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About the Book
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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.’

She holds out her hand and I reluctantly take it. I’m neither a hand-shaker nor a hugger. A professional regard for contact with bacteria – and a personal disregard for contact with humans – usually creates a repelling forcefield about my person. But Flora merrily breaches the perimeter.

‘Miriam,’ I say perfunctorily.

‘I’m Fred,’ Grandpa chimes in, forcing his arm into my air space. ‘Sorry to hear of your troubles, Flora. What happened, sweetheart? Hit by a bus? Fell off a ladder? Slipped on the pavement?’

‘Not exactly,’ says Flora with a nervous giggle. ‘I choked on a doughnut.’

‘Aw – rotten luck, sweetheart,’ Fred says, rubbing her knee. ‘Everyone needs a little treat now and again.’

‘Well, that was just it,’ smiles Flora. ‘It was my seventh . . .’

Fred roars with laughter.

‘Good girl!’ he says. ‘What a way to go . . . out with a bang, I say!’

Flora half laughs, wringing her wiry fingers together. There’s more to that story.

‘How about you?’ she says, ‘if you don’t mind me asking?’

‘Not at all,’ grins Fred. He’s eighty-five if he’s a day. Probably heart failure, pneumonia, stroke maybe . . .

‘Massive heroin overdose,’ he grins.

Fair play, Right Dead Fred.

‘Oh my,’ whimpers Flora, raising a hand to her mouth. My mother would have called her ‘an insufferable sissy’. I’ll reserve judgement. Briefly.

‘Oh, don’t worry, sweetheart, I wasn’t one of them junkies,’ Fred reassures us, slightly disappointing me that Westmouth doesn’t have an octogenarian drug scene where they all rave to Grime remixes of Vera Lynn. ‘You get to my age and you think, why not? Thought I’d give it a whirl. Used the wrong sort of spoon – dessert spoon instead of teaspoon! Beryl always said I never could read a recipe. “You never read the recipe!” she used to say. I tell you . . .’

‘So . . . what do you think happens next?’ Flora whispers.

‘No idea,’ I sigh. ‘But give me a head start if they offer complimentary pastries?’

‘Oh, sure.’ She nods enthusiastically.

‘Case number 2679, please proceed to Room 42. That’s case number 2679 to Room 42.’

‘Good luck!’ says Flora as I rise towards the double doors that have opened up ahead. ‘See each other again, I hope?’

I say nothing and venture into the corridor beyond.

I am faced with a series of identical numbered doors running the length of the long, grey vinyl hallway – I am opposite Room 18. I walk to the left towards the last door, which is of course Room 41.

‘Dr Miriam Price?’ a voice calls from the opposite end of the corridor. I turn round and can just make out the figure standing outside what must inexplicably be Room 42. This is like every Premier Inn ever. I sigh my displeasure and make my way back towards the young, bespectacled bald man dressed in a grey suit standing outside it. Think slightly hotter Howard from the Halifax ads.

‘Hello, Dr Price,’ Fifty-one Shades of Grey says earnestly. ‘Please do come in.’

I reach Room 42 and enter its dingy, windowless confines. Hot Howard takes a seat behind a wooden desk and I drop into the chair in front of it.

‘Welcome,’ he begins briskly. ‘My name is Martin Hodges and I will be administrating your Eternity. Do you have any questions before we get started?’

‘No, Martin. Everything seems super.’

‘Good, in which case . . .’

‘ARE YOU KIDDING ME?’ I roar. ‘WHAT THE FUCK IS GOING ON?’

‘I see,’ says Martin plainly. ‘You were deploying irony. My recent performance review told me to be more attuned to this when administering the Recently Living—’

‘Martin – what is happening?’ I sigh. ‘I’m dead, right?’

‘Indeed. Recently Living as we term it,’ he replies with palpable relief. ‘I’m glad not to have to explain that. It can come as quite the shock.’

‘You don’t say. Why am I here? What’s been going on since I died? Why—’

‘Yes, I must apologise on behalf of everyone here at the branch – which is, in fact, just me – that it has taken so long to find you an appointment. The recent pandemic has had us – me – overrun with new cases. With so many Recently Living to process, we – I – have faced unavoidable delays in getting to you.’

‘Where am I?’ I ask.

‘You are in Limbo, Westmouth division,’ Martin replies simply. ‘This is the mid-point between Earth and Eternity, through which all Recently Living must pass before reaching their afterlife. You see, just as in Life, in Eternity everyone must be accounted for and accommodated.’

‘Accommodated? Like, in a house?’

‘Of course.’ Martin shrugs. ‘You need somewhere to spend your forever. We provide it. Although I must warn you that you may experience further delay before you are allocated your new home. Sadly, infinite knowledge gained over the millennia has shed no light on how to improve the efficiency of the building trade. The purpose of this meeting is to assess you for your onward provision. Your accommodation in Eternity will be determined by an analysis of your personal preferences, combined with your conduct on Earth. Otherwise even the most undeserving people would still get the biggest properties. And there’s quite enough of that in central London.’

Uh-oh. I feared this was coming.

‘Go on, then,’ I sigh. ‘Let’s have it.’

‘I don’t understand,’ says Martin, his brow furrowed. ‘Have what?’

‘My rap sheet. My naughty list. I assume this is where I cop it for all my Earthly transgressions? I hope you booked me a double slot . . .’

‘I haven’t the faintest idea what you’ve done on Earth, Dr Price. How could I?’

‘Er . . . because you have some omniscient power to see into our hearts and lives? Celestial CCTV? A Doomsday drone?’

‘Not at all,’ he says plainly, sitting back in his chair and putting his fingertips together. ‘Monitoring every second of the Living as they go about their daily lives would be wildly impractical, not to mention grossly intrusive. Cataloguing what someone says, eats, thinks and does all day would also be, let’s face it, rather tedious. This is Limbo, Dr Price. Not Twitter.’

I can’t help a smile. I knew it. Zero consequences. Suck on that, Roman Catholic primary school.

‘So . . . I’m off the hook?’

‘Well – that depends,’ Martin dithers. ‘There would be no practical or fair way for us to evaluate your life. But we have evolved a system that we believe is the best way to assess your mortal conduct. We are confident we have found the most exacting judge of them all.’

‘Oh Christ,’ I sigh. ‘You’ve dug up my mother . . .’

‘No. It’s you,’ Martin says simply. ‘Ultimately, you know how good or bad a person you are – indeed you are the only individual who knows the truth of you. Some can try to hide it, deny it, lie about it or exaggerate it. But even those MPs know how they’ve really behaved. Your conscience cannot lie – and that is the basis upon which you are graded.’

‘Graded?’ I ask.

‘Red to Purple,’ Martin explains. ‘There are five grades: Red, Orange, Yellow, Green and Purple.’

I look down at my orange clothes.

‘So . . . Red is the best, right?’ I ask. I can take silver medal as an Orange, seems about right.

‘Er . . . no,’ says Martin, looking awkward. ‘Red is for the very worst of humankind – murderers, sex offenders, insurance salespeople and so forth. Purple represents the best – aid workers, the good sort of nurses, people who keep it light on social media . . .’

Wow.

‘So . . . I’m only one step above the worst of humanity?’ I ask, aghast.

‘So you seem to think. Although, judging by your hue, you’re very close to being a Yellow,’ says Martin quickly. ‘And the good news is that your grade is never fixed – you can constantly improve upon it.’

‘So I can upgrade?’ I confirm.

‘Absolutely.’ Martin smiles. ‘We had to revise our policy after having considerable issues with a particular subset of the Recently Living arriving here as Greens or Purples and their behaviour quickly deteriorating once they felt there were no consequences.’

‘Students?’

‘Clergy,’ Martin confirms. ‘No, your grade is constantly fluid – your actions in Eternity will continue to impact your grading going forward. And, as an incentive for sociable behaviour, each grade returns one of your senses to you in a heightened way. Reds only have a heightened sense of smell. But Oranges have acute hearing, Yellows X-ray sight, Greens can taste food and drink . . .’

‘I could drink here?’ I exclaim, slightly louder than I realised. ‘And eat? Eating’s good.’

‘Absolutely, Dr Price. Although once you reach Eternity, there are neither hangovers nor weight gain. They were constructs of the Living to try to marshal resources on Earth. They’ve been curiously unsuccessful experiments.’

Guess again, Belinda Carlisle. Heaven ain’t a place on Earth.

‘And, finally, Purples have all their senses returned and can actually manipulate, reach and travel through solid matter,’ Martin concludes.

‘So . . . what are you?’ I ask, looking over his grey suit.

‘Oh, I’m an Admin,’ Martin explains. ‘I’m not classified in the same way. My job is to run this regional branch, in return for which I retain all my faculties and enjoy free passage to and from the Earth.’

‘How much are they paying you to do that?’ I ask.

‘It’s a voluntary post,’ he explains.

‘Voluntary . . . You are choosing to work here?’ I ask. ‘Why?’

‘It has its advantages,’ he says quickly, going back to his screen. ‘But so long as you are an Orange or above, once you are accommodated in Eternity, your bodily functions will be restored, although you will no longer age. You will be able to act and interact with others, just as you did on Earth.’

‘Interact?’ I ask with a raised eyebrow.

‘If you are referring to . . . intimate relations,’ says Martin awkwardly, ‘then the answer is yes. But how curious. Men are usually the ones to ask if that is an option in Eternity. Women tend to ask if they have to.’

He pauses, clearly expecting a reaction. He doesn’t get one.

‘That was humour,’ he explains necessarily. ‘I was also told to include that in my performance review. Did it make you feel more at ease?’

‘You’re a natural,’ I reply.

‘Excellent,’ he smiles. ‘I think I just might invest in that YOU DON’T HAVE TO BE DEAD TO WORK HERE, BUT IT HELPS mug.’

He happily returns to his keyboard. I just know this guy builds model somethings.

‘So what happens to the Reds?’

‘I’m sorry?’ Martin asks distractedly.

‘The Reds. You say Oranges and above go to Eternity. What happens to the Reds?’

‘Ah,’ says Martin quietly. ‘Fortunately there are relatively few. We are able to make . . . alternative arrangements for them here. Something that offers them a chance to reflect on their status in the hope of improvement . . .’

‘So when do I progress to the next round?’ I interrupt, realising that I don’t actually care about the Reds anyway. ‘Let’s get this show on the road.’

‘Just as soon as we have the official coroner’s conclusion on your death,’ Martin says, turning to his computer. ‘I see your inquest has been delayed due to the pandemic . . . but it is scheduled for this week?’

‘Yes,’ I reply.

‘Good. I appreciate it is frustrating, but in order to proceed to Eternity I’m afraid we must have suitable documentation,’ he explains, tapping away at the keys. ‘An official coroner’s conclusion is an excellent example – you will be given your passport to proceed to Eternity the moment it has been filed. But we can put in a preliminary accommodation request based on the projected outcome . . .’

He hits the return key with a satisfied jiggle of his head. But no sooner has he done so, than his computer emits a chorus of beeps. I’ve been around medical machinery too long to hope that’s good news. His furrowed brow concurs.

‘Application denied? I don’t understand,’ he says, peering at the screen. ‘Once we have the official coroner’s conclusion, there’s no reason for . . . Oh.’

‘Oh what, Martin? What’s oh?’ I ask more urgently. I knew it couldn’t be this easy. Life – or Death – just isn’t that kind.

‘I’m afraid there’s a . . . t-technicality,’ he stammers. ‘You’re a DBM.’

‘What technicality? What’s a DBM?’

He turns to me and folds his fingers together on the desk.

‘The manner of your death.’

‘What about it?’

Martin sighs and sits back in his chair again.

‘According to our projection, based on what has been submitted to the coroner, there is a ninety-seven per cent chance that your inquest this week will return a conclusion of Death by Misadventure.’

‘So what?’ I shrug. ‘Although, for the record, actually I was murdered . . .’

‘I’m afraid that’s not what’s going to be recorded based on the current evidence,’ Martin sighs again. ‘The official conclusion is forecast to be Death by Misadventure due to an accidental drug overdose. That’s what we have to go on.’

‘Misadventure, schmisadventure – who cares? Let’s get on with it . . .’

‘I’m afraid that won’t be possible,’ says Martin, staring at his interlinked fingers. ‘As I explained, we are very overrun at the moment. The pandemic has meant that space is in short supply in Eternity, so we’re having to allocate accommodation by priority. Children are automatically housed with their nearest deceased relative, then people are categorised by the nature of their death – homicide, suicide, natural causes, accidental deaths . . . A DBM is deemed to have taken an unnecessary risk with their mortality – essentially, they are being placed at the back of the queue.’

‘So what happens now?’ I ask.

‘Oh, you’ll still get to Eternity – you’ll just have to wait until the time of your estimated natural death,’ Martin explains, turning back to the screen.

‘What? So I have to wait until I would have died?’

‘Yes,’ he says, recommencing the tapping. ‘And that would have been . . .’

This can’t be that bad. The way I abused my body in my well-spent youth, I was never going to make old bones. I doubt I would have made it to—

‘Ninety-six,’ says Martin, reading the screen.

‘WHAT THE ACTUAL?’ I cry. ‘I would have lived to ninety-bloody-six? How?’

‘Excellent genes, I’m guessing,’ Martin says, tapping again. ‘You must be well-preserved.’

‘Generously pickled, more like.’

‘Well, it was working. Good for you . . .’

‘No. No. No!’ I shout, standing up. ‘I object! I refuse! I demand an appeal! I want to see your manager! And whoever runs the premium lounge. I’m not sitting out there again . . .’

‘I’m sorry, Dr Price,’ Martin says firmly. ‘But there is no appeal. I have no manager. There is nowhere else to be. This is Limbo. And you are now a resident. Welcome.’

I slump back down in my chair. I’ve always been able to find a loophole. I’d rather die than stay here. And yet even that loophole is denied me . . .

‘So I’m just supposed to sit out the next 50 years here?’

‘I’m afraid so,’ he sighs. ‘Although nothing is absolute. Should a different cause of death be recorded on Earth, we can process you here accordingly.’

I knew it! Loophole . . .

The rope ladder of hope dangles tantalisingly in my mind. I lean forwards.

‘Okay . . . so . . . if I can prove I was murdered, I get to go to Eternity?’

‘Indeed. But I should warn you that the chance of a projected outcome being altered is statistically extremely low.’

‘How low?’

‘I’ll tell you when someone succeeds.’

I slump back again. Despondency is an unfamiliar sensation to me and I can’t say I care for it. Despondent people do stupid things.

‘You should know that all our facilities here in Limbo are available to you until such time as you enter Eternity,’ Martin attempts by meagre way of consolation.

‘Your facilities?’

‘Yes,’ says Martin, looking around proudly. ‘Oh I see – this isn’t the extent of the branch – perhaps I could give you a tour?’

‘Why not?’ I sigh as he gets up from his chair and holds the door open. We walk back along the corridor. It’s drab and utterly devoid of character. Reminds me of my neighbour’s house . . .

Winnie!

The hope ladder dangles once more.

‘Martin – I have a question. Can anyone see me on Earth? Specifically, can any of the . . . Living see dead people?’

‘In a word, yes,’ he explains as the corridor opens out into a larger open space. ‘They are what we call “liminals” – people on the edge of consciousness. Those who’ve suffered a brain trauma, or have a degenerative neurological condition, for instance. Even some legitimate psychic mediums have been known to cross the border.’

I don’t think any of those apply to Winnie. I’ve observed little evidence of a brain for one thing.

‘What about . . . just normal people? Can they ever see us?’

‘We aim for the Recently Living to arrive here immediately upon their passing, so there is little valid research,’ Martin explains. ‘But during high-volume periods like these, there have been sporadic reports of some Nearly Deceased communicating with the Recently Living. But I cannot stress enough that these are unsubstantiated anecdotes that have no real scientific—’

‘Nearly Deceased?’

‘Those within their last few days of life. It has been posited that those on either margin of Life can interact with one another.’

‘So . . . the dying can communicate with the dead?’

‘According to some – and it certainly isn’t universal. Unless you were attuned to the Living, you don’t stand any chance of being attuned to the Recently Living. Personally, I don’t set much store by it.’

So if Winnie can see me, she has only days to live. That’s such a shame . . .

Because I might actually have a use for her now.

We’ve arrived at a big food court with various gaudy food outlets (‘Boundless Burritos’, ‘Perpetual Pasties’, ‘Sempiternal Sushi’) around the outside of a central plastic seating area.

‘This is our main communal area where you can mingle with your fellow residents,’ Martin explains, gesturing to the handful of rainbow people dotted around the space. ‘That corridor to the right leads to the accommodation wing, the one on the left to the medical centre. We have an astral plain around here somewhere, but it keeps shifting . . .’

‘And that?’ I say, pointing casually to the vast, golden, shimmering expanse that takes up the entire end of the room, casting a blinding ethereal glow over the rest of room and everyone in it.

‘Ah – that is the Exit.’ Martin smiles. ‘That is the portal to Eternity. That is where everyone – if they have their passport, of course – proceeds to their afterlife. We always hold a little celebration in honour of a crossing. It’s a joyful sight.’

‘Thrilled for them,’ I mutter, looking around grimly. Fifty years in Fleet services. Just my bloody luck.

‘If I may make so bold, Dr Price, our research suggests that promotions are often helped by gainful employment – the sense of achievement encourages good choices,’ says Martin, leading me back towards the waiting area. ‘And a perfect opportunity has just arisen for you. Our resident GP recently moved on to Eternity and we need someone to administer healthcare to our residents here in Limbo at the medical centre. I wonder if you might be interested?’

I scoff. GPs to consultants are like McDonald’s burger flippers to Michelin-starred chefs.

‘Thanks, but no thanks,’ I whisper.

‘Well, I’d advise you to do something to fill your days – you have a considerable wait,’ says Martin. ‘And, at present, it’s this or the Over-Sixties Recorder Club. I hear their rendition of Let It Go is quite the experience . . . As you know better than most, death is not the only thing to blight the human body. People still have an array of medical needs here. There are a lot of residents you can help.’

This is hell indeed. But I pledged my life to medicine. I suppose that applies to my death too. Damn you, Hippocratic oath . . .

‘Fine,’ I sigh. ‘I’ll shave the corns. Now what?’

‘That is up to you, Dr Price.’ Martin smiles. ‘You are free to remain here, or continue to spend time on Earth if you wish.’

‘But . . . but . . . on Earth, I can’t do anything. I can’t talk to anyone. I can’t drink anything. For fifty years. What’s the point?’

‘Ah – now we do have something for DBMs in your circumstances,’ he says, reaching into his grey suit pocket and pulling out a small black box, which he proffers to me. I take and open it. Inside is a single red ovular pill.

‘Gee thanks,’ I say. ‘A hit of LSD. Very considerate.’

‘This is in case of emergencies,’ Martin explains. ‘This pill will restore your Earthly faculties. You and anything you touch will be as living matter once again.’

‘So . . . it brings me back to life?’

‘Temporarily – it only works for five minutes and thus must be preserved for the most urgent of situations. But we understand that there may be emergencies in which you might need to function beyond your Recently Living capabilities.’

If I had a heartbeat, it would quicken round about now. This could be good. Five minutes. That’s all I need. That’s all I need with Tom . . .

‘But how do I get another one? Y’know – when I’ve used this one?’

‘You don’t,’ says Martin quietly. ‘I’m afraid you can only be issued with one. We had to implement new global guidelines after a certain E. Presley Esquire was given a whole bottle and caused no end of confusion.’

One it is then. I put the pill in my dungaree pocket. Now I just have to find him again . . .

But that’s a matter for another time. Right now, I need to sort this mess out. I fix Martin with my most determined stare.

‘Martin. You have to believe me. I didn’t kill myself. Someone else did.’

‘I’m afraid it’s not down to me, Dr Price,’ he says, with what I think is an attempt at compassion. ‘And, unless you can prove it, you will be processed on the coroner’s conclusion of Death by Misadventure.’

‘So . . . I, who can neither talk to nor touch anyone or anything on Earth, have under a week to prove to the authorities at my inquest – with whom I cannot communicate – that I was murdered?’

‘Precisely.’ Martin nods. ‘Good luck.’

He clicks his fingers and the elevator appears in front of us. I look around this dump. I’m not spending the next fifty years stuck here.

I hit the elevator button. I’m going back to Earth.

I’m going to prove I was murdered.

‘I’m sorry,’ says Martin with no hint of actual apology. ‘I appreciate that this is far from ideal. But I’m afraid those are our rules. I look forward to seeing you around the place. I’ll be in touch when your first patient books in. But if there is anything you need to leaven your time in Limbo, we – I – will endeavour to provide it.’

‘Like what?’ I ask.

‘It’s Deadly Double Doughball night at Rest in Pizza?’ suggests Martin with a shrug.

‘Fantastic,’ I sigh as the glass doors close round me and I’m dropped back into the darkness again.
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‘WINNIE! WINNIE! I’m not going anywhere, you demonic crone, so you might as well open this door! I’ve got all the time in the world! I can do this all night! I WILL do this all night! Every night! Winnie! Let me in!’

I am back outside Winnie’s house. It’s late. I’m not sure how late, but late enough that it’s dark and her doors and windows are shut. She heard me – I know she did. And I know she can hear me now. My Orange-grade bat ears can hear her walking stick, even on the carpet.

‘WINNIE!’ I scream again at the top of my lungs like a phantasmal Fred Flintstone. ‘Open this bloody door! I mean it, Winnie! If you thought I was irritating when I had a body, you have NO IDEA now I’m just a voice! I’m going to haunt you all night, every night until . . .’

‘All right, all right,’ comes the angry cadence from within. ‘Stop your hideous squawking!’

I KNEW IT! She can hear me! She can help me! She can . . . Oh, sweet baby Jesus on a bicycle . . .

The door opens to reveal Winnie in a Victorian nightie, a face mask and a headscarf.

‘You look ridiculous,’ I tell her.

‘Says the Oompa-Loompa,’ she replies. ‘You should be dead.’

‘So should you. So you can see me?’

‘All week. At first I thought I was losing my mind. But when I saw you cackling at Kelly from No. 42 when she locked herself out in her knickers, you seemed terrifyingly real. You can’t even die like a normal human . . . So there really is life after death?’

‘I wouldn’t call it much of a life . . .’

‘Have you met God?’

‘We still don’t appear to be speaking.’

‘Are you being punished?’ she whispers gleefully. ‘Please tell me you’re being punished.’

‘I’m standing here talking to you, aren’t I, you witchfinder’s wet dream.’

‘Dear life,’ she sighs, leaning against the doorframe. ‘It really is you.’

‘So why didn’t you open your door?’

‘Because I can’t stand you. And because it’s 1 a.m.’

Hard to argue with either point. She stares at me with her dead fish eyes. It’s like trying to converse with a seventies buffet centrepiece.

‘Why are you here?’

‘I really don’t have time to get into metaphysics right now, Winnie. I just . . .’

‘No, I mean why here? At my door? Where you weren’t welcome when you were alive? You were a hideous neighbour. As soon as you disappeared, I knew you must be dead. I could feel my house price rising . . .’

‘I’m the hideous neighbour?’ I protest. ‘Says the woman who changed my utility suppliers every month for a year? Do you honestly think I’d be here if I had any sort of choice? For some twisted reason, you appear to be the only creature on Earth with whom I can communicate. And . . . I . . . I need your help.’

A guttural rumbling starts somewhere near her cloven hooves. It grows steadily until her wizened lips start to wobble. Eventually, some stale air finds its way out of her mouth in a series of rhythmic spasms. Why of the faculties I’ve been granted does one of them have to be smell? Campbell always did have breath that could kill a fairy.

‘Thank you. This is even more amusing than redirecting your mail to Broadmoor,’ Winnie grunts. ‘Goodbye, Miriam. Give my regards to Satan.’

And she slams the door in my face.

Okay.

So I didn’t want to have to do this, but she’s left me no choice. If only the dying can communicate with the dead, Winnie is clearly on a one-way ticket out of town – and within a few days too. Breaking news of a death is an occupational hazard and one that has to be handled with extreme tact and sensitivity. I knock on the door again.

‘Winnie. You’re going to die. This week. Bad luck.’

Nailed it.

My canine hearing detects the footsteps stopping on the other side of the door. For a moment there is silence. Did she hear me? Apparently so – a few seconds later the footsteps return and unlatch the door.

‘Says who?’ she asks, her ferrety little face peering through the gap left by the security chain.

‘Says Martin,’ I tell her. ‘In Limbo. You don’t know him yet. But you’re in for a real treat.’

‘This is your idea of a sick joke? Like the pizza deliveries for a month?’

‘Not as funny . . . but just as real. If you can see and hear me, it means you’re dying.’

Winnie draws a slow breath and rolls her eyes.

‘And they send you to my door to tell me this?’ she mutters. ‘How long have I got?’

‘Well . . .’ I add, trying to sound sympathetic. ‘I wouldn’t book tickets for Hamilton . . .’

‘How long?’

‘A few days. Tops.’

‘I see,’ she says calmly.

‘You really shouldn’t be alone right now,’ I say in my best doctor voice. ‘Can I come in?’

Winnie exhales resignedly.

‘I suppose,’ she sighs, unchaining the door. ‘I always said you’d be the death of me, Miriam Price . . .’

A short while later, we are sitting in her front room as she downs her third brandy. I confess that I’m surprised she drinks. I had her down as a communion-wine-and-a-sherry-at-Christmas type. I enjoyed a medicinal brandy back in the day. Made a superb breakfast.

‘Do you know how? When?’ she asks. ‘This . . . Martin. Did he tell you how I die?’

‘He didn’t. Would you really want to know?’

‘No,’ Winnie says softly into her glass. ‘I suppose I wouldn’t.’

‘Do you have anything wrong with you?’

‘At my time of life?’ she snorts. ‘I struggle to find anything right with me. It could be my heart, my blood pressure, a tumour . . .’

‘So go to the doctor.’

‘No,’ she says firmly. ‘I don’t trust them. You all think you’re God. You were living proof that you’re not. I’d rather die in peace, thank you very much.’

‘No known cure for stupidity,’ I mutter.

She necks the rest of her drink and slams her glass down.

‘Well, I suppose I’d better get some sleep,’ she sighs. ‘Thank you for letting me know.’

She stands as if I should leave. I’m going nowhere. I don’t know how far through her last few days she is – she could die at any given moment.

‘Listen . . . you’ve had a big shock and I realise the timing’s ever so slightly tricky – but I really need your help.’

‘So you said. I’m very grateful you have given me this information so I have time to get my affairs in order. I don’t have much. It shouldn’t take long.’

‘Great. So you’ll help me?’

‘Absolutely not. I still loathe you.’

‘None taken.’ I smile, with difficulty. ‘But before I can have my happily forever after, there’s something I need to prove and without—’

‘Let me stop you there,’ Winnie interrupts, holding up her hand. ‘Remind me how much help you were when I wanted planning permission for my conservatory and you told the council I farmed marijuana? Or when you tipped off the neighbourhood watch that I did time for breaking and entering? Or when you left your car in the space reserved for George’s funeral limousine?’

‘Now that one wasn’t my fault. I didn’t realise what those cones were for. You know what parking’s like around here.’

‘You take my point,’ she says. ‘Now there were things I wanted to do before I died and it appears I have little time left to do them, so if you’ll excuse me . . .’

She shuffles past the boxed sets of Diagnosis: Murder piled up by her TV. She made me hate that show, not that I needed much reason. Winnie is obsessed with it. I could often hear the theme tune blaring when I was trying to sleep – she was incredibly selfish like that at lunchtime. Who wastes their brain function watching naff daytime TV detective shows? Get a life . . .

An old conversation with George over the back fence hits my brain like a superior Courvoisier.

‘Things you wanted to do?’ I ask her. ‘Like be a detective?’

She stops her shuffling.

‘What do you mean?’ she says, not turning around.

I stand up and walk behind her.

‘You were a policewoman, weren’t you?’ I say.

‘My George was a detective,’ prickles Winnie. ‘I worked on the front desk. Strangely, the police force didn’t prioritise promoting a Black woman through the ranks in the seventies.’

I hesitate to respond. I’m never sure what to say in the face of such undeniably crappy truths. As the friend, then wife, of one of the few people of Indian heritage in Westmouth, I had a ringside seat to the bumpkin bigotry that he and his family endured. I wouldn’t presume to imagine what it is like to live inside the circus.

But I need to say something to Winnie.

‘Maybe you were also massively incompetent?’ I proffer.

‘And this is how you get me to help you?’ she replies.

Fair point.

‘I didn’t kill myself,’ I say softly. ‘I was murdered. And you are the only person who can help me prove it.’

She slowly turns towards me.

‘You think you were murdered?’

‘I know I was murdered.’

‘How?’

‘Because I do. There is no way I would ever kill myself. Never. I would never throw my life away and abandon everyone who loves me. Frankly, I’m just not that considerate.’

‘You’re sure about this?’

‘As sure as the hairs on your chinny-chin-chin. Someone killed me. And I need you to help me prove that to my inquest. And to show those sexist, racist morons that you could have been a great detective. But mostly my thing.’

She stares at me briefly, a new brightness flickering in her eyes. But she quickly snuffs it out.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ she huffs, heading towards the stairs. ‘I have other things to do . . .’

‘Like what?’ I ask. ‘You said yourself your affairs won’t take long. Do you seriously just want to sit here and wait for death? Or do you want to crack one final case?’

Her lips twitch. She’s on the hook – I can tell. I go in for the kill.

‘What would Dick van Dyke do?’

She slumps down into a chair.

‘You’re the only one who can solve my murder,’ I whisper. ‘You have one last chance to live your best detective life. I’ll even throw in a toupee for a sidekick.’

She stops and stares at me.

‘What the heck!’ she suddenly declares. ‘You’re a long time dead! Let’s do it!’

Winnie grabs the brandy bottle with a little chuckle.

‘Miriam Price, I swear to you that I will prove someone killed you if it’s the penultimate thing I do!’

‘Curiously specific vow,’ I say. ‘What’s going to be the last?’

‘Buy the inspired swine a drink,’ she grins, raising her glass.

‘So the first thing we need is suspects,’ she says five minutes later, her brandy and joie de vivre substantially replenished. ‘Do you have a list of people who had reason to kill you? Or would it be quicker to get the phone book?’

‘Hang on – how do I know it wasn’t you?’ I ask.

‘Because I haven’t received an MBE,’ she replies. ‘How can you be so sure you were killed? You were a drunkard.’

‘I was a functioning alcoholic.’

‘You functioned better as a drunk.’

‘For your information, I’ve been in recovery for over a year. I stopped drinking completely after Dan died.’

‘So why don’t you know who killed you?’

‘Because I was drunk.’

‘Great recovery.’

‘It was a blip,’ I snap. ‘I’d had an especially taxing day. That night, I drank my first alcoholic drink in over a year. Unfortunately, I then drank the next two dozen . . .’

‘So tell me about your final day,’ she says, sitting back in her chair. ‘The parts you can remember.’

I sit down on her sofa. This is going to take some explaining.

‘So . . . earlier that day, I . . . I left my husband,’ I begin.

‘That sweet Naveen?’ Winnie chips in. ‘The poor man, it must have been unbearable.’

‘Yes, it was pretty rough.’

‘I meant being married to you. What happened?’

Oh my. Here we go . . .

‘Well, I told Nav that we had grown apart. But in truth . . . for the past year I’d been . . . seeing someone. But don’t start judging me. A marriage dies long before it ends. And sometimes it’s the marriage that’s wrong, not the affair. It’s the only time I cheated. Once in four years.’

‘How comforting that would be for Nav. His late wife was the World Cup of whores,’ she says, making notes in a pad. ‘Did you catch lover boy’s name at least? Presumably you had to make the receipt out to someone?’

His name. God, why can I still not say his name without the ice dagger piercing my guts? It’s only three letters, for pity’s sake. But then three letters can cause no end of heartache. KKK. HIV. PPI.

‘Tom,’ I say quietly. ‘His name is Tom.’

‘Tom who?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘You don’t know your lover’s surname? Why am I not surprised?’

‘We met at AA,’ I tell her. ‘No surnames – it’s a confidentiality thing. We took the twelve steps together. Turns out they led straight upstairs.’

‘Spare me the details, please,’ she scoffs.

‘But there’s no way Tom did it,’ I add hastily. ‘We . . . we were in love.’

‘Of course you were.’

‘We were,’ I say firmly. ‘We couldn’t live without each other. So we made an agreement. I would leave my husband and he was going to leave his wife. We wanted to be together. Properly.’

‘I see. And this wife, does she have a name?’

‘Hannah,’ I scoff. Hannah’s what you call a pet rabbit, not a middle-aged woman. Stupid name. Stupid Hannah.

‘Well, Hannah must be our prime suspect,’ Winnie says.

‘She didn’t know anything about us,’ I say.

Winnie snorts.

‘Wives always know,’ she says. ‘And if you stole her husband . . .’

‘Actually, I didn’t,’ I interrupt unhappily. ‘The day I died, Tom was supposed to leave Hannah and come to me, to my flat. We’d planned it all – both taken time off work, he’d arranged to do it when his stepdaughter was home to take care of her mum, we’d packed our bags . . .’

‘So what happened?’ Winnie asks.

I feel my dead heart grow deader.

‘He bottled it,’ I say. ‘He did come to the flat . . . but he hadn’t left her. Said he couldn’t do it. They have a young daughter together. He said he couldn’t leave them both. We had a fight and he left. That was the last time I saw him.’

‘Did anyone else come to the flat that day?’ Winnie asks, not looking up from her pad.

‘My friend Jane,’ I tell her. ‘After Tom left . . . I went to the corner shop and bought two bottles of cheap vodka. I called Jane when I’d nearly finished the first. She came round for tears and takeaway. But it couldn’t be her, either. She’s my best mate. Well . . . was . . .’

‘What do you mean?’

‘We fought,’ I tell her. ‘In my cups, I told her about Tom. She, Nav and I have been friends since we were kids. She was furious with me for cheating on Nav, and let rip. So I threw her out. I was pissed – I didn’t know what I was doing.’

‘And that’s it?’ she asks. ‘That’s everyone who came to the flat?’

‘Yeah.’ I shrug. ‘Apart from my killer.’

‘Who you are too drunk to remember,’ Winnie sighs. ‘Is there anything else? Any other clues? Anything that could help?’

‘I’m not sure if it’s a help, exactly,’ I say, recalling the days I spent staring at my dead body. ‘But before I died I scribbled a note on a takeaway lid.’

‘What did it say?’ Winnie asks.

‘I O U,’ I report. She writes it down.

‘That’s strange. To whom did you owe what?’

‘No one and nothing as far as I’m aware,’ I tell her. ‘But it appears to have been my last coherent thought, so I’m assuming it’s important.’

‘Maybe,’ she says, ‘that woman shouting and screaming at your memorial?’

‘Danielle King,’ I said. ‘The mother of—’

‘Jayden.’ She nods. ‘I read about his death. So tragic.’

‘That wasn’t my fault,’ I say firmly.

‘Well, whose was it?’ she sneers. ‘Jim Beam’s? Jack Daniel’s?’

‘I never drank at work,’ I snap. ‘Never, ever, ever. I might have been reckless with my own health, but never with my patients’. I would never dream of—’

‘Okay, okay, I’m only asking,’ she says, raising her hands. ‘But the death of a child is a powerful motivation for murder, no?’

‘It wasn’t her,’ I say. ‘This was clever, planned. You saw Danielle today. She’s not nearly smart enough.’

‘Don’t be such a snob. You shouldn’t underestimate people. And we shouldn’t rule anyone or anything in or out right now. Mrs King lost her child that day. Who knows what she was capable of doing? What do you know about your death? I mean, what you actually died from?’

‘Not a lot. There were booze and pills scattered around the place . . .’

‘So maybe you killed yourself accidentally?’ she says. ‘You said you were drunk.’

‘No,’ I state firmly. ‘For one thing, I’m a doctor, for Christ’s sake. I’m not stupid enough to accidentally overdose, even in my cups. And, for another thing, I didn’t have access to enough pills.’

‘Like you say, you’re a doctor . . .’

‘Yes,’ I sigh, ‘but doctors absolutely cannot self-prescribe unless it’s an emergency. “I need to sleep to stop myself from downing two bottles a night,” doesn’t exactly qualify. It’s a huge professional no-no. I wasn’t going to risk being struck off. And, besides, there were other ways . . . I need to see the toxicology report. I guess they’ll read it in the morning . . .’

‘The morning?’ she asks.

‘My inquest,’ I explain, filling her in on the predicted conclusion from Martin. ‘It starts at the coroner’s court at 10 a.m.. I have to change that DBM or I’m stuck here for the next fifty years.’

‘Then we must be there,’ she says, flipping back over her notes. ‘We need to take some time to plan our investigation—’

‘We don’t have time,’ I interrupt. ‘Or you don’t. You’ve got days, max. Although I hope you don’t die too soon.’

‘Thank you.’

‘I mean it,’ I add sincerely. ‘Without you, I’m screwed.’

She puts down her pad and stares at me intently.

‘So I’m doing all this for you,’ she says. ‘What do I get in return?’

‘An enormous sense of wellbeing?’ I ask. ‘Absolution for killing my cat . . .’

‘I didn’t kill your cat . . .’

‘Sure. And I didn’t send you that box of mustard-filled doughnuts . . . Why? What do you want?’

Winnie sits back in her chair.

‘I’m not sure yet. But, when I am, you must swear you will do it. No questions asked. Agreed?’

I shrug my agreement. It’s not like I have anything else left to lose.

‘Good,’ she yawns, pulling herself out of her chair. ‘Well then, we start in the morning at your inquest. It’s late – I must get my beauty sleep.’

‘Try a coma, love,’ I mutter.

She can’t hear a thing, I can get away with this all day long. I look out of the window towards my house. I don’t want to be alone in there with Nav. Nor would he, given the choice.

‘Er . . . Winnie?’

‘What?’

‘Is it okay if I . . . stay here?’ I ask. ‘Only until we’ve solved the case, then I can go to Eternity. I just . . . I don’t want to be at home right now.’

Winnie sighs deeply.

‘Purely for efficiency, yes,’ she says. ‘We need to start early.’

‘No worries here. I’ll be awake.’

‘You can’t sleep?’

‘Rarely could.’

‘Well then,’ she says, flicking on the TV, ‘have some inspiration . . .’

She plays her Diagnosis: Murder DVD, mid-episode. Dr Sloane’s in trouble with the hospital manager for using too many surgical gloves, presumably to protect everyone from the over-acting. I try to switch it off, but my spectral hands can’t manipulate the DVD player. Winnie’s walked out the room and shut the door. I’m stuck. God help me.

‘Er . . . won’t it bother you?’ I shout desperately through the door. ‘In your sleep, I mean?’

