, my former colleague, is here too, perving over the young waitresses – he’s such a sleaze. Paul made one attempt to seduce me early in my time at Westmouth General. I eloquently rejected his advances with some forceps applied to his testicles.


This is a dire party. It would have been much more fun if I were here. Everything always was. For me, anyway.


I make my way down the hallway to the kitchen at the back of my house. It is absurdly large for a childless couple with a profound antipathy to cooking, but the caterers seem to be enjoying it. And who knew I had a steamer? I leave them to my utensils and walk out of the open back door into my garden.


So this is it. This is my lot. Welcome to forever. Although, if this is what we’re destined to do eternally, you’d think the world would be overrun with fellow . . . whatever I am . . . floating around too? But apparently not. Just me. I’m the only ghost in the village.


A flash of moving light catches the periphery of my vision and I look up. It is a television screen, my neighbour’s. I smile. Now if there’s someone I could happily haunt in perpetuity, it would be Winnie. I scale her fence, not for the first time – although I swear it’s easier after a bottle of Chenin. Eugh . . . her garden is a jungle. I thought gardening was her thing? She certainly seemed to take exception when I filled it with an amusingly niche line of obscene garden gnomes I found online . . .


Allow me to explain.


I once enjoyed a perfectly amiable relationship with my next-door neighbour, Winnie Campbell. We took each other’s bins out, exchanged Christmas cards – even had the occasional coffee.


But then she killed my cat.


Campbell has always refused to admit that she was responsible for the death of my Leviathan four years ago, despite his compressed remains being discovered under the wheel of her car. I swore that day she wouldn’t know peace until she confessed, leading to a war of escalating hostilities betwixt us ever since.


Five hundred years ago, a lit torch and a stake would have prevented her from troubling old age, but in these accommodating times she’s made it well into her eighties. She landed in Westmouth with her husband George five years ago, via Jamaica, London and the Seventh Circle of Hell. George was great fun – I was genuinely sad when he became an early Covid casualty. I have no idea how a funny, erudite, laid-back guy like him ended up with a woman holier than a spaghetti strainer.


She’s left her conservatory window open in the September warmth and I clamber through it.


I’ve rarely been inside Winnie’s house since our fallout – unless you count that time she accidentally left her key in her front door last August. It is just as you’d expect. Fusty, outdated, prim – the perfect reflection of its denizen. But I do remember it being a bit neater and tidier on said summer strike. I’m sure the sideboard was much less dusty when I put that row of hot coffee mugs along it.


I drift into her front room and there she sits: the cat-killer of WM14. She’s in an armchair that’s seen better days, rather like its occupant. Her stick is by her side – she’s never without it, presumably so she can walk with it, fly on it or return it to her rear end as the situation requires. She’s watching Diagnosis: Murder, the corny daytime murder mystery starring Dick van Dyke and his son’s toupee. George was a police detective and he once told me that Winnie fancied herself as one too. But those who can’t, watch daytime television.


‘Don’t let me disturb you,’ I say as she shovels a forkful of microwave dinner between her jaws. ‘You’re sufficiently disturbed already. Who glues birdseed to a car . . . ?’


Van Dyke junior has had a brainwave. Must make a welcome change from a hair-weave. Winnie moves closer to the television. Dick is just about to crack the mystery, ‘The Case of the Augmented Hairline’.


‘Is this what your life is like?’ I sigh, surveying the array of tasteless ephemera on her dusty French dresser. ‘Doing nothing. Except for killing cats . . .’


She stares intently at the screen. Dick and his son catch the criminal red-handed. I’m guessing he’s a trichologist.


‘Nice of you to come to my wake, by the way,’ I say as a particularly vile bit of chintz catches my eye. What possible artistic impetus inspired someone to sculpt a dog playing tennis? The woman wouldn’t know taste if it bit her in the—


‘I never liked you.’


Her clipped consonants puncture the musty silence.


Why did she say that? Surely she wasn’t insulting the great Dick van Dyke? Or has she finally cottoned on to the toupee? I turn and look at her. She’s still staring at the small screen. Was she . . . ?


No. Of course she wasn’t. She’s just weird. Weird and evil and . . .


‘I said, I never liked you,’ she repeats, apparently to Diagnosis: Murder. ‘Although I see this didn’t stop others. I hope to high heaven they like quiche.’


I look around, but there is no one else here. Of course there isn’t – the woman has all the appeal of norovirus. Is she talking to herself? She must be. She’s just losing her mothballs. There’s no way she could be talking to me . . .