‘Not at all,’ she shouts back. ‘That’s a key advantage to being in a coma.’
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We’re driving to the coroner’s court in Winnie’s tiny car – her broomstick would have had more room. She drives hunched over the wheel as if she’s hugging a life jacket. Which, judging by the last ten parlous minutes, she may well yet require.

‘Watch out for the cyclist!’ I shout as she nearly clips the third bike on our short journey along the clifftops into town.

‘What are you fretting about?’ Winnie scoffs. ‘I can’t exactly kill you.’

‘Unlike my cat . . .’

‘Did I mention? I didn’t kill your cat.’

‘Well, I could do with you staying alive for the duration of my inquest,’ I remind her. ‘I need someone to prove to the coroner that my death was no misadventure.’

‘Unlike your life,’ Winnie mutters. ‘I was thinking about your husband last night.’

‘What you do in your private time is your business, you saucy mare.’

‘Must you always be sarcastic?’ Winnie huffs.

‘Nooooo . . .’

Winnie starts to decelerate for the roundabout that is approaching in approximately two weeks.

‘My mother had three rules for me and my twin sister: no sarcasm, no boys, no Patois,’ Winnie explains.

‘Ah – is that why you speak like the queen interviewing for a call-centre job?’

‘My mother was convinced that we’d fare better in this country if we didn’t sound Jamaican,’ Winnie says quietly. ‘She was almost certainly right. She made my twin sister and I have elocution lessons. George used to tease me relentlessly: “Take that plum outta your mouth, woman! It’s like talking to a fruit bowl.”’

She chuckles ruefully at the memory. Good old George.

‘You have a twin?’ I ask. ‘There are two of you? That’s terrifying . . .’

‘Pattie died when we were children,’ says Winnie, offering no further detail. So I offer no further comment. ‘My father was a proud West Indian and insisted we should be too. So I had one parent determined for us to cling to our roots and another who wanted to dynamite them out from underneath us. I was never entirely sure where that left me.’

‘I know a bit of that,’ I say absently, slightly surprised that Winnie and I have one whole thing in common. ‘My parents were both working class, born and bred. My dad was a bit of a barrow boy made good, but never forgot where he came from. My mother, however, had profound class amnesia. She made the two of them nearly kill themselves to earn all the trappings – nice house, foreign holidays, private school. Mum was desperate to be accepted amongst the chattering classes. She didn’t have a chip on her shoulder so much as a gratin dauphinois.’

Winnie snorts. I’m not sure if it’s a laugh or some form of nasal incontinence.

‘What did your father do?’ she asks.

‘He was a plumber,’ I say, feeling my jaw twitch. ‘They met when he fixed her family’s boiler. He remains the only human ever to have defrosted my mother.’

She snorts again.

‘So how did they do it – the house, the holidays, the private school?’ she asks. ‘Respectfully, that doesn’t sound easy on a plumber’s salary.’

‘It wasn’t. So they bought property. Lots of property. It was the eighties: mortgages were easier to get than bad perms. They bought them cheap, my dad did them up and flipped them. It was a great idea. Until 1987 . . .’

‘The crash?’

‘Yeah. The crash,’ I say, regretting this conversation. ‘The bank pulled the plug and they lost the lot. So we moved. No more nice house. No more foreign holidays. No more private school. It was off to the local comp for my brother and I. And, boy, were they pleased to see the “stuck-up posh gits”.’

‘That sounds tough,’ says Winnie. ‘How did your mother react?’

‘Better than my father . . .’ I say quickly. ‘Anyway – why were you thinking about Nav?’

‘We never discussed him as a suspect,’ she replies. ‘After all, he had the strongest motive of all.’

‘Because I left him?’

‘Because you married him,’ she says. ‘You could drive Mother Teresa to murder. Nav would be exonerated immediately.’

‘Crimes of passion are hardly Nav’s style,’ I tell her. ‘In fact, anything of passion isn’t really his style.’

‘I see,’ Winnie says quietly.

I neither wish nor need to elaborate. So I don’t.

‘Nav and I should always have remained friends,’ I say instead. ‘We should never have got married.’

‘So why did you?’ she asks.

‘Because we were both unmarried in the dying gasp of our thirties and there wasn’t a good enough reason not to,’ I explain.

There was the other thing too. But it’s not important now.

‘That’s sad,’ says Winnie. ‘George and I were friends at the start. But I grew to love him with a burning passion . . .’

‘Well, I didn’t feel that way about Nav,’ I say before any more detail can be supplied. ‘But I’ve known him for over thirty years, since we were kids. He’s no killer.’

‘If you say so,’ says Winnie as she swings into a parking space, missing a Deliveroo driver by the most terrifying of margins. Someone’s having a KFC at ten. And a coronary embolism at fifty.

Winnie switches off the ignition and starts the painful process of arranging her limbs to get out of the car. As I watch her body struggle to make every move, for the first time I feel a tinge of gratitude that I never made old bones. Ageing is the intractable war a body wages against itself. Witnessing this frail woman on the cusp of death is humbling.

And really, really slow.

‘Get a bloody shift on,’ I huff as she finally makes it to standing and we can start moving.

The Westmouth Coroner’s Court isn’t housed in the attractive neoclassical town hall where the civil weddings are held, but in a grotty prefab annexe behind it. It’s a prudent sensitivity, I suppose. It’s going to harsh the vibe of your shotgun wedding if a shotgun victim is having their death recorded next door. We wend our way down the fibreglass corridor towards the dystopian conference room that serves as the setting for today’s proceedings.

I’ve been here many times. Doctors are often called to give evidence in inquests and I’d regularly drag med students along to make them suffer with me. Mine have been served the same fate and I see No. 2, No. 1 and No. 3 are sitting in the second row of tables. As Interested Parties, my brother, Nav and Jane have a special table reserved for them at the front, next to the stand where evidence is given, should they wish to ask the witnesses any questions. The Kings have also turned out and are sitting on the front row of the public seating area, holding pictures of Jayden. I look at the picture and feel a stab of . . . something. He was only eleven. At least I had the best years of my life. His had barely started. I walk past Bella King, who looks up at me again, just like she did at the funeral. I’m sure she knows I’m here . . .

I stop and kneel down to her.

‘Bella?’ I say softly. ‘Bella, can you see me?’

She starts to tremble and holds her dolly close to her. She tucks into her dad, Darren, who is sitting next to her.

‘You okay, babe?’ he asks, kissing her on the head.

Bella stares straight back at me and nods her little head. She’s pale as a Recently Living . . .

Oh crap . . .

If she can see me, then that’s precisely what she’s going to be.

‘Bella?’ I ask again more urgently. But she sticks her fingers in her ears and leans into her father. I stand up with a sigh and take my seat a couple of rows behind the med students.

‘What’s wrong?’ says Winnie as she sits next to me.

‘Er . . . nothing,’ says No. 2, who is sitting in front of her. Winnie looks perplexed.

‘You’re like my grandmother using headphones,’ I scoff. ‘You have to remember that you can see me, but no one else can. If you talk to me out loud, you’ll look strange. Well, stranger . . .’

Winnie goes to say something, but stops herself. She can’t talk back. This could be fun.

‘That little girl over there – Jayden King’s sister,’ I say, gesturing to Bella.

Winnie peers over at her, with all the subtlety of strip lighting.

‘The big one?’ bellows Winnie again, making the med student twitch.

‘Shhh – yes,’ I chide. ‘I think she can see me.’

‘See you?’ whispers Winnie. ‘But that would mean . . .’

‘Exactly.’

‘What’s wrong with her?’

‘I don’t know,’ I say grimly. ‘But it can’t be good.’

‘We must tell her parents.’

‘Tell them what?’ I say. ‘“Excuse me, you don’t know me, but your daughter’s dying?” That should go down well . . .’

The coroner enters the room and the usher asks everyone to stand.

‘Please, take a seat,’ says the coroner, arranging his papers on his desk. He’s a silver fox with kind eyes. I’m in safe hands.

‘Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. My name is Jonathan Chatwick. I am the assistant coroner for Westmouth and will be conducting this inquest into the sad death of Dr Miriam Price, whose body was discovered at Flat Seven, Ocean View Residences, Nine Sandworth Road, Westmouth, on Saturday twenty-fifth of April.’

Assistant coroner? The nerve. I was a consultant, I’ll have you know . . .

‘Firstly,’ Junior Jon continues, ‘allow me to explain what a coroner’s inquest is. An inquest is a process by which a court hears evidence so that a coroner can make findings of fact and come to a conclusion about a death or deaths. Formerly, a conclusion was known as a verdict, but the word “conclusion” is now used to distinguish the inquest process from criminal proceedings. It is important to note that no individual, nor organisation, is on trial here.’

A huge snort goes up from Danielle King. Jonny Boy glances at her, but says nothing.

‘An inquest does not decide matters of criminal or civil liability,’ he adds. ‘This inquest is a way of establishing the facts of a death or deaths. This inquest will establish the key facts for a coroner: who died, when they died, where they died and how they died.’

I take a deep breath. The first three answers I know. The answer to the fourth could save me from the next half a century as the Phantom Fanta of Fleet Services. It doesn’t even matter who did it. I just need to prove that someone did.

Although if I ever get my hands on the bastard who killed me, I will merrily throttle them with my orange dungarees.

‘Firstly, I would like to express my sincere condolences to Dr Price’s loved ones. I hope that this process will provide answers to the understandable questions that you will have. I trust that the key issues will be explored and some comfort may be provided by the process.’

Me too, Jonny. Me too.

The first part of the morning trundles past with much of the procedural matter, with Jonathan reading highlights from the pathology and police statements. Their best guess is that I died between 8 p.m. and midnight on Friday 17 April, the day I was last seen. My toxicology report shows that I had twenty times the fatal toxicity of benzos – for the laymen: benzodiazepines, the key ingredient in sleeping pills – in my system, mixed with a heady cocktail of budget vodka.

‘That’s ridiculous,’ I whisper to Winnie as the figures are read out. ‘I didn’t own that many sleeping pills, let alone take them in one go. A dose that high would kill God.’

‘What about the vodka?’ Winnie whispers back.

‘Oh no, that was all me,’ I confirm as Winnie shakes her spindly little head.

The police detective who investigated my case is called to the stand and files her report with all the enthusiasm of root canal. There isn’t any CCTV at my flat – the residents are only just recovering from the witch trials, so technological advances are rarely welcomed. But the detective found no forced entry, nor signs of struggle, nor any third-party involvement – unhelpfully for me, there was nothing to suggest foul play, so there was no criminal investigation.

‘So you let your killer in?’ Winnie whispers. ‘Suggests it was someone close to you. Even drunk out of your skull, I doubt you would have invited Danielle King through the door.’

‘Only if she brought the takeaway,’ I reply, hearing the latest of an escalating series of grunts from Mrs King.

My last outgoing phone communication is confirmed as the order placed for my dinner and then, with due warning from Jonathan, the police officer describes my death scene. I was found sprawled face-down on the floor, hair and pills everywhere, my left leg bent up next to my left elbow, my right leg stretched in alignment with its corresponding arm, which was extended above my head, pen in hand over the I O U note on the takeaway lid.

At the very mention of my corpse, Christian sobs into a tissue. Nav shuts his eyes. Jane looks at Nav. I think of me.

‘It just looked . . . wrong,’ I tell Winnie, recalling the many hours I spent looking at my cadaver.

‘You were dead?’

‘There’s that,’ I say. ‘But it just didn’t look . . . right somehow . . .’

‘I want to see a picture and we need to get these reports – he’s reading them out too quickly for me to write the details,’ she whispers back. ‘George’s nephew is still on the force. I’ll call him later.’

‘Thank you, you are formally dismissed,’ the coroner says to the detective, who now looks slightly disappointed to be returning to finding lost hearing aids in the M&S food hall.

‘I’d like to call my next witness, Dr Paul Roberts.’

Paul lurches up to the stand, looking awful. He always has been a wreck, skin that only a lifelong devotion to tobacco can fashion and the haircut that Paul Weller sported once and no man should ever have attempted since. He was pretty lousy as a working doctor, so it’s little surprise he’s even worse at being an unemployed one. He takes the oath and settles himself in the witness chair.

‘Could you please state your full name and occupation?’ the coroner asks.

‘Dr Paul Andrew Roberts,’ Paul replies. ‘Head of A&E at Westmouth General Hospital. Currently on sabbatical.’

‘Sabbatical?’ Winnie whispers.

‘He was suspended not long ago for perving on the female med students,’ I explain. ‘He’d wanted me to back him up at his tribunal, but I refused. He was a creep; he had it coming.’

‘So you had the power to end his career?’ Winnie says, furiously scribbling in her notepad. ‘For someone who can’t think of anyone who had a reason to kill her, you have a lot of people with reasons to kill you. Did he know about your flat?’

‘He lived in it for a while between wives,’ I explained. ‘Had to throw him out after complaints from the neighbours. And, besides, I needed my flat back.’

‘For your fancy man,’ Winnie mutters.

‘For my future,’ I correct her.

‘Thank you, Dr Roberts,’ Jonny replies. ‘You have kindly provided a written statement, but I have called upon you to share your insight into the professional life of Dr Price. I understand that you worked closely with her, including on her final shift.’

‘Yes,’ says Paul. ‘I’ve known Miriam ever since she moved back to Westmouth and took up her position in my A&E. We were good friends.’

‘Like hell we were, you dirty Bertie!’ I shout out, just as Paul twitches uncomfortably. Bella King whimpers slightly at the sound of my voice and I turn round.

What is wrong with her . . . ?

‘To the best of your recollection, Dr Roberts, can you talk us through the events of Friday the seventeenth of April, specifically Dr Price’s final shift?’

‘It was brutal,’ says Paul quietly. He’s not wrong. ‘The pandemic was at its peak – we were run off our feet. I was coming on shift as Miriam was due to leave. She had been on for hours and was exhausted, but determined to see one final patient before she left.’

‘And this patient was Jayden King?’ the coroner asks.

‘Yes,’ says Paul quietly as Danielle exhales unevenly.

‘How would you describe Dr Price’s state of mind that day?’ Jonathan asks.

‘She was . . . she was . . . she was . . .’

Yes, Paul? Calm? Professional? Exceptional?

‘She was all over the place,’ he says.

‘WHAT THE ACTUAL F—?’

I feel Winnie’s talons on my arm. She gestures back to Bella King. I need to watch my language.

‘You utter git!’ I cry out instead, making Paul twitch again and earning an eye roll from Winnie. ‘That’s just not true. I was tired, sure – we were all on our knees. But that was my job. Why would he lie?’

‘Because he’s hiding something,’ whispers Winnie. ‘Let me listen.’

But Paul has stopped speaking. Something – or someone – has caught his eye in the courtroom. I follow his gaze and am unsurprised to see that he is merely leering at my med students – he is repulsive. He stares for a moment before gathering himself and continuing.

‘Jayden King was triaged around 11 a.m.,’ Paul continues, wiping his brow with a mucky hanky. I dread to think. ‘He presented with stomach and back ache, but under the circumstances wasn’t considered urgent. By the time Dr Price examined him, some four hours after attending A&E, Mrs King had become somewhat agitated.’

‘Too right!’ Danielle King stands up and screams. ‘You lot were all dicking around while my little boy was dying in front of you! You should be in prison, not sitting up there like a lord!’

‘Excuse me, Mrs King,’ says the coroner calmly, but firmly, ‘I must ask you to respect these proceedings. You are not an Interested Party, therefore you may not question the witness. And, if you cannot respect my court, you will be asked to leave it. Do you understand?’

Danielle slumps down in her seat, muttering audible profanities as Darren lays a calming hand on her arm. I look at Bella, who looks at me again. It’s an attempt at hatred, but she’s a child and they are incapable. She just looks so very, very sad.

‘Sorry, Dr Roberts,’ says Jonathan. ‘Please continue.’

‘As I said, we were run off our feet with Covid-19 admissions and Miriam had been on half the night. But due to the fact that Mrs King was very . . . vocal, Dr Price agreed to examine Jayden.’

The memory of that awful afternoon plays widescreen in my mind. Did I miss something? If I’d been less tired? If I’d been less distracted? If I’d been less . . . me?

‘And what were the findings of that examination?’ the coroner asks.

‘Dr Price found no sign of appendicitis, infection nor any other indication of serious complaint. She suggested that Jayden might be suffering from indigestion or wind. Mrs King refused to accept this as an explanation and asked for a second opinion.’

‘Actually,’ I tell Winnie, ‘she asked for – and I quote: “a proper . . . effing doctor who knows what the eff they’re talking about, not this effing dumb effing eff”.’

‘Charming,’ whispers Winnie. ‘Even a doctor doesn’t deserve that.’

‘You get used to it,’ I sigh. ‘And, anyway, what’s your problem with . . . ?’

‘And you gave this second opinion?’ the coroner asks.

‘I did,’ sighs Paul. ‘And my findings completely concurred with Dr Price’s. I saw no undue cause for concern.’

‘“Worst case of Burger King I’ve ever seen,” was his actual diagnosis,’ I inform Winnie. ‘I told him to keep Jayden under observation for an hour, then discharge him.’

‘Shhhh!’ says Winnie, making the med student turn around again.

‘So I suggested that we keep Jayden King in for observation for an hour, then discharge him,’ Paul lies through his lying teeth. ‘But we never made it that far.’

Winnie looks at me. But this part of the story I don’t want to repeat.

‘Please continue,’ the coroner prompts.

‘Just as Miriam was signing off, Jayden King suddenly lost consciousness,’ says a shaky Paul. ‘He became tachycardic and his blood pressure sank. We pushed fluids and adrenalin to support his heart and stabilise him for theatre . . . but . . .’

Paul doesn’t finish. He doesn’t need to. The coroner pulls a report out of his file.

‘Jayden King died of a ruptured abdominal aortic aneurysm,’ he reads.

‘What’s that?’ Winnie whispers.

‘A triple A?’ I say. ‘Something you’d look for in a seventy-year-old smoker, not an eleven-year-old kid. It makes sense of his symptoms retrospectively, but no way would we have even considered it at the time.’

‘He did,’ confirms Paul quietly to the coroner. ‘It’s incredibly rare in children and very hard to diagnose in anyone. It was a one-in-a-million – one-in-an-umpteen-million diagnosis. Even if we had found it, the chances of us operating in time were—’

‘Dr Roberts,’ the coroner says calmly, ‘I repeat that no one is on trial here. The Child Death Oversight Panel comprehensively concluded that neither you nor Dr Price were in any way at fault and that you discharged your duties with the utmost consideration and professionalism. Jayden King’s death was a tragic accident—’

‘An accident!’ Danielle King rages. ‘An accident! We were in a hospital! We did everything right! It was you – you and that bitch Price who killed my boy, not an accident . . . !’

‘My sister was a great doctor,’ Christian says through a clenched jaw as he whips around to her. ‘We’re truly sorry for your pain – you have suffered a terrible loss. But this won’t help anyone—’

‘You mind your own, mate!’ Danielle screeches. ‘Price was a murderer!’

‘You’ve had your say,’ says Christian calmly. ‘Now please let us understand what happened to my sister.’

I look at Nav and Jane, who are sitting in middle-class mortification, with their heads bowed. Don’t rush to defend my honour, will you, lads . . .

‘Mrs King!’ the coroner warns. ‘We understand that this is an emotive time, but your conduct is not acceptable in this court!’

‘Well, you can do one and all!’ Danielle King screams. ‘Who are you to tell me what to do, you posh git?’

‘For the record, Mrs King, I am the assistant coroner. Calm yourself or I will have you removed.’

‘You people!’ Danielle rages. ‘You’re all in it together! You’re just one big posh boys’ club, covering each other’s arses to keep your jobs while good men like my Darren can’t get any work! It’s a sodding conspiracy is what it is!’

‘Mrs King!’ the coroner barks. ‘You have been warned three times – I will not warn you again! Sit down and be quiet!’

Darren King gets to his feet and puts his arm round his wife. Bella holds her dolly, shuts her eyes and puts her thumb in her mouth.

‘Come on, love. Sit down,’ he says quietly. ‘You’re not gonna win here.’

‘We’re not allowed to win nowhere!’ she shouts. ‘Who do you think you are? You lot are all the same! Think you’re so much better than us! But you’re nothing! NOTHING!’

The coroner nods to the usher, who has discreetly brought the police detective back into the room and approaches the Kings with her.

‘Come along now – it’s time to leave,’ she says.

‘Don’t you touch me!’ says Danielle King. ‘I know my rights!’

‘If you don’t leave, you will have the right to remain silent, as I will arrest you,’ the detective promises. ‘I suggest you leave of your own accord.’

‘Arrest me! Arrest me!’ Danielle King screams. ‘For wanting justice for my boy! I ought to lay you out right now!’

She pulls back her fist and looks for a moment as if she’s actually going to plant one on the police officer. There is a collective gasp.

‘Mummy!’ a tearful Bella screams, standing up and grabbing Danielle’s arm. ‘Please don’t! Please don’t go to jail! I need you, Mummy. I love you. Don’t go, please don’t go!’

Bella grabs her mother’s waist and refuses to let go. It has the effect of a tranquillising dart on Danielle, who starts to deflate like a punctured lilo.

‘Okay, baby, it’s okay,’ Danielle says, angry tears starting to streak her face as she strokes her daughter’s hair. ‘Mummy’s not going anywhere. Let’s go home. It’s all okay . . .’

She takes Bella in her arms and barges past the detective, storming out of the court and slamming the door as she goes.

‘Well,’ says the coroner, clearly shaken, ‘I think that we will adjourn today’s proceedings and allow everyone some time to regroup. I will reconvene tomorrow morning at ten a.m. Thank you.’

Everyone stands as Jonathan makes his way out, presumably to the nearest bar. The med students are in a frenzy – this is a big step up from hearing about how some ninety-year-old’s oxygen tank got tangled in their mobility scooter.

‘I need a coffee,’ sighs Winnie as Jane and Nav file past, Nav holding a shaking Jane in his arms. Christian stays where he is, staring at the floor. Alone. He looks so sad. I have zero idea what needs to be done to help him. I guess this is where huggers come into their own.

‘I’ll meet you in the cafeteria,’ says Winnie, snatching my attention back. ‘First I must pay a visit.’

‘What? Now? But we’ve got loads to discuss!’

‘Miriam Price,’ says Winnie, leaning in, ‘at my age, you never get a choice when. You just hope to God you get a choice where. I’ll see you in a minute.’
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I wait for Winnie in the coffee shop in the Town Hall at a quiet corner table. My med students are sitting nearby, crowding around one of their phones.

‘Oh my God! Gammon much?!’ cries No. 2, a blonde righteous crusader, who once asked a fellow student not to discuss Minecraft as she was offended by the causal reference to Hitler’s autobiography. I listen as her outrage hones in on Something Someone Said On Twitter. These are curious times. Why must everyone be a snowflake or a gammon? We could do worse in this life than aspire to be room-temperature ham.

Winnie eventually makes her way over, sits with her back to the room so we can talk and sips her lukewarm coffee.

‘Listen to them,’ I sigh, tuning her in to my med students.

‘I know,’ she says. ‘Isn’t it wonderful?’

If I were capable of choking, I would.

‘Wonderful? The endless cycle of perpetual outrage?’

‘The empowered young women finally getting a voice.’

‘A voice for what?’ I scoff. ‘To show everyone on Snapchat what they had for breakfast?’

‘To make people think. To hold people to account. To do better than we did.’

‘Excuse me,’ I correct, ‘women like us scaled the ramparts so they don’t have to.’

‘And we won’t hold the fortress without them,’ she says into her coffee. ‘Besides, change isn’t achieved just once. I think it’s high time people were asked to think about the words they use, the images they convey, the representation so many of us have been denied . . .’

‘. . . and being cancelled for not toeing the party line, not daring to speak up for fear of abuse, being silenced by the baying mob, many of whom are drowning out the voices of those they claim to represent? Women have spent the last hundred years fighting men. Looks like we’re going to spend the next hundred fighting each other.’

‘They are young and passionate and can go too far,’ Winnie says, picking up her notebook. ‘We are older and more measured and don’t always go far enough. Between us, we can figure it out. But I agree that talking, not screaming, must be the way forward. And aren’t we fortunate that you and I have the years on our bones to agree to disagree?’

‘Fortunate? I was getting so sick of being dismissed by dint of my age,’ I insist. ‘I was at the height of my powers. I was the best version of me and the best at what I do. And yet as soon as a woman hits her forties, it’s like someone starts adjusting your filters, gradually and purposely fading you out of your own picture.’

‘Then try to imagine if you’d hit your seventies,’ she snorts. ‘It’s like someone deleted the photograph.’

Winnie starts reading back through her notes.

‘Those sleeping pills,’ she says. ‘You took them regularly?’

‘Like I say,’ I tell her, pulling my attention from my students, ‘I never could sleep. And when I kicked the drink, I really needed to fill the dark hours with something other than vodka.’

‘So you prescribed yourself pills?’

‘I told you last night, doctors can’t self-prescribe.’

‘Then how did you get them?’ Winnie asks.

‘I couldn’t prescribe them,’ I say grimly. ‘But I knew a man who could . . .’

I gesture to Paul, who is sitting at a table on the other side of the coffee shop, gawking at the med students. Will he never learn? No. 1 gets up and heads towards the Ladies. Paul watches her like a horny hawk.

‘So he was supplying you with sleeping pills?’ Winnie asks.

‘He was,’ I say. ‘Although he hasn’t for a while.’

‘Why?’ asks Winnie, pencil poised.

‘I told you that he’s facing a sexual harassment tribunal from one of the female med students?’

‘Yes?’

‘And that he wanted me to back him up, tell them that she was making it up, that his behaviour was beyond reproach – basically lie to save his ass?’

‘But you didn’t agree?’

‘Hell no!’ I exclaim. ‘Not on my watch. I’d warned Paul about the inappropriateness of his conduct any number of times – and told him that I would say so at the tribunal. He’d made his bed. I told him to lie on it. Alone. But then . . .’

‘He wouldn’t get you the pills unless you changed your mind.’

‘Correct.’ I nod. ‘That dosage in the autopsy? I only had about three pills left – he hasn’t supplied me for weeks. Even if I’d wanted to overdose, I couldn’t have done it.’

‘So, like I said, you were about to ruin his career?’ says Winnie, scribbling in her pad. ‘Interesting . . .’

‘No – he ruined his career,’ I correct her. ‘I refused to save it. Right up to my final shift, he was badgering me to vouch for him. But I would not. On this, I’m totally with these girls. I wish I’d had the balls to haul every bum-groping consultant to tribunal. Our generations put up with enough of this crap. Theirs shouldn’t have to.’

‘Amen.’

Winnie sits back.

‘So the way I see it is this,’ she says. ‘Whoever killed you needed motive, means and opportunity. They needed to have a reason to kill you, the drugs to do it and access to your flat. A man whose career was in your hands, who had a ready supply of the drugs that killed you and used to be your tenant would seem to fit the bill very nicely.’

‘Paul?’ I say. ‘I mean, he’s an idiot, but a murderer? He’s a doctor. We save lives. All lives.’

‘Perhaps Paul was more concerned about saving his own,’ Winnie says, taking another sip of her coffee. I hear Paul’s voice and look over to where he was sitting. He’s not there. I must be picking him up with my bat ears . . .

‘I knew it,’ he says angrily through the wall. ‘I knew it was you! I recognised you in there.’

‘Leave me alone!’ No. 1 replies.

‘Anyway,’ says Winnie, ‘what we need now is—’

‘Shhhh!’ I say, raising an arm. ‘I’m listening . . .’

‘To what?’

‘Shhhh!’ I say again, trying to tune back in.

‘It was you!’ he says again.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ says No. 1, ‘and I’m telling you, leave me . . . Ow! Let me go!’

‘Oh no,’ I say.

‘What?’ says Winnie. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Go – you need to go,’ I tell her. ‘Somewhere near the Ladies. It’s Paul. He’s attacking one of my med students . . .’

‘Sweet Lord,’ she gasps, grabbing her stick and tottering at speed towards the loo. I race ahead of her, spotting Paul and No. 1 in the hallway ahead. He’s holding her by the arm, the nasty bastard.

‘You need to pay for what you’ve done,’ Paul snarls. ‘And, believe me, I’ll make sure you do.’

‘Stay away from me,’ says No, 1, struggling to release herself. ‘I’m warning you . . .’

‘And I’m warning you,’ says Paul. ‘I know it was you. And you’re not getting away with it. That is, of course, unless you help me get my job back . . .’

‘Everything okay here?’ Winnie chips in as she rounds the corner. Paul keeps hold of my med student and stares Winnie down.

‘This doesn’t concern you,’ he says to her. ‘Move along, dear.’

‘Maybe not,’ says Winnie, squaring up to him. I have to hand it to the ballsy bat – she’s not budging. ‘But I suspect it would concern the police officer still in the building. Dear.’

Paul looks hatefully at Winnie for a moment. But he’s cornered. He throws No. 1’s arm back at her, jabbing his finger in her face.

‘You’ve not heard the last of this,’ he says. ‘I’ll be seeing you again.’

And, with that, he storms off down the corridor.

No. 1 looks at Winnie with big, wide eyes, then bursts into tears.

‘Come now, lovely,’ says Winnie, producing a clean hanky from her pocket. ‘Let’s sit you down. You’ve had a horrible shock.’

Winnie leads No. 1 into the coffee shop, where her two friends immediately start screaming as if Klamydia Kardashian had just posted her latest toothbrush on TikTok.

‘Charlie!’ they cry. ‘Are you okay? Oh my God, Charlie! Oh my God!’

Winnie bats them off and sits No. 1 – Charlie, a bespectacled, just-the-right-side-of-mousy lass – down.

‘What’s your name, dear?’ she says to No. 2.

‘Lexie,’ pants No. 2.

‘Lexie – what a lovely name,’ Winnie soothes. ‘Be a love and get your friend a sweet tea. She’s had a bit of a shock.’

No. 2 – Lexie – races off and No. 3, a pneumatic brainbox who has long, blue braids and ‘Maya’ emblazoned in sequins across her bosom, squats down to her friend.

‘What happened?’ she asked.

‘I got creeped,’ Charlie sniffs.

‘Him again?’ Maya asks. ‘Okay, we need to take out a restraining order against that guy. He’s out of control.’

‘He’s done this before?’ Winnie asks.

‘Oh my God – like, all the time,’ Lexie says, returning with the tea before raising both hands. ‘He’s, like, obsessed with which one of us reported him. He has literally no boundaries.’

‘Who was it?’ Winnie asks.

‘It was me,’ sighs No. 3 (the hell with it – why change the habit of a lifetime?), handing No. 1 the tea. ‘I told Charlie’s mum about the time he cornered me in the supply cupboard and she made me report him. I wish I’d never said a word . . .’

‘No, no – you were right to,’ Winnie says, touching her hand. ‘Men mustn’t be allowed to get away with this filth.’

‘Well, he thought he was going to,’ says No. 3. ‘He was all cocky. He said that Dr Price was going to back him up at the tribunal.’

‘What?’ I shout out. ‘I did no such thing!’

‘Really?’ says Winnie. ‘That doesn’t sound like Miriam . . .’

‘It’s true.’ No. 2 nods. ‘The day she died – we were there, when she called. Weren’t we, Maya?’

No. 3 nods angrily.

‘She – Dr Price – phoned him,’ pants No. 2. ‘I remember I was signing an online petition about the need to teach Britain’s colonial past in primary schools, because if we don’t educate and acknowledge our ancestors’ inhumanity, we can’t grow as a society and—’

‘Yes, Lexie,’ says Winnie. ‘The phone call?’

‘Oh, yeah, so, like, he was still on shift and she called him. We were in the rec room and I couldn’t hear everything. But I could hear that she sounded really upset. And really drunk. But afterwards, he said she was going to back him up.’

‘But you didn’t hear her say that?’

‘I couldn’t,’ No. 2 insists earnestly. ‘Like I say – and I totally don’t mean to sound judgemental – but Dr Price was . . . sobrietally challenged.’

‘Did you hear anything else?’ Winnie asks.

‘No. He said he was going to see her later,’ says No. 2. ‘But the next thing we heard she was dead and he’d been suspended for not staying away from other med students.’

Winnie looks up at me and I shrug. I don’t remember phoning Paul . . . but, after Jane left, I don’t really remember anything at all.

‘Are you going to be okay?’ Winnie says, turning back to No. 1. She gets a courageous smile in return. Attagirl. Nolite te bastardes carborundorum and all that.

‘We’ll get her home,’ promises No. 3, putting her arm round No. 1. ‘Although once Charlie’s mum hears about this, Dr Roberts had better sleep with one eye open . . .’

‘Quite right,’ says Winnie, standing up. ‘You look after each other. Take care now.’

We leave them to word their post-traumatic tweets and go back to our table. Winnie gathers up her things and we walk out of the Town Hall and back to the car.

‘Where to now?’ I ask.

‘Your flat,’ Winnie says with quiet determination. ‘We need to find out who else came to see you that night.’
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We park the car by the church and head for my flat, which is just along the cliffside near town. It’s the first time I’ve returned since my post-mortem incarceration back in April, and I feel myself tense as we approach.

‘Are you all right?’ Winnie enquires.

‘I’m fine,’ I snap, clearly demonstrating how entirely fine I am.

‘Because you can stay out here if you’d prefer,’ says Winnie.

‘I said I’m fine,’ I snap again, conclusively proving my point.

‘Glad to hear it,’ says Winnie, buzzing the intercom outside the lobby.

The reception of Ocean View Residences is the domain of Brian, the elderly concierge who may have been there longer than the building. He should have retired around the same time as typhoid, but the other residents insist on keeping him, rather like the marble flooring, art deco lighting and other fixtures and fittings that really belong in the seventies. I made an ethical point of refusing to contribute to his Christmas tip every year. He can barely hear, hardly see and moves at the speed of systemic change. After Winnie’s fifth attempt to get his attention, Brian finally looks up at her, marks something on his clipboard and shuffles to the door at the pace of an anaesthetised sloth.

‘May I help you?’ he says through the intercom on the other side of the door. This guy speaks so slowly he makes a spoken sentence feel like a custodial one.

‘Yes, good afternoon,’ whispers Winnie. ‘I’m here to join the New Heights Committee?’

‘You what?’ I ask. ‘What are you talking about?’

Winnie doesn’t bat an eyelid. But the concierge looks taken aback. He eyes Winnie suspiciously.

‘How will you be paying your subscription?’ he asks.

Winnie opens her bag and produces a thick roll of twenties. Holy National Insurance, they’ve upped the state pension.

‘Cash,’ she grins, holding the wedge between her finger and thumb.

The concierge looks around the empty lobby suspiciously before opening the door.

‘Do come in,’ he says as Winnie nods at him.

‘What was all that about?’ I ask, watching Brian check outside the building before shutting the door quickly again. He shuffles back to his desk.

‘Now, who are you here to see?’ he whispers slowly. ‘Is it Charlie? Or is it Malcolm you’re after? Mary Jane is very popular . . .’

‘I’ve previously been acquainted with them,’ smiles Winnie. ‘But is the White Lady at home?’

‘Have you two had too many multivitamins this morning?’ I enquire. ‘What are you—?’

‘A wise choice.’ Brian winks, opening the safe behind his desk. ‘She’s a much better class of company.’

I’ve owned this flat for nearly twenty years and I’ve never heard of any of these people. But, then again, I don’t suppose I ever bothered to find out. But the White Lady? Tell me that Ocean View isn’t the epicentre of some kind of BNP chapter . . .

WHAT?

You have got to be . . . ?!

My 109-year-old concierge has just placed a small bag of white powder on the desk. And I don’t think it’s Steradent.

‘Nice to meet you, m’lady,’ says Winnie, going to hand the wad of notes over, but pausing before she does. ‘Tell me . . . ?’

‘Brian. Brian Andrews.’

‘Level with me, Brian,’ says Winnie, leaning in and dangling her cash right under his nose. ‘I’m truly Jonesing for some hard candy. But I need to know this isn’t a bad bundle. I need your absolute assurance that this won’t leave me tweaking.’

Oh dear Lord. There are some things that should just never be allowed to happen. And pensionable posh people attempting street slang is right up there with culottes and Conservative majorities.

‘Madam, please let me assure you,’ says Brian sincerely. ‘I’ve been flipping chickens for over fifty years. These are some of the finest joy flakes in the market. This shiz will get you amped.’

I . . . What . . . How . . . ?

I listen as Brian extols the virtue of his heroin like a sommelier listing the finer points of a Pinot Noir.

What. The. Actual?!

I’m in my own private episode of the Antiques Blowshow.

‘. . . and if you’ll forgive the language in front of a lady,’ Brian concludes, ‘I promise you, in the right doses – this horse will smack you right off your bosoms.’

‘Sold,’ smiles Winnie, handing over the roll and going back into her handbag. Brian grabs the cash faster than a feckless ferret on furlough. ‘Now I’ve got the other half in here somewhere. Bear with me . . .’

‘What in the blue-rinse blazes do you think you’re doing?’ I ask her. ‘Why are you—’

‘Stop. Right. There,’ Winnie commands, flashing a police badge that I assume must have belonged to George. ‘Brian Andrews, you are under arrest for possession and supply of Class A narcotics. You have the right to remain silent, but anything you do say—’

‘Oh shit . . . !’ Brian wheezes slowly. ‘It’s the filth . . . !’

Brian starts to make a break for it, shuffling across the reception area at approximately forty-two millimetres per hour. Winnie rolls her eyes and takes after him with her stick, hobbling across the faux marble floor behind him. It’s like watching a septuagenarian snail race.

‘You’re nicked,’ says Winnie, apprehending Brian approximately half a metre from where he started. ‘You’re going down, Andrews. And let me tell you – the lads at HMP Linwood are really gonna ring your bell . . .’

‘No! No!’ Brian pleads. ‘I’ll talk! I’ll tell you everything! Names! Suppliers! Dealers! You can start with the Bingo Hall on Lavender Lane. They go barmy for a bit of skunk—’

‘Typical,’ spits Winnie. ‘You’re all the same – Johnny Big Balls until you’re under the cosh. Then you sing like an X Factor winner in panto . . .’

I actually can’t speak. Who is this Winnie?

I kinda like her . . .

‘No! Please!’ Brian pleads. ‘I can’t get sent down! I can’t do hard time! The Crown Green Bowls Club will never let me back! Even if I offer them half price on their speed!’

‘Now listen,’ says Winnie. ‘I’m going to give you one chance. I’m undercover on a major investigation. I need to see your visitors’ book for last April. If you help me with my enquiries, I might go easy on you.’

Brian shuffles back behind the desk, going back through the months of leather-bound books until he finds the one he needs.