Her glassy eyes tear themselves away from Dick van Dyke and lift slowly until they are staring straight into mine, like a cooked mackerel reproaching its chef.


‘And for the last time, you incessant harpy, I didn’t kill your cat.’


What the . . . ?


It can’t be . . .


She can’t . . .


Ping!


Out of nowhere, two transparent doors suddenly appear and immediately snap shut in front of me. I try to walk backwards, but hit a clear wall. I reach my hands out to the side, but they too are inhibited. I’m . . . trapped in some kind of . . . glass box.


‘Campbell?’ I cry, hammering on the doors. ‘Campbell – can you hear me?’


She smiles and raises her right eyebrow. It matches her moustache.


‘Winnie, are you talking to me?!’ I shout at her inane smirk. ‘Well, are you? Oh my God, you hideous Wiccan, can you actually hear . . . ?’


But, before she can respond, a small bell pings and some hidden force propels the box upwards, sucking me away into absolute darkness.
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What the . . . actual . . . ? What’s happening? I cling to the walls. I can’t tell in which direction this thing is travelling, but it’s in a bloody hurry. I’ve been waiting for the Stairway to Heaven, not the Shopping Centre Lift to Hell. I’M A CELESTIAL – GET ME OUT OF HERE . . . !


And we’ve stopped.


Where the . . . ?


The doors to the Great Ghost Elevator open onto what looks like a hospital waiting room. I tentatively step out of the lift – a handful of similarly bewildered people are dotted around the plastic chairs, clearly all worried about what has brought them here. In this regard at least, it has the comfortable familiarity of the sexual-health clinic.


‘Welcome,’ an automated voice breathes out of a loudspeaker in the corner. ‘Please do not be alarmed. You are safe now. Congratulations on your recent death. Please refer to your ticket for your case number.’


I eye the dispensing machine next to me and yank out a grey ticket sporting the number 2679. I appear to be at some kind of . . . cosmic cheese counter. What the hell is going—


‘Due to Covid-19, we are experiencing a higher volume of the Recently Living than normal,’ the announcement exhales, ‘so we ask for your patience as we refer you to your Admin. Thank you.’


So this is . . . it? The . . . whatever? The next bit? It’s not much cop, I’ll tell you. I’m spectacularly underwhelmed. I can’t imagine how you’d feel if you’d spent your life caring for albino hedgehogs to get here.


The lift pings again behind me and an elderly man peers nervously out of it.


‘Beryl?’ he asks weakly, looking around. But he has come here alone. Bad luck, old timer.


‘Thank gawd for that,’ he mumbles with a grin and happily pulls the Racing Post out of his back pocket as he takes a seat.


I walk over to the furthest row of chairs and sit at the very end. I stealthily survey my fellow inmates. Everyone is dressed in rainbow colours, even Grandpa, who is clothed entirely in green. It’s like A&E after a Pride march. Or Florida. Thankfully, I’m still dressed in the clothing I was wearing the day of my demise (pink halterneck top, skinny jeans, nice lingerie – I was anticipating a rather more cheerful evening than I had). It was a sound choice for infinity, although I would have chosen some more comfortable underwear. But at least I’m not . . .


Argh!


Holy Christ!


I am orange!


From head to toe, I am completely swathed in orange! I have been totally Tangoed! And they’re not even nice clothes – although faintly familiar . . . Urgh – it’s my denim dungarees and baggy knitted jumper from circa 1994 when we all wanted to look like we were in an American dramedy. Damn you, Party of Five.


Okay, death I can deal with. Dungarees not so much. What is happening to me?


The lift pings again and a tiny, mousy woman clad entirely in purple with hair that would make 1987 blush steps out in bemusement. She peers around and inexplicably makes a beeline straight for me, ignoring the countless empty chairs at her disposal and nervously depositing her diminutive rear next to mine.


‘So . . .’ she pipes up awkwardly with a mimsy smile. ‘What brings you here?’


Wonderful. A talker. Why am I always next to the talkers? I’ve got my own problems. I say nothing in the hope it will dissuade her.


It doesn’t.


‘I had a bit of an accident,’ she continues, despite my absence of a discernible damn. She has one of those high, childlike voices, like Minnie Mouse on helium.


Mr Racing Post giggles gleefully as he circles a hot tip in his paper. I’ve got good news and bad, Grandpa. Beryl isn’t going to know about your cheeky fiver on the 3.15 at Chepstow. But you might struggle to make it to a Ladbrokes.


‘I’m Flora, by the way,’ says Skinny Mouse. ‘Lovely to meet you.’
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