‘Here! Take it!’ he says, raising his hands. ‘I’ll do anything! Just please don’t tell the whist drive it was me what grassed! Their turf war with the community centre was brutal . . .’

But Winnie is already flicking through the pages to the night of my murder.

‘This is absolutely every single visitor who came in and out?’ she asks.

‘Yes, ma’am. Every single one,’ says Brian proudly. ‘It was the first lockdown, see. They weren’t supposed to come in unless they were medical or food delivery.’

‘He’s not wrong,’ I said. ‘I could only sneak Tom in because I had keys – we had to go through the garage to avoid Pablo Escobar here.’

Winnie nods, pulls out her phone and takes a picture. I scan the list. There is Jane’s incomprehensible GP signature at 6.30 p.m. She must have claimed it was a medical emergency. She never signed out. I guess she left in quite the hurry – it was a vicious fight. Then my takeaway apparently arrived at 7.42 p.m.

‘Well, this doesn’t tell us any more than we already knew,’ I say. ‘Jane and my pad thai. Nothing else to note.’

Winnie points to a signature at the bottom of the page, at 8.47 p.m. This is where my heart would normally skip a beat.

It’s him. It’s Tom.

‘What is this?’ Winnie asks, gesturing to a scribbled note by his signature. ‘NE?’

‘Oh, that stands for no entry,’ says Brian. ‘It means they tried to get in, but no answer, so came straight back down. Course he had no business being here – like I said, it was the lockdown – but I’m not their mothers.’

‘Just their pushers,’ says Winnie disapprovingly. She glances at me, but I have nothing to say.

He came back. Tom came back.

For me.

‘No Paul . . .’ Winnie mutters to herself before pointing to a big, red line across the next page. ‘What’s this at 9.33 p.m.? FA?’

‘Fire alarm,’ says Brian, turning the book round. ‘When are we talking about . . . ? Ah yes, I remember that night. Some idiot used the fire escape and tripped the alarm – happens from time to time. Right pain – everyone had to assemble in the gardens and I had to take a list of names.’

Winnie looks at me.

‘Would that be everyone who was in the building?’ she asks.

‘Every last soul,’ Brian confirms. ‘If the fire alarm is tripped, all the internal doors lock as a fire precaution, so there’s only one exit down the fire escape and into the assembly point in the communal gardens. The gate there won’t open until the all-clear is given.’

‘So no one can get out?’ says Winnie, looking at me. ‘I’ll be needing that list too.’

Brian lumbers into a flurry of slow activity as he delves into another file.

‘Thank you,’ says Winnie as she snatches the list and takes a picture.

‘Is there anything else?’ Brian begs. ‘Anything else at all I can do?’

‘Who’s your supplier?’ Winnie asks. ‘Where is all this coming from?’

‘I-I can’t say . . .’ Brian stammers. ‘I ain’t no grass . . .’

Winnie leans in.

‘Well, let’s see how loyal you’re feeling when Big Dave in D-wing wants a new punch bag . . .’

Brian gulps.

‘His name’s Polonski,’ says Brian. ‘He runs all the big games round here. Dangerous man. You can’t tell him I squealed.’

Polonksi . . . Polonski . . . Name rings a bell . . .

‘Your secret is safe with me, but make no mistake,’ says Winnie, picking up the bag of heroin and putting it in her pocket. ‘I own you. I’ll be back. And you’ll do whatever I ask. You, Brian dear, are now my . . .’ Winnie pauses, manifesting her distaste before proceeding in a whisper. ‘You are now my . . . bee with an itch . . .’

‘Yes, yes – anything you say,’ Brian whimpers, starting to bow down to her as we walk out of the building.

My mind is a blur as we step into the autumn sunshine. But I know one thing for sure.

Brian really hadn’t needed that Christmas tip.
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‘Well, that was fun,’ grins Winnie as Westmouth’s answer to The Wire toddles back towards her car. ‘Always fancied a little drugs bust.’

‘How the hell did you know all that?’ I ask, my jaw lately returned from the floor.

‘Lucky guess.’ She shrugs. ‘Most of the doormen around here are at it. There’s a network of them called the Gateway. They push everything through these posh flats: prescription drugs, cheap booze, hooky cigarettes. They’re the ideal cover – high end, wealthy clientele, no one bats an eyelid at things being delivered all day . . .’

‘So your George was busting them?’

Winnie snorts.

‘My George was one of their best customers,’ she says. ‘He thought I didn’t know, but he loved a smoke in the garden – and I’m not talking bonfires. He had very few vices. I turned a blind eye to this one.’

I smile. Many’s the time I shared a . . . bonfire over the back fence with George. He was a lovely guy.

‘But he wouldn’t have tolerated them pushing this hard stuff. That was a line my George would never cross,’ sighs Winnie. ‘I’ll have to tip off Alfie.’

‘Alfie?’

‘Alphonse, my nephew – well, George’s really,’ Winnie explains. ‘He’s on the force here in Westmouth. Like I said, I need to speak to him anyway about your police reports . . .’

‘So,’ I begin, picking up the pace as we get back to the church car park. ‘When we get back to yours, we need to start—’

‘No,’ Winnie announces, stopping short and raising a hand. ‘You are not coming back to mine. Not yet. I have things to do and I need some time to think without your incessant chatter. Until 8 p.m., my house is a Miriam-free zone.’

‘Well . . . what am I supposed to do?’

She looks around before gesturing to the graveyard.

‘Why don’t you go visit yourself? If you can fight the crowds of tearful mourners . . . See you at eight.’

And, with that, she totters off back to her car and drives away.

I look around and consider my options. There is a definite shortage of entertainment for the Recently Living. I’ll feed that back to Martin. I could go to the cinema again . . . In the absence of any new releases, courtesy of Covid, the Westmouth Picture House is showing big-screen classics, although I’m not really in the mood for Indiana Jones and His Last Decent Film. And I never was one for hobbies – I never had the time. My job required the lion’s share of my waking hours and, addiction being a demanding mistress, that tended to take up any spare ones. Without Winnie the Witch, my investigative options are a little light, so for the first time I decide to do what she’s suggested.

I wander through the graveyard that surrounds St John’s. I’ve always thought them to be utterly pointless wastes of perfectly good land, although I feel much the same about the churches next to them. My new understanding of life after death has done little to change that. Corpses are just corporal landfill. Our bodies have served their purpose and it’s not as if we’re going to need them again – why bury them in some prime real estate?

I wind my way around the rows to find my memorial – my family insisted on having something permanent to ignore. It’s an utterly tasteless black granite affair and I can see my brother’s minimalist preferences all over it, although at least he didn’t mark my final resting place with a biodegradable totem-pole. He really went to town on the words as well:


Here lies Miriam Price

Beloved by so many

Gone but never forgotten



I give it two years. Tops.

I’m about to turn away when something catches my eye and immediately delivers the punch to my soul that only one person has ever been able to deliver.

It’s Tom.

My Tom.

No matter what anyone says.

Even him.

He’s looking for me. Not before time.

I will him towards me and he comes. He’s carrying a single flower, a peach rose. He remembered.

One of the many inconveniences of an extra-marital affair is the inability to take anything tangible away from it – the conventional transactions of courtship do not apply. Gifts will be noticed by partners. Letters are evidence waiting to be discovered. Even the age-old mix tape is hard to ascribe to a grateful patient.

But flowers, like the love itself, can blossom purely in that moment.

Tom always brought me a peach rose when we met. It was a love token without risk.

‘A rose for my rose,’ he once whispered, running the petals along my back as we lay in the afterglow. Just like the rose, I knew that flash of pure beauty would fade. But I could at least savour it while it lasted.

Tom walks up the row, scanning for my name. It jumps out at him and his head drops. Grief is a strange beast. For some it is a burden they cannot bear. For others, it is a luxury they can’t afford. Tom can’t grieve me publicly. We never could do anything publicly. Although a few snatched encounters in local parks brought us thrillingly close.

‘Mim,’ he whispers. ‘Oh, Mim . . .’

He said that the first time we spent the night – or afternoon – together. It sounded better then.

Tom crouches down, lays his flower down, then remains there on his haunches for many moments, staring at my name. I wish Winnie could see this. Suspect, my arse.

‘I’m so sorry,’ he whispers eventually. ‘I’m just . . . I’m so sorry . . . Goodbye, Miriam.’

I love the sound of my name on his lips. He made it better. He made me better. I reach for the red pill in my dungaree pocket, the one that will bring me back to life. If we’re saying goodbye, we’re doing it properly. This is it. This is the time. I’m going to—

His phone rings and shatters the moment. He checks the name and winces. It takes a few moments to gather his breath for normal conversation. I’ve seen this before as well.

‘Hi, love,’ he says far too brightly. ‘Yes, on my way now . . . Sorry, didn’t mean to worry you – the office doesn’t always know where I am . . . I had a meeting in Easthampton . . . But I did answer . . . The phone was buried in my bag . . . Please, Hannah . . .’

Yes, please, Hannah. Please hop back to your bloody hutch and leave us in peace.

‘Okay . . . Yup, I will . . . Will we need more gravy, then . . . ? Fine, I’ll be home soon . . . Bye.’

He puts the phone back in his pocket and kneels at the memorial. He puts the rose down, closes his eyes and nods his head for a moment. I guess he’s praying. Tom’s a lapsed Catholic – very lapsed in my experience. He gets up, takes a deep breath and turns away. From me. Again.

I walk over to him, take the pill out and raise it to my lips. I just need to speak to him one last time. I don’t want things to end how they did, with screams and curses and hate. I need to talk to him. I need to hold him. I need to say—

His wretched phone rings again. I hold off taking the pill. I’m not wasting a single second on his rabbity wife.

‘God’s sake,’ he mutters before answering it. ‘Hi again . . . Okay, I will. Cubes or stock? No worries . . . Yes, I’m on my way now . . . Bye, love . . . Bye . . .’

He stabs at the screen and drops the phone. It goes straight through me, the shock of it making me drop the pill on the ground. No, no, no! Where is it? I can’t lose it, not now . . .

Tom grabs the phone and looks at his watch. He’s leaving; he’s jogging away. I have to find this stupid . . . There it is, buried in the grass. Got it!

I pick up the pill and tear off after him. He’s got a big head start and now he’s running for the bus up ahead at the cemetery gates. I can’t lose him – I don’t know where he lives. I never got to see into his life. Now at least I can be some part of it. See the house I never saw. Understand the life I never knew. Spend a whole night together for the first time. All I need to do is follow him back to wherever he lives and—

‘Ouch!’

As he exits the graveyard ahead of me and races towards his bus, Tom is rammed by a double buggy travelling at top speed.

‘So sorry, friend,’ the man pants as he hurtles past on his phone, one hand precariously steering the pushchair. ‘Look, Fiona, much as I appreciate the call, now isn’t the best time . . .’

Tom waves his de nadas – he is determined to catch that bloody bus. Hang on . . . I know that voice. I know that buggy. The trail of rice cake behind it is a dead giveaway. It’s Christian. And he looks stressed.

For a split second, I watch my brother hurtle along the street towards Jake’s school accompanied by the screams of his other offspring. My two lives just collided and neither of them knew. So weird. So Westmouth.

But the delay gives me enough time to catch up to Tom. I look at the pill in my hand and curse. Now’s not the time. That will be the title of our movie. I hop on the bus behind him and the doors close us in. It’s quiet and I sit opposite Tom, just looking at him. It’s been far too long since I have.

We take the bus for about fifteen minutes, out of the affluent environs of Westmouth and into Barminster, the suburban favela that surrounds its coastal neighbours. Barminster has only ever had three things going for it: cheaper houses, endless kebabs and the fact that it was sufficiently far from Ocean Chine for me not to meet anyone I knew at AA. And yet there I met the man I wanted to know forever.

I didn’t realise I’d never been in love until I was. Don’t misunderstand, I loved Nav. I loved him very much, but in the way I love toast. Comfortably. Gently. Nicely. But Tom . . . I loved him the way I loved vodka. Obsessively. Unhealthily. Utterly all-consumingly. I love toast. But, even in the sure and certain knowledge that it is no good for me, I love vodka more.

And, besides, having an affair was an excellent reason not to look like Chewbacca from the navel down.

But, just like the voddie, Tom made me feel great. Until he didn’t. Affairs, at least those involving impulses north of the navel, don’t have the temporal luxuries of other loves. They resonate between the ecstatic hello and the desolate goodbye. They are like a narcotic. Their hit is pure and euphoric. But the comedown is spectacularly brutal. With Tom I knew more joy and despair than I have ever experienced, often at the same time. I lived for our next lunch, afternoon – on one heady occasion, a whole day. The days in between him were inane and soulless. I truly felt as if I only came to life with him. Oh, the irony . . .

Tom is also a functioning alcoholic – it’s important for a couple to have shared interests. He came to AA because Hannah said she’d leave him if he didn’t. Apparently, her previous husband had substance-abuse issues and she warned Tom that he was destroying their marriage. So Tom dutifully turned up to AA to save his marriage from the booze – and promptly found me to wreck it instead. We kept our life details perfunctory. He knew I was a doctor, I was married to Nav and had no kids. I knew he sold advertising space, he was married to Hannah and had one young daughter and one adult stepdaughter. But the real world didn’t exist when we were together. We lived in our own bubble – beautiful, pure and fragile. Everyone assumes it is always the affair that is the wrong love. But ours was just so very, very right.

‘I’m only alive when I’m with you,’ he once told me as we lay on a blanket in a secluded corner of the beach. ‘The rest is just living . . .’

Tom gets off the bus and heads for one of the proliferation of convenience shops that litter Barminster. I watch him as he picks up his gravy. Tom isn’t a conventionally handsome man – not that tall, not that buff, not that much hair – but there was something about him from the first moment I met him. I had just joined the group and had to give my obligatory addiction CV. I remember that he just looked at me and smiled. And that was all it took. Smiles led to chat, chat led to coffee, coffee led to lunch and lunch led to hotel rooms. We were insatiable for one another. We wrote passionate love letters (emails), we spoke as often as we could and we met whenever we could get away. Being with him felt right and made the rest of the world feel wrong. I couldn’t get enough of him. And it seemed he couldn’t get enough of me.

‘I can’t say goodbye any more,’ he said on the edge of a hotel bed, the day we decided we had to be together. ‘I don’t ever want to say goodbye to you again, Mim . . .’

Which is why it made no sense. He told me that his marriage was struggling. He said he didn’t love her like he loved me.

And yet he still chose her.

‘Enjoy your half a life with a woman you love half as much!’ I screamed at him as he closed the door on my flat and our life. ‘You’ll regret it forever, you spineless coward!’

‘Maybe,’ was all he whispered as he walked out of my life.

Tom goes to pay for his shopping, but stops at the array of bottles behind the counter. Oh crap. Don’t do it, Tom. Just walk away . . .

‘Oh – and, er – a bottle of Smirnoff,’ he says jovially. ‘It’s the wife’s book club tonight. Booze club, more like!’

The man behind the counter snorts as he must have done at the thousand such lies he’s heard before. Tom pushes the voddie deep into his backpack. Oh, Tom . . .

The shopping completed, we walk the short distance along such high street as Barminster can claim and off onto one of the side roads that lead to the residential sprawl. We come to a cul de sac of mid-sized modern detached houses and Tom puts his keys in the door to No. 11. So this is it, is it, Tom? This is your real life? Let’s have a little look . . .

Tom’s house is substantial, if unremarkable, and favours the open-plan design that most around here do. His home is his pride and joy, and he used to talk endlessly about his DIY projects in the warm afterglow of a nooner. He spoke far more warmly about the house than any of its inhabitants. I have wondered if it was, in fact, his self-fitted wardrobes he actually couldn’t bear to leave.

‘Daddy!’ screams a little voice attached to a little girl. She hurtles towards Tom and throws herself at him in that fertility-threatening way so favoured by the under-eights.

‘Hi, gorgeous,’ says Tom, picking her up and swinging her around. ‘How was school?’

‘Good,’ she says, locking her arms round her father’s neck. ‘I got a sparkly sticker.’

‘You did?’ Tom asks like she’s won the Nobel prize. ‘For what?’

‘For smiling,’ she says, proudly demonstrating the prizewinning action.

‘Fantastic,’ says Tom, giving her another kiss. ‘And to think some schools bother with all that education . . .’

‘I’m going to watch Dora!’ she cries, wriggling free and scampering off. ‘She’s learning all about the rainforests!’

‘Well, at least someone’s trying to teach you something . . .’ Tom mutters amiably, going to take the bottle of vodka out of his bag.

A muffled female voice shouts down from above, nearly making him drop the bottle on his tiled hallway.

‘Hey, you,’ it calls down through a closed door. ‘Sorry – in the tub, hellish day at school. My back is killing me.’

So that’s her. That’s Hannah.

She sounds evil.

‘No worries,’ Tom shouts up, putting his bags down, then wincing at the tell-tale clank of the bottle on the stone floor. ‘I’ll get on with dinner.’

‘Thanks, babe,’ says the shrill screech. ‘And I loved the flowers, my favourite – you’re a sweetheart. Did you remember to pick up my prescription?’

‘All done,’ says Tom.

‘You’re a star,’ Hannah the Rabbit dribbles as the music from the bathroom turns up. ‘Down in a bit. Love you.’

Wow.

What a bitch.

Tom stays still for a moment to check the conversation is over before allowing himself a relieved breath. Ensuring that his child is indeed safely in the intoxicating embrace of the Dopamine Channel, he pulls the vodka quietly out of the bag. He pauses for the briefest of moments, but we both know what he’s going to do. He opens the bottle and takes a swig. I feel my tongue hang out. Vodka and Tom. My favourite cocktail.

The landline rings, making him spit Smirnoff all over the counter.

He swears under his breath, trying to mop it up while reaching for the phone.

‘Hello,’ he says impatiently. ‘Oh, hi, love . . . Okay . . . Everything all right. ? . . . No! That sounds awful – I’m on my way . . . You sure. ? I can come get you if— . . . ? Okay, if you’re sure you’re sure, sounds like you need it . . . ? No, I’ll keep it to myself . . . I understand . . . We’ll see you tomorrow. Love you too.’

He hangs up and goes back to mopping down his suit. God bless the odourless void of the vod. There’s a reason it’s the clandestine alchie’s tipple of choice.

‘Who was that?’ shouts Hannah from upstairs.

‘Lottie,’ says Tom. ‘Says she’s going to crash with her mates tonight, long day at uni, apparently.’

‘She okay?’

‘She’s fine,’ says Tom, hurriedly towelling down the last of the booze. ‘They’re going out clubbing, so she’s going to kip down in halls to save disturbing us.’

‘Oh, to be young . . .’ says Hannah, Professor of the Bleeding Obvious.

Tom waits again, but this latest inanity appears to be over. Time for that drink . . .

‘Oh, and, Tom!’ Hannah shouts out, making him gob his booze all over again. ‘Can you switch the hot water on? I need a top-up and cannot work that boiler for the life of me.’

‘Sure,’ he splutters, wiping the stray vodka from his mouth, then licking his hand. He sighs. Now’s not the time.

Told you. Our biopic.

He screws the bottle up tightly and goes to the cupboard that houses the boiler, flicking the hot water on. He checks behind him, then lifts a small panel away from the side of the cupboard and puts his bottle inside next to another half-empty bottle. This must be his stash. He replaces the panel and returns to unpacking the rest of the shopping – spaghetti, loo roll, the sainted gravy, Hannah’s prescription – he even takes it out of the little paper bag for her. How incompetent is this woman?

Oh Christ . . .

It’s pills.

Sleeping pills.

Lots and lots of sleeping pills.

The same ones that I was using.

The same ones that killed me.

I’m so sorry. I’m just . . . I’m so sorry . . .

My eyes search for anything in the room that isn’t this. I settle on the window sill, where a big bunch of flowers are blooming in a ceramic jug.

A big bunch of peach roses.

Jesus Christ.

Even my fucking flower was hers.

I steady myself – the pills are a coincidence. It’s a common brand. Lots of people use them. I hear the bath running and Disney+ blaring. It isn’t ideal, but here’s my moment, the only one I might have. I reach for the pill in my pocket and hold it to my lips. It’s time to—

Ping!

NO! You have got to be kidding me!

The transparent doors close in front of me – I’m trapped inside the bastard lift again. I bang on the doors – no, Martin, please not now . . .

But it’s too late. As Tom looks longingly towards his hidey-hole, I’m scooped up and whizzed away to Limbo, looking down on Tom, resting against the cupboard with guilty relief.

Tom.

My Tom.

The man I loved more than toast.
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The doors open and I’m released into Limbo’s medical centre. Martin smiles at me cheerfully from the reception desk.

‘Hello again, Dr Price. How good to see you,’ he says.

I look back to the elevator and wonder if I can get back to Tom before it’s too late. But the lift, like that fleeting opportunity, has already vanished.

‘Martin,’ I say, unable to summon up a more polite greeting after what he just did.

‘Here is your access code for the computer system. All notes are on there,’ smiles Martin. ‘You’ll be pleased to know that your first patient is already here.’

‘Will I?’ I say, snatching the paper from him. ‘Look – a little bit of notice would be nice next time. I was right in the middle of something.’

‘Oh, I’m delighted to hear you are finding productive ways to fill your time on Earth,’ he says. ‘Ninety-five per cent of the Recently Living on Earth only stalk old lovers or make use of the free cinema opportunities.’

I roll my eyes disparagingly, turning over the paper to see the password for the confidential patient notes.

The paper contains a single word.

Password.

Brilliant.

‘So here is your kingdom,’ says Martin, gesturing to the unremarkable medical surroundings, which have apparently drawn design inspiration from a GP’s surgery in Barnstable circa 1992. ‘This is the waiting area. Your consultation room is the door on the left.’

‘What’s the door on the right?’

‘That’s a treatment room for another practitioner,’ says Martin quickly. ‘You won’t be needing that.’

‘I thought you said your doctor had moved on?’

‘He has. But we offer all kinds of therapies here. Although we do have a protocol of professionals not going into one another’s rooms. I’m sure you’ll respect that.’

Wonderful. I bet I’m next to some alternative woo-woo, the kind of rabbit-foot-waving hokum for which Christian would pay a month’s mung beans.

‘Your patient is waiting for you inside,’ says Martin pleasantly. ‘I believe you’ve already met.’

I look at the name on the front of the file. Flora Buccanan.

‘Great,’ I say, resigning myself to the next fifteen minutes with chatty Flora as I enter my consultation room.

‘Miriam!’ She beams as I walk in. ‘So good to see you again!’

‘It’s Dr Price in here,’ I say austerely. ‘How are you, Ms Buccanan?’

‘Oh – of course – I’m good, thank you, M . . . Dr Price,’ she bumbles, her hands wringing in her lap.

‘Then how may I help you today?’ I ask, simultaneously trying to access the computer system and take a pair of surgical gloves out of the empty box on the table.

‘It’s . . . it’s my regular prescription,’ she whispers shamefully. ‘I’ve come for my . . . tablets.’

‘Tablets?’ I say, entering her name and reading her notes. Sertraline. 200mg daily. Wow. Flora is on enough anti-depressants to pep up a recession.

‘Yes,’ she says quietly, looking mortified. ‘I’ve tried to come off them, many times now – I hate having to use them. But it’s just so hard since . . . since Monty died . . .’

Monty. I’m guessing a cat. Flora looks like someone who had lots of cats. Lonely cat lady who can’t cope with the death of her moggie, seen this a million times before . . .

‘He was my son, you see,’ she finishes quietly.

Oh.

Not a cat.

Yeesh.

‘I see,’ I say, typing something and accidentally going into a whole new computer menu. ‘How are you finding the medication? Is it helping you?’

‘Oh yes.’ She nods enthusiastically. ‘When it first . . . happened, I was a mess. You see, it was just me and Monty. His dad left when he was a baby. But we were better off without him, to be honest. He wasn’t a very nice person . . . My dad passed on three years ago and my mum shortly after. But Monty was my angel. Here . . .’

She delves around in her handbag with shaky fingers and pulls out a purse. On the inside flap is a picture of a dark-haired, dark-eyed kid with a twinkly smile.

‘Cute,’ I say, giving her the smallest smile. She lobs it back with a big beam.

‘Isn’t he?’ she says. ‘I mean, I know I’m biased, but still . . .’

She looks at the picture and traces it with her finger. She puts the purse away and looks at me again.

‘Don’t get me wrong, he could be a real pickle,’ she giggles. ‘Always up a tree or zooming off on his bike. I could just about keep up with him back then. I was rather healthier. But since he . . . since Monty passed on, I just don’t seem to be able to eat . . . normally. Maybe it’s the pills. I don’t eat for days and then I’m insatiably hungry . . . Well, I think it’s the pills – I don’t know, really. I don’t recognise anything about my own body these days. Since I turned forty, everything seems to have gone to seed . . .’

Amen, sister. I hear you. How I yearn for the days when my bra size didn’t resemble a cheap seat at a stadium gig and a hairy nipple was just a cocktail bar in Shoreditch.

‘Did you seek medical help?’ I ask her. ‘Disordered eating is not uncommon after a trauma.’

‘No. I was too embarrassed,’ she says. ‘And maybe that’s what did for me – I was out of control. That’s why I was eating the doughnuts . . . I was ploughing through a dozen of them. It’s pathetic really. It was the anniversary of . . . the accident, you see. And I saw him . . .’

‘Who? Monty?’

‘No,’ she says shakily. ‘Chris Polonski. The man who knocked Monty off his bike. The man who killed him.’

‘Chris Polonski . . . ?’ I repeat. It’s the same guy Brian mentioned earlier. ‘Why do I know that name . . . ?’

‘Local bigshot,’ spits Flora. ‘Owns a chain of nightclubs and that posh seafood restaurant on the sea front. He develops property, pays his workers nothing while he lives off the profits. And that’s just the stuff we know about. His real businesses are much shadier – drugs, sex-workers, guns . . .’

I go quiet. I remember now. I had an outrageous night out with Dan on lobsters and champagne at one of Polonski’s clubs a couple of years back. I had no idea . . .

‘He was racing around in one of his sports cars,’ says Flora. ‘Monty and I were going for a bike ride on the clifftop. It was the first time I’d let him cycle on the road – he was so proud. But then Polonski came speeding round the corner. I was just behind them, but Monty wobbled and . . .’

Oh shit.

Peel the layers on anyone’s onion and it’ll make you cry. Fair play, Flora. That’s enough to turn anyone to pills and pastries.

‘My condolences for your loss,’ I mutter. I don’t know what else to say. It doesn’t feel nearly enough.

‘Thank you,’ she says, wiping a tear from her cheek. ‘I tried to manage without the pills, I really did. I tried meditation, therapy, my faith – everything to get the dark thoughts out of my head. But after the settlement I just couldn’t live with myself.’

‘The settlement?’

‘Yes,’ says Flora, looking ashamed. ‘You have to understand, it was a blur. I have no family and we’d not long moved to Westmouth, so I didn’t have many friends. We never had much – we were happy with what we had. But when his lawyers kept calling and calling . . . They started telling me that I was mistaken, it wasn’t him I’d seen and what good would ruining another life do? And then they offered money, so much money if I just agreed I wasn’t sure it was him, and I thought I could do some good, so . . .’

‘He paid you off?’ I say. What a piece of crap. And, come to think of it, his lobster wasn’t even that good.

Flora nods.

‘I’ve prayed and prayed to God, to ask for His guidance,’ she says.

‘Well, I guess now you know why you’ve been getting His voicemail,’ I point out.

‘I still have my faith in my God, Dr Price,’ Flora says gently. ‘And He has a plan for me.’

‘Really?’ I can’t help but say. ‘I wouldn’t think even the most devout faith could survive Martin and Forever Fajitas . . .’

Flora smiles. ‘Faith doesn’t need proof. It needs trust,’ she says. ‘It’s hard to explain it to someone who doesn’t have it.’

‘Sure,’ I sigh, trying to fix the computer. ‘Just like irritable bowel syndrome . . .’

Flora bursts out in a musical tinkle of a laugh. Her hand goes to her smile.

‘Oh, Dr Price, you are very naughty,’ she says, not unkindly.

The laugh fades. So does the smile. She looks at the floor.

‘You must think I’m a horrible human being,’ she said, ‘for taking Polonski’s thirty pieces of silver.’

I look at this pitiful woman. What can I say?

‘No, Ms . . . No, Flora,’ I say. ‘No, I don’t think anything of the sort. You’re a good human being who was put in a horrible situation. That’s very different.’

She looks at me like I’ve just given her a winning lottery ticket.

Oh. Turns out I could say something.

Who knew?

She gives in to the sobs that have been brimming since we started. I never was any good with crying people. I never cry. So I just offer her a tissue.

‘Thank you,’ she says, taking one and performing a nose blow that could summon Dumbo’s mother. She looks at me again and startles.

‘Oh!’ she says with a big smile, clapping her hands. ‘This is wonderful! Look! You’ve changed!’

I look down at myself. She’s right!

I’m no longer a horrible shade of orange!

I’m a horrible shade of yellow!

The dungarees have gone! Now I’m in a yellow polo neck, tights and city shorts – the noughties have so much to answer for. But, in better news, I guess I just levelled up . . .

I look back at Flora.

‘Is there some comfort in . . . I mean, I’m still not sure exactly how it works, but won’t you be reunited with Monty now?’ I offer weakly.

She snorts ruefully.

‘I would have been,’ she says. ‘If I’d given in to those dark thoughts, if I’d ignored the teachings of Jesus, we’d be together now. I’m a DBM. So I have to . . .’

‘Wait.’ I nod with an empathetic sigh. ‘How long have you got?’

‘Thirty-seven years.’ She sniffs. ‘It’s all in my medical notes, apparently.’

I look down the page – she’s right. Expected date of death: 1.37 a.m., 19 June 2057. That’s a helluva wait to see her boy.

‘I know we don’t age now,’ she says, sniffing, ‘but neither will he. He’s just a little boy. By then, I doubt he’ll even remember who I am.’

This time I really don’t know what to say. That’s just a lousy, lousy hand to have been dealt. Twice. I type up her prescription and the printer spools it out. You take all the bloody pills you need, Flora. It’s the very least I can do.

‘Here you go,’ I say, handing it over. ‘But please check back in with me if you experience any more adverse side-effects. There are other options we can try. And . . . take care. Flora.’

‘Thank you, Dr Price,’ she says with glistening eyes as she stands and leaves the room.

I sit back in my chair. Thank God I never had kids. It was bad enough losing the cat. Thanks for that, Winnie . . .

Winnie.

I look back at the computer. So this has a record of expected death dates? I wonder . . .

I type in a name.

Winifred Campbell.

She pings straight up. I skim her medical history. Wow – she had polio as a child – that explains the stick. She was lucky to survive that in the fifties, although I see her twin sister, Patricia, wasn’t so lucky. There’s the usual smorgasbord of geriatric ailments – although nothing here that’s obviously going to knock her off her perch . . . Here it is: Expected Date of Death . . . 1.37 a.m., 19 September 2020. It doesn’t say how. But that’s this Saturday. We’ve only got . . . She’s only got four days. Damn it . . .

Another name pings into my mind.

Bella King.

I type her into the computer. Nothing. I try Isabella and up she pops.

Expected Date of Death: 10.42 a.m., 18 September 2020. Friday. Three days away. Double damn it.

I look over at the empty box of surgical gloves. For pity’s sake – even Eternity can’t get enough PPE. There’s no more in the room – I bet Arial the Aromatherapist next door has some. I know Martin told me to stay out, but I just need a quick look . . .

Whoa!

No sooner has the thought crystallised in my mind than my eyes scan straight through the wall . . . Of course – I’m a Yellow! X-ray vision . . . I can see straight into the room.

And hold the phone . . .

Is that . . .?

A huge grin spreads across my face. Well, I’ll be . . .

I leave the consulting room and knock on the door of the treatment room next door. A much-missed voice replies.

‘Fuck off!’ he says dramatically.

I push open the door and stand smiling in its frame.

‘Well, look what the cat dragged in.’ I grin at the figure inside.

And my best mate, Dan Brooks, grins straight back at me.

‘And look what it threw back up,’ he hisses with a wicked twinkle. ‘Get in here, you irredeemable tramp!’

I stride across the room into his welcoming arms.

‘You look like yesterday’s compost,’ says Dan, taking my face in his hands.

‘Says the guy on dialysis,’ I shoot back, gesturing to the apparatus attached to his kidneys. ‘Look at the state of you . . .’

‘Renal chic, darling,’ says Dan, striking a pose in his gown. ‘Some of us just have it.’

‘Hepatitis C?’ I remind him. ‘You utter buffoon, that’s a hideous way to die.’

‘Go big or go home, I say,’ says Dan, folding his arms over his chest. He smiles at me. He is still unbelievably gorgeous. And still gay as a Brighton daffodil. He’s a drunkard and a rogue and a liar and I adore him. After the few female friendships I attempted disappointed me, I largely switched to male friends – Dan was the best. He is the star of all of my most outrageous anecdotes and many more I daren’t make public for fear of arrest or a public health scare. No one partied harder, no one lived in greater technicolour, no one made more of their roll of the dice. I won’t lie, I was devastated when he died a year ago. Not least as Dan was the empirical proof that none of us can cheat the reaper.

‘So what are you in for?’ he asks as I sit in the chair next to him. ‘Please tell me you were lynched by a gang of Westmouth inbreeds?’

‘No – your family were busy,’ I say, earning one of his absurd laughs. Dan has the best laugh. It’s the illegitimate love child of Amadeus and Sid James. It’s pure filth. ‘I think someone killed me.’

‘Well, what took them so long?’ quips Dan. ‘You were nasty, bitch.’

‘No worse than some,’ I say, giving him a punch. ‘Wow, I’ve missed you – what the hell are you doing here?’

‘Useless kidneys need a spa break.’ He winks. ‘I’ve got a lovely pad through the pearly gates, but all their clinics are busy with long Covid . . . Why are you here? Have you been a naughty girl . . . ?’

‘I’m a DBM.’ I sigh. ‘I’m stuck here. For fifty years.’

Dan laughs like I’ve just told him a dirty joke. He always was mean.

‘Fifty!’ he guffaws. ‘That’s hilarious, you stupid bint! I thought you said you were killed? Doesn’t that get you Access All Areas?’

‘I have to prove it,’ I say. ‘And I’ve only got four days. Well, three, really . . .’

‘Let me save you some time,’ he whispers. ‘I bet it was your brother. He always hated you. How is the precious darling?’

‘He’s fine,’ I say awkwardly.

The elephant in the room plays a trombone solo.

So . . .

Dan and I met at sixth-form college. Him, me and Christian all hung out together. Christian was desperately in love with Dan, but the feeling wasn’t mutual – my brother acted like a lovesick teenager, which I suppose he was. So one night at this massive party Christian and Dan got it on. But when Dan didn’t call him afterwards Christian claimed that Dan had spiked his drink and assaulted him . . . which was ridiculous because we’d all seen him trail around after Dan for months.

Anyway, the accusation caused the most almighty stink and Dan had to leave college because of it – the authorities refused to believe there was no smoke without fire. But Christian never really forgave me for sticking by Dan, who wouldn’t hurt a fly. He’s like Bacardi – utterly camp and ultimately harmless. And I never really forgave Christian for what he did to my best mate. My family doesn’t do talking it out. We do sweeping it under the carpet. And the underside of our carpet is rancid.

‘Oh, darling, lighten up,’ says Dan, giving me a slap. ‘Ancient history, no hard feelings, it’s all good. Unlike your outfit, Miriam the Minion. Mimion . . .’

‘Screw you,’ I say, not looking at my awful outfit. ‘What are you? Or did they have to invent a whole new grade especially?’

‘I’m a Green,’ says Dan smugly. ‘All that charity work I did paid off, darling. I was an influencer—’

‘You were an under-the-influencer . . .’

‘Well, if you’d given half as much as you received, dearest, perhaps you’d not look like Little Miss Sunshine on steroids.’

I flip him the bird and check his dialysis. Dan became something of an early You Tube star. He was diagnosed with Hep C in his twenties and was determined to show the world that you should live every day as if it were your last. He did all kinds of bucket-list stunts – base-jumping, HALO jumping, bungee running – and the kids just lapped it up. We were wild. I hadn’t seen him so much in recent years. The whole Christian thing made it horribly awkward when my brother moved back here. But he did a lot of good. And an awful lot of bad. But the dialysis was always his personal hell. It’s lousy that he still has to have it here too.

‘You’re all good,’ I say, noting his chart. ‘But you need to keep these tubes in. And behave!’

‘I bet you say that to all the boys,’ Dan says seductively.

Ping!

The elevator doors open.

‘That’s my ride,’ I say, standing up and putting a hand on his knee. ‘Be good. If you can’t be good . . .’

‘. . . get better,’ says Dan with a camp wave as I get into the elevator. ‘Laters, potaters . . . Come see me again. I’m so bored that even you are entertaining.’

The lift doors close and I’m dropped into the void.

Dan Bloody Brooks . . .

I smile.

Limbo is going to be a lot more fun than I gave it credit for.
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The lift spits me back out by Tom’s house. I’m now outside and I look through the window. Tom is talking to what must be Hannah, who has her back to me. Damn it. I’ve missed my chance. For now. I’ll be sure to make another.

I walk to the high street to board the B1 bus that will take me back to civilisation. I loathe buses – successful people use taxis. But needs must.

The bus wends its way through the suburban streets and I think back to my final day. If only I could remember . . . Tom came. We fought. He left. Jane came. We fought. She left. At some point apparently I phoned Paul . . .

My phone.

The memory fills me up like a hangover takeaway.

I texted him.

I texted Tom.

I told him . . .

Oh God.

I told him I was going to tell Hannah everything.

But did I?

Tom was super paranoid about his phone. He was convinced that Hannah had installed spyware and was tracking his movements and messages, so we never called or texted – we even had a separate email account just for our billets-edoux.

So is that why he came back to the flat? Not because he was sorry. Not because he wanted me back.

But because he didn’t want me to tell her?

Or because I already had?

I’m snatched from my thoughts by the ear-splitting screams of two infants being forced onto the bus. Why do people . . . ?

‘Bags the back seat!’ screams the first familiar voice as the first familiar child races past me. And then the second familiar voice floats towards my ears . . .

‘Okay, Fiona,’ my brother says, holding a phone against his shoulder as he tries to wrestle his buggy on the bus. ‘I hear what you’re saying. But there are two sides to every story and I need to get Jake’s before I can make a judgement . . . Yes, I know what your son said, but neither of us was there and we really need to . . .’

I get up and stand as close as my screaming niece and nephew (I assume one or both are biological relations – we’ll never know whose spermatozoa won the test-tube Olympics) will allow anyone with functioning eardrums.

‘You getting on or what?’ grunts the latest graduate from the Transport for Westmouth Charm School. Bus drivers around here are a mutant sub-genus of evolution, somewhere between amoeba and chuggers. And this one is no exception.

‘Sorry,’ says Christian, trying to manoeuvre the buggy through the back doors of the bus. But the moment he tilts it up, his groceries fall out of the hemp shopping bags, all over the road.

‘No!’ Christian cries, reversing the buggy onto the bus and trying to retrieve his shopping, the Pink One squirming in their buggy like a freshly caught squid. ‘Yes . . . yes, Fiona – I’m going to have to call you back . . . No! Not the pearl barley . . .’

Christian tries to save what he can of his shopping as Jake starts singing the YMCA on the back seat. I look around the static bus passengers. Okay, c’mon, everyone. I’m as up for a laugh as the next sibling. But joke’s over: help the man pick up his flaxseeds . . .

One of the passengers leans out of the bus. ‘Excuse me.’

‘Yes,’ says Christian, looking up hopefully.

‘Could you get a move on?’ says the ruddy-faced commuter. He looks like a meat lollipop. ‘Some of us want to get home tonight.’

Jeez. Gammon much . . .

I sincerely hope that Christian slaps this imbecile’s hammy face, but the fight has gone out of my brother. Resigning himself to the loss of half his weekly shop, he gets on the bus and winces as it crunches over his groceries. Sorry, kids. Humous is off the menu tonight.

‘Come on, sweetie. It’s okay,’ Christian says, removing one of the babies from the pram. They’re wearing pink, so they could be the girl . . . but given Christian’s strident views on gender stereotyping, I’m taking nothing for granted. Last year he brought Atsi in a dress and Yanaha in a suit to make a point. I changed the outfits over for a laugh when he was pureeing their tofu – the shriek that went up when he changed their nappies . . . That was a fun Boxing Day.

Anyway, the Pink One is utterly inconsolable and now the Blue One is kicking off because their sibling has escaped the bonds of Bugaboo and they have not. Christian is left looking like a pin-up for child abduction as he tries to hold one flailing child in his left arm while rocking the buggy backwards and forwards with his left foot.

My brother gamely tries to ignore the huffs and tuts of the passengers as the babies pollute the air with their screeches. The breathtaking ability of the English to convey displeasure in near silence is extraordinary. If ever there is a Passive-aggressive World Cup, England might actually win it.

Eventually, one little old lady leans over to Pinkie.

‘Oh, bless her,’ she says. ‘What’s her name?’

Christian’s jaw twitches as he hands the kid a placatory rice cake.

‘His name is Atsi,’ he announces chippily.

Told you!

‘Gosh,’ says the old lady uncomfortably. ‘That’s . . . exotic.’

‘Thank you,’ said Christian, his jaw now in spasm.

‘Don’t worry, precious,’ the old lady coos. ‘I’m sure Mummy will make it all better when you get home. Mummies always know just what to do.’

That’s it. Christian’s jaw goes pneumatic.

‘For your information,’ he declares to the whole bus, ‘my children have two daddies. And we’re doing a great job raising them, thank you.’

‘Hey, Dad?’ shouts Jake from the back of the bus. ‘What does this mean?’

And my nine-year-old nephew promptly presents the whole bus with his middle finger.

‘Jake!’ Christian chides, trying to claw his way back up his moral high ground. ‘That’s not appropriate – where did you see that?’

‘The man in that car when I waved to him,’ says Jake.

Christian smiles smugly at the old lady.

‘It’s the same thing that Daddy does when he’s in the car. Oh yeah – and what’s an absolute t—’

At which precise moment, Atsi projectile voms all over Christian, himself and the bus seat.

‘Right! That’s it!’ the driver announces, pulling up at the next stop. ‘You’re off here!’

‘No, I’m not,’ says Christian, smearing vomit around the seat with a wet wipe. ‘And unless you want me to report you under the Equality Act of 2010 for sexual discrimination, you will let me complete my journey in peace!’

The driver mutters something under his breath. I don’t think it’s the Equality Act of 2010. The driver redirects his ire towards a particularly Neanderthalic passenger who is refusing to wear a face mask, citing his ‘basic human rights’. It’s a curious facet of these times that face masks are so frequently shunned by those for whom they do the greatest aesthetic service.

The vom has at least placated Atsi, who is now semi-conscious in Christian’s arms and able to be folded back into the buggy. Christian sits back down, exhausted. At which point Braveheart takes her cue and starts screaming blue murder.

‘Oh please . . .’ Christian begs no one in particular. He removes Yanaha, who appears to have taken exception to her nappy, from her buggy and reaches for the rice-cake stash in his shopping bags. But it would appear that the EU rice-cake reserve from which my brother can usually draw is currently revolving in the tyre treads beneath him. The wheels on the bus go crunch, crunch, crunch . . . Come on Life. Cut the guy some slack. He’s just trying to get home with his kids.

But Yanaha senses that her starch levels are about to take a dip and lets out a shriek that could strip paint. The huffers and tutters progress to the semi-finals. Although we are still several stops from his home, Christian hits the bell with a resigned breath as Yanaha manages to free herself entirely from her nappy. Her brother is now fast asleep.

‘Atsi!’ Christian coos, poking the snoring tot and gathering his semi-naked daughter under his arm. ‘Don’t go to sleep now, baby. You’ll never sleep tonight. Atsi?’

But Atsi is out like a high-court judge after an afternoon at the gentleman’s club.

‘Great,’ Christian sighs as, to the grateful relief of middle England, the bus stops.

‘This is what happens,’ a huffer murmurs to a tutter, ‘when you allow this sort of thing . . .’

Whoa, fella – check yourself. My brother might be more woke than an alarm-clock convention, but he does it from a place of kindness – and he’s a damn good parent. Lord knows there are plenty of straight families that haven’t gone through any of the checks that Christian and Neil had to undergo to qualify for parenthood. And most would have failed miserably if they had. Open your mind and shut your mouth.

And, besides, you’re so hammy you shouldn’t be allowed an opinion about anything.

I watch the veins in Christian’s temples inflate.

‘This sort of thing?’ Christian shouts down the bus at the mortified passenger. ‘You mean two loving men in a committed, lifelong relationship giving three children a happy home? That sort of thing?’

Go, Chris! Give it to him with all eight months of law school. After all, you’re still paying for it.

‘I . . . I only meant . . . it’s just . . .’

‘Yes, what did you mean? I’d really love to know.’

‘He’s only expressing an opinion,’ another huffer chips in quietly. ‘You’re still allowed to do that in this country, I believe.’

The Bigot Bus nods its silent assent. Christian is on the verge of tears. But he holds it together. I find myself curiously wishing my med students were here. They’d make short work of this crew. I look at my trembling brother. Never let them see you cry, bruv. I learned that a long time ago.

‘Yes, you are entitled to your opinions,’ he says. ‘But your opinions deny millions of people the right to freedoms you enjoy merely by privilege of biology. I’m not a bad dad. I’m a dad who is having a bad day, just like I’m sure you’ve all had with your children. Stop looking for differences between us and start finding the similarities. We’ve got more in common than you think.’

And to underscore the gravity of the moment Yanaha lets rip and defecates explosively right at the huffer’s feet.

No doubt about it. This one’s related to me.

You go, girl.

The bus falls into horrified silence as it glides to a halt at the stop. Christian tosses his new friends a pack of wet wipes and places a placated Yanaha in the pram.

Fair play, Christian. Nice talk. I would have just punched the bastard. But I guess you deal with this a lot. Although I really don’t know how.

‘Come along, Jake,’ says Christian as his son bounds obediently to the buggy, leaping deftly over his sister’s parting shot.

‘Nice one, Yani,’ giggles Jake, giving his baby sister a gentle kiss on the head and echoing my sentiments exactly.

Christian manoeuvres the buggy off the bus at the expense of a tub of Greek yoghurt and a mangled pack of pomegranate seeds. But he doesn’t care. Fuelled by righteous indignation and Yanaha’s fug of baby stench, he’s marching for his home several minutes up the road. He mutters a combination of placatory words to his daughter and all the things he wishes he’d said. The French call this l’esprit de l’escalier – thinking of everything you should have said up the stairs when it’s too late. And Christian is on the 109th floor.

We reach the front door of his Victorian town house just as Yanaha achieves what Christian couldn’t and wakes her brother up. Now the twins are screaming in Dolby and I wouldn’t blame my brother for shoving that buggy through the front door and booking a one-way ticket to Antarctica. It looks for a moment as though the thought crosses his mind too. But he closes his front door and takes what is left of his shopping off the buggy, before releasing the twins to scamper into their playroom as Jake pelts upstairs. Christian takes the shopping into the kitchen, plonks his hemp bags onto the kitchen table – and promptly bursts into tears.

Now I’m not saying I would have known what to do at this moment in life, nor that I would have done the right thing – that wasn’t a speciality of mine.

In this moment, though, doing nothing feels pretty shitty.

But Christian isn’t even allowed the luxury of one breath, bless him. Barely has the snot hit his hipster ’tache when an almighty scream rises up from the next room.

‘What now?’ he croaks, drying his tears before heading to the playroom, where Atsi is standing over a screaming Yanaha with an incriminating building block.

‘No! We don’t hit!’ Christian shouts, snatching the brick from his son. Both babies are now screaming again and Christian’s eyes wander to the television. He looks as if he’s about to commit a terror attack.

‘Just this once,’ he whispers, snatching up the remote and putting Peppa Pig on the screen.

I gotta give it to Peppa and co. I’ve seen general anaesthesia not work that fast. Immediately, his toddlers are subdued into a trance-like state by the two-dimensional porcines.

A hit of Peppa gives Christian the time and space he needs to do all the other parenting travails that ruin a normal person’s Happy Hour. The remaining shopping is put away, pasta is cooked, washing machine is filled, tumble drier emptied and contents folded. The buggy, which still looks like a runner-up from Supermarket Sweep, is cleaned and prepared for the next hellish outing it must undertake. Jake and the twins are fed, bathed, put into pyjamas and are just having a bedtime story when Neil walks in from work.

‘Where are my babies?’ he cries, running upstairs and into the bedroom, grabbing Atsi and twirling him around his head.

‘Dadddddyyyyyyy!’ yells Jake, running at Neil and jumping up and down like a Ribena berry.

‘Hey, gorgeous, don’t get them all excited,’ says Christian, laughing nervously. ‘They’re all calm for bed now.’

‘Oh, it’s not bedtime yet!’ Neil cries, tossing Atsi around like a nineties glowstick. ‘I feel as if I haven’t seen them this week. I don’t get to play with them all day.’

Play? Poor form, Neil. I don’t have kids, but even I know that spending the day with a couple of toddlers is about as much fun as piercing your own belly button. And I speak from a place of knowledge.

‘I just want to get them down – it’s been a long day,’ Christian sighs.

‘I’ll put them to bed,’ says Neil, giving him a peck on the head. ‘You go put your feet up. Oh – could you just grab me their bottles? Thanks, babe.’

Having witnessed my sibling take time out from his career to rear his young, I’ve observed that one thing the working parent never understands is the power of ‘could you just?’. When you are on your own with kids, there is no ‘could you just?’. There is no ‘could you just get the wet wipes/nappies/clean vests/Lithium?’. You’re on your own. And it’s incredibly tough. Yet another reason I never did it.

I follow Christian downstairs and watch his feet go anywhere but up as he cleans the kitchen and tidies the playroom. He sets two glasses of wine, pours one and sits down at the island in the centre of their kitchen just as Neil walks in.

‘There you go,’ smiles his husband, coming in and giving Christian a hug. ‘You just needed ten minutes to yourself. Are you still going round to Nav’s tonight? I’m happy to babysit.’

Christian’s jaw twitches.

‘Yes,’ he growls. ‘And you’re not a babysitter. You’re their father.’

‘Oh, simmer down,’ sighs Neil. ‘You know what I mean. Don’t be so touchy.’

Neil pours himself a glass of red. Christian looks nervous.

‘I had a phone call today,’ he says. ‘From Fiona Durham.’

‘What does that stuck-up cow want now?’ Neil says.

‘She says that Jake called her Fabian “a stupid little butt-hole” today.’

‘Well, that’s not right,’ says Neil. ‘That Fabian is a stupid big butt-hole. I’ll make sure I set him straight . . .’

‘Babe, this isn’t funny,’ Christian says. ‘He got three behaviour points at school again today.’

‘He’s a boy,’ says Neil. ‘I did all kinds of stupid stuff when I was at school. He’ll grow out of it.’

‘You’ve been saying that for years,’ says Christian quietly. ‘He’s not—’

‘Jake is fine,’ says Neil firmly, picking up a Post-it from the kitchen counter. ‘What’s this?’

‘Oh – nothing,’ says Christian, scrunching it up. ‘Liam called today.’

‘Wow – long time,’ said Neil, loosening his tie. ‘How’s it all going over there?’

‘Not great,’ Christian replies. ‘Dylan, the guy they hired to replace me, has moved on. So my old job is up for grabs.’

‘Ah – Liam wanted you to give him some names? Typical. He always did try to get you to do his work for him.’

‘No,’ says Christian quietly. ‘I was the name. He wants me to come back.’

Neil looks incredulous.

‘Really? To work? They want you back at the food bank?’

‘They’re desperate. They know I want to be with the kids – he’s offering anything I want, job-share, part-time, working from home . . . They just want me back.’

‘Well, I presume you told him where to stick it!’ Neil laughs. ‘They never valued you there.’

‘But I valued me there,’ says my brother. ‘I liked doing something useful for the community. So I told him I’d think about it.’

‘Before we’d spoken about it.’

‘We’re speaking about it now. I know what we said—’

‘What we agreed . . .’

‘– about the kids needing one of us at home. And I still want to be here. But I just thought it was worth considering. We could use the money. And I could use . . . something . . .’

‘We’re fine for money!’ Neil announces. ‘And what do you think is going to be left of your salary by the time we’ve paid for the childcare?’

‘You know my charity work isn’t just about the money. I can help people, people in need—’

‘You can help our people. Our children. The children we wanted to raise together.’

‘Together?’ snorts Christian into his wine.

Uh-oh. I know that tone. Easy, Neil . . .

‘That’s low,’ Neil snaps back. ‘You know I’d give anything to be here at home with them.’

‘Because you never are!’ Christian shouts. ‘You have no idea—’

‘Oh, here we go!’ Neil shouts back. ‘Let’s hear how hard it is raising three children! Let’s hear how tough you find it to be with our kids! Tell you what, if it’s so dire, why don’t we just hand our kids over to the THOUSANDS of couples who would kill to have what we have!’

I start to back out of the room. This is private. Although way better than the Westmouth Picture House . . .

‘Don’t you DARE suggest I don’t value our kids. I’d kill and die for them – you know that!’ Christian shouts, the tears springing out. ‘You can be grateful AND struggling. I just need . . . I just . . . I . . .’

I stop as my brother breaks down. Go on, Neil. Give your man a hug. Christ knows he needs it . . .

‘Oh, baby,’ sighs Neil, his rage instantly deactivated. ‘Come here.’

They embrace while Christian’s tears wash themselves out.

‘Listen,’ says Neil, handing Christian a tissue, ‘it’s been such a terrible time for you. You’re still grieving your sister . . .’

Aw. That’s nice.

‘. . . even if you are the only person who is.’

Christian laughs through his tears. Bloody Neil. He never liked me. Not since I joked that Christian was smart to have kids with the wrong man, so that when the right one came along he could have every other weekend off. Neil never did have a sense of humour. Personally, I thought it was a hilarious wedding toast.

‘You are a carer,’ says Neil. ‘You always have been. You can’t help yourself. Look at what you did for Miriam?’

Er, like what?

‘That’s not fair. She was just a kid. She needed someone to take care of her . . .’

‘And who took care of you?’ says Neil. ‘You cared for your mum when she had her breakdown after your dad died – at the expense of your A levels . . .’

Say what? Mum had a breakdown? Like . . . a nervous breakdown? Not just her aged Vauxhall Corsa conking out? How come I never knew that?

‘You cared for your sister when she went off the rails – at the expense of your law school . . .’

Okay, off the rails is a bit dramatic, Neil. A few signalling problems, maybe, but nothing that Chris had to give up his uni for.

‘The whole reason we’re living here is because you wanted to be close to her . . .’

Say . . . what?

‘She needed me,’ Christian says, sipping his wine. ‘Whatever she said.’

No, I didn’t.

Did I . . . ?

‘And now you’re caring for the kids – at the expense of you,’ Neil cajoles. ‘I totally understand that you want to help. It’s an essential part of you – and we must find it. But you were so stressed in that job. I just don’t want to see you back in that place.’

Christian nods in resignation.

‘And, besides, you’re doing such a great job with the kids,’ Neil continues. ‘They need their dad.’

Christian releases a long, snotty breath.

‘You’re right,’ he says. ‘It was a crazy idea. Ignore me, I’m all over the show. What with Miriam and everything . . . I don’t know which end is up these days.’

‘But you’re very cute when you cry,’ Neil says, giving him a tender kiss.

‘Stop it. I’ll blush,’ says Christian, kissing him back.

Oh God. No, no, no . . .

‘And besides,’ says Neil, properly snogging Christian now, ‘I have a position you might like to apply for . . .’

Christian snogs him back. Dear God, this is not happening . . .

‘Really?’ he says. ‘And who will I be working under . . . ?’

Hell no! My brother is actually going to have actual sex. I need to get out of here. I run out of the kitchen to the front door, but can’t open it. I look for an open window, air vent, cat-flap – anything to release me from this fresh hell. I want to run upstairs, but the stair gates won’t let me past. I am trapped. Stuck in my brother’s house. While he gets laid.

Please somebody kill me.

Again.
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Thank Crunchie for bin night.

Eventually, after half an hour of what sounds like two foxes having dental work, my brother emerges with a grin and a bin bag. He opens the front door and I am free to escape the house. I just hope they have therapists in Limbo.

I jump on a bus and off again at the bottom of my road to head back towards Winnie’s. It’s not yet 8 p.m., so I’m still too early for her stupid curfew. I’m about to go for a walk when I spot Jane approaching my house and decide instead to follow her.

Bless Jane.

I wasn’t encouraged to have friendships as a child.

‘Friends are enemies waiting to happen,’ Mum always insisted. ‘You paddle your own canoe. Then no one else can sink it.’

She has largely been proven correct. And, in any case, my few female friendships have been thundering disappointments. We raise aloft the notion of sisterhood like a holy relic, when in truth it can be every bit as fragile. I’ve lost girlfriends to holidays, politics, time and biology. Not being a mother doesn’t help, of course. Choosing not to become of a member of that sorority immediately excluded me from ninety per cent of my female friends’ conversations and social lives. And something happens to friendships in midlife. You realise most friends are like the clubbing outfits you keep in the back of the wardrobe – you’re holding on to them more for the memories they evoke than any realistic sense that they still fit you.

But Jane has been a constant. She’s one of the best people I know. One of the few good ones, in fact. Even our last fight was about her wanting what was best for me. I can see that now. And I know she’ll take care of Nav. Better care than I did, frankly.

I nip up my garden path and stand behind Jane as she knocks on my door. This is quite unnecessary as we never locked it – there is no crime in Westmouth, other than my murder and the current property prices. But Jane’s thoughtful like that. She’s carrying a bottle and a Pyrex dish covered in foil. That’s so Jane. She’s a real casserole kind of a gal.

The door opens to reveal Nav’s tired face. Wow, he looks like so much crap. Nav is a good-looking guy – our lack of intimacy was an issue of chemistry, not attraction. Plenty have fancied my hot, brown-eyed, black-haired husband – I could never have married a binner. But he truly looks awful now. I feel another pang of guilt. Just because I was a lousy wife doesn’t mean he’s not struggling too. I emptied the dishwasher most days. He must be missing that at least.

‘Hey, you,’ says Jane, holding out both her offerings. ‘Which one do you need first?’

Nav laughs. Or as close to a laugh as Nav usually gets. An amused snort. He opens the door further to let us both in.

‘Let me guess?’ he says, accepting her hug. ‘You thought I could use the company?’

‘The hell with you,’ she replies. ‘You know I never drink alone. It’s me who needs the company.’

Jane heads straight to the kitchen and has the grace to look past last night’s empties and takeaway cartons. They’ll be gone before she is. Jane’s one of those that hones in on the stuff that needs doing and just does it. She is a Really Useful Engine.

‘Ah,’ says Nav, running an embarrassed hand through his unwashed hair. ‘Sorry. Maid’s day off.’

‘The kitchen I can sort,’ she whispers. ‘But could you have a word with the Groom of the Stool about your personal hygiene? That one I’m not cleaning up.’

‘Point taken,’ smiles Nav. ‘I’ll go shower. Back in a second.’

Jane puts the oven on for their dinner and washes up a couple of glasses – the woman hasn’t even taken her coat off yet. But that’s Jane. Good old Jane.

Jane’s a GP, like Nav. She’s been married twice: once fresh out of med school to a complete hound called Christov. Their union was short-lived after he eventually admitted to a drunken fumble with a guest on their wedding night. She then married again, around the same time Nav and I did, to a total tool called Mike, who I don’t think I heard say one pleasant thing to her in the few years they were together. And yet she let him. I have regularly despaired watching intelligent, ambitious, independent women erase themselves to accommodate their partners. In any case, theirs was what I call a ‘tick-tock’ marriage because of the deafening sound of the biological clock drowning out the wedding march. It was the desperate act of her fading fertility and, unsurprisingly, foundered pretty quickly. The good news was that it meant she moved back to Westmouth from Birmingham, where she had been since she transferred halfway through our time at UCL med school. She’s been single ever since, no kids. She was fine with that and so was I. Meant she was pretty much always available for a drink.

As predicted, in moments, my former kitchen is set to rights, there is food in the oven, the dishwasher is running and two glasses of wine are poured on the counter. Satisfied, she goes back out to the hall and unzips her coat. Bless you, Jane, you are super supportive . . .

WHOA!

Just like that bra . . .

My X-ray vision confirms that my best friend is wearing X-rated undies. That’s weird. Jane is a lovely soul, but like all lovely souls tends to dress like crap. Ever efficient, she essentially bypassed any youthful fashion sense and went straight to middle age with her slack/blouse combos.

But not tonight. Tonight, she’s wearing a tight leather skirt and a black vest top with a neckline deeper than Proust. As she’s normally shrouded in linen, I’ve not seen her figure for a while. The girl’s buff. And, now I look at her, she’s wearing a lot more make-up than usual. She’s looking good. Too bloody good.

She’s fluffing her wavy blonde hair in the mirror when Nav reappears with wet hair and a stunned expression.

‘Wow,’ he stutters.

Jane looks pleased. Too bloody pleased.

‘You look . . . cold,’ Nav says. ‘Do you want me to get you a sweater?’

Ha! You smooth-talking son of a gun, Nav. This should be entertaining.

An hour later, I can confirm that this is not entertaining.

After a cosy dinner (just something she ‘threw together’, apparently. Threw in a Pyrex via M&S, more like) they are now sitting on the sofa, laughing their heads off with one nearly empty bottle beside them.

‘. . . and then he asked me for a . . . you know!’ Jane squeals. ‘That’s the thanks I get for curing his erectile dysfunction!’

‘What did you say?’ snorts Nav, emptying his glass. He has the alcohol tolerance of a five-year-old choirgirl, so he’s flying.

‘I told him no way!’ Jane says indignantly. ‘After all – he wasn’t BUPA . . .’

The two of them fall about laughing.

Ha bloody ha ha ha ha ha ha ha.

Their laughter decrescendos to an awkward pause.

‘There’s still an air of danger drinking round yours,’ Jane ventures.

‘I know,’ says Nav. ‘Our recycling used to sound like the morning after in Valhalla . . .’

‘Do you remember when we got so lathered we ended up doing the laundry in the toilet?’ Jane giggles, touching his arm. She’s unusually touchy tonight. So am I.

‘How could I forget?’ Nav replies. ‘Nor the poor soul with the 8 a.m. appointment the next morning!’

They laugh again, briefly. I can sense my memory poisoning the moment.

Good.

‘We had some fun,’ says Jane. ‘And some not fun . . . I just thought . . . she was doing really well, you know.’

‘Not well enough, it seems,’ Nav says quietly.

Gee, thanks. The one drink I had in over a year gets me murdered and now everyone’s a judge. If you’ve got nothing nice to say, say nothing. That’s how I roll.

Bastards.

‘I miss her so much . . .’ says Jane, starting to break down.

Aw, chin up, dear. You’re putting a brave face on it.

And a slutty top.

She throws herself into Nav’s arms and has a big sob on his shoulder. Nav never was a great one for intimate proximity and looks for a moment as if he doesn’t know what his arms are for. Eventually, they wrap gingerly round Jane.

A few moments into the hug, she lifts her teary face and stares into his eyes. I’m guessing she’s going for the vulnerable heroine look. But the runny make-up makes her look more like a partially-erased child’s drawing.

And then it happens.

The two of them lean in to kiss. Actually kiss! Their faces are inching closer, closer, practically touching . . .

WHAT IN THE NAME OF JERRY SPRINGER ARE YOU TWO DOING?

Nav breaks away. So he bloody well should . . .

‘Jane, we talked about this,’ he says simply. ‘It’s . . . it’s . . .’

It’s what, Nav? Tuesday? Nice outside? A crying shame about the situation in Syria . . . ?

UTTERLY SICK AND BLOODY TWISTED?

‘Too soon,’ says Jane. ‘I know. I’m sorry.’

‘This will take time,’ Nav says. ‘A lot more time.’

I agree.

How long is the average ski season in hell?

‘You know what I want,’ Jane rasps. ‘You know what I’ve always wanted . . .’

So do I, Jane.

A RIGHT SMACK IN THE C-CUP!

‘I know,’ he says quietly. ‘But . . .’

‘I have wanted you for so long,’ she exhales. ‘Even more since Bognor . . .’

Bognor? What the hell happened in Bognor? Nothing happens in Bognor . . . Bognor barely happens in Bognor . . . Wait a minute . . . Nav went to Bognor last year for a conference . . . So did Jane . . .

So that’s what happened in Bognor.

‘We shouldn’t have done that,’ Nav says gravely.

Jane leans into him again.

‘But we did,’ she says. ‘And you can’t deny it. It was great.’

Nav says nothing. He doesn’t need to. His coy smile says it for him. This had better have been one mind-blowing bloody pharmaceutical presentation at Butlins . . .

‘Miriam would want you to move on,’ Jane assures him, taking his hand in hers.

Not on top of you, you dirty cow . . .

‘I think she’d be happy to see us together.’

I try to punch her, but my hands go straight through her head. She moves in on Nav again. He stands up awkwardly, leaving her to faceplant on the sofa. She never could hold her drink. Unlike my husband’s privates, it would appear.

‘I’ll get the other white out the fridge,’ says Nav, picking up the wine bottle. ‘This one isn’t cold enough.’

Indeed.

JUST LIKE MY GRAVE!

Nav goes to the kitchen and tries to open the new bottle with his shaking hands. If you’re looking for a knife, Nav, there’s one here, right between my shoulder blades . . .

He slams the corkscrew down – it’s one of my left-handed ones, he could never use them sober, let alone after a few sherbets – and exhales deeply with his hands on the breakfast bar. Jane walks up behind him and puts her arms round his waist.

‘Please, Nav,’ she whispers in his ear, before kissing his neck. ‘Please let me make you happy . . .’

‘I don’t . . . I can’t . . . It’s been so long,’ groans Nav.

‘Don’t worry,’ whispers Jane. ‘It’s like riding a bike . . .’

You’d know, love.

Nav’s neck surrenders to her kisses and she tightens her clutches around him. He turns round and they sink into a passionate kiss, with clothes soon being urgently unbuttoned. Nav lifts Jane onto the kitchen top – bet she’s glad she wiped it down now – and runs his hands up her legs, hitching up her skirt. This is unbelievable. I’ve already had to listen to my brother and his husband and now I’m about to watch my husband and my best friend. I’m a one-woman Daily Star feature.

‘Oh. My. God!’

My thoughts precisely.

But not my voice.

Nav and Jane stop, horror-struck and semi-naked.

‘Chris,’ says Nav, pulling his shirt back on. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘I thought you might be lonely,’ says Christian, disapprovingly. My brother gives great disapproval. ‘It would appear I was wrong.’

‘Look, Christian, I can explain,’ says Jane, hitching her skirt out of her cervix.

‘No need,’ says my brother, putting down his Chinese takeaway. He’s brought dim sum, not expecting Nav to be getting sum. ‘I think I can piece this one together for myself.’

His composure is terrifying. You go, bruv.

‘One question before I leave,’ he asks. ‘Did Miriam know about this?’

‘No – God no,’ says Nav. ‘There was nothing to know . . . not really.’

‘Not really?’ says Christian with a terrifying eyebrow arch. It’s such a shame that he quit law school. I see now he would have made a banging lawyer. I look at Jane trying to cover herself up like a secretary in the stationery cupboard. She looks mortified. As she bloody well should.

‘I mean . . . I don’t know what I mean,’ says Nav, running his hand through his hair. ‘It’s been a horrific time, Chris. We’re all . . .’

‘Coping in our own way?’ Christian finishes. ‘You know me, Nav – I’m each to their own. But this . . . this is sick.’

‘No, it’s not,’ Jane suddenly slurs. ‘We’re . . . we’re in love!’

Christian turns his steely glare on my ex-best friend.

‘Well, I’m sure that would be a huge comfort to my sister. Your best friend. Your wife,’ spits Christian in the appropriate directions.

Damn. He’s good.

‘I think you’d better leave,’ says Nav to my brother as Jane starts to sob on the worktop.

‘I need no invitation,’ says Christian, kicking the takeaway across the floor. ‘Just like you two, it would seem.’

He turns on his heel and slams the door on his way out. It is a textbook moral-high-ground exit. Well played, Chris.

I look at Jane, huddled up on the work surface. Nav is standing over the sink.

‘I think you should leave too,’ says Nav quietly.

‘What?’ says Jane incredulously through puffy eyes and puffy lips. Though neither as puffy as I’d have them, given a pico fraction of a chance.

‘This is . . . It’s all too much,’ he says, softening and reaching out to her. ‘I just . . . It’s Miriam . . . I can’t . . .’

Jane’s face hardens. She doesn’t take his hand. She wrestles with the words in her mouth.

But out they come anyway.

‘But she could,’ Jane whispers maliciously.

‘Sorry?’ says Nav, the fug of booze and emotion starting to overtake him.

‘You might not be able to,’ Jane scowls, ‘but Miriam could.’

Oh hell no.

Don’t do it, Jane. Don’t you dare . . .

‘Jane . . . don’t . . .’ Nav echoes.

‘Don’t what?’ she slurs. ‘Don’t tell you the truth? Or don’t keep on lying to you about just how atrociously Miriam was behaving before she died?’

‘Precisely,’ says Nav. ‘Don’t do any of that. Please . . .’

‘No!’ Jane shouts, slamming her hand down on the counter. ‘I’m sick of doing what other people want me to do! Miriam was no wife to you! She was nothing more than a cheap slut!’

Says the woman who slept with my husband in the Bognor Butlins.

‘Please leave,’ says Nav, going towards the door. ‘We’ve had too much to drink. We’re both in bad shape . . .’

‘She was having an affair!’ Jane screams. ‘Some random she met in AA! She told me the day she died! She told me she loved him! That’s why she left you! Because she was cheating on you with some drop-out alchie! She told me everything! But to protect Miriam’s precious memory I’ve not said a word! All this time I’ve kept it quiet even though I’ve known exactly what she was doing and . . .’

‘So did I.’

The simplicity of his quiet admission stems the flow from Jane’s mouth.

‘What?’

WHAT?

If Jane looks shocked, she’s got nothing on me. What the . . . ? Nav knew about Tom? Since when? How? He must have hacked my laptop? Gone through my phone? Opened my post? What an invasion of privacy, you sly little . . .

‘Miriam sleep-talked,’ he says. ‘She screamed his name. It didn’t take much to join the dots.’

Oh. Yeah.

That’ll do it too.

‘You knew?’ said Jane, finally cottoning on, the dumb blonde. ‘Why didn’t you—’

‘What could I have done?’ Nav says. ‘Scream at her? Leave her? And do what?’

Jane sniffs and looks at him, trembling

‘You could have come to me,’ she sobs like the needy blow-hard she is.

‘And where would that have left Miriam?’ says Nav gently. ‘I couldn’t save her from her own vortex. But I could at least keep her company on the way down.’

Jane’s anger melts like a Dairylea slice on a kebab-shop burger. She can’t even be a cow properly. The stupid cow.

‘But she’s not here now,’ she pleads.

Guess again, bestie.

‘I’m sorry,’ says Nav. ‘I’m just not ready. I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready.’

‘Fine,’ Jane snorts, snatching up her coat. ‘Well, don’t let me keep you.’

And with that, the Bicycle of Bognor stumbles her way out into the hallway and storms through the door, leaving it as wide open as her thighs.

Nav slams his hands down on the sink and kicks the cupboard. After a bewildered few moments, he reaches for the wine and trudges upstairs.

I stand alone in my kitchen. I just can’t believe it. My slapper of a best friend has been sleeping with my husband. The bloody nerve of the woman.

Well, that’s cleared two things up, Janey.

Firstly – Mum was right about friends.

And secondly?

Now I don’t feel nearly so bad about what I did with your first husband on your wedding night.
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I storm round to Winnie’s and shout outside her front door.

‘Let me in!’ I yell. ‘For God’s sake, Winnie, open the damn door!’

I scan through it and can see and hear her talking to a middle-aged bloke in her hallway, who is holding two bin bags overflowing with clothes.

‘Thank you, Alfie,’ she says. ‘You’ve been a tremendous help.’

‘No worries, Aunty Win. I’ll drop these down the charity shop,’ Alfie replies, oblivious to my hammering. ‘And I’m so sorry to hear about your diagnosis – you’re taking it like a champ. But, just to be clear, you say that you do have planning permission to extend the kitchen.’

‘I’ll make sure you have all the paperwork,’ says Winnie, opening the door and letting her nephew out as I storm in. They say their farewells and she comes through to the front room, which is now devoid of all the chintzy ornaments and several pieces of artwork and furniture. It smells of lemon and polish. Winnie’s been having a clear-out.

‘You’re late,’ she states unnecessarily. ‘Where have you been?’

‘Worried about me, were you?’ I snap. ‘Because life can be so very dangerous for an ALREADY DEAD WOMAN!’

‘Welcome home,’ she says, taking in my new yellow attire. ‘What’s got your goat, SpongeBob NoPants?’

‘You’re not going to believe this. I’ve just found out . . . I’ve just found out that my best friend – my ex-best friend – was only shagging my husband! She says they were “in love”! Can you believe it!’

Winnie pauses.

‘Yes,’ she says. ‘Yes, I can. They are both lonely. Like you were.’

‘I wasn’t lonely!’

‘Yes, you were. You hardly had any friends. The most visitors you ever got was when I put an advert for free puppies at your address in the supermarket . . . And, besides, Naveen and Jane, they have been friends for their whole lives, no? Makes sense, really.’

‘MAKES SENSE?’ I rage. ‘I should have known. She’s always fancied him, ever since we were kids.’

‘What makes you say that?’

‘I just knew. She was about as subtle as a drag queen’s eye shadow. And there was that stupid letter . . .’

‘Letter?’ Winnie asks. ‘What letter?’

‘Oh, it was nothing. It was back when we were med students,’ I explain. ‘She decided that she was in love with Nav, but didn’t have the nerve to tell him. So she gave me this hideous letter to give to him, declaring her undying love and demanding a solemn vow never to speak of it again if her feelings weren’t returned. She made me swear on my life I wouldn’t read it. And I can’t say I blame her. It made about as much sense as a Lib Dem manifesto – I’ve still got it somewhere. It’s painful.’

‘So what did Nav say?’

I shrug. ‘I dunno.’

‘He never told you?’

‘He never read it,’ I say. ‘I never gave it to him – I did Jane a massive favour.’

Winnie gives me a quizzical look.

‘How do you draw that conclusion?’

‘She would have looked a complete idiot!’ I rightly explain.

‘Why? Did Naveen not return her feelings?’

‘No . . . well, not really. He thought he liked her, but back then Nav thought he liked Kenny G. He always did need me to set him straight . . . Jane got her knickers in a knot, transferred to Birmingham Uni and promptly married a man who I can now publicly confirm was a spectacularly bad snog. Nav and I finished med school, I stayed in London, he came back down here. Eventually, I joined him and in the absence of an alternative we married each other. That’s probably why she married Mike. The needy cow.’

‘So . . . you stopped your two best friends from getting together twenty years ago? From possibly finding true love? From maybe being partners to this day?’

‘Absolutely!’ I cry. ‘And this is the thanks I get!’

Winnie stares at me.

‘Some people are so utterly clueless,’ she says, finally agreeing with me. ‘In any case, your moral high ground is a speed bump. You were cheating on Nav. And you were seeing someone else’s husband. What Jane did to you is no worse than what you did to Tom’s wife.’

‘That’s totally different,’ I rightly point out. ‘I was in love.’

‘So was Jane,’ says Winnie. ‘Sometimes it’s the marriage that’s wrong, not the affair . . .’

‘This is TOTALLY different,’ I point out even more rightly than the first time. ‘Tom’s wife wasn’t my best friend.’

‘Ah – a principled whore,’ says Winnie. ‘They’re the best kind . . . Come. I’ll pour us a brandy.’

‘Thanks. That’ll be a huge comfort to my non-existent body.’

‘It will help mine. Come along! This new development with your friend interests me.’

We sit in the slightly emptier front room as she pours two large brandies – one for her and two for her. Everywhere is spotless.

‘A cleaning spree?’ I ask her. ‘Is that what’s more important than solving my murder?’

‘Someone has to do it,’ says Winnie with a shrug. ‘Seems unfair to leave it to anyone else. I’ve given away a few pieces of furniture, not to mention a few pieces of my mind.’

‘You have some to spare?’

‘Let’s just say that Cherie from the WI is in no doubt that I find her views on immigration as tasteless as her almond flan,’ says Winnie, cackling into her brandy. ‘And I had great fun editing the parish newsletter to give details of the curate’s S&M parties . . . Anyway, tell me more about your evening. Sounds intriguing.’

I fill her in on my cosy nights in with Christian, Jane and Nav.

‘So many lost souls . . . Interesting,’ she says, pulling a folder from next to her chair and leading me through to her diminished dining room, now devoid of dining furniture. The far wall has been emptied of her drab pictures and is now covered with photos, maps and Post-it notes connected by red string.

‘Welcome to the crime room,’ she grins. ‘George and I used to do this when he needed help with a case. Now we have a centre of operations.’

I look at the wall, where Paul, Tom and Danielle’s names are at the top, with the motives Fear, Marriage and Revenge all typed underneath.

‘This is our suspect wall and these are our suspects,’ Winnie says proudly, wincing painfully as she kneels. ‘Complete with motives, means and opportunities.’

‘You clever Dick,’ I say as she opens the folder and lays pages out on the floor for me to read.

‘I got your case file from my nephew,’ she declares.

‘How did you manage that?’ I ask.

‘Love. Loyalty. The desire to serve,’ she says.

I recall Alfie’s parting shot.

‘You told him he can have the house when you snuff it, didn’t you, you sly old dog?’ I wink.

‘It is no business of yours,’ she says quickly. ‘Inside are all the things we learned today – your post-mortem confirms you died from a combination of vodka and sleeping pills, probably between 8 p.m. and midnight.’

She lays out the unredacted picture of my dead corpse with the I O U note. It still looks . . . wrong. What is it . . . ?

‘I read the interviews for alibis. Paul was working, but had finished around the time of your death. Danielle King says she was at home, which her husband and neighbour both confirm – her son had died that day, after all. But there’s another issue with her. Whoever killed you had to have access to the drugs,’ Winnie says. ‘I don’t know how Danielle King would have laid her hands on that many sleeping pills. And, in any case, as you said, this is a crime of calculation, not passion. Other than her blaming you for Jayden’s death and the fact she has a pulse, I’m struggling to pin this on her.’

I nod my agreement. Convenient as it would be, I can’t really see Danielle King cooking this up.

‘But she also lost her child. Who knows what she would have done to get her revenge . . . ? Your friend – she is a doctor also, no?’

‘Jane?’ I blurt, seeing where she is going with this. ‘You think Jane could have killed me?’

‘She is in love with your husband. People have killed for far less.’

‘Jane would never . . .’ I think back on the busty top. The make-up. Bognor. Perhaps I don’t know Jane nearly as well as I thought.

‘Jane was the last person to see you alive and we don’t actually know when she left because she didn’t sign the visitors’ book . . .’

The woman has a point.

‘I think I need a new spot on the wall, no?’ says Winnie gleefully. She writes Jane’s name on a piece of paper and pins it to the wall, scribbling Love underneath it.

‘And Nav also knew about your affair?’ she says, adding his name to the wall too. ‘Reading the interviews, he and Jane are each other’s alibi when you were killed. She says she went straight to him and he confirmed this. Perhaps they are lying to protect each other? And, let’s face it, he had the best motive of all.’

She writes one word under his name. You.

‘You can stick another name up there,’ I say, thinking back to my house call at Tom’s earlier. ‘Tom’s wife, Hannah. I think she might have known about us. I remembered today that I sent Tom a text after we fought and she could have read it.’

‘What did it say?’

‘That I was going to tell her everything. About Tom and I.’

‘Were you actually trying to get yourself killed?’ Winnie mutters as Hannah is put on the wall. She looks at the six names – Tom, Hannah, Paul, Nav, Jane and Danielle – and whistles slowly.

‘The problem isn’t finding out who had reason to kill you,’ she says, slurping on her brandy, ‘it’s eliminating who didn’t.’

‘Too kind,’ I say, staring enviously at Winnie’s brandy. I would kill for a drink right now. Jane would be first. I’d stab her right in the cheap bra.

Winnie twiddles her brandy glass in her fingers.

‘There are other things in the police report that the inquest didn’t cover today,’ she says. ‘For one thing, your mobile-phone records. That med student was right – you did call Paul that evening – at 7.23 p.m. Can you remember anything at all about that call?’

‘Nothing,’ I say frustratedly. ‘This isn’t the first time my phone has filled in the blanks. Just ask Dan about that time we lost three days to flaming sambucas and ended up in a shepherd’s hut in the Cotswolds . . .’

‘Hmmm – then we can’t be sure if Paul was telling your students the truth about you backing him up at his tribunal,’ Winnie says, taking a sip from her brandy. ‘After all, it doesn’t sound out of character for Paul to lie, especially to save his own skin.’

‘Roger that,’ I agree. ‘I covered for him so many times when we first worked together. He’s a dog.’

‘But, if he was telling the truth and you had agreed to vouch for him, there goes his motive,’ she says. ‘After all, it sounds like you were the only person who was prepared to back him. Without you, he was going to lose his job. And it also doesn’t look as though he was at your flat that night. There’s no record of him on either the visitors’ book, nor Brian’s fire-alarm register. Here – you look.’

She points to the photo of the list of names. I read down them and one immediately jumps out:

Eric Shaun.

FFS Paul . . .

‘That’s him,’ I say. ‘His sense of humour and handwriting stank equally.’

‘Well then, he’s back in the game,’ says Winnie gleefully. ‘He was there at the right time and he’s still our strongest lead to your pills . . . We need to watch him very closely at your inquest tomorrow, I think . . .’

She puts the picture down and picks up another.

‘But now, what is perhaps more interesting than what was on your phone, is what wasn’t,’ says Winnie, pulling up the pictures of my texts. ‘You say you sent Tom a text message after you fought?’

‘Yes,’ I say quietly. I hate the thought of that text. I hate that it’s the last thing he heard from me. I hate myself for sending it.

‘But look,’ says Winnie, showing me my texts. ‘The last thing on your phone was your takeaway order. No messages to or from Tom. Could you have erased them?’

‘I doubt it,’ I say quickly. ‘But then there weren’t very many. He didn’t like using phones – he was convinced that Hannah had put spyware on his phone and was reading all his messages. Paranoid cow . . .’

‘Or correctly-suspicious wife,’ Winnie says. ‘So you don’t think you erased it?’

‘There’s one on there from Nav in 2018 asking if we need more bleach,’ I point out on the photo. ‘I wasn’t the best mobile-phone housekeeper.’

‘Well, if you didn’t, someone else did,’ says Winnie gleefully, pointing to the visitors’ book. ‘And we know Tom came back to the flat at 8.27. Right in the window for your murder . . . The only thing we’re missing is the pills. How would he have access to them?’

I think back to Tom taking Hannah’s prescription out of his bag with a lurching stomach. There’s no need to mention it – it’s just a stupid coincidence. Winnie would make way too much of it.

‘I’m telling you, there’s no way he did it. He loved me . . .’

‘Living with a policeman for forty years, you quickly learn that love isn’t an alibi,’ Winnie says quietly. ‘It’s a motive.’

She’s wrong. Not my Tom. No way.

‘That said,’ she continues, slugging her brandy again, ‘there is a stronger one . . .’

She pulls over a sheaf of paper on the table.

‘I asked Alfie to run a background check on Tom,’ she says.

‘I’m telling you – he’s not a suspect!’ I cry out. ‘And besides – how did you do that? We don’t even know his surname.’

‘You told me he works in advertising sales?’ says Winnie. ‘So I phoned around all the newspaper and magazine publishers in a ten-mile radius and asked to speak to Tom – “I forget his surname” – about the ad space he sold me. There weren’t that many. It didn’t take long.’

‘That’s really devious,’ I say. ‘Not to mention seriously invasive.’

‘You’re just jealous you didn’t think of it,’ she whispers.

She might not be entirely wrong.

‘So what is his surname?’ I ask innocently.

‘If he didn’t want you to know, I’m certainly not going to tell you,’ she says pompously. ‘And he might not be your suspect, but he is mine. Besides, the search turned up something interesting . . .’

‘What?’ I ask, a sickly panic rising in my stomach. Tom and I only lied to other people, never to each other. He wouldn’t have hidden something from me . . .

‘Oh, don’t worry – lover boy is as clean as a preacher’s sheets,’ she says. ‘But Hannah? His wife? Well, her maiden name turned up quite a different story. Read this.’

She places the paper on the table in front of me. It’s a Brighton local newspaper article, with a grainy picture of a tearful young woman standing on some court steps, surrounded by supporters.


ABUSED WIFE CLEARED OF MURDER

A primary-school teacher who stabbed her abusive husband to death has walked free from court after she was cleared of murder.

The court heard how Warren Jones had subjected his wife to years of physical, psychological and sexual abuse and had assaulted her on the night of his death.

Hannah Elsie Pritchard, 26, pleaded not guilty to murdering her 40-year-old husband at the couple’s property in Maddens Lane on September 30.

After more than a day of deliberations, a jury of seven women and five men found Ms Pritchard not guilty of murder.

They also found her not guilty of the lesser charge of manslaughter.

Picture: Hannah Pritchard celebrates her acquittal with her parents, Helen and Daniel, and her daughter, Charlotte.



Oh.

‘What?’ I whisper. ‘Tom never . . . I didn’t know any of this.’

‘That poor woman,’ Winnie sighs. ‘She must have been through hell.’

I can’t feel sorry for her. I just can’t. But maybe this explains why Tom wouldn’t leave? Maybe he was scared? Maybe he was scared of her?

‘So she killed once to protect herself,’ says Winnie. ‘Perhaps she did it again? Although where did she get the pills?’

‘There are loads in her house, enough to fell a football team – she takes them too . . .’ I blurt out.

Shit.

In my rush to incriminate Hannah, I realise too late, I’ve just incriminated Tom as well.

‘Oh really,’ leers Winnie. She pins the article to the suspect wall and links both Hannah and Tom to the pills. I say nothing. Why wouldn’t Tom tell me this? I would have understood. Or at least understood better. ‘And you still think it couldn’t be him?’

I’m so sorry. I’m just . . . I’m so sorry . . .

‘No,’ I say firmly. ‘It was . . . different with him. I felt . . . different. With him.’

I wait for Winnie’s wisecrack. It doesn’t come.

‘It wasn’t just an affair,’ I explain. ‘It was . . . more. Much, much more. It hurt not to be together. It actually physically hurt. And then finally, when we could bear the hurt no longer, we agreed. Tom and I. We agreed.’

‘What?’

‘To leave our partners. On that day. The day I died.’

I feel tears. Still.

‘Go on,’ she urges.

‘So I did. I left Nav – I told you that. I told him that it was over and that our marriage had long been dead. He took it pretty well, all things considered.’

‘I can’t imagine it was much of a surprise.’

‘No. I can’t imagine it was.’

She takes a slow sip of her drink.

‘Then what happened?’

‘I went to work, then to the flat, as we agreed. That’s where we were going to meet, Tom and I. That’s where we were going to live. It had been a hideous day losing Jayden King, but I still felt . . . relieved. Finally, we were going to be together. Finally, I would have the man I . . . Finally, I would have him. Finally, I would be . . . happy. And then Tom came to the flat. And he didn’t look happy at all.’

Winnie winces and shakes her head.

‘He wouldn’t leave her?’

‘No. Not ever. Said he couldn’t do it to his family. Said it was over.’

‘He didn’t know this before you destroyed your own marriage?’

‘Apparently not.’

Winnie releases a slow breath and shakes her head. She looks at me differently. As if I’m somehow different. It’s not pity, exactly. It’s pity’s distant cousin.

‘So you started drinking.’

‘Like it was on ration. I’d finally done it. I’d pushed away Nav, the last man who could tolerate me, and the one man I wanted wasn’t coming. It seemed like an excellent time to start drinking again. I was weak . . .’

‘Yes. But so was Tom. You don’t stand back and let someone else ruin their life for you. That’s not fair.’

Instinctively, I go to defend him. Then I realise that Winnie just defended me. That’s weird.

‘So,’ she says looking up at the wall, ‘we have six suspects. Danielle, because she says you ruined her life. Paul, because you had the power to ruin his career. Tom, because you were trying to ruin his marriage. Hannah, because you were already ruining hers. Jane, because she wanted to ruin your marriage, and Nav, because you spent many years ruining your own.’

‘I still don’t understand why they didn’t ask you to give my eulogy,’ I sigh, eyeing up her brandy again.

‘So, apart from stalking your ex-lover,’ she says, slurping on her nightcap as she sits down, ‘what else did you do today?’

‘Actually, I did my first shift at the Limbo clinic,’ I say, slumping down on a chair. ‘Met an old friend, in fact . . .’

I fill her in on my encounters with Dan and Flora. I’m guessing patient confidentiality is less of an issue with the dead.

‘That poor, poor woman,’ says Winnie after I tell her about Flora’s son, Monty. ‘That is too awful. And you say you know this child-killer?’

‘Kind of – you do too. Chris Polonski – he’s the guy Brian mentioned at the flat.’

‘The drug-dealer?’

‘The very same,’ I say. ‘But Flora’s a mess – she’s in pieces.’

‘Of course she is,’ says Winnie quietly. ‘There is no pain like losing a child . . . And there’s no resolution for her. I’m fortunate that I have the opportunity to settle my business before I go. If only that poor woman had the same chance . . . and you said you saw your brother?’

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘So, amongst other things, it turns out my mum had a breakdown after my dad died. Christian never said . . .’

‘He was looking out for you – just like he did at the inquest today,’ she says. ‘I suspect he did that a lot. I suspect there’s a lot you don’t know about what Christian has done for you.’

‘Maybe,’ I mutter. ‘Mum always said he was spineless. She once told him he was wetter than Nemo’s plughole.’

‘Your mother had some intriguing parenting strategies,’ Winnie mutters.

‘Well, they worked for me,’ I point out. ‘She gave me her drive, her work ethic, her determination to succeed . . .’

‘If not her love and attention . . .’

‘That was her way of showing love,’ I say stiffly.

‘Strange way to do it,’ says Winnie. ‘No wonder you struggled.’

‘Struggled with what?’ I huff. ‘I was successful, wealthy, ambitious . . .’

‘With love,’ says Winnie quietly. ‘No wonder you struggled with love.’

I go to disagree. But before I can make my peerless argument, she goes again.

‘Is she why you drank?’ Winnie asks.

‘No. That one’s not on her.’

‘So why did you?’

‘Truthfully?’ I sigh. ‘Because I always got away with it. The standard alcoholic narrative just didn’t apply to me. I started drinking when I was sixteen. Never got caught. Never got a hangover. Never got in my way – I still aced all my exams. Same at uni, med school, my residencies . . . although the hangovers found me soon enough. Not all alcoholics mainline cheap vodka from a paper bag at 8 a.m. Some of us sip expensive champagne from fine crystal at 8 p.m.’

‘So why an alcoholic? A lot of people drink at 8 p.m.’

‘Because I was still going at 3 a.m. Every. Single. Night. You can lie to everyone else about how much you’re drinking. It’s harder to fool yourself. Although I managed for a long time.’

‘What stopped you?’

‘Losing Dan,’ I say. ‘And realising I could possibly lose my career. And certainly my health. And maybe my marriage.’

‘In that order?’

I think about it.

‘Yeah. In that order.’

We sit in our individual silences for a while. Winnie twiddles her brandy glass again.

‘Miriam,’ she says eventually, ‘before I go to bed, I have decided how I want you to repay my help. Like you swore you would.’

‘If you need me to look at some weird growth, you are on your own, Campbell.’

‘No, nothing like that,’ she smiles. ‘I don’t know when my last day will be—’

‘Oh – it’s early Saturday morning!’ I interrupt. ‘I looked it up today, it was on your notes. By the way, mad props for making it through polio. You were lucky . . .’

‘I know,’ says Winnie, tapping her stick. ‘Unlike my sister.’

‘Patricia?’ I say. ‘That must have been very tough.’

‘It was,’ says Winnie. ‘For me. But worse for my mother. I don’t think she ever quite recovered from Pattie’s passing.’

‘I bet,’ I sigh. ‘Grieving mothers. They’re super fun . . .’

‘You speak often of your mother, but less so of your father,’ Winnie observes. ‘He died too?’

‘Yeah. When I was a kid.’

My heart winces as I wait for the inevitable follow-up question. But, mercifully, it doesn’t come.

‘I’m very sorry to hear that,’ she says quietly. ‘But now it would appear my time has come. On Friday.’

‘Saturday,’ I correct her.

‘No,’ says Winnie firmly. ‘On Friday. My time. My way. My choice.’

She leaves the unspoken favour hanging in the air.

‘Absolutely not,’ I say pre-emptively. I know what’s coming. And I can’t possibly agree to it.

‘If this is the end,’ she insists, ‘I want to do it my way. And I want your help. You need to tell me what I need to take and how much. I’m sure Brian can provide it. I want it to be quick and painless. And . . . and I don’t want to be alone. I want someone with me. Even you.’

That pain tries to rear up. That pain I will not acknowledge.

‘I took an oath,’ I mumble. ‘It’s the underlying principle of all medics. First, do no harm. I can’t help you kill yourself. I swore . . .’

‘You swore you’d be faithful to your husband,’ she replies. ‘You’re hardly a stickler for detail.’

‘Dying is hard. I can’t help that.’

‘You can make it easier,’ she says. ‘Don’t make me suffer. You didn’t. This is my price. If you want me to help you with your death, you need to help me with mine.’

Every fibre of my being is against this. Suicide is . . . It’s brutal. For all concerned. And it’s no easy way out. I’ve saved too many people who’ve changed their minds to think that. Winnie doesn’t know what she’s doing.

Although I do have three days to persuade her. And I can persuade anyone to do anything. I once convinced a colleague to switch night shifts for a month because the parking was 50p cheaper after 6 p.m.

And, besides, I need her. I have three days. I’ll take my chances.

I look into her tired eyes and nod.

‘Okay,’ I say quietly. She nods back.

But that’s not the same as ‘yes’.

You see, Campbell – I am a total stickler for detail.

‘Good,’ she confirms with another sip of her drink.

‘Are you not . . . scared?’ I ask. ‘Of the end, I mean?’

Winnie shrugs.

‘You say I’ll be reunited with my George,’ she says. ‘So what’s to be afraid of? Frankly, a life without him here is a far worse prospect. These past few months have been . . . In truth, they’ve been . . . rather empty. He’s gone. You’ve gone – even you were something to do . . .’

‘Putting all my furniture on Gumtree was not something to do,’ I point out. ‘Nor was killing my cat.’

‘I didn’t kill your cat,’ she says quietly. ‘But being alive is not the same as having a life. In youth, you fear death. In middle age, you fear dying. In old age, you fear life. So no. Death doesn’t scare me. Not half as much as living does.’

She makes a solid point. My fifth decade certainly brought with it a heightened awareness of the sand pouring through the hourglass and a greater consternation about what happened when it ran dry. My parents’ deaths starkly presented the two ends of the spectrum. My father died suddenly on one day. My mother slowly over a hundred. When pancreatic cancer tipped the see-saw of care from my mother to her children, I watched impotently as death languidly clenched its fist around her. My brother did the lion’s share of the hardcore nursing – we medics are universally useless with conditions we cannot cure.

But, as is the way with orphaned adults, my second parent’s death made me conjecture more keenly about my own. Witnessing Mum’s interminable death sentence made me crave the efficient extinction of a pulmonary embolism or similar – although Dad had made me painfully aware how a sudden death also wreaks its own torture on innocent bystanders. So I’d always hoped for my end to be foreseen yet quick. I certainly didn’t achieve the former. And someone else ultimately determined the latter. I just wish I knew who.

‘How about you?’ Winnie asks, drawing me back to the moment. ‘How do you feel about your death?’

It’s a sound question.

‘Disappointed,’ I finally respond.

‘Why?’

‘I always presumed I had more time.’

‘To do what?’

I pause. I can’t think of a superior answer to the truth.

‘To do better.’

Winnie smiles and necks the last of her brandy.

‘Don’t we all,’ she says quietly. ‘But now I must sleep. It’s been a long day. I’ll give you the night off Diagnosis: Murder.’

‘No . . . put it on,’ I say, not relishing a long night alone with my thoughts. ‘I was kinda getting into it.’

‘You’re starting to like it?’ says Winnie, smiling as she switches it on.

‘I’m getting used to it,’ I grumble.

‘Funny how that happens. Goodnight, Miriam.’

‘Night, Winnie,’ I yawn. ‘Don’t bite the bed bugs . . .’
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‘Aaaaaaaargh!’

I scream as Winnie walks into the room early the next morning.

‘What? What?’ she gasps as she slops her tea all over the floor.

‘My X-ray vision!’ I say, covering my eyes. ‘I can see straight through your nightie!’

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake,’ she says, dropping into her chair. ‘You’re a doctor.’

‘Not a pathologist,’ I reply, shaking my head until I can no longer see straight through her.

‘I’ve been thinking about your lover,’ she starts, taking a big slurp of her tea.

You and me, both, Winnie. Five minutes. That’s all I need with him. Five minutes. Alone.

‘You think you sent him that text after Jane left, yes?’

‘That’s my best guess.’

‘But he didn’t come back for over an hour? Barminster is fifteen minutes away and you’d think he’d be in a hurry . . . So what took him so long?’

‘Probably his phone – it was constantly running out of battery.’

‘I see,’ she says with another slurp. ‘But, whatever the reason, it gave him enough time to go home . . . And you’re sure you didn’t speak?’

‘I’m telling you, by that point in the evening, I didn’t know my own name . . . But we know he didn’t get into the flat – Brian’s visitor’s book,’ I point out. ‘That’s a concrete alibi.’

‘Or deliberately designed to look like one,’ Winnie suggests. ‘And, if you were threatening to ruin his marriage, surely he would have demanded to see you? Brian’s not exactly the Gandalf of Gatekeepers, is he?’

I say nothing. I don’t like where this is going.

‘What’s your point?’ I ask her with a sigh.

‘I’m just saying,’ she says with a shrug, ‘that Tom had time to go home, collect the sleeping pills, drug you and make it look like he had an alibi.’

I knew I shouldn’t have asked.

‘I’m telling you he didn’t do it,’ I say again. ‘We were—’

‘In love – so you keep saying,’ she says, hauling herself out of her chair. ‘We must be going. The inquest starts in an hour and I have to get dressed.’

‘Sure,’ I say, looking at my yellow attire and yearning for the days when I didn’t look like Homer Simpson’s jaundiced love child. ‘But, Winnie?’

‘Yes?’

‘Do me a favour and wear some really big knickers.’

The coroner’s court is quieter today. No Danielle King, no med students – even Paul couldn’t be bothered to turn up. Nav is sitting in the front row as Christian walks in. Nav moves his bag so that Chris can sit next to him as they did yesterday. But my brother takes a seat at the opposite end of the row, pausing only to give Nav a filthy look. Nav sighs and turns his attention back to the piece of paper in his hands.

‘How annoying,’ says Winnie, noting Paul’s absence. ‘I was hoping to hear more from your colleague.’

‘He’s probably asleep or hungover,’ I proffer. ‘He was bad enough when he was working – he’ll be that much worse now he’s not.’

‘You doctors,’ Winnie huffs, standing up as coroner Jonathan takes his place. ‘Not a clue . . .’

‘What’s that supposed to—’

‘Nothing,’ she mutters as she looks to the front.

‘Good morning,’ Jonathan says, nodding to everyone to sit down. ‘I hope you are all recovered from the unfortunate events of yesterday. Mrs King has been barred from further proceedings so I trust that will bring the matter to an end.’

I can’t believe Danielle King is going to take that for one second. We won’t have seen the last of her, I’m sure.

The door opens at the back and Jane creeps in, late and puffy-eyed. She mouths an apology to Jonathan who nods benignly. Jane goes to sit near Christian, but another filthy look warns her off. She goes to the other end of the row and spots Nav, but doesn’t want to sit there either. In the end, she sinks down on a seat in the row behind. She looks like all kinds of hungover, sleepless hell.

Good.

‘Today I would like an insight into Dr Price from those who were closest to her, in what we term a “pen portrait”,’ says Jonathan. ‘I call to the stand, Dr Naveen Hasan.’

Nav stands up quietly, heads to the witness stand and takes the oath.

‘Dr Hasan, I appreciate that this is an extremely difficult time for you, so please feel free to sit, stand or do whatever makes you feel comfortable.’

‘Thank you,’ says Nav, sitting at the table.

‘I believe you have prepared a statement about your late wife?’

‘I have,’ says Nav, holding up the paper.

‘Are you happy to read it yourself?’ Jonathan asks.

‘I am,’ says Nav, taking a sip of water. His hands are shaking. He hates attention.

‘That poor man,’ Winnie whispers.

‘Hold on – yesterday you had him down as a suspect,’ I point out.

‘Whether he lived with you or killed you, I still feel so sorry for him,’ Winnie replies. ‘Both carry a heavy sentence.’

I ignore her and focus on Nav as he puts his glasses on to read his statement. This should be short, sharp and to the point. Nav is never one to waste words. Nor feelings.

‘Miriam Rebecca Price was born 6 March 1976,’ he begins. ‘Her childhood was spent here in Westmouth, where I first knew her as my neighbour. I heard her mother shout at her for riding her bicycle down a slide. I knew immediately that I wanted this girl to be my friend.’

Christian chokes slightly. He’s crying again. I had no idea I added up to this many of his tears . . .

‘Our paths carried on together to medical school at University College London, where Miriam gained a first and graduated top of our class.’

I smile smugly at Winnie, who raises an eyebrow.

‘While I was content to return to Westmouth to practise as a GP, Miriam was destined for bigger things and was immediately recruited to University College Hospital, where she sped through the ranks, eventually becoming the youngest A&E consultant they ever had.’

I look to Winnie again.

‘Impressed?’ I whisper.

‘Surprised,’ she replies, not turning her head.

‘Miriam enjoyed a stellar career at UCH for nearly ten years, until the call of home proved too strong and Westmouth General was lucky enough to get her exemplary services.’

He pauses to gather his breath. That was good of you, Nav. If not entirely true.

‘What really happened?’ Winnie whispers. I sigh.

‘It was . . . strongly suggested I moved on after a colleague accused me of being a bully.’

‘Were you?’

‘No – the pathetic wimp. Besides, in truth, I was partying so hard off-shift in London at that point that I thought coming down here might make me clean up my act. And then I found Dan again . . .’

‘Miriam’s return to Westmouth rekindled our friendship and that spark turned to love,’ Nav continues, unusually poetically. ‘We married four years ago on what was unquestionably the happiest day of my life.’

Wow. That’s a sad reflection on your life, Nav. We got hitched in a lunch hour, then had sandwiches down the pub. I think. I was off my head.

‘Miriam was a fighter. But, like many fighters, she had her glass jaw,’ says Nav. ‘I was never prouder of her than when, last year, she decided to walk away from the alcohol dependency that had plagued her adult life, and turn over a new leaf. She joined Alcoholics Anonymous and had just celebrated one year sober.’

‘Celebrated too much,’ Winnie whispers. Christian turns round with his trademark disapproval and she looks mortified.

‘Serves you right,’ I say to her, smugly.

‘Miriam was a force of nature,’ Nav continues, his voice starting to wobble. ‘Some might say she was highly strung. But, as she’d be the first to point out, so is a Stradivarius. She didn’t suffer fools gladly and left you in no doubt where she stood. But she was a passionate defender of the defenceless and woe betide anyone who abused their privilege. I will never forget the time she overheard a man making racist remarks to a young waitress of colour in a restaurant. I doubt that man will either.’

‘What did you do?’ Winnie asks.

‘Told him that if he was going to act like a KKK Klansman, he should look like one,’ I reply. ‘Pulled the tablecloth off his table and dumped it over his ignorant head.’

Winnie snorts again. I’m confident that one was a laugh.

‘She was the best doctor I ever encountered and . . . the best friend I ever had,’ Nav falters. ‘Miriam saved so many lives. It will be a cause of life-long heartache that I was ultimately unable to save hers. The world will be a duller place without the firework that was my wife. Sleep well, Mim. Thanks for the ride.’

He folds up the paper and wipes a single tear from his face.

Wow.

Naveen Hasan. My husband. The man I married believing someone else would have had me.

But also knowing that no one else would have kept me.

I put that man through so much. He didn’t deserve that. Nav might not have been the love of my life. But he was a great friend. And a true gentleman. I was lucky to have him.

So keep your skanky hands off, Jane.

I look over at her. She is sobbing.

Double good.

‘Thank you, Dr Hasan, for that moving portrait of your wife,’ says Jonathan, handing him a tissue. ‘Are you happy for me to ask a few questions?’

Nav nods, composed again. He’s said his piece.

‘You say that your wife struggled with addiction,’ the coroner begins, going straight for the jugular.

‘Yes,’ says Nav. ‘Miriam had battled alcohol for years. But she was winning.’

‘Indeed, you said that she had entered recovery in 2019?’

‘She had,’ says Nav. ‘She lost a close friend, Dan Brooks, whose addictions were major contributory factors to his death. It was a real wake-up call for her.’

‘And she was doing well and had just celebrated a year of sobriety,’ says Jonathan, referring to his notes. ‘Do you have any insight as to what might have prompted her relapse on the day of her death?’

Nav goes quiet.

‘Miriam took the loss of any patient deeply to heart, especially a child – we all do,’ he says. ‘She wouldn’t accept any perceived failure, most of all her own. If she had any sense that she missed something in Jayden King, or didn’t give the best of her care, that would have hit her very, very hard.’

‘I stress again for the record that Dr Price was cleared posthumously of any wrongdoing or negligence in the case of Jayden King,’ Jonathan states.

‘I wish Miriam had known that,’ he says. ‘It would have meant a great deal to her.’

He’s right. It does.

‘There was one other thing,’ he says.

Here we go . . .

‘Miriam and I had fought the previous day,’ he says. ‘Our marriage had been under strain for some time – the pandemic meant we were both working ridiculous hours and stressful exhaustion was taking its toll. That’s why she was in her flat, rather than in our home. We’d decided to take some time apart, to get ourselves back together.’

‘I see,’ says Jonathan, making a note. ‘Was this at her behest, or yours?’

Nav pauses.

‘It was mutual,’ he says, avoiding Jane’s toxic gaze. ‘But I’m sure we would have worked it out in time. Miriam and I always did.’

‘Thank you, Dr Hasan. I have one final question, which you may choose not to answer if you so wish,’ Jonathan says.

Nav nods again.

‘As the person who perhaps knew her best, do you have any reason to believe that Dr Price was deliberately attempting to take her own life?’

‘Absolutely not,’ says Nav emphatically, shaking his head. ‘No way. I’m one hundred per cent certain she’d never do that.’

‘Told you so,’ I tell Winnie.

‘Congratulations,’ she whispers back. ‘Now be quiet.’

‘You seem very sure,’ says Jonathan. ‘May I enquire why?’

Nav takes a long breath.

‘Because Miriam’s father committed suicide when she was sixteen,’ he says, making my chest lurch. ‘He hanged himself in their garage. And Miriam was the one who found him.’

‘Sweet Jesus,’ gasps Winnie, looking at me. ‘You never said?’

No. I didn’t. I never do.

‘She tried to revive him, but he was already dead,’ Nav continues. ‘She discovered his body and a suicide note containing a single word.’

‘Saying what?’ Jonathan asks.

Nav exhales slowly.

‘Sorry.’

I bow my head and can feel Winnie’s eyes on me.

Numquam deprecaris.

Sorry might not be the hardest word.

But it’s certainly the most futile.

‘The psychology isn’t difficult to put together,’ Nav continues. ‘She was determined from that moment never to lose a life again, thus her enormous drive as a doctor. But Joe’s death rocked the family hard – Miriam had to grow up very quickly. And she was vehemently anti-suicide. She would never do that. I know that for an absolute certainty.’

Winnie clears her throat next to me.

‘Do you know why he did it?’ she asks.

‘Mum thought it was for the life insurance,’ I sigh. ‘My parents were flat skint after the crash and really struggling. My dad would have done anything for us. Shame that didn’t include reading the small print of the policy first.’

‘I’m so sorry,’ she whispers. ‘That’s horrendous.’

Nav looks over at Christian, who is sobbing into his recycled hanky. I got on brilliantly with my dad. Chris did not. When Chris came out, my dad was a Grade A tool about it and the two never had the chance to make it up. Chris was absolutely devastated. Mum was upset too. She’d already made Dad’s dinner.

I know that Winnie’s still looking at me, but I can’t look at her. Not right now.

‘Dr Hasan, thank you so much for your time and testimony,’ Jonathan says kindly. ‘Please return to your seat.’

Nav stands up, catching Jane’s gaze for the first time. They look mournfully at one another, until a loud cough from Christian cuts them off. My brother is playing an absolute blinder.

But then maybe he always has . . .

‘I also have a statement here from Dr Jane Mackintosh,’ Jonathan continues. ‘I see you are very distressed, Dr Mackintosh. Would you prefer me to read this out?’

Jane nods snottily. She really is a silly bint.

Jonathan reads out her statement about how we met at school, how we went to uni together until she transferred to Birmingham, what great friends we were and how much she admired and respected me blah blah blah. Curiously, sleeping with my husband in Bognor doesn’t make the final edit. Eventually, we get to the night of my murder. I’m starting to wonder if she knows more about it than most.

‘I received a call from Miriam around 6 p.m., saying she’d had an awful day at work and a fight with her husband,’ Jonathan reads. ‘I went to the flat, where it was clear she was very inebriated. She’d been on a long shift and hadn’t eaten all day, which I knew would only make matters worse. I ordered a Thai takeaway to encourage her to line her stomach before leaving around 7.15 p.m., when I went to the house of Dr Naveen Hasan, also a close friend of mine, to make sure he was all right.’

‘That’s a complete lie!’ I scream as Jonathan reads on about how much she’s going to miss me. ‘We had a massive fight! I told her all about Tom and she told me exactly what she thought of me for what I’d done to Nav. At the time I thought it was loyalty – I didn’t realise she was trying to get in his pants.’

Winnie gives me a knowing look. That’s it. I’ve decided. Jane killed me. Let’s just execute her here and now.

‘Thank you, Dr Mackintosh,’ says Jonathan, putting the file to one side. ‘As possibly the last person to see Miriam alive, this is most helpful. Now, I’m afraid that due to Dr Roberts’s absence, I’m going to have to defer my conclusion until we can hear the last of his evidence, so I will adjourn this court to deliver it on Friday morning. Thank you, everyone.’

‘Two more days?’ Winnie panics as everyone goes to leave. Nav darts past her, clearly keen to avoid any conversation with Jane or Chris. ‘But on Friday I’m going to . . .’

‘Relax,’ I say. ‘You can just do it afterwards. It’s not like you’re on a deadline. So to speak.’

She relaxes. Thank you, Jonathan. You’ve just bought me some more time.

But trust Paul to hold everything up, the feckless buffoon.

‘We can’t wait two days – we need to question Paul now,’ Winnie concludes. ‘He holds the missing pieces here. Do you know where he lives?’

‘Sure,’ I say.

‘Then let’s go,’ she replies, gathering up her stuff. ‘I’m going to give him a hangover cure he won’t ever forget.’
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Within the hour, we are at Paul’s front door on one of the crummy estates that proliferate in the less salubrious outskirts of Westmouth. His cleaner, Brenda, lets us in. A cleaner in this place is like pinning the Koh-i-Noor on a TK Maxx tracksuit, an absurd extravagance given the setting. Paul used to employ pretty young things to clean his homes, but he developed an unfortunate habit of marrying them. This led to two inevitable outcomes: messy houses and even messier divorces. Brenda was his insurance policy against either eventuality and has followed him from home to diminishing home ever since. She acts like Miss Trunchbull’s less sensitive older sister. But his carpets have been immaculate.

‘Yeah?’ grunts Brenda by way of greeting.

‘I’m here to see Paul,’ Winnie smiles. ‘Is he in?’

‘Still asleep,’ she says, deigning to remove an earphone. She is chomping gum like a masticating cow. ‘You can wait if you want. He’ll have to get up in a minute. I need to change his sheets. And I ain’t coming back next week. You leave his sheets a week and they’re like a Hubba Bubba factory floor.’

‘Thank you.’ Winnie winces, stepping inside. ‘For both the invitation and the enduring mental imagery.’

Brenda slams the door behind us and Winnie and I stand in the hallway. This is the third flat Paul has lived in since I’ve known him. Paul has got through three wives – each one got smaller, as did the houses he could afford once they divorced him. Given he’s likely to be fired after the tribunal, I wonder how long he can keep this one.

‘Do you know when Dr Roberts will be joining us?’ Winnie asks Brenda.

‘I dunno.’ Debrett’s daughter shrugs. ‘I just clean. Which is no picnic, let me tell you. I’ve got to do the en suite today. It’s like the Turner Prize shortlist in there. Men are pigs. Wait in the front room, if you like.’

She signals Paul’s diminutive lounge.

‘A cup of tea would be nice,’ Winnie hints.

‘So would George Clooney in a dimly lit Travelodge, love,’ shouts Brenda. ‘Looks like we’re both in for a disappointment.’

The headphones are replaced and our audience is over. I guide Winnie into Paul’s front room. It is one of those L-shaped rooms that make no sense at all unless you don’t want to talk to the person you live with. Which, if you knew his most recent ex-wife, makes perfect sense. The place has all the hallmarks of an ageing bachelor pad – shabby leather furniture, records everywhere, the lingering scent of last night’s Deliveroo and—

‘AARRGGHH!’

Sweet Jesus! Winnie is screaming like a pre-teen in Primark.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she gasps, clutching her chest. ‘I didn’t know you were in here!’

I peer round the corner to see what has inspired this near coronary. Sitting on the sofa with his back to me is Paul. He’s still in his pyjamas, the slovenly swine, and is gazing around the room like he’s never seen it before.

‘Hello,’ she says, offering her hand. ‘I am Winnie Campbell. We . . . met at the inquest. I’m here with regard to Miriam Price.’

Paul stares at her intently, shaking slightly.

‘You’re here to take me?’ he asks quietly. He must have hit it hard last night. He looks like so much crap.

‘Take you where?’ Winnie asks.

Paul bows his head meekly.

‘Wherever I’m supposed to go,’ he murmurs. ‘To be punished.’

Winnie looks up at me. I can see victory in her eyes and it’s reflected in mine. My breath catches. Have we really just caught my killer?

‘So you confess?’ she whispers. ‘To Miriam?’

‘Yes,’ he sobs. ‘For all the good it’ll do me now.’

But . . . but . . . WHAT THE ACTUAL . . . ? Paul killed me? The closest thing he had to a friend? The one woman he didn’t pay to spend time with? It just doesn’t make sense . . . What a . . .

‘It’s never too late,’ says Winnie, sitting down next to him. I draw breath to shout at him, but she turns to me and puts a finger to her lips. Annoyingly, she’s right. I need this confession. If Paul is arrested for my murder, Martin will have to let me into Eternity.

‘I didn’t mean to do it,’ he starts. ‘You have to believe me . . .’

Winnie nods. She’s living her best Diagnosis: Murder life, but trying to act normally – which is more than anyone in that show ever achieved. I don’t get it. Paul? He’s a proper arse, but a murderer? How could I have got him so wrong?

‘Tell me what happened,’ Winnie asks, sitting back. ‘The day she died.’

‘We’d overlapped at work, just like I told the inquest,’ he sniffs. ‘But what I didn’t tell them was that we had a fight. I needed Miriam to back me up over those stupid bints and their witch hunt . . . but she refused. Some right-on BS about female solidarity . . . I threatened to shop her for the pills, but she said I had no proof – and she was right. Our arrangement was strictly . . . off the books. Then the whole Jayden King case happened and we didn’t speak again before she left.’

‘But then you got a phone call from her – later that day,’ Winnie prompts.

Paul nods.

‘Around 7.30ish, I think? I was in the staffroom when I saw a load of missed calls from her,’ he says. ‘I called her back – she was off her head. She said she’d changed her mind, that if I brought her some more pills she’d back me up in the tribunal. I agreed to go round there after my shift.’

‘What time did you arrive?’ Winnie asks, making a note.

‘Oh, I dunno – I finished work at about nine-ish, so as long as it took me to get to the flat, half an hour or so. I slipped past Brian – he was busy selling this old git some Persil. He never liked me much . . .’

‘No accounting for taste,’ says Winnie.

‘So I go up to the flat and knock, but there’s no answer,’ he continues. ‘Like I say, she was drunk, so I figured she had just passed out. But . . . I really needed her to be onside, so I let myself in. I still had keys from when I stayed there.’

‘You lying pig!’ I cry, unable to keep quiet any longer. ‘You told me you’d lost them – it cost me a bloody fortune at Timpson’s to get the new ones and—’

‘AAAAAAAAARRRRRRRGGGHHH!’

Paul spins round and screams at the top of his lungs.

So that’s how someone looks when they’ve seen a ghost.

‘Oh my God! Miriam!’ he sobs, throwing himself at my feet. ‘Miriam – I’m so, so sorry, please, please forgive me, Miriam, please!’

Winnie struggles up and we stare at each other. Surely he can’t . . . ?

He gets up on his knees and presses his palms together in supplication.

‘Miriam. You have to understand,’ he cries. ‘I was desperate. Desperate . . .’

‘You . . . you can see me?’ I interrupt.

‘Of course I can see you – you’re right there!’ he cries. ‘I’m so sorry, Miriam. Please, you have to forgive me before I go . . .’

Oh God.

He’s going to kill himself.

Winnie looks at me. She’s realised too. We have to stop him.

Not least so I can throttle the murdering bastard.

‘Why did you do it?’ I demand.

‘I’ve been an idiot, Miriam. I’ve thrown it all away. Everything. The stocks, the houses – even this one. I’ve blown it all. I’m flat broke. I couldn’t lose my job too . . .’

‘That doesn’t get you off the hook,’ I scoff. ‘I’ve known hardship. I’ve shopped at Kwik Save. It doesn’t mean I killed anyone . . .’

‘I know, I’m sorry, I . . .’ he burbles before suddenly stopping. ‘You what?’

‘Your tea,’ announces Brenda, bursting in and slopping a cup of tea down on the table. ‘I made it for his lordship. You might as well have it. I’m off to the en suite. That loo won’t clean itself. Dirty pigs, I’m telling you. Wish me luck.’

She marches out of the room armed with her scouring pad on a stick, like a squaddie bound for combat with an AK47.

‘You killed me!’ I scream at Paul. ‘I should just stand here and watch you swing like a suburban housewife!’

‘WHAT?’ he screams back. ‘Mim – I didn’t kill you! Didn’t save you, sure! Didn’t call the ambulance, guilty as charged! But kill you? No way! And why would I kill myself? I’m—’

‘Hold on – what?’ Winnie asks. ‘Why would you need to call an ambulance?’

‘Because when I got there . . . Miriam was already dead,’ he weeps. ‘I think.’

‘You think?’ I scream. ‘You’re a bloody A&E consultant, Paul. You could have made a pretty educated guess!’

‘You were unconscious on the floor, surrounded by pills,’ he sobs. ‘I tripped over you as I walked into the room and you didn’t move. I crouched down and listened for breath, but couldn’t detect any signs of life.’

‘You listened for breath . . . ? I was probably slipping into a coma, you bloody moron! Why the hell didn’t you give me CPR? Call the police, an ambulance, one of your cleaners, someone . . . ?’

‘Because he had a bag full of sleeping pills and you’d just overdosed,’ sighs Winnie. ‘He didn’t want to be caught with them and your body . . .’

‘I panicked,’ he whimpers. ‘How was I going to explain to the police what I was doing there? There were pills everywhere. I couldn’t touch you – what if they fingerprinted? And, in any case, the fire alarm went off just after I arrived, so I was forced outside . . . But you were out cold, Miriam. It was too late to save you. I’m sure . . .’

‘You can’t possibly know that,’ I scoff. ‘But you saved your sorry arse. Cheers, mate.’

‘I know – I’m so, so sorry,’ he squeals like a weaning puppy. ‘I tried to make it look like I hadn’t been there – I covered my hands with my sleeves, put everything back as I’d found it and . . . I left after the all-clear from the alarm.’

‘You total prat!’ I shout. ‘Right, go and get your rope, pills, Daniel O’Donnell’s Greatest Hits – however you plan to do this. I’m at least going to have the satisfaction of watching you cark it. Are you listening, Martin?! This guy’s a Red. Make sure you stick him in the deepest pit of hell. Right next to the Over-Sixties Recorder Club—’

‘But I told you,’ he whimpers. ‘I’m—’

‘A lying, cowardly, manslaughtering, scumbag?’ I offer. ‘Yeah, got the memo. Now go and find a kitchen knife! A blunt one!’

‘I can’t,’ he moans. ‘There’s no point . . .’

‘Oh my God!’ Winnie exclaims, clasping her hand to her mouth. ‘Miriam – he can see you. I can see him . . .’

‘I mean it, Paul – at least on this side of the fence I can kick your butt properly—’

‘Miriam!’ Winnie cries. ‘He’s not going to kill himself! He’s already—’

A scream that could mobilise a bat colony rings out from the upstairs bedroom.

‘Help!’ screams Brenda. ‘Someone help! I think he’s . . .’

‘What?’ I huff impatiently. ‘Got mildew on his grouting? Put the loo roll on the wrong way around? Left the seat up? No one cares about his bloody bathroom!’

‘. . . dead!’ Brenda cries. ‘I think he’s dead!’

Oh God.

I look at Paul.

Or, rather, Paul’s ghost.

Paul’s already dead.

Bugger.

‘Someone help me!’ screams Brenda.

‘To do what?’ I say to Winnie as I follow her back into the hallway. ‘Hoover underneath him?’

Not that confirmation is really required, but we rush into Paul’s bedroom. There, bloated and pale, surrounded by the same overdose accessories as graced my death bed, is Paul’s corpse.

‘Aaargh!’ screams Brenda at Winnie. ‘Call an ambulance!’

‘It’s too late,’ says Winnie, recoiling as she sees Paul’s blue-tinged corpse. ‘You need to call the police.’

Brenda runs screaming out of the room.

Chill out, chick. You’ve just got out of cleaning the en suite.

I turn to Winnie, who is wrinkling her nose. I’m not sure if it’s Paul’s dead body or the filthy bathroom that’s offending her.

‘You need to get out of here,’ I say to her. ‘You try explaining why you’re here to the police. They’re going to think you killed us both. Wait . . . you didn’t, did you?’

‘No,’ Winnie says plainly.

‘Glad we’ve straightened that out,’ I say. ‘Let’s go.’

‘What do I do?’ Paul asks, walking up behind us and looking at his dead body. ‘I’ve been stuck here all night.’

‘They’ll come for you,’ I tell him. ‘But we need to go.’

Paul reaches for my hand.

‘Miriam? Do you forgive me?’ he begs.

‘Oh, Paul,’ I say, softly stroking his face. Before slapping it. Hard. ‘Absolutely bloody not.’

We go downstairs. Paul races after us.

‘Miriam – I’m so sorry. If I’d known it would lead to this, I would have left it alone. Then maybe we’d both still be alive.’

‘Say what?’

‘Our killer. It’s all my fault . . .’

‘Hold on,’ I say, spinning round to face him. ‘Killer? You think you were . . . killed?

‘I know I was,’ he says. ‘After all, I was there . . .’

Winnie stops short too.

‘Wait?’ she says. ‘You know who killed you? And you know Miriam was killed? And you know who did all this killing?’

‘Of course – don’t you?’ he says. ‘I saw her outside your flat that night – she got caught up in the fire alarm too. But I was so upset after seeing you like that I didn’t put two and two together until—’

‘Her?’ Winnie cries. ‘Her who?’

Ping!

The elevator doors close. But not round me.

Round Paul.

‘Paul!’ I scream, banging on the doors. ‘For Christ’s sake, Paul – who was it?’

‘What’s going on?’ he asks in a panic. ‘What’s happening, Miriam? Where are they taking me?’

‘PAUL!’

‘Sorry – of course. Jesus, Mim – it was—’

And with a suck that would make Brenda’s Dyson blush, Paul is whisked off to Eternity.

Thanks a million, Martin.

‘Come on, let’s go!’ Winnie urges. ‘She’s calling the police!’

We leave the house to the sound of Brenda’s visceral descriptions of the state of Paul’s corpse down the phone. But, as she screams her trauma to the emergency services, at least she’s nailed his epitaph:

‘. . . HOW THE HELL AM I GOING TO GET THAT OUT OF THE COUNTERPANE?’

Rest in peace, Paul.

You utter, utter git.
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We hurry away down the stairwell and scuttle across the estate before Brenda either notices we’re missing, or co-opts Winnie into cleaning the tub.

‘Oh my days,’ gasps Winnie, stopping to catch her breath on a bench that colourfully details precisely what Vicky K likes to do to Aaron J thereupon. ‘That poor soul.’

‘Poor soul!’ I explode. ‘That “poor soul” left me for dead!’

‘Well, karma found him quickly,’ she says. ‘He’s dead too. But why?’

‘Because the killer saw him there that night, duh,’ I point out.

‘That was nearly six months ago,’ says Winnie. ‘If your killer was worried about him revealing their identity, why wait until now, when there has been so long for Paul to tell the police? Something must have happened more recently. Can you speak to him again . . . up there?’

‘I doubt it,’ I sigh. ‘Homicides and suicides go straight through to Eternity. Unless he’s a DBM, I won’t see him again for fifty years. Which is approximately how long I will kick him in the nuts for when I get there.’

‘Well, at least we know something significant,’ Winnie says. ‘You were killed by a woman.’

‘I told you it wasn’t Tom,’ I say smugly.

‘Nor Nav,’ says Winnie. ‘With Paul out, that leaves us Danielle, Jane or Hannah. The first two we know plenty about. But Hannah? She’s more of a mystery.’

‘Unlike Vicky K,’ I say, reading the enthusiastic commendation from Kane C in scratched lettering. Winnie pulls herself off the bench.

‘Right – I have things to do,’ she declares. ‘I’ll see you at home around eight.’

‘See ya,’ I say, my mind flitting back to Paul as she limps back to her car. He sounded like I should know my killer, like it should be obvious . . . And I should have known that Paul wouldn’t have the cajones to kill himself. Unlike Winnie . . . But I’ve still got two days to talk her round. And, as I’m quickly learning, a lot can change in two days.

I decide to go for a walk to clear my head. Hannah, Jane or Danielle? My killer has to be someone Paul knew, and he’d known Danielle King – we met her that day. But then he’s also met Jane a few times . . . Jane? I still can’t see it. We’ve been friends for so long. Wanting someone’s husband is one thing, but killing their wife to get them . . . I should know. I could never have killed Hannah to get to Tom. Lock her away somewhere very remote and soundproof in time immemorial, maybe – but murder . . . Hannah had the stronger motive and has form, after all. Did she know about us? Did I tell her? If Tom were right about the spyware and she saw my messages, it wouldn’t be that hard to track me down. And there are the pills . . . But how would Paul know Hannah? I take my hat off to you, Dick – this detective work isn’t nearly as easy as you make it look. Although my dialogue is a million times better.

I come to a small play area that looks like something out of a Stephen King novel. Rusty, graffiti-covered play apparatus creaks eerily in the slight breeze, where a sole kid rocks mournfully on a swing . . .

Wait a minute . . . I know that kid.

That’s Bella King.

She looks up just as I’m about to talk to her. She looks horrendous, what is wrong with . . . ?

My X-ray vision! Finally, a decent use for it . . . I scan Bella’s body for clues – brain, heart, lungs, abdomen . . .

The answer comes back immediately.

Oh. Shit.

She’s got an abdominal aortic aneurysm. Triple A. The same thing that killed her brother.

Oh, hell no . . . Of course – it’s incredibly rare in kids, but can also be genetic. And she’s already symptomatic – that’s why she’s only got until Friday morning before it ruptures. That’s why she can see me . . .

Because if she doesn’t have surgery yesterday, she’s coming to join me.

‘Bella!’ I shout out as she wriggles off the swing. ‘Bella! Please, don’t go!’

But, strangely enough, being chased by the dead woman she thinks killed her brother doesn’t encourage Bella to stay put. She starts to march towards a nearby stairwell, as fast as her little legs will carry her. But I catch up with relative ease as she huffs up the stairs.

‘Bella,’ I say in the gently persuasive tone I reserve for children and bank managers. ‘Bella, I really need to talk to you.’

She tries to ignore me and ups her pace to very slow.

‘Bella, please,’ I implore. ‘I know you can hear me. I want to help you . . .’

‘No you don’t,’ she says, stopping on the steps. ‘You’re the bad doctor. You kill children. You killed Jay. You . . .’

She stops herself, realising that she is now talking to me. She recommences her ascent of the stairs.

‘Bella,’ I start again, ‘do you have a tummy ache? Or a bad back?’

She stops and stares at me, ashen-faced. I’ll take that as a yes.

‘You need to tell someone,’ I say. ‘You need to—’

‘I don’t need to do nuffin,’ she says in a ringing endorsement of the state primary system. ‘My mum says you’re a bitch.’

‘So does mine. But I can help you—’

‘You didn’t help Jay!’ she shouts, going back up the stairs. Ooof. Don’t pull your punches, kid.

‘I couldn’t help your brother,’ I say, chasing after her as we go up another flight of stairs. ‘I didn’t know what was wrong with him until it was too late. But I can help you. How long have you been feeling like this?’

‘A few days,’ she says. ‘I mean . . . go away!’

‘Bella – you need to tell your parents,’ I say, trying not to freak her out. ‘They have to take you to hospital and tell them—’

‘I AIN’T GOING TO NO HOSPITAL!’ she suddenly screams. I look around to see if anyone has heard her. But, given our environment, I’m guessing a child screaming their heart out isn’t a cause for undue alarm.

‘Bella – please listen to me,’ I try again. ‘You must get help. It’s very important.’

She puts her hands over her ears as she charges up the stairs and starts to cry.

‘No, no, no!’ she shouts. ‘You’re the bad doctor who kills children and you’re haunting me and giving me a bad tummy because I used to fight with Jay and sometimes I wished I had a sister instead and because I broke his Lego pirate ship when he called me Bella-Bumhead and then God took him away and now everyone’s angry and sad and it’s all my fault . . .’

We finally reach a landing and she paces along it. Up ahead I see a flat with a fraying ‘Justice for Jayden’ banner hanging limply outside. I don’t have long.

‘Bella – none of this is your fault,’ I urge. ‘But you are not very well and you need a doctor to make you better—’

‘Stop it!’ she hisses as we reach the door. ‘Go away, bad doctor! Leave me alone!’

She opens the front door and runs inside, going down a short hallway and slamming the door to her bedroom. I wander in behind her and brace myself for the abject squalor I am sure to find in a grotty council estate out here in . . .

Oh.

It’s actually all right. Tiny – it would appear that Bella occupies the sole bedroom and the neatly folded bed linen next to the sofa suggests that the front room/kitchen is also the senior Kings’ bedroom. Smiling family photos adorn the walls, the fridge is covered with school certificates and the diminutive living space is tidy and absolutely spotless. Brenda would be proud.

‘Baby? Is that you, Bells?’ I hear Danielle King shout out. ‘You okay, babe?’

‘Fine,’ shouts Bella back from a bedroom with ‘Bella & Jay’ spelled out in colourful wooden letters. She’s shut the door. I can’t go after her. Bugger.

I wander into the front room. Danielle is hunched over Facebook on an ageing laptop with a cracked screen, final demands littering her desk. There’s the sound of feet being wiped in the hallway and Darren King comes in with two carrier bags of frozen food. Thank goodness Dad went to Iceland. Personally, I’d rather have a sober tattoo.

‘Hi, love,’ says Danielle, accepting a kiss without leaving the screen. ‘You’re early?’

‘Cinema’s closing,’ says Darren mournfully, removing his coat to reveal a Westmouth Picture House uniform. ‘Indefinitely.’

‘No, babe!’ says Danielle, still looking at the screen. ‘They putting you on furlough?’

‘No,’ says Darren quietly. ‘Zero hours. Been there less than two years. So I get nothing. Oh – apart from this.’

He slams a striped bag of sweets on the kitchen counter.

‘They let us take the pick ’n’ mix home,’ he says bitterly. ‘It’ll go off before they open again.’

He takes off his tabard and opens a cupboard, where several other uniforms, from supermarkets to delivery companies, are hanging neatly.

‘Bring back lockdown,’ says Danielle, tapping at the laptop. ‘It was easier to get a job than the virus . . . Something will come up, babe. You’re the best. And there’s always the Universal Credit.’

‘I ain’t no scrounger,’ says Darren proudly, dumping his shopping down. ‘I can provide for my own. And, anyway, Andy says there’s a five-week wait . . .’

I watch as he unpacks the food – bags and bags of frozen fried food. Why would anyone eat this junk? A receipt floats down to my feet . . .

Holy chicken kievs! How much? I’ve spent more on an M&S salad than this whole week’s shop! I’ll give high cholesterol this much – it’s certainly cost effective . . .

‘Well. I’ve got two bits of good news,’ says Danielle, finally tearing herself away from the screen. ‘First up, we’re all set for Friday – you know – at the inquest . . .’

‘Okay,’ says Darren uncertainly. ‘Look, love, I’ve been thinking and—’

‘Secondly,’ says Danielle, clearly not giving one damn about what her husband has been thinking, ‘I heard back from that lawyer! He thinks we’ve got a case!’

‘Oh?’ says Darren, leaving a box of Diabetes Dinosaurs on the side. ‘For how much this time?’

‘Don’t start, babe,’ says Danielle, returning to the computer. ‘This is the first lead we’ve had in ages.’

‘I’m not starting,’ says Darren wearily, opening the microwave. ‘But we know the score. Some lawyer says we have a case, charges us a fee to get us through the door, then tells us we haven’t got a prayer.’

‘Not this time!’ cries Danielle, her eyes alight with desperate hope. ‘This guy says that we can sue Price’s estate – we can get some money from her posh house! I mean, we was gonna sue her anyway, before the selfish cow topped herself. It’s a bit more complicated now she’s dead, but all he wants is a hundred quid and he can tell us—’

‘A hundred quid!’ Darren cries. ‘D, we ain’t got five quid! I’m losing all my shifts – God knows when I’m getting another job – and what does this guy know that all the other hundreds of lawyers you’ve spoken to don’t?’

‘So what?’ Danielle screams. ‘So you think I should just stop, do ya? Pack it all in, forget what that bitch did to our boy?’

‘I’m just saying,’ Darren shouts over her, ‘that there comes a point where we are throwing good money after bad, babe. Money we need. That Just Giving page the neighbours set up? It’s gone, D. It’s all gone. And most of it on bloody lawyers.’

‘Yeah, well, it’ll all be worth it when we get our money,’ says Danielle, turning back to the broken screen and jabbing at the keys. ‘Then we can move out of this pit, get Bella a garden with a slide, go somewhere with proper jobs and proper playgrounds and—’

Darren comes round the counter and puts his hands on his wife’s shoulders.

‘And we’ll get all that,’ he says, although I have no idea how. ‘But it ain’t coming from Price. It’s gotta come from us. Did you speak to Lee?’

‘He’s only taking on carers who can commit to any hours,’ says Danielle quietly. ‘Weekends, evenings, school holidays – who will look after Bells? Your shifts are all over the show. I need to be here. In any case, it’s too soon. Bella needs me, Justice for Jayden needs me, the media could get in touch any time . . .’

‘We need the money, sweetheart,’ says Darren, opening his arms. ‘And Justice for Jayden is—’

‘What?’ shouts Danielle, turning on him. ‘What is it?’

Darren sighs and rubs his head.

‘It’s over, D,’ he says quietly. ‘The media ain’t calling no more. There is no justice for Jayden. But there is a life for us. And we need to start having it. We need to—’

‘NO!’ screams Danielle. ‘No, no, no! I’m not giving up! I’m going to keep fighting, I’m going to . . .’

‘Fighting who?’ says Darren, raising his hands. ‘Who is the enemy, Danielle? Price is dead – she’s gone. And so is our Jay. It’s hard and unfair and . . . so fucking awful and I don’t know how we move on. But we have to start trying . . .’

‘Yeah – with the money this lawyer’s gonna get us!’ shouts Danielle. ‘That’s why I’m doing this, so we can move on – why can’t you see?’

‘What’s going on?’ asks Bella, coming into the room just as the microwave pings. ‘Why are you fighting again?’

‘Hey, baby – why are you home?’ Darren asks. ‘What about school?’

‘She couldn’t face it today,’ says Danielle. ‘Too upset.’

‘She needs to go to school, babe. She needs some routine, a bit of normality.’

‘Nothing’s normal no more,’ Danielle hisses.

‘Why are you fighting?’ Bella repeats.

‘We’re not fighting, baby,’ says Danielle, staring daggers at Darren. ‘We’re just . . . talking.’

‘Well, you’re talking really loud,’ says Bella as Darren divvies up the Colon Cloggers on two plates. ‘Where’s yours, Daddy?’

‘Oh, I grabbed a sandwich on the way home, baby,’ Darren smiles. ‘You eat up.’

‘So you’ve got money for sandwiches, then,’ grumbles Danielle, grabbing her plate and eating at the laptop.

I assess Darren King’s sallow skin, thin hair, anaemic eyes and brittle nails.

Oh, Danielle. There weren’t no sandwich, babe.

Bella is heading for the kitchen when she sees me standing there. She starts to shake.

‘Bella,’ I plead again. ‘Bella, it’s okay – please just talk to your parents. They can get you the help you need—’

‘Go away!’ she screams, pointing at me. ‘You can’t be here! Get out of my house!’

‘Baby?’ says Danielle, staring straight through me. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Go away!’ Bella screams at me again. ‘Get out of here!’

Darren comes round and holds his daughter. He stares blankly at Danielle. Neither of them have a clue what has possessed their child.

‘What’s the matter?’ Darren asks. ‘Who’s here?’

‘The bad doctor!’ Bella screams. ‘Make her go! Make her go away!’

Danielle and Darren look around to see what Bella could be mistaking me for as she buries herself in her dad’s arms.

‘Baby . . . there’s no one here. The bad doctor is in hell where she belongs,’ says Danielle soothingly.

You’re not wrong there, D.

‘No, she’s here! She’s haunting me and saying bad things! Go away! GO AWAY!’

Ping!

Oh great . . .

The lift doors close round me. Looks like you’re going to get your way, Bella.

‘Bella!’ I shout through the doors. ‘You have to tell your mummy and daddy about your tummy ache! Do you understand, Bella? You have to get to the hospital! You have to—’

But once again I am whisked away into oblivion.

And with me, I fear, my only chance of saving Danielle and Darren King’s last surviving child.
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The doors open in the clinic and I am ready to scream at Martin – this supernatural Stannah stairlift shit has got to stop. But as I storm to the desk I see it is empty – although a familiar face is waiting in the chairs.

‘What’s up, Doc?’ grins the elderly fizgog. It’s Mr Racing Post from the other day. What’s his name . . . ?

‘Fred,’ he says, stretching out his hand. ‘Fred Willets, of Willets and Co., the antique shop in Westmouth.’

I know it. It’s one of those places that obviously reclaims furniture from the council tip, smacks it with a clawhammer and sells it to middle-class muppets as ‘distressed’ for £299.

‘Nice to see you again. I wondered if I could chat to you . . . in private?’ he whispers quite unnecessarily in the empty room.

I release a passive-aggressive sigh. But I’m here now, so I might as well.

‘Come in,’ I say, opening up my consulting room and allowing him to follow me in. ‘How may I help you?’

‘Viagra, please,’ grins Fred, as if he’s ordering a prawn cocktail down the Harvester.

‘I see,’ I say, tapping into the computer. ‘Have you taken it before?’

He huffs. ‘Nah. Never any point, doc,’ he says. ‘My Beryl’s a good old girl – we had forty-odd happy years. But – not to put too fine a point on it – she was about as game as a broken Monopoly board. Said she didn’t like it. Said it made her feel dirty. Personally, I think that’s one of the best things about it, but each to their own.’

‘Okay . . . And do you have any . . . function?’

‘Not a sausage,’ he grins. ‘Dead as a dodo’s ding-dong. I haven’t had a stalk on since Maggie Thatcher left office. And she was the reason for most of them, the saucy beast.’

Wow. Margaret Thatcher as a sex symbol. This lady’s stomach is for turning . . .

‘But now I’m here,’ Fred whispers conspiratorially, ‘I want to . . . you know, fill me boots. I’m off to Eternity tomorrow – turns out I only pre-empted my natural death by a few days anyway! Beryl always did say I jump the gun. “Calm down, Fred,” she’d say. “You’re always jumping the gun—”’

‘Your wife – she’s still on Earth?’ I interrupt.

‘Yeah, bless her,’ he says. ‘She’s a young filly of sixty-eight. She’s got another fourteen years – she’s gonna make proper old bones, gawd bless her. But I’ve been in a bed that’s colder than a penguin’s fridge for thirty-odd years. And there’s life in the old dog yet. Check out this body . . .’

‘No, Mr Willetts, that won’t be necessary.’

But I’m too late. Fred rips open his shirt to reveal more spare skin than a liposuction clinic and an inexplicably pierced left nipple.

‘Thought I’d give it a go,’ he says, following my gaze. ‘You’re a long time dead.’

I turn away and type a prescription into the computer. It prints out next to me. Fair play, Fred. There are worse ways to spend Eternity. I hand him the prescription, which he accepts with a sigh.

‘Don’t get me wrong,’ he says. ‘I do feel bad. Beryl’s a loyal sort. I don’t want her waiting around to join me. We had forty-three good years and I’m grateful for them. But we’ve had our time together – it’s time to move on. I just wish I could tell her that.’

‘What about your red pill?’ I ask him. ‘You’re a DBM . . .’

He waggles his prescription at me.

‘I only qualify for the blue ones,’ he grins. ‘Nah – I didn’t get one, I’m only here for two days. But what can you do?’

He pulls himself up to leave and shakes my hand.

‘Hope to see you again before I head off, doc,’ he says. ‘Take care.’

He totters out of the room. Poor old Beryl. And all the over-seventies in Eternity – you’re all in for a bit of a shock.

I wait for the elevator, but it doesn’t come. I leave the treatment room and am about to find my way to the food court again when I hear a wolf-whistle from the treatment room next door. I push the door open with a smile.

‘Back again?’ I say to Dan, who is gowned up and hooked up to the dialysis machine. ‘What kind of bonehead stuffs his kidneys up so badly that he has to have daily dialysis even after he’s died?’

‘Go big or go home,’ says Dan with a flourish. But even he can’t disguise how awful he clearly feels.

‘How are you?’

‘Bored off my tits,’ he huffs. ‘Get in here and entertain me, bitch.’

I sit and chat with him for a while. It’s fun to reminisce about the bad old days. I was so much more interesting then.

‘. . . and then,’ says Dan, breathless with laughter, ‘do you remember the time we woke up in a kid’s bunkbed after we passed out in that cul-de-sac in Surrey?’

‘And you puked all over her Teletubby duvet,’ I gasp, wiping the tears from my face. ‘That was a night out.’

‘One of many . . .’

‘Too many,’ I laugh. ‘Do you remember when we got on the wrong train at King’s Cross?’

‘And ended up on a non-stop service to Glasgow!’ Dan howls. ‘Although that was a great train ride.’

‘Not for anyone else in our carriage,’ I guffaw. ‘We were plastered.’

‘We so were!’ Dan laughs, wiping a tear from his eye. ‘Honestly – that was the biggest laugh I ever had . . .’

‘Me too . . .’ I gasp.

‘At least until . . .’

‘That time we pretended we were Latvian ambassadors to get into that posh club?’

‘No . . . until . . .’

‘When we decided to catch a plane somewhere exotic and ended up in Jersey?’

‘No, no, no . . . that was the biggest laugh I had until . . . until I squished your stupid cat!’

Wait . . .

WHAT?

I stop laughing immediately. ‘Sorry – until when?’

‘Since I ran over that hideous cat of yours!’ laughs Dan. ‘Only in your house was that cat not the most vicious pussy around . . .’

He is laughing helplessly. I am not.

‘You . . . you killed Leviathan?’ I say.

‘Oh sure,’ he gasps, wiping a tear away. ‘Do you remember that night we did the chilli shots in that flavoured-vodka bar?’

‘Vaguely.’

‘Well, before we went, as I was pulling in to your driveway, I saw this black lump,’ he giggles, putting a coy hand to his mouth. ‘It was your dumb moggy, licking itself or whatever. I thought it would move, but the lazy minx just sat there . . . By the time I hit my brakes, it was too late.’

‘Oh my God!’ I squeal. ‘You killed Leviathan?’

‘Jesus – chill,’ he says with a dismissive wave of his hand. ‘You sound worse than your cat did under my tyre . . .’

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ I say, slapping his arm.

‘Because I knew you’d be a total psycho about it,’ he says airily. ‘You always were stupid over that cat. So I scooped it up – what was left of it – and stuck it on your fugly old neighbour’s drive! You went ballistic at her. It was hysterical . . .’

I think uncomfortably of the campaign of terror I unleashed on Winnie after Leviathan died.

Numquam deprecaris.

But still . . .

‘You are a total arse, do you know that?’ I pout as I slap him.

‘That’s why you love me,’ he whispers, putting his head on my shoulder. ‘Leviathan felt nothing. Well, except for my front tyre . . .’

He falls about laughing again. Dan and I have never argued, or at least, not that I can remember. Our vibe was always fun. I’m not going to ruin that now. And, besides, he’d only laugh if I lost my shit.

‘I have to go,’ I say, still irked. Bad to kill my cat. Worse to lie about it. Really poor to find it funny.

‘Cooooool for cats,’ he sings, still laughing.

‘I’ll check in on you next time I’m up,’ I say, suddenly wanting to get away from him. This isn’t fun.

‘I’m not going anywhere,’ he says, curling his right hand into a claw. ‘Miaow . . .’

I force a smile and shut the door. Not cool, Dan. Not cool at all.

I follow the signs to the food court and eventually weave my way back to the seating area surrounded by eating outlets. A few groups of brightly coloured cadavers are sitting around the plastic tables chatting, the Greens and Purples enjoying coffees and snacks, the Oranges and Yellows not enjoying anything. One lone figure sits apart, nursing a cup of tea and staring mournfully at the Exit.

It’s Flora.

‘Hello, Ms Bucc . . . Hi, Flora,’ I say.

She peers up at me and the smile of gratitude is not unpleasant. Death is turning me into an insufferable sentimental.

‘Dr Price!’ she beams. ‘How lovely to see you – care to join me?’

I don’t know. But I sit at the table anyway.

‘How are you today?’ I ask her, immediately exhausting my small talk repertoire.

‘Oh, you know . . .’ she says with a weak smile.

No. I really don’t. I trust the silence will encourage her to elaborate. I’m not disappointed.

‘I’m struggling . . . I’m struggling to find a . . . purpose here,’ she says. ‘I’m volunteering for such opportunities as there are – the Over-Sixties Recorder Club is just delightful – but . . . there’s so little. On Earth I had my church and Monty’s school . . . It probably sounds silly, but I carried on volunteering there as an assistant after he . . . It was a comfort, to help the children who needed it, you see.’

Wow. Still volunteering at the school where your late child used to attend? Props, Floss, that takes some guts.

‘Have you spoken to Martin?’ I ask. ‘He seems a little . . . short-handed. Could you lighten some of his load, perhaps?’

‘It’s . . . it’s a lot of food,’ she says quietly, and I kick myself for being atypically stupid.

‘Well . . . you say you are an assistant?’ I muse. ‘I could really use someone to organise my patients. The current system is absurd.’

‘Oh, really?’ Her eyes fill with hope. ‘You . . . you’d give me a job?’

‘Sure.’ I shrug, not sure what I’m thinking or what I’m saying or what I’m doing. But, again, it’s not entirely unpleasant. ‘Let me talk to Martin.’

‘That would be wonderful,’ she says, launching herself at me for a hug. ‘Thank you so much, Dr Price.’

‘It’s fine,’ I say, dodging out of her way. I am not a hugger. ‘We DBMs have to stick together. What else are we going to do? It’s this or a five-minute killing spree with a red tablet . . .’

I laugh. She doesn’t. I guess we’re going to struggle with my style of office bants.

I look over and see Martin wearing a massive sombrero, handing over a burrito on one of the food concessions. I need a word. I say a swift farewell to Flora and head towards him.

‘Welcome to Forever Fajitas – how may I help you today?’ he says without looking up. ‘For one day only, get Neverending Nachos with every order—’

‘Martin,’ I say. ‘I need to talk to you.’

‘Dr Price,’ he says evenly. ‘Of course. Shall we take a seat? Now the lunch rush is over, I think I can take a break.’

‘Marvellous,’ I say, allowing him to disrobe before following him to a table.

‘How may I help you today?’ he asks.

‘What happens . . . What happens to kids when they come here?’ I ask.

‘Always so sad,’ sighs Martin quietly. ‘But we try to make it as pleasant for them as possible. They are immediately located with a beloved relative and aren’t required to attend school or any of the other Earthly childhood shackles. They can indulge all of their sweet cravings with no fear of health reprisals and they will never know old age. It’s not the life they should have had, but we hope it is one they will be able to enjoy. Why – are you expecting someone?’

‘Bella King,’ I say as he pulls out his phone and taps in her name.

‘Ah yes – Isabella King, due the day after tomorrow?’

‘That’s her,’ I say with a leaden heart. So she doesn’t tell her parents. She doesn’t get help. She dies on Friday.

Shit.

‘How does she die?’ I ask.

‘I don’t know,’ he says. ‘We never do. That information isn’t supplied until after life has ceased. Because after all, until it’s happened, it’s not set in stone. Miss King’s grandparents have been notified and are prepared for her arrival. It would appear they are also caring for her older brother . . .’

‘Jayden,’ I mumble. ‘Yes, I knew him.’

‘Ah – well, then, you’ll be pleased to know that he is having a lovely time with Granny and Grandad, especially since their house no longer has stairs, but a network of rope bridges and slides. The Eternity accommodation team are especially creative where children are concerned.’

I smile. That’s genuinely good to hear. I look over at forlorn Flora. I hope her Monty is having a good time too. But Bella King could be saved. I just have to get her to a hospital. But how?

‘Was there anything else?’ Martin asks. ‘I don’t mean to be abrupt, but my shift at Granny Smith’s Funerial Fudge starts in five minutes.’

‘Two things,’ I say. ‘Firstly – please may I have an assistant in the clinic? This anytime appointment system is ridiculous. If I’m going to be stuck here for fifty years, I need to have some regulated surgery hours. I was thinking Flora Buccanan?’

‘An excellent idea, Dr Price,’ says Martin with a genuine smile as he types into his phone. ‘I’ll put in a request now . . . Ah – I must go. I have a have a slight scheduling conflict with Perpetual Pasties.’

‘Is there really no one who can help you around here?’ I ask. ‘You seem a little . . . stretched.’

‘Alas, not until someone else volunteers as an Admin,’ Martin smiles. ‘But to do so, is to forgo your place in Eternity. It’s not a popular position.’

‘So why did you do it?’ I ask.

Martin smiles ruefully.

‘Because I’m happy to,’ he says quietly as his phone pings. ‘But as for Ms Buccanan, that is all approved – she can start immediately.’

‘Good,’ I say. ‘In which case, when you tell her, can you please give her Dan Brooks’s medical notes? I can’t seem to find them on the system and he seems to be having an inordinate amount of treatment.’

‘I’m afraid that won’t be possible,’ says Martin quickly. ‘Mr Brooks is under the care of a different physician.’

‘Who?’ I ask. ‘There’s never anyone there.’

‘Mr Brooks’s case is not my remit,’ he interrupts. ‘I’m afraid I’m unable to assist you.’

Martin stands up and clicks his fingers. Apparently, this conversation is over.

‘Well . . . okay, then,’ I say as the elevator appears and I walk inside. The doors start to close round me.

‘Oh – one last thing, Dr Price,’ Martin says, holding the doors open with his hand. ‘We’re having a small leaving party for Fred Willetts tomorrow – it’s a little tradition we have here when someone goes through the Exit. Nothing elaborate, just a few nibbles and drinks. It’s the one time that all grades are able to eat and drink, as it’s a special occasion.’

Drink? DRINK? YES! I’m there . . .

‘I’d be delighted, Martin, thank you,’ I say with a gracious nod of my head.

‘Excellent,’ he says, allowing the doors to close. ‘Then I shall send the elevator for you around 8 p.m. See you tomorrow, Dr Price.’

‘Until tomorrow,’ I say as I sink back down to Earth.

Nice one, Fred. I just hope Eternity is ready for you.
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The elevator spits me back out on the Kings’ estate. It’s still too early to go back to Winnie’s so I decide to check in on Christian.

I jump on the bus and am a couple of stops away from my brother’s house when his face suddenly jumps out at me in the corner of my vision. He is standing outside Westmouth Primary and is surrounded by a group of mums while pulling Jake off the school gates with one arm as the twins kip in the buggy. From the animated faces of all concerned, I’m guessing this little pow-wow isn’t about this week’s spellings.

I jump off at the next stop and walk back to the mob. By our family’s dysfunctional standards, Christian is the relatively calm one, but even I can see he’s upset. A Lycra-clad yummy mummy with a platinum pixie crop and a nose that could embroider a cushion appears to be the ringleader. I walk over and tune in to the conversation.

‘. . . we’re only telling you because we would want to know if we were you,’ says Needle-Nose, her head lolled to one side like a wonky coathanger. ‘We feel it’s time for an intervention.’

‘I appreciate your concern, Fiona,’ Christian says with a tremor in his voice. ‘But as I’ve said before, if the school doesn’t see fit to tell me these things, I don’t see why you should.’

‘Sweetie,’ whispers Fiona. Urgh. I want to smack her in the cycling shorts just for that. ‘The school doesn’t see the half of it. But we hear all about it when our kids get home.’

‘It’s a dangerous game to start believing everything our kids say,’ Christian says darkly, looking at the smug little scamp attached to Fiona. The Fiona-spawn has not taken his eyes off my nephew the entire time, a look of overwhelming triumph on his face. Jake is now just staring at the ground, the epicentre of the disdain of all these silly women and their overgrown contraceptive failures. Poor kid. Some primal familial defence mechanism kicks in. Yes, Jake is a little bugger. But he’s our little bugger. So back off.

‘If you are insinuating that my Fabian isn’t telling the truth, then you should know he received a sticker for honesty just today,’ Fiona declares with breathtaking smugness.

Wow. A sticker. That incontrovertible cornerstone of the justice system . . .

‘Fabian got a sticker for lying,’ Jake mumbles.

‘I beg your pardon?’ Vile Fiona barks.

‘He lied,’ Jake says more loudly.

‘Jake, you’re not helping,’ Christian hisses.

Hush up, Christian – you go, Jake!

‘Well, he did!’ shouts Jake. ‘He snitched on me to Miss and said I hit him.’

‘Well, did you?’ asked Fiona.

‘No,’ says Jake. Christian momentarily out-smugs Vile Fiona. ‘But I wish I had.’

And . . . Fiona’s back atop Mt Smug.

‘Miss Norman made Jake sit on the Cloud,’ Fabian sneers. I hope he ends up in insurance.

‘Well, I think that says it all,’ says Fiona, who clearly has plenty more to say. ‘We—’

‘Who is this “we”?’ says Christian, looking round the rest of the Yummies. ‘Does Fiona speak for all of you now? Have you lost your voices? I didn’t realise the PTA required your brain function as well as bi-weekly bloody cupcakes.’

Fiona looks around her coterie. No one breaks rank. They daren’t on pain of playground excommunication. I’ve seen this before. ViFi is a Smug Middle-class Erroneously Righteous Female.

ViFi is a SMERF.

‘We all felt it would be better to have a word now, before Jake’s behaviour gets any more out of hand,’ chirps Mama Smerf, bending down to Jake. ‘Now, Jake, it’s not nice to hit.’

Christian whips his son behind him.

‘He is my son,’ he growls like a wolf. ‘I will discipline him if and when I deem it necessary.’

Fiona backs away with her hands up, shooting a look of ‘see what I mean’ to her assembled cronies. Bloody SMERF . . .

‘Well,’ she smiles. ‘So long as someone is . . . Now don’t forget to come along to the PTA Socially-distanced Social tomorrow. I hope I can count on your vote to remain as chair?’

‘Chair?’ says Christian sweetly. ‘What a quaint title . . . Is it because you spend so much time under the table at PTA events?’

I laugh. Well played, bro.

‘And I trust you’ll donate to our bric-a-brac drive in support of the local food bank?’

Christian smiles and pulls a couple of candlesticks out from beneath the buggy . . . Hang on! I gave him those for his last birthday! They cost a fortune, the cheeky beggar! The patient who gave them to me showed me the receipt . . .

‘Thank you,’ says Fiona as Christian slams them down in her hand. ‘I do hope you and your wife will join us tomorrow.’

‘Husband,’ spits Christian. ‘I have a husband.’

‘Well, how lovely for you,’ says Fiona. ‘We are proud to have a number of homosexual parents in our school community – just like Sarah here.’

‘Er . . . I’m not gay,’ Sarah pipes up.

‘Oh, come now, dear,’ says Fiona. ‘We all know what goes on at your “candlelight suppers” with the Pearsons. Your finest Wedgewood isn’t the only thing getting laid if rumour is to be believed . . .’

Sarah looks around the other mums and whimpers back amongst them.

‘I’ll see you tomorrow, Christian,’ says Fiona with a saccharine grin. ‘Be a good boy, Jake. Come, ladies.’

Fiona’s coven gather up their single brain cell and totter away.

‘Come on,’ says Christian, practically dragging Jake out of the playground. ‘We’re going home.’

‘But you said we could get fruit smoothies after school,’ says Jake quietly.

‘Not tonight,’ Christian snaps, his voice shaking precariously again. ‘I said we’re going home.’

Little Jake’s head drops, but he says no more. He’s read the room. Dad’s going to need more than a Pomegranate Blitz to calm down after that.

Christian marches out of the school and round the corner to the safety of a side street.

‘Thanks, Dad,’ says Jake quietly. ‘Thanks for standing up for—’

‘What on EARTH were you thinking?’ Christian explodes. ‘How many times have I told you not to get into fights at school! You do not hit! You don’t even think about hitting! Even Fabian! You’ve just lost the Xbox for a month!’

Jake drops his head.

‘But I didn’t hit Fabian,’ he says quietly. ‘I told you.’

‘Don’t you lie to me,’ says Christian.

‘I didn’t,’ says Jake, starting to cry. ‘I promise.’

I believe you, kid.

Christian immediately slows down and takes his son into a hug.

‘You pinky promise?’ he asks.

‘Cross my heart, hope to die, stick a sausage in my eye,’ Jake pants earnestly. It’s certainly more convincing than Fabian’s bloody sticker.

Christian gives him another hug.

‘Then why would you say you did?’ he asks in exasperation.

‘Because Miss Norman said that if I owned up I’d only miss one playtime. If I didn’t, it would be the whole week.’

‘But you didn’t do it?’

‘Doesn’t matter,’ says Jake. ‘Fabian said I did. Everyone believes Fabian because he’s got the most Sunshine Points. No one believes me because I’m always on the Cloud.’

Christian pulls him close again and sighs deeply.

Far be it from me to criticise the education system. But schools can be so bloody stupid. Any kid with half a brain cell knows that you always dish out on the kid who’s got the evil eye on them – and there’s always one. At school if you struggle with maths, you get help. Struggle with reading, you get help. Struggle to sit still? You go on the stupid Cloud. Struggle to remember your pencil case? Have a detention. So the kids who find it easy to behave get all the credit and the kids who don’t, learn nothing. Bloody. Stupid.

‘So what did happen?’ my brother asks his son.

‘Fabian’s having a party,’ Jake begins. ‘It’s going to be at Laser Quest. His mum has hired out the whole place just for him and his friends and then he’s going to the waterslides, and then for pizza afterwards. Fabian says it’s going to be the best party ever.’

‘Great – well I’m sure you two will make it up. Give me the invitation and I’ll put it in the diary.’

Jake wells up again.

‘I haven’t got an invitation,’ he says. ‘Fabian didn’t invite me.’

‘Oh, Jake,’ sighs Christian with relief. ‘That’s not a crime! These things are expensive. His mum is probably only inviting a few friends.’

‘His mum has invited the whole class. Except me.’

‘I’m sure that’s not true,’ Christian says, knowing full well it is. ‘He probably just lost your invitation—’

‘He didn’t,’ says Jake. ‘He told me. His mum says I’ll spoil it for everyone if I go. She says it would be dangerous if I went because I might hurt someone. Like I did at Rudi’s party.’

‘Everyone got hurt at Rudi’s party!’ Christian laughs. ‘I mean, bless Sita for taking you all bungee-trampolining, but it was always going to be a Groupon to A&E . . .’

‘But they all blame me,’ says Jake. ‘Lots of people have been told not to be my friend. I’m a bad influenza.’

‘No, you’re not,’ says Christian, biting his lip. ‘You are a kind and sweet and brilliant boy who doesn’t need these idiots as friends. And I’m your dad and I am here for you, do you understand? I will care for you with every breath in my body and I will protect you from everything and everyone. Because that’s what dads do. We protect our cubs. Always. Do you hear me?’

‘Sure,’ said Jake. ‘But, Dad?’

‘Yes, darling,’ says Christian softly.

‘You left the twins in the playground.’

Christian looks at the vast empty space around him.

‘Oh sh . . .’ he mutters, grabbing Jake’s hand and pelting back up the road towards the school.

Christian makes it back to the gates in minutes, sprinting as if social services themselves were at his heels. He arrives to find the buggy being rocked gently by a smiling teacher about my age who, if she is judging my brother for being a total tool, is doing a great job of hiding it.

‘I . . . am . . . so . . . sorry,’ Christian pants, gasping for air and forgiveness. ‘I was talking to Jake and we were only round the corner and I . . .’

The teacher holds up a hand with a smile.

‘Please, Mr Price, don’t worry. I once left my daughter in a shopping trolley. I’d been up all night with her, took the trolley back to the trolley bay and walked away. A passer-by had to point out that my infant child was still in it. The worst thing was I did remember to put my Prosecco in the car . . . But she turned out okay. She graduates next year – and not from the parole system, so I’m chalking her up as a win.’

‘Thanks,’ smiles Christian gratefully.

Yeah, thanks Miss . . . I look at her lanyard . . . Mrs H. E. Kidd. You’re a class act.

The teacher bends down to Jake.

‘Now, Jake, if you promise not to tell anyone, you can go and play on the Year Six play frame!’ Mrs Kidd whispers

‘No way!’ gasps Jake, as if he’s been offered the keys to El Dorado.

‘Yes way,’ she smiles. ‘I’m just going to have a quick chat with Dad.’

Now I’m no parent, but I know my parents had enough ‘quick chats’ about me at school to know that this doesn’t end well. Judging by the collapse of Christian’s face, he knows it too.

‘So, Mr Price. I had hoped to catch you after school, but I saw you were a little . . . busy with some of the other mums? Was this about the incident today?’

Christian visibly tries to shore himself up. I’m guessing this isn’t the first time this has happened.

‘Listen, Mrs Kidd, I’m really sorry. I’ve spoken to Jake and he insists that nothing happened,’ he gabbles. ‘He was just a bit upset that Fabian . . .’

‘. . . didn’t invite him to the party,’ says Mrs Kidd softly. ‘I know. That was very unkind. I am aware that Fabian was not faultless in the situation. I do see what goes on, Mr Price, let me assure you.’

Wow – why didn’t I get this broad at school? She’s good . . .

‘But there have been several other disciplinary incidents involving Jake this term.’

‘I know,’ says Christian. ‘I’m sorry. I’ve tried everything. Banning him from the Xbox, no sweets, early nights – when I can wrestle him into bed – nothing seems to work.’

Mrs Kidd lowers her voice. Even I’m recoiling. This isn’t going to be good . . .

‘Have . . . you ever considered having Jake assessed?’ she asks kindly. ‘By an educational psychologist?’

And there it is. Ouch. No parent needs to hear they have messed their kid up. Unless it’s from their own kid. What else is Christmas Day for?

‘Why do you ask that?’ says Christian, his hackles visible from space.

‘Mr Price, I hope I don’t speak out of turn. Everything I am saying is to help Jake. I’m incredibly fond of him. He’s a really lovely little boy – I enjoyed having him in my class very much last year. He’s a gem.’

‘Thank you,’ says Christian, tears springing to his eyes. I’m not surprised. He’s waited years for someone to say something nice about his boy.

‘Which is why,’ Mrs Kidd continues, ‘I’m starting to wonder if Jake isn’t entirely in control of his reactions to certain situations. And if he needs some specialist help to give him a fairer chance at school. I don’t tar children with the “naughty” brush – I don’t believe there is such a thing as a naughty child. But some teachers do. And that’s even more unfair if Jake can’t help it.’

Christian sniffs back some tears.

‘You think he has ADHD, don’t you?’ he whispers.

‘I wouldn’t claim the expertise to make any kind of diagnosis,’ Mrs Kidd replies, putting her hand on Christian’s shoulder, ‘but twenty years of teaching tells me that you have a great kid who needs some additional support.’

The tears make a break for the border. My brother stands crying in the playground for a good few minutes. I’m glad he’s got Mrs Kidd there to comfort him. She’s doing a better job than I would have done.

‘I know,’ says Christian eventually, almost inaudibly. ‘I’ve known for a long time. Nursery. Infants. Every playgroup. Every holiday club. It’s always been the same . . .’

‘You are a wonderful father with three lovely children,’ says Mrs Kidd kindly. ‘None of this is your fault.’

‘Tell that to the other parents,’ sniffs Christian, accepting a tissue.

‘The playground is hard for everyone,’ sighs Mrs Kidd. ‘At my daughter’s school, I sometimes wondered if all that Lycra restricted bloodflow to the brain . . . Not the case here, of course . . .’

She winks at Christian, who gives a snotty laugh in reply.

‘As it happens, we have our ed. psych. here tomorrow. I can arrange for Jake to be seen,’ says Mrs Kidd, handing over a card. ‘It’s a very light touch. He won’t know what it’s for or be marked out in any way. Why don’t you discuss it with your husband and give me a call tonight if you’d like to go ahead?’

‘Thank you,’ says Christian, gratefully accepting her number. ‘Thank you so much.’

‘It’s my pleasure,’ smiles Mrs Kidd. ‘I’m a card-carrying member of Team Jake. We will do whatever we can to help him. I promise you.’

Christian nods and looks over to where Jake is hanging from the very top of the climbing frame by his knees.

‘Er, Dad!’ he shouts. ‘I’m a bit stuck.’

Christian sighs at the smiling Mrs Kidd.

‘Could we start with a ladder?’

Back at Christian’s house, the same nightly treadmill gets underway. Something vegan is put in the oven, Jake’s homework is hastily completed, Christian shouts at Jake, Jake shouts at the twins, the twins burst into tears – it’s a 4D advert for celibacy. On the stroke of 6 p.m., the key goes in the door and Neil shuffles in.

‘Hi, everyone!’ he shouts.

Tonight is apparently Screen Night, so the kids have finally been given their devices. Thus, tonight, no one has the slightest interest in Neil’s homecoming, sending him straight for the kitchen, where Christian is waiting with a glass of wine.

‘I thought we weren’t drinking again this week?’ Neil grins, gratefully accepting the wine.

‘It’s nearly the weekend,’ says Christian, necking his nervously.

‘It’s Wednesday,’

‘Exactly,’ he says, draining the glass and pouring another one. ‘Only three days since Sunday . . . By the way, can you see if Dawn next door can sit the kids tomorrow night? I said we’d go to this PTA thing.’

‘You go – I’ll babys . . . I’ll look after the kids.’

‘No,’ says Chris firmly, taking another slug and putting the glass back down on the table. ‘I want you to come with me. We’re Jake’s parents. He’s been at that school over a year and you’ve barely set foot in the place. And I’d like to meet some people. It’s been tough on my own over lockdown . . .’

‘Okay, okay . . . How went the day?’ Neil asks, sipping his wine.

Christian drains the last of his and takes a deep breath.

‘Jake got in trouble at school today. Fabian said Jake punched him.’

‘Well done, son,’ says Neil, taking off his jacket. ‘That Fabian’s a total—’

‘SHHHHHHH!’ Christian hisses, pouring a new one. ‘He’ll hear you!’

‘Jake!’ Neil shouts. ‘The house is on fire and you’re all going to burn alive!’

Nothing.

‘It’s screen time,’ he says, sipping his wine. ‘Santa Claus could walk in juggling Haribos and not get a look-in.’

Christian takes another glug. I try not to salivate. God, I miss sundowners . . .

‘S-so . . . I spoke to Mrs Kidd today,’ he stutters. ‘She’s brilliant.’

‘Which one is she?’ says Neil absently, riffling through the post.

‘The deputy head? The one who taught our son last year?’ Christian says shortly.

‘Oh right,’ says Neil. ‘What did she want?’

Christian takes a slow breath.

‘She wants to get Jake tested,’ Christian gabbles quickly. ‘She thinks he might need some extra support at school.’

‘What? With his maths? We’ll just get him a tutor. Or a calculator. He’ll be fine.’

‘With his behaviour,’ Christian says. ‘She wonders if he might be—’

‘FOR CHRIST’S SAKE!’ shouts Neil, throwing the post down. ‘Not this again!’

‘Swear jar!’ shouts Jake from the other room. I love how kids can always hear a swear. They are deaf to all demands for dressing, feeding and personal hygiene. But drop an F-bomb and suddenly they’re the BFG.

‘Will you keep your voice down!’ hisses Christian. ‘I don’t want Jake to know about this.’

‘He doesn’t need to know about this,’ Neil hisses back, ‘because there is NOTHING wrong with my son.’

‘It’s not about wrong or right,’ Christian sighs. ‘But come on – everywhere he’s been, we’ve run into this same thing. If we don’t get him some help, I worry about what will happen at secondary. He’s only got a few years, babe. If he hits someone there, they’ll hit him back . . .’

‘Good!’ Neil shouts. ‘That’s normal! That’s what school is all about! This bloody snowflake education system we have where anyone who has a bit of personality has to be . . . labelled . . . or medicated . . . or singled out as a freak. It’s a bloody disgrace!’

‘Swear jar again!’ Jake shouts out. ‘Twice.’

‘It’s okay, darling,’ calls Christian as Neil fumbles around in his pocket for change. He’s all out. ‘Daddy’s stopped using the bad-choice words now.’

‘THE FUCK I HAVE!’ yells Neil, settling for stuffing a fiver in the jar as a Swear As You Go down payment. ‘They are not coming anywhere near my son with their damn quacks!’

‘Will you just calm down!’ Christian hisses like a faulty kettle. ‘This isn’t about you – this is about Jake! Mrs Kidd wants to help him! And, for what it’s worth, I think . . . I think she’s right.’

The words hit Neil like bullets. He looks at Christian like my vicar might have another Price family funeral coming soon.

‘You do, do you?’ he says, his voice lower than carpet mites.

‘Yes!’ says Christian. ‘I really do! You don’t know, Neil! You don’t get the phone calls! You don’t deal with the parents! You don’t see it—’

‘I am his father!’ Neil roars. ‘I know him better than anyone!’

‘Not better than me,’ Christian whispers tearfully. ‘He’s our son . . .’

‘No – he’s my son,’ Neil spits. ‘My flesh and blood. Not yours.’

Ouch, Neil. Low, low blow. My brother has raised your kid like his own for seven years. He always has. He still is. Show some bloody gratitude.

‘That’s a horrific thing to say,’ says Christian, shaking. ‘I love him so much – you know that. I would do anything for him. And I’m doing it now. He’s struggling, Neil. And he needs help.’

Good for you, Chris. Stand your ground. Good parents make tough decisions. I wish ours had made a few more.

‘And that’s your final word, is it?’ Neil whispers.

‘It’s the only word. We can’t keep ignoring it. It’s not fair on Jake.’

Neil freezes and looks at his husband hatefully. He leans towards him. I feel my fists clench instinctively. Step away from my brother . . .

‘Well, let me be very clear. If you go along with this, I will leave.’

‘What the hell?’ Christian cries.

‘Swear jar!’ Jake shouts out again.

Christian stuffs a coin in.

‘You are not serious?’ he whispers.

‘Deadly,’ says Neil, scowling. ‘He is my son and it’s my job to protect him.’

‘He’s our son and it’s our job to protect him. Whatever that takes.’

‘Well, it doesn’t take handing him over to some infant quack who knows nothing about us or our child and is sitting there judging us.’

‘That’s not what this is!’ Christian shouts, throwing his hands up in exasperation. ‘They’re not going to dissect him! It’s just a bloody assessment!’

‘What’s a bloody assessment?’ Jake asks, coming into the room.

‘It’s nothing for you to worry about, darling,’ seethes Neil.

‘It’s another pound in the swear jar!’ says Jake gleefully. ‘Forget Chessington World of Adventures – we’re going to Disneyland!’

‘Dad and Daddy are just talking,’ Christian soothes.

‘No, we’re not,’ says Neil, snatching up his jacket and storming back towards the front door. ‘Daddy’s going down the pub.’

‘But, Daddy! You promised we’d play Top Trumps!’ Jake pleads. But Daddy has already slammed the door. The twins start to cry. I feel my arms twitch, wanting to pick them up and . . . do something. Bless you, kids. But honestly – the great thing about a screwed-up childhood is that it gives you loads of justification to do stupid, selfish shit when you’re older. Trust me.

‘Okay, baby,’ says Christian to Jake. ‘Why don’t you go up and clean your teeth? We’ll all read The Snail and the Whale together.’

‘But I’m just—’

‘Jake. Now,’ Christian says in his don’t-mess-with-me-MOFO tone. Jake wisely heeds it.

Christian drums angry fingers on the kitchen island, some silent internal battle raging. After a few moments, he pulls a card out of his back pocket, walks over to the phone and dials the number thereupon.

‘Hi, Mrs Kidd, it’s Christian Price here . . . Sorry to leave you a message so late, but in case I don’t see you at drop-off tomorrow – I’ve spoken to my husband tonight about our conversation. He feels very strongly . . . that we should go ahead. I look forward to talking more about it. You have my mobile number.’

Christian puts the phone down and finishes his wine.

And perhaps, I wonder, his marriage.
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I take the bus back to Winnie’s – she’s left the back door ajar for me to come in. I walk through the barren kitchen – she has got rid of practically everything now – and into the dining room, where the crime wall has been updated. Tom, Paul and Nav have been crossed off, leaving Jane, Hannah and Danielle King with their motives, means and opportunities. At the heart of it all is that picture of my corpse. It still looks wrong – what is it that’s bugging me about it . . . ?

‘AAAAAARGH!’

‘What?’ says Winnie, standing in the doorway in some floral fashion atrocity with a terrible hat and make-up smeared all over her face. It’s like Drew Barrymore just dressed up ET’s nan.

‘You,’ I point out. ‘What’s with the fancy dress?’

‘Well,’ she says as she stuffs accoutrements into her handbag. ‘Today I realised an important truth. There am I, returning Penny Fox’s cafetiere that I swore I never had and making other such arrangements for my death, when I realise, I should be making arrangements for my life. I am seventy-eight years old and—’

‘Wait – seventy-eight?’ I say. ‘You don’t look it.’

‘Thank you,’ she says, genuinely touched enough to stop me from adding that I thought she was in her mid-eighties.

‘I am seventy-eight years old, I have two days left on this Earth and there is so much I haven’t done,’ she continues. ‘I’ve never committed a crime . . .’

‘Looking at that dress, I’d beg to differ.’

‘I’ve never driven a sports car. I’ve never gone out for champagne and lobster just because it’s Wednesday. Well, the heck with it! I might never go on a crime spree. I might never know the feel of a Ferrari. But on this, the penultimate night of my life, I can at least go out for champagne and lobster. I have a table booked at 7.30. You coming?’

I look at the pile of Diagnosis: Murder DVDs as my alternative plans for the evening. This is as close as I’m likely to get to a night out.

‘Why not?’ I shrug as Winnie applies a shade of lipstick that can best be described as Nosferatu.

‘Is that it?’ says Winnie as a steaming plate of crustacean is put down before her.

‘This is the lobster thermidor, madam,’ patronises the waiter.

Winnie scoffs at her dinner.

‘I’ve seen more flesh on Love Island,’ she says, poking her lobster with a fork. I laugh despite myself.

We are in the Golden Claw, Westmouth’s closest attempt at fine dining. Mind you, in Westmouth, ‘fine dining’ tends to mean anywhere the food isn’t served in polystyrene, but it’s decent enough here.

The restaurant is quiet. Aside from Winnie’s, there are only two other occupied tables – there is a couple at the one nearest us who are almost certainly having an affair and a group of shady-looking blokes are talking in whispers at the other. Winnie is sitting in the corner facing the wall, which means we can talk without anyone paying too much mind.

‘And I’ll have another one of these,’ Winnie hiccoughs, necking back the rest of her champagne. It’s almost a shame she has to die to live this way. I lived this way in spite of my mortality, not because of it. Death might have trapped me. But it appears to be liberating my neighbour.

‘Of course, madam,’ says the waiter, picking up her lipstick-stained glass between his thumb and forefinger with a sneer. I doubt he’s long left school. Settle down, child. A BTEC in Home Ec. does not an epicurean make.

‘I hate to say it,’ she sighs, ‘but I think our case has hit a dead end. Jane, Hannah and Danielle all had motive, but I can’t prove they were there at the time of your murder. I’ve been over and over Brian’s records, compared handwriting samples, you name it . . . Not knowing exactly what time Jane left, there’s nothing suggesting any of them were there between eight and midnight. The only other visitors we know you had were Tom, Paul and your Deliveroo driver. So, unless you gave a really lousy tip, I just can’t put this one together.’

‘Yeah,’ I say distractedly. This really sucks, but half my brain is still with Christian and his ceramic sink dramas. I fill Winnie in on the latest instalment.

‘That’s tough,’ she says, struggling with a lobster claw. ‘Why is Neil so resistant, do you think?’

‘Jake is Neil’s biological child,’ I explain. ‘I guess he feels it’s some kind of reflection on him, or something. But he’s an idiot – that teacher is only trying to help.’

‘Help is what someone wants,’ sighs Winnie. ‘You can’t give it unless someone is willing to receive it. No one should know that better than Christian.’

‘Chris . . . why?’

‘Because he’s been trying to help you his whole life,’ she says plainly.

‘How do you figure that?’

‘His school, his college, moving back here . . . What do you think he was trying to do?’

‘I dunno.’ I shrug. ‘Be carbon neutral or something . . .’

‘He was being your big brother,’ she says. ‘And a very good one at that.’

I say nothing. I’m not sure why.

‘Where are all your friends and family?’ I ask. ‘There’s your nephew – but presumably you had some more once?’

‘Once,’ she smiles. ‘But they’re all gone now. When you get to my age, someone has to be the last one standing. It just so happens that I am. It was just George and I left. And now . . .’

She trails off sadly. Ouch. That can’t be fun. I should say something helpful.

‘George and me,’ I correct her. If you’re going to be sentimental, at least be syntactical.

‘George and I walked past this place so many times,’ she sighs, tucking into her lobster. ‘We always said we’d come here for our fortieth wedding anniversary next month. Thank goodness we didn’t – we’d have had a heartier meal from the Chipsy King on the pier . . .’

‘You must be looking forward to seeing him,’ I say, trying not to salivate as her fourth glass of champers is put on the table. ‘George, I mean.’

‘Ah yes,’ she says quietly. ‘I will have much to tell him – there was much left to say. Starting with “goodbye” . . .’

‘You didn’t get to say goodbye?’ I ask. ‘How come?’

‘The lockdown,’ she explains. ‘We were both shielding. When George tested positive, he was immediately admitted to hospital. I wasn’t allowed to go with him, for his protection and mine. He died in intensive care four days later.’

‘Bloody hell,’ I say. That’s horrible – to think of George dying alone in the hospital I worked in every day. I could have at least visited him. I wish I’d known.

Or perhaps I should have asked.

‘He liked you very much, you know,’ she smiles. ‘My George.’

‘Feeling was mutual,’ I say honestly. ‘He was a great guy.’

‘He found our feud hilarious,’ she laughs. ‘I once told him that if he was a real man he’d go round to your house and make you stop. He told me that if I was a real woman I wouldn’t need him to . . . George always said we had more in common than either of us realised. In fact, he was quite convinced we’d have been good friends. If it weren’t for the wretched cat . . .’

Oh no.

The cat.

Dan’s cackling confession crawls into my mind.

Oh God. This is gonna hurt . . .

‘Winnie,’ I say. ‘About that . . . our . . . slight disagreement, I mean, over Leviathan . . .’

‘Slight disagreement!’ she splutters. ‘The Boer War was a “slight disagreement” compared to that! And, for the last time, I did not kill your stupid cat!’

‘I . . . I know,’ I whisper, wanting the words to evaporate as I say them.

‘I beg your pardon?’ she says, dropping her lobster claw.

‘I know . . . I know that you didn’t kill Leviathan,’ I say as quietly as is humanly possible.

‘How?’

‘I just . . . I just do.’

‘And yet you made me suffer for four years!’ she says loudly enough for the neighbouring tables to look over at the strange lady taking to nobody. The waiter eyes her disdainfully and goes over to the table of shifty men.

‘Keep your voice down!’ I tell her. ‘Look, I only just found out today. It . . . it was my friend Dan. He killed Leviathan. He put her body under your car – I didn’t know anything about it until now. How could I have done?’

‘HA!’ she says, throwing down her lobster cutlery and standing up rather unsteadily. ‘HA! I told you! I told you I didn’t kill your stupid cat! You owe me an almighty apology! Say you’re sorry!’

I consider it for a moment. But then . . .

Numquam deprecaris.

‘I will not!’ I shout back. ‘It’s not my fault – it was Dan’s!’

‘But you made me suffer for it!’ she says. ‘Dan didn’t put me on the mailing list for every catalogue in creation! Dan didn’t call the local Baptist church and tell them I needed an exorcism! Dan didn’t put Wanted posters with my face on every lamppost in our neighbourhood! Say you’re sorry! Say you’re sorry now!’

‘No!’

‘Do it!’

‘I won’t!’

‘You must!’

‘I can’t!’

‘You . . .’

A man dressed entirely in black comes over and smiles patronisingly at Winnie. I recognise him – I’m sure we’ve met before . . .

‘Hello, madam,’ he says, more slickly than his gelled hair. ‘This is my establishment. I do hope you are enjoying your evening with us?’

Winnie turns round to him with all the righteous indignation of the four glasses in.

‘I’m having a marvellous time,’ she says. ‘This place is doing wonders for my diet!’

I snort again. I like tipsy Winnie. She’s like a Manx cat. The more you look at her, the less unattractive she appears. Now, who is this bloke . . . ?

‘Madam!’ the owner sparks up again. ‘We aim to ensure that everyone at the Golden Claw enjoys an exceptional experience with us and your . . . conversation . . . is starting to disturb the other diners.’

‘Why? Are “Mr and Mrs Smith” over there worried I’m going to call their real spouses?’ she slurs at the only other two diners in the restaurant.

The restaurant goes even quieter. At least until “Mr Smith” sheepishly asks for the bill.

‘I’m really going to have to ask you to calm down,’ the owner says quietly and rather more menacingly. ‘If you just return to your meal, we can all have a nice evening.’

‘Well, if you just return to catering college, we’ll all have a much better one,’ slurs Winnie, tilting her lobster and spilling it on the table. ‘I’ve served better fish to THE CAT I DIDN’T KILL!’

She stares at me murderously.

There is only one possible response.

‘PWAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!’

The unexpected laughter explodes out of me. I am absolutely beside myself, nearly falling off my chair in hysterics. A grunting noise starts emitting from Winnie too, until it blossoms into the most joyful laugh. In seconds, her frail body is shaking with belly laughs and soon she is howling like a werewolf stepping on Lego. This just makes the whole tableau that much funnier and I fall on the floor in gasping fits as Winnie holds her stomach.

‘Madam!’ the owner shouts over her guffaws. ‘Madam! I really must ask you to—’

‘Oh, simmer down!’ giggles Winnie, wobbling over to the not-so-clandestine-affair table, for whom crabs are on the menu – gastronomically and probably gynaecologically. ‘Don’t be so crabby.’

And with that she picks up our neighbours’ dressed crab claws and starts . . . DANCING THEM ACROSS THE TABLE! It’s the funniest . . . bloody . . . thing . . . I’ve . . . ever . . . seen . . .

‘Okay, that’s it!’ snaps the owner. ‘You’re out of here!’

He reaches over and takes her arm.

‘Oi!’ she laughs, picking up her lobster and beating him with its empty carcass. ‘Get your claws off me.’

The manager is trying to bundle Winnie out of the door. I . . . can’t . . . breathe . . . This . . . is . . . so . . .

Oh.

Shit.

Suddenly I see her.

‘No! Nooooo,’ I say, struggling to my feet. ‘No, no, no . . .’

‘What is it?’ guffaws Winnie, struggling for breath as she clings to the door. ‘Have you seen the desserts?’

There was a time I would have made a smart remark about who ate all the doughnuts. But now’s not the time.

Because, standing behind the owner, is Flora.

And she’s holding a knife.

‘Flora?’ I say, standing up. Winnie follows my gaze and sees the scene unfolding. She nearly chokes as the laughter dries up. I look at Flora. The knife is in her right hand. In her left is the red pill. If she takes it, she and anything she’s touching becomes 3D again. I can see where this one’s heading . . .

‘I think I’ve found my purpose, Dr Price,’ she says, smiling wildly, tears streaming down her face as she moves towards the owner. ‘I can make it right. For Monty. I can get justice. I see that now . . .’

I look at the manager again. Of course – that’s why I recognise him! This is Chris Polonski. Local restauranteur. Drug dealer. Hit-and-run driver.

The man who killed Flora’s son.

‘Look, Flora,’ I say, moving slowly towards her. ‘This isn’t the way. This is a really, really bad idea.’

‘It was your idea,’ she says. ‘Earlier today, you said—’

‘Then it’s an especially bad idea,’ I say. ‘Flora, if you take that pill, if you do this, you’ll be a Red. You’ll never reach Eternity. You’ll never see Monty again.’

Winnie gasps as she realises what is going on.

‘Madam?’ Polonski says to Winnie. ‘Have we calmed down now?’

‘Shhhh,’ she chides, shaking him off. ‘Go and deliver some Milk Tray – I’m listening . . .’

Polonski looks around and straight through Flora.

‘There’s no one here, madam,’ he says.

‘Oh, that’s just like you,’ says Flora, trembling tearfully. ‘You don’t see me. You didn’t see my Monty. You don’t see anyone but yourself. So perhaps you’ll see this . . .’

She throws the pill down her mouth – but rather than swallow it, she starts choking. I can’t let this happen – I know far too much about regretting it in the morning to let her carry on.

Before I’ve even fully thought through what I’m doing, I run at her, knock the knife from her hand and grab her round her tiny waist. I’ve only had to do this once before, when Jake swallowed some Playmobil. The Heimlich manoeuvre worked then – I hope to Christ it works now. I position my hands beneath her ribcage and yank upwards. I just hope I don’t snap her in half.

My first attempt doesn’t work. Nor does the second.

‘Go on, Miriam!’ Winnie cheers, batting Polonski off her. ‘Keep going!’

I reposition my arms – there are only so many of these I can do without breaking her ribs – and take a deep breath. I can’t have long before the pill works, albeit stuck in her craw. This one needs to count.

With an almighty heave, I slam the bottom of Flora’s ribcage upwards . . . and this time it works. The pill flies out of Flora’s mouth with a gigantic splutter and lands in Winnie’s champagne. Flora gasps for air, but doesn’t go back for the knife.

‘Lovely,’ says Winnie, chucking the rest of her champagne on the floor. I quickly grab the pill. Those are precious.

‘Okay, that’s enough,’ says Polonski, taking the glass from her hand. ‘Time for you to leave.’

‘Is she okay?’ Winnie asks me as I rub Flora’s back.

‘She will be,’ I say as Flora sobs, quietly doubled over.

‘Let’s go home,’ says Winnie. ‘Bring her too. She should stay with us tonight.’

‘And don’t come back!’ yells Polonski as we walk out of the restaurant while our fellow diners stare ghoulishly after us.

‘I’ll be dead by the weekend!’ slurs Winnie. ‘But, after your king prawn starter, at least I have half an idea what kills me!’

Back at the house, Winnie sits Flora down with a brandy on one of the few remaining chairs.

‘Thank you,’ says Flora quietly. ‘You are very kind.’

‘It’s no problem,’ says Winnie, wisely opting for tea. ‘You are very welcome. I am so, so sorry for your loss.’

‘And I’m so sorry for yours,’ says Flora, to whom we explained Winnie’s deal on the way here. ‘But it’s really not as bad as you think it’s going to be. It’s like having a baby really. Everyone scares you with it, but it’s not actually that awful. Do you have children?’

‘Sort of,’ says Winnie with a sad sigh. ‘George and I always wanted children, but it never seemed to happen. Not then, anyway. But I did have a baby. Before. When I was much younger . . .’

‘How wonderful!’ says Flora. ‘Where is your son or daughter now?’

Good question. This is news to me – I didn’t know Winnie had a child . . . ?

‘I don’t know.’ Winnie smiles ruefully. ‘I wasn’t allowed to keep her. They were different times. I was young. I wasn’t married – this was before George. My parents convinced me she’d be better off with someone else – someone who could care for her properly. She’ll be in her fifties now, my little girl. I always hoped she’d come looking for me. But she hasn’t. I hope she knows that I desperately wanted to keep her. I wanted to name her Joy. I wanted . . . her. But no one else did. Said I was too young. Said they knew better. Said I’d thank them for it one day. Even the doctor who took her told me it was for my own good. So that was the last time I listened to a doctor. Although recently I’ve found myself forced to . . .’

She raises a sarcastic glass my way. Bloody hell, Winnie. That’s properly awful. The things that have been done to women across time for the heinous crime of having sex with men. No good mother should have to give up their child. And I suspect Winnie would have been a great one. That sucks, Campbell. I’m . . . I’m . . .

‘I’m so sorry,’ says Flora, one of the few people who can make that platitude sound genuine.

‘Thank you,’ says Winnie, sipping her tea. ‘But what you suffered was far, far worse. I can at least hope my child is still alive. That man should be behind bars for what he did to you.’

‘I tried,’ says Flora. ‘But people like me never win against people like him. I was exhausted. So I took his filthy money . . .’

‘Quite right,’ says Winnie. ‘That’s the very least the sleazy son of a . . . gun could do . . .’

‘For what it’s worth, I didn’t spend a penny of it,’ she says eagerly. ‘It made me sick to even look at it. His heavy brought it round in a suitcase – £500,000 in cash. He couldn’t even bring it himself – couldn’t look me in the eye. The whole thing felt so dirty. So one day, I took a shovel . . . and I buried it in the back garden.’

‘You buried the suitcase?’ Winnie asks

‘I buried the money. In the suitcase,’ she clarifies. ‘I didn’t want a penny of his blood money. I just wanted my baby back.’

‘Of course,’ Winnie says. ‘And you will be with him again, remember that.’

‘I try to,’ Flora sniffs. ‘It’s just . . . it’s just so long.’

She starts to cry. This time it’s Winnie’s turn to comfort her. They share a tearful smile in their unspoken bond. One of the paltry compensations of loss is that it can bring people together. I saw it a lot at work. Both of these women have had children unfairly snatched from them. Neither needs to explain to the other how that feels.

‘Oh – I nearly forgot – I rescued this for you,’ I say, fishing her red pill out of my pocket. ‘I presume I can trust you to use it sensibly now?’

‘Actually . . . I’m not sure you can,’ smiles Flora. ‘You’d better hold on to it. For now. Thank you, Dr Price.’

I look at the pill. I’m not sure I can be trusted with it either. In the absence of furniture, I leave it on Winnie’s notes on the floor.

‘Come,’ says Winnie. ‘It’s been a long night. Let’s get some rest. You can sleep in the spare room. The bed went to a lovely couple from Doncaster, but the mattress is still there.’

‘Spare room!’ I cry. ‘First I’ve heard of a spare room!’

‘Oh, go find a child’s bed to hide under,’ Winnie hisses, heading for the stairs. ‘See you in the morning. Come, Flora. I’ll show you the way.’

Flora stands awkwardly in front of me.

‘Dr Price . . .’ she begins quietly. ‘Dr Price, I . . .’

‘It’s Miriam,’ I offer. ‘I think we’ve gone a little beyond patient–doctor now.’

‘Miriam,’ she says warmly. ‘Thank you. Sincerely. For what you did tonight. I don’t know what I was thinking . . .’

‘I do,’ I say. ‘You wanted to kill the bastard who stole your child from you – who can blame you?’

‘Oh,’ says Flora. ‘So . . . why did you stop me?’

‘Because it wouldn’t have helped,’ I say honestly. ‘Don’t let that scumbag drag you down with him. He’ll get his. You know that better than anyone.’

‘Well, thank you,’ she says. ‘You’ve been a true friend to me. I hope I get the chance to repay the favour.’

She touches my arm and I find myself curiously at a loss for coherent words.

So this is what it’s like to be a Diagnosis: Murder scriptwriter.

‘Goodnight . . . Miriam,’ she says, heading upstairs behind Winnie.

‘Night, Flora,’ I say. ‘And don’t worry if you see a terrifying ghoul walking around in the night. You’re not in hell – it’s just Winnie getting up for a wee.’

She giggles and heads upstairs. ‘You’re so naughty, Dr Miriam Price,’ she says, smiling. ‘And yet so very, very nice. God bless you. Sleep well.’

I watch her leave.

You sleep well too, Flora.

Christ knows you’ve earned it.
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‘Robin Hood! Wake up! It’s time to go riding through the glen!’

The sound of Winnie’s voice drags me from a sleep I didn’t realise I’d drifted into.

‘That’s weird,’ I say, stretching out. ‘I never sleep.’

‘Perhaps you’re finally growing a conscience?’ she crows. ‘Someone certainly thinks she’s been a good girl . . .’

She gestures to my outfit. I’m now wearing my favourite comfy-jeans-and-baggy-jumper combo. And I’m a Green!

‘Yes!’ I cry, looking at the Limbo-branded cutlery and crockery that has appeared with my upgrade. ‘I can drink! And eat! And drink!’

‘Then let’s have breakfast . . .’

Oh God. Judging by the smells that used to emanate from her kitchen, Winnie is to Jamaican cuisine what the Death Star was to Alderaan tourism. But she seems very chipper this morning, humming away as she boils her last remaining cauldron. I just hope that not too many eyes of newt have given their lives for our breakfast. I sit at the kitchen table, one of the few pieces of furniture to have escaped Facebook Marketplace.

‘Where’s Flora?’ I ask, not least in the hope that she will be polite enough to actually eat whatever Winnie is concocting and spare me.

‘The elevator came for her early,’ says Winnie grimly. ‘I think she has some music to face.’

‘She’ll be okay,’ I say as Winnie pours coffee into my mug. ‘I suspect her idea of sin is only putting a twenty in the collection tray.’

I put the cup to my lips and taste coffee for the first time in nearly six months. Sweet Jesus, that’s good. There were so many simple sensations I never appreciated while I was alive. I’m cherishing every one from here on out.

‘Grief does terrible things,’ says Winnie, serving her concoction into a bowl. ‘I hope she can find some peace.’

I think back over last night’s conversations and revelations.

‘You never said about your daughter,’ I say, in the absence of knowing how else to refer to it. ‘That must have been horrific.’

‘You never said about your father,’ she replies. ‘That must have been horrific. Perhaps George was right. Perhaps we have more in common than we realise.’

‘Not when it comes to breakfast,’ I mutter, eyeing mine with distaste.

My mind flits to Danielle King, yet another woman who had a child taken prematurely. Far too many have.

‘I never told you – I went to the Kings’ flat yesterday,’ I say. ‘I think we can definitely strike Danielle off the suspect list.’

‘Why so?’ she asks, joining me at the table.

‘Frankly, I was worth more to her alive than dead,’ I say, sniffing my breakfast gingerly. ‘She was planning to sue me – still is, in fact. She’s convinced it will make her feel better if she has some money.’

‘Money can’t replace a child,’ Winnie says, shaking her head. ‘Look at Flora.’

‘But it would buy them a better class of grief,’ I say. ‘Although I don’t see how they’re ever going to afford it.’

‘Why did you never have children?’ Winnie asks.

‘Never really wanted them,’ I reply honestly. ‘Everyone always assumes there’s something wrong with you if you don’t have kids by your forties, but motherhood just never appealed to me. Nav and I did give conception a half-hearted attempt during a pre-forty panic. But neither of us, nor either of my ovaries, showed any particular enthusiasm for the project. And just as well, given how my cards played out. Losing a parent is a life sentence with no crime. I’m glad I didn’t inflict it on another child. Besides, my mother always said I’d make a lousy one. I was inclined to agree.’

‘If you’ll forgive me, your mother had a lot of peculiar opinions,’ says Winnie, sitting down. ‘And there’s another classic example.’

I think . . . that was a compliment? Weird . . .

‘Anyway, so I think Danielle’s out.’

‘That just leaves us Jane and Hannah,’ Winnie sighs. ‘But how we prove one of them did it, I just don’t know. Short of a confession, I don’t know what we can present to the coroner. I fear the case has gone colder than your cat.’

‘I’ll think of something,’ I say, sipping my caffeinated nectar. ‘I’ll have to . . .’

‘Now eat up,’ says Winnie. ‘We have lots to do today.’

‘Like what?’ I say, trying to delay her invitation for as long as possible. ‘The inquest conclusion isn’t until tomorrow.’

‘Well, believe it or not, there are problems other than yours in the world,’ Winnie says, slurping on her coffee. ‘I have one full day left on this Earth. I’d like to put it to good use. I have had the opportunity to set my affairs in order. And to tell Eloise Porter at the WI about her husband’s. Your friends in Limbo were not so lucky. I’ve got a day to try to make things right for them.’

‘Flora and Fred?’ I ask. ‘How will you do that?’

‘You’ll see,’ she says, tapping her nose. ‘Now eat your breakfast before it gets cold.’

‘What is it?’ I ask, poking at the lumpy, green, stewy thing with my spoon. It looks like the stomach contents of a post mortem.

‘Callaloo,’ Winnie explains. ‘Family recipe. George’s favourite. Eat up.’

What a day to have four of my senses return. I put the spoon to my mouth, check my gag reflex and . . .

Sweet Lord, that is absolutely delicious.

I look up to see Winnie smiling smugly.

‘You see,’ she says. ‘Not everything is as it first appears. Now hurry. We have work to do.’

An hour later, we are standing outside Willetts & Co., the antique shop owned by Fred and his wife Beryl. Winnie is launching a second bid for Worst-dressed Woman Ever and today’s horror show is a strapless pink cocktail dress from circa 1974 adorned with a feather boa.

‘Could I take this opportunity to ask again what the actual hell we are doing here?’ I say as she totters out of the car.

‘That poor Beryl is going to spend the next fourteen years putting her life on hold to be reunited with a husband who intends to make whoopee with half the elderly population of Eternity,’ she says, applying another coat of Blood Transfusion Blush. ‘So I’m thinking – what would make George walk away from me?’

‘A functioning brain stem?’ I proffer.

‘Love is a powerful emotion,’ she continues from under an arched eyebrow. ‘But as we know, it is trumped by hate. Beryl is staying loyal to her husband through love. All we need to do is make her hate him.’

‘Well, how do you propose doing that?’

‘You’ll see,’ she says. ‘Let’s go.’

We walk into the shop, which is in one of the Victorian arcades that proliferate Westmouth. The store, like so many of its neighbours, is a cavalcade of junk. I’m immediately greeted by a row of diminishing elephants under the heading ‘Ethnic Goods’. The monotone cultural composition of this rural town means that ‘ethnic’ is largely a catch-all for ‘not by Cath Kidston’.

We weave our way through the tables of tat, past trinket boxes and mismatched tableware, beyond leather notebooks for you not to write your novel within and ornaments for your cleaner to dust. The ‘retro’ table catches my eye – although it breaks my heart that anything from before the turn of the millennium is now considered retro, myself included.

A red toy jumps out at me. It’s one of those View-Masters that all we kids of the eighties had. If they were before your time then 1) View-Masters were small, red binoculars into which you inserted discs of tiny photos that it enlarged for you to see and 2) You are far too young – go and juice a yak’s bladder. I smile. The View-Master was the battleground for one of Christian and mine’s greatest ever fights. He got one for his eleventh birthday, but lost it soon after. He told Mum that I stole it and swapped it for Millie Carter’s roller skates, a charge I strenuously denied until my dying day. Every family occasion since, after a few drinks, the bloody View-Master would come up and Christian would demand that I just admit that I traded it in for the roller skates, which is categorically untrue. I wish I’d known it was here. I would have bought it and given it to Jake, just to wind Christian up.

‘There she is,’ whispers Winnie, spotting a little dormouse of a woman behind the counter. ‘That must be Beryl.’

‘Oh yes, that’s her all right. Switzerland has seen more action than this girl.’

‘Right,’ says Winnie. ‘What can you tell me about Fred – something that only a wife would know?’

‘Er . . . he’s got a piercing in his left nipple,’ I say, struggling to recall a conversation my subconscious is quite determined to erase. ‘Oh, and he’s got the horn for Margaret Thatcher.’

‘Bizarre on both counts.’ She shudders. ‘Okay – here I go . . .’

But, before she can, another customer bustles into the shop, carrying a large box of tat. The display stands obscure their face, but . . . Hang on, there are my candlesticks again! What are they doing here?

I move around a display of ‘rustic’ (i.e., dirty) earthenware to see who has nicked my candlesticks now.

It’s only Vile Fiona.

She strides up to the counter and dumps the box down on it.

‘Oh – hello again,’ says Beryl pleasantly. ‘Back so soon?’

‘I told you, sweetie,’ says ViFi, dripping with insincerity, ‘I’m clearing out my aunt’s house. What can you give me for this lot?’

‘The cheeky cow!’ I tell Winnie. ‘She’s flogging all the stuff the parents donated for the food bank!’

‘Maybe she’s just trying to raise more money?’ Winnie whispers.

‘Quick – get your phone out and film her,’ I tell her. Winnie fumbles around in her handbag and – after switching on Google Maps, the calculator and her Costa loyalty card – finally starts filming.

‘Well, you’ve got some lovely things in here,’ says Beryl. ‘Shall we say £100 for the lot?’

‘Make it £125,’ says ViFi, holding out her hand for the money from Beryl’s till. ‘I’m going for a manicure. Could use the cash . . .’

‘Um . . .’ Beryl simpers gently. ‘I’m unlikely to make much profit on this and—’

‘Oh, come along, sweetie,’ says ViFi. ‘It’s only £25. And that’s going to seem very cheap when I tell everyone on our school Facebook page that your shop exploits Indonesian children for cheap goods.’

‘Where did you hear that?’ Beryl whimpers. ‘We only use fair-trade suppliers! That’s . . . that’s simply not true . . .’

ViFi leans over the counter.

‘And for £25 it’ll stay that way,’ she grins.

Beryl takes a shaky breath and pulls out the notes from her till.

‘Pleasure doing business with you, sweetie,’ winks ViFi.

‘What a witch,’ whispers Winnie as ViFi takes her filthy lucre and strolls out of the shop.

‘With a capital B,’ I agree. ‘Did you get it?’

‘Oh yes,’ says Winnie, showing me the footage.

You’ll keep, ViFi. This one’s for Jake.

‘Right,’ says Winnie. ‘How do I look?’

‘Like a very niche adult website,’ I tell her.

‘Perfect,’ she grins. ‘Wish me luck.’

She pulls her shoulders back and shakes her head before striding towards the counter. I think the effect is meant to be alluring, but ultimately resembles a constipated Stormtrooper. She arrives at the counter and slams her hand down on the bell, despite Beryl being right next to her.

‘Good morning,’ Beryl squeaks, still shaken by her encounter with Smerfette. ‘May I help you?’

‘Where is Fred? I demand to see him!’ Winnie declares dramatically, throwing her feather boa over her shoulder.

‘Um – I’m afraid that won’t be possible,’ says Beryl quietly. ‘Fred recently passed away.’

Winnie gasps and covers her mouth with her hand.

‘No!’ she screams, throwing herself onto the counter. ‘No, no, no! Not my Fred! Not my love! Not my life!’

‘Um . . . I beg your pardon?’ says Beryl. ‘Are you . . . a friend . . . of my late husband’s?’

Winnie stands tall and gasps again. To be fair, she’s better than most of the extras on Diagnosis: Murder. But then so is cholera.

‘Your husband?’ she screams. ‘Your HUSBAND? Fred was MARRIED?’

‘Er . . . yes,’ simpers Beryl.

‘But . . . but . . . he LOVED ME!’ says Winnie. ‘We’ve been together for years! He was my one great love!’

‘Excuse me, who are you?’ Beryl asks.

That’s so gloriously British. In Italy, a jilted wife would lay her love rival out flat. Here in Britain she asks for ID.

‘I . . . I . . . I . . .’ says Winnie, looking around the shop for inspiration. ‘I . . . am Military Memorabilia!’

Oh my God. She has actually lost the plot.

This really is Diagnosis: Murder.

‘I beg your pardon?’ says Beryl.

‘My name is not important,’ says Winnie hastily. ‘But my heart . . . oh my poor, broken heart!’

She weeps dramatically – or at least loudly – on the counter.

‘Are you saying,’ Beryl begins, the penny farthing beginning to drop, ‘that you were having . . . a relationship with my husband?’

‘A relationship?’ Winnie exclaims. ‘A relationship? What Fred and I shared goes far beyond mere love! We were eternal soulmates! We were sensual lovers! I adored every inch of him, from his nubile brain to his pierced nipple! We laughed at the sunset! We ran in the waves! We made love to VHS cassettes of Tory Party Conferences! We . . .’

‘YOU RANCID WHORE!’ Beryl suddenly screams, reaching over the desk and grabbing Winnie by the boa and shaking her. ‘How dare you touch my husband! I knew it! I knew Fred was up to something! All those nights he said he was down the Conservative Club – I knew it! I’m going to kill him! I’m going to dig up his useless corpse and kill him again! Forty-three years of marriage I endured with that man! I’ve had leaking hot water bottles that were better in bed than he was! His idea of foreplay was taking his socks off! All these years, Len down the bingo has been offering me cream tea at the Highcliffe and I turned him down! For what? For my useless cockroach of a husband to be fooling around with Yoda’s older sister! You SLAG!’

I really want to help Winnie – who is going the same colour as her lipstick – but I’m just far too busy laughing. Winnie, who has been trying to loosen the boa from her neck, finally has a brainwave and spins round, uncurling herself from its clutches.

‘Let’s go!’ she puffs, making a run for the door as Beryl struggles to free herself from behind the counter, me following as fast as my gasping diaphragm can manage. We hurtle out of the shop and into the arcade, Beryl’s screams following us from her front door and reverberating around the colonnades.

‘FRED WILLETS!’ she curses to the heavens. ‘IF YOU CAN HEAR ME, YOU CHEATING BASTARD, I WANT YOU TO KNOW THIS ONE THING . . . I ALWAYS VOTED FOR NEIL KINNOCK!’

‘One down, one to go,’ says Winnie after a reviving cup of tea at a café a safe distance from Beryl and her righteous indignation.

‘Well, that was one of my more bizarre experiences,’ I muse.

‘Says the ghost dressed like Shrek . . .’

‘Fair. So . . . were you always like this?’

‘Like what?’

‘Utterly off your bloody rocker.’

Winnie laughs.

‘Maybe,’ she smiles. ‘We don’t really change with age. Our bodies just hide us better.’

A happy thought takes her somewhere else. I wonder what Young Winnie was like. I wonder if we might have got along. In a parallel universe. With no cats.

‘So Fred’s off the hook,’ I say eventually. ‘Now how do you plan to help Flora?’

‘That awful Polonski must pay for what he did,’ she says. ‘And not with his money.’

She looks at her watch.

‘We have to go,’ she says. ‘We have an appointment.’

‘An appointment?’ I ask, half in dread, half in excitement. ‘For what?’

She stands up and grins at me before outlining her latest batshit idea.

‘We’re going to buy a gun.’
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‘This is actually insane,’ I say as we sit in a car park on the outskirts of Westmouth. ‘Winnie, this man is dangerous . . .’

‘To whom?’ she scoffs, pulling on a pair of black gloves. She has donned a huge hat, short black wig and massive black shades. It’s like someone microwaved Anna Wintour. ‘You’re dead and I’m dying. What’s the worst that can happen?’

She has a point.

‘How did you even arrange this?’ I ask. ‘Do gun runners advertise in the parish newsletter these days?’

‘My George was an excellent policeman,’ she says, adjusting her wig. ‘Part of that involved knowing the right wrong people. He became rather friendly with his informants over the years. They were only too happy to help his widow. They have put the word out that a senile old bat with more money than sense is prepared to pay ten times over the odds for a piece. No criminal can resist easy money. Especially ours.’

A sporty red penile extension roars into the car park. I have never understood why drug dealers flaunt their wealth so. It’s like security vans that declare their purpose on the outside. If they delivered the cash to the post office in a Skoda, no one would bat an eyelid.

The sports car pulls up next to us and the window winds down.

‘You Winnie?’ he asks. It’s Chris Polonski.

Winnie nods behind her big black shades.

‘Do you have the cash?’

Winnie reaches into her granny bag and pulls out a massive wedge of £50 notes.

‘Check you out, 50 Pence!’ I cry. ‘Where do you get all this cash?’

‘Len down the bingo isn’t the only one who’s known a hot streak,’ she mutters out the corner of her mouth. ‘Now be quiet.’

‘Get in,’ says Polonski, looking around and opening his car door.

Winnie opens the door, allowing me enough time to get out of her car, and dawdles to ensure I can get into his. She parks herself in the front seat.

‘Are you going to give me what I want?’ she asks. I have to hand it to her – she’s as cool as a cryogenic cucumber.

‘In there,’ says Polonski, nodding to the glove compartment. She opens it. Inside is a small pistol. ‘But you and I never met. If you get caught with it, it’s your funeral.’

Winnie laughs. This clearly irks our criminal companion. Watch it, Win.

I scan the car with my X-ray vision. The boot is full of drugs. I scan Polonksi.

‘Careful, Campbell,’ I warn. ‘He’s carrying a huge knife in his sock.’

Winnie starts to giggle. She’s playing a dangerous game. He clearly doesn’t kill her – her death isn’t until Saturday. But he can make a right mess of her with that knife, believe me . . .

‘Something funny?’ he asks aggressively.

‘Yes, as a matter of fact, it is,’ she says. ‘You.’

‘You need to watch your mouth,’ seethes Polonski.

‘And you need to test your eyes,’ Winnie snaps back. ‘As you get older, you accept that you become increasingly invisible. But, even so, it’s not been sixteen hours since we last met, yet you don’t see me at all.’

She takes off her hat and her glasses. Polonski peers at her.

‘Oh yeah . . .’ he says eventually. ‘You’re that crazy old bitch from the restaurant last night . . .’

‘The very same,’ says Winnie, taking a seated bow. ‘Your restaurant is a dung heap.’

Polonski sits back. I doubt he’s used to being spoken to like that. Unless he’s paid for it.

‘What did you just say?’

‘The Golden Claw,’ she said. ‘It’s a hole. Overpriced and tasteless. Just like its owner.’

Polonski leans in menacingly. He’s a truly nasty piece of work.

‘Now I don’t hit old people and I rarely hit women,’ he says. ‘But I’m prepared to make an exception for you, you gobby old bitch. So take what you came for and get the fuck out of my car.’

He snatches the cash from Winnie’s hand, throws it in his lap and lights a spliff. What an abject cockwomble.

Winnie shrugs her indifference and goes to get out of the car.

‘Oh – one more thing,’ she says. ‘I need you to drive yourself to the nearest police station and turn yourself in for the death of Monty Buccanan.’

Polonski chokes on his smoke.

‘Say what?’ he says darkly.

‘The little boy you hit and left to die,’ she says. ‘You need to turn yourself in and serve your time.’

‘What the – what is this?’ says Polonski, throwing the spliff out the window and reaching down to his leg. He pulls the knife from his sock and flicks the blade. Oh shit . . .

‘Careful, Winnie,’ I say. ‘Trust me, knife wounds are a nasty business.’

‘You’re not going to stab me,’ she says, turning back and staring him down.

Jeez. This broad has more balls than a soft play.

‘Try me,’ he says, holding the knife towards her throat.

There is a small click.

‘Put the knife down, a-hole,’ Winnie growls.

Polonski freezes and looks down at his groin. I peer over the seat to see what is going on.

Oh, Dick van Dyke . . .

Winnie is holding her gun.

To his balls.

‘Don’t play with me, old lady,’ he says, a tremble now in his voice. ‘We both know you won’t fire that . . .’

With ninja-like speed, Winnie elbows Polonski in the nose, making him drop the knife. She picks it up and tosses it out of the car as he raises a hand to his bleeding snout, before aiming the gun out of the open window. She pulls the trigger, fires a shot and a squirrel falls out of a tree with a final squeak. She whips the gun back to his trousers.

‘Now you’re going to do as you’re told,’ she says, pulling a hanky out of her sleeve as Polonksi tries to stem his bleeding nose. ‘Or Fluffy over there won’t be the only one losing his nuts today.’

Polonski takes the tissues and nods like a Girl Guide.

‘Christ alive, Campbell,’ I gasp, finally able to form words. ‘What the bloody hell are they teaching you at the WI?’

‘Now drive,’ she says to Polonski.

‘Don’t shoot me,’ he says. ‘I’ve got kids . . .’

‘So did Flora Buccanan,’ says Winnie. ‘Drive.’

He switches on the ignition and heads for the car park exit.

‘Left,’ she says, still holding the gun to his lobster and two shrimp.

‘Listen,’ says Polonski, ‘I’ve got money. Lots of money. Name your price.’

Winnie laughs.

‘I don’t want your money,’ she says. ‘People like you think you can buy anyone. Well, some of us aren’t for sale.’

‘Er . . . may I ask what in the name of small furry rodents you are doing?’ I shout out as the car speeds out of town and away from civilisation. But Winnie says nothing. Polonski is sweating like an MP reading a Sunday tabloid.

‘Next right,’ says Winnie, pointing to a small country lane.

‘Where are you taking me?’ squeals Polonksi, looking at the ominously deserted road. ‘Why are we going down here?’

‘You like to drive fast,’ says Winnie, ‘so here’s your chance. Floor it.’

‘Wh . . . what?’ says Polonski.

‘You heard me,’ says Winnie. ‘You bought this car to make a statement: “I big man. I drive fast.” So now’s your chance. Punch it! Go!’

‘I . . . I don’t understand,’ whimpers the big, strong drug dealer.

Winnie nudges him in the personals with the gun.

‘Oh, I think you do,’ she says. ‘I’ve always fancied a ride in one of these ridiculous male over-compensations. So show me what I’ve been missing. Drive.’

Polonski swallows hard and starts to put his foot down. We accelerate along the road.

‘Winnie?’ I say, wishing I could touch my seatbelt. ‘Winnie? What the hell are you—?’

‘Faster!’ she yells as the car picks up speed. ‘Come on – let’s see what this baby can do!’

The daft beggar is whooping like a Brexiteer at a Daily Mail coupon. I watch the needle climb on the speedo: 70mph . . . 80 . . . 90 . . .

‘WHHHHOOOOOOOO-HOOOOOOOO!’ Winnie screams as Polonski rips down the narrowing road, tears now freely flowing down his face.

‘Please,’ he implores. ‘Please. I don’t want to die – you don’t want to die . . .’

‘I’M ALREADY DEAD, BUTT-HEAD!’ Winnie screams. I wonder if she’s been downwind of the weed. But, whatever it is, she’s having the time of her limited life.

We hare around a corner, passing a white car in a layby. A siren starts up. Wonderful. It’s the police.

‘Shit!’ Polonski whimpers, looking in his rear view. ‘Shit, shit, shit! What do I do?’

Winnie shrugs.

‘The law doesn’t seem to have bothered you before,’ she says casually. ‘Seems a strange time to start fretting.’

‘But . . . they’ve seen me!’ he cries, looking back at the police car hurtling behind us. ‘They’ve got my plates. They’ll arrest us both . . .’

‘You let me worry about me,’ says Winnie, adjusting her sunglasses. ‘Because you should be worrying about you. Faster.’

Polonski makes a woeful huff, but the gun nudging his nethers is proving most persuasive. I look behind us – the lone copper in the car behind is doing a noble job of keeping up with us. He was probably only pulling over for a quick nap and a cheese butty, the poor bugger.

‘Er . . . I don’t wish to interfere, Dirty Harry,’ I grimace, ‘but what’s your exit strategy?’

‘Right! Here!’ says Winnie, suddenly grabbing the wheel and forcing the car down a small fork.

‘Whhhhhhhhhhooooooaaaaaaa!’ squeals Polonski as his beloved boy toy skids in the dirt like a BMX. The police car wails on past the turning and I hear the screech of brakes up ahead as we charge along our new path. We’re deep in the heart of the countryside now and this is little more than a farm track. It’s been raining and the banks either side of the road are thick with mud. The going is harder and the car is struggling to maintain its pace. I hear the siren a way back – Bobby has managed to back up and follow us down.

‘What . . . where are you taking us?’ screams Polonski in a panic. ‘This is a dead end!’

I look ahead. He’s right. This is a farm track. The only thing on the horizon is a massive hay silo.

‘You keep your foot on that accelerator,’ says Winnie, cocking the gun. ‘Let’s see how it feels to be hit by a sports car at speed.’

‘Are you out of your tiny mind!’ I scream at her. ‘You hit that thing, you’re a cow pat.’

She just laughs hysterically and hollers again. She’s living her very own retirement road movie.

It’s Thermals and Louise.

The hay silo is approaching. The sweat is pouring down Polonski’s face.

‘I . . . I . . . I . . . I can’t,’ he says, starting to hit the brakes. ‘NOOOOOOOOOOO!’

‘NOOOOOOOOOO!’ I echo in the back.

‘YIPPEE KAYAK, MOTHER HUBBARD!’ screams Winnie, opening the door as the car rapidly decelerates.

‘Campbell!’ I shriek. ‘What are you doing?!’

‘See you in hell!’ she shouts at Polonski, dropping the gun in his lap and throwing herself out of the car door.

‘WINNIE!’ I scream, watching her frail body roll along the muddy track behind us.

The crazy old coot actually just threw herself from a moving car!

I look back up ahead. The road is too muddy, the brakes have no traction – we’re going to hit the hay. Hard . . .

‘OH GOD!’ screams Polonski, losing control of the car on the skiddy surface.

Spoiler alert, pal. She ain’t gonna help you now.

‘AAAAAAAAAAAAAARGH!’ cries the poor little career criminal as he takes his hands off the spinning steering wheel to shield his stupid face. ‘FFFFFFFFF . . . !’

The car spins along the track like a top. I feel Winnie’s breakfast churn in my guts. We’re going to . . .

CRASH!

The car smashes into the silo head on. Polonski’s airbag explodes in his face, but having no seatbelt and still apparently subject to the forces of gravity, I am propelled smack into the seat in front of me. I take a moment to regain my faculties, but I am – of course – unharmed. Thanks for that, Winnie . . .

Oh God.

Winnie.

I clamber over the car seats and out through Winnie’s open door. I can see her there, back along the path, lying motionless in the mud. Is she . . . ? Is that how she decided to do herself in? I mean, way to go, Winnie, but . . .

The policeman has pulled up alongside the sports car and Bobby is dragging the driver out of it. Polonski is conscious, wailing and has wet himself. Oh, for a mobile phone right now. But I have other concerns.

I sprint to Winnie and kneel down beside her. She is face down in the mud. Is she—

But then I hear it. The low, guttural rumblings. Her fingers start to wiggle in the mud before they find enough purchase to push her face out of it. She pulls herself up and wipes her face down, but she still looks as if she’s been on a cheap spa day.

She splutters out the mud in her mouth. And she is laughing her certifiable butt off.

‘I . . . I . . . I . . .’ she gasps. ‘I have always wanted to do that . . .’

She’s okay. For now at least.

‘You are, without a doubt, the barmiest bitch I have ever met,’ I tell her. ‘And I once did karaoke with Timmy Mallet . . .’

‘Shhh,’ she says, looking towards Polonski and the policeman who is handcuffing him. ‘I want to hear this.’

‘So we have dangerous driving, possession with intent to supply Class A, possession of a firearm with intent to endanger life and possession of a bladed article,’ says the copper. ‘I hope you haven’t made holiday plans, Polonski.’

He drags the worthless scum to his feet and turns back towards his car. Wait a minute . . .

‘But . . . but . . . but it was all her!’ screams Polonski, screaming at Winnie. ‘That stupid old bitch – she held me hostage! She made me do it!’

I smile as I realise what she’s done. You crafty bugger, Campbell.

The copper looks over at us, squints his eyes, then returns to Polonski.

‘Been getting high on your own supply have you, Christopher?’ he sighs. ‘I can’t see anyone here. At the time of arrest, you were alone in your car with more drugs than a halls of residence. But you tell the boys down the police station how a little old lady held the mighty Chris Polonski hostage. I’m sure that’ll make you lots of friends at HMP Linwood. They do like a nice, sensitive lad on D-wing.’

The policeman hauls Polonski to his car and throws him in the back, not taking too much care to mind his head on the way in, I observe. He gets in the front seat and starts to pull away.

‘Well, well, well,’ I smile as the car slows towards us. Winnie grins back. The window winds down.

‘You okay, Aunty Win?’ the policeman whispers.

And there he is. Her nephew, Alfie. Well played, Winnie.

‘What the . . . ?’ screams Polonski. ‘This is a total stitch-up! I’m going to report you for corruption. My lawyers will—’

‘Send a suitcase of cash round to his house?’ says Winnie. ‘Make sure you get his new address.’

‘Oh yeah, on that – do you have the dimensions of the spare bedroom?’ her nephew whispers. ‘Cheryl is thinking of turning it into a yoga studio . . .’

I knew it.

‘I’ll send them over later,’ says Winnie. ‘With a little job for your Mason. You go take out that trash.’

‘With pleasure,’ says her nephew. ‘Thanks, Win – do you need a lift?’

Winnie looks back towards the sports car, which, like her, seems miraculously to have survived the impact with only a few scratches to the bodywork.

‘No thank you,’ she grins, getting to her feet and putting the muddy sunglasses back on her face. ‘Aunty’s got a brand-new ride.’
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At my request, Winnie roars up outside Jake’s school in her new sports car. I have a little something I need to do.

‘Now you’re sure you can sort the tech?’ I say as she opens the door for me.

‘Yes, yes, yes,’ waves Winnie dismissively. ‘Alfie’s son Mason is a computer whizz, always playing with this and that on his laptop.’

‘Big gamer?’

‘Big hacker,’ grins Winnie. ‘How do you think I spammed you with double-glazing pop-ups for a month?’

‘Your family,’ I sigh, looking around for what is left of mine.

‘Good luck,’ says Winnie. ‘I’ll see you at home. For the last supper.’

‘Uh-huh,’ I mutter noncommittally as I get out of the car. I’d hoped that the day’s adventures might have deterred Winnie from tomorrow’s plans. Apparently not.

I join the stream of parents heading into the playground. Covid still forbids the entrance of parents into the main school building, which must be one of the few reasons teachers are grateful for the pandemic.

Everyone takes their places in socially distanced hula-hoops, strategically placed around the tarmac expanse. They are each issued with a small bottle of either Prosecco or sparkling apple juice and individual pots of olives. This is more middle-class than a Waitrose World Foods aisle.

I spot Christian and Neil arriving and head across the playground. But before I can reach them, they are intercepted by Mrs Kidd. Christian looks guiltier than if he’d bought non-organic pomegranates – it’s etched across his face.

‘Mr Price,’ smiles Mrs K. ‘Good to see you again. Sorry to talk shop, but I was wondering if we could have a quick word . . .’

‘Oh, I’ll give you a call tomorrow,’ says Christian airily, grabbing Neil’s hand. ‘I’m sure you don’t want to talk to parents on your night off . . .’

‘Oh, it’s not a problem,’ says the oblivious teacher. ‘I always work late on Thursdays. I make my husband come and pick me up, ostensibly to save me getting the bus late – actually so we can stop for a kebab on the way home.’

Christian laughs nervously and doesn’t offer the introduction that Neil and Mrs Kidd are clearly waiting for. After an awkward second too many, Neil holds his hand up.

‘Hi,’ he says. ‘I’m Neil Harris. Christian’s husband. Jake’s dad. PTA virgin.’

‘Oh, well then, you’re in for a treat,’ grins Mrs K. ‘So long as they don’t sacrifice you on the PE horse. Virgins are quite hard to come by in Westmouth . . .’

Everyone laughs and relaxes a bit. I like Mrs Kidd. A few glasses of Sauv and I bet she could be a right laugh.

‘Anyway, before we are dazzled by the proceeds of the Easter bake sale, I just wanted to give you a heads-up about Jake’s assessment.’

‘What assessment?’ says Neil tightly. ‘We never gave our permission for Jake to be assessed. In fact, we were very clear that . . .’

He glances over at Christian, who now looks as if he’s just eaten a McDonald’s. It tells Neil everything he needs to know.

‘Oh,’ he glowers. ‘I see.’

Ah. This is all going to go horribly wrong. Mrs Kidd can sense it too.

‘Well, we were able to conduct the assessment this morning,’ she begins, watching Neil’s jaw clench, ‘but I’m sorry, you’re right, Mr Price – perhaps it would be better if we had a more formal meeting to discuss the results?’

‘Oh no,’ says Neil, his eyes darkening. ‘Do carry on. You two seem to have decided what’s best for my son—’

‘For our son,’ Christian interrupts quietly.

‘So you do remember that,’ Neil snaps back.

Pack your suitcase, Jakey. That swear jar is going to get you to the moon and back tonight.

‘How would you like to continue?’ says Mrs Kidd, not missing a beat. Damn, this broad is good.

‘You might as well tell us now,’ says Neil. ‘If my . . . our son is going to have a label slapped on him, I’d rather hear it first.’

‘I quite understand what a complicated process this can be,’ Mrs Kidd says genuinely. ‘My daughter had difficulties at school. I was very resistant to getting her assessed. But I’m glad I did.’

‘She’s at university now,’ says Christian weakly, as if that’s going to help.

‘Congratulations,’ says Neil, not looking at him. ‘So what did your . . . assessment . . . find?’

‘It was fascinating,’ smiles Mrs Kidd. ‘As you suspected, some of Jake’s symptoms do meet the inattentiveness and hyperactivity criteria for ADHD—’

‘And there it is!’ says Neil. ‘The catch-all diagnosis for the child with personality! Let’s just smack him out on drugs and make sure he doesn’t bother anyone.’

‘But we think they are actually being exacerbated,’ Mrs Kidd continues, ‘by Jake’s ability level.’

‘Wonderful!’ says Neil, slugging back his Prosecco. ‘So my son is thick as well as a problem child! Shall we just stick him in prison now to save us all the trouble later?’

‘Neil! Let her speak!’ Christian snaps. ‘Please, Mrs Kidd – what ability level?’

Mrs Kidd smiles.

‘His exceptional one,’ she says quietly.

‘What?’ says Neil.

‘What?’ says Christian.

‘What?’ says me.

You are kidding me, miss? I mean, not to knock one of our own, but I once had to extract a Wotsit from the kid’s left ear canal . . .

‘Sorry?’ says Neil.

‘Jake’s scores also indicate that he is highly gifted,’ smiles Mrs Kidd again. ‘His verbal and non-verbal reasoning were off the chart . . .’

‘I don’t understand?’ says Christian. ‘So . . .’

‘Jake’s issues aren’t strictly behavioural,’ Mrs Kidd points out. ‘To put it plainly – sometimes he’s just bored. It’s quite common in highly able children. Their school work doesn’t challenge them sufficiently, so they become easily frustrated. There was one more thing – Jake’s assessment also indicated that he struggles to process information at speed, which can make the classroom environment very challenging and overwhelming. But once we have strategies in place to support him, his underlying ability levels indicate that he is going to soar.’

Neil and Christian cannot compute.

‘So . . . he’s not . . . got problems,’ Neil ventures.

‘We all have problems, Mr Harris,’ Mrs Kidd laughs. ‘Just ask my bathroom scales tomorrow morning after that kebab. But school for Jake has been like running a marathon with a broken leg. All his achievements here are therefore rather astonishing in that light, wouldn’t you say?’

‘Um . . . yes,’ says Neil, looking at Christian like it’s bin night all over again. ‘He’s amazing.’

‘He really is,’ sniffs Chris.

‘I quite agree,’ smiles Mrs Kidd. ‘I’ll send you all the formal paperwork and of course we’ll talk much more. But please be assured that from tomorrow Jake will be getting all the kinds of support he needs. I will see to it myself. Things are going to be much better going forward.’

‘Thank you,’ says Neil, choking back a tear. Christian is, of course, already streaming.

‘You are very welcome,’ says Mrs Kidd. ‘Now enjoy your olives. Someone had to bake a lot of cake pops to pay for those.’

She walks away with a wink, swigging her Prosecco as she goes. Top, top bird.

‘Chris, I . . .’ Neil begins, but a deafening squeak comes out of the microphone at the front. Vile Fiona has taken to the stage, flanked by the Yummies.

‘Good . . . good evening, everyone. How lovely to see you all at this, our annual PTA welcome night,’ says Fiona. Personally, I preferred the sound of the feedback. ‘I hope you’ll bear with us doing things a little differently this year – usually at PTA events, we aim to serve Corona, not catch it!’

This falls flatter than a training bra. Jokey Smerf, she ain’t.

‘Well, I’m delighted to say that despite the most challenging year the PTA has ever faced, we have still managed to raise thousands for the good of our school community,’ ViFi continues. ‘We have over £50,000 in our account!’

‘Blimey,’ whistles Christian. ‘That’s more than the food bank turned over in two years . . .’

‘And we have exciting plans for how to spend it,’ ViFi gabbles on, ‘including brand new iPads for the IT suite, £500 for every classroom to have a Shakespeare workshop, and a glamorous black-tie gala dinner dance to celebrate the end of the pandemic next summer. So, as you can see, we are forging ahead with our—’

‘Scuse me,’ a male voice goes up over the other side of the playground. I recognise it, but I can’t see it.

‘Um . . . I hadn’t planned on sharing the floor,’ says ViFi with her rictus grin. ‘This is the PTA. Not Communism.’

‘Let the man speak,’ another voice goes up.

‘Of course,’ strains a flustered Fi. ‘Do step forward. What can I do for you?’

The man steps closer to the front.

You’re kidding me.

It’s Darren King.

Six degrees of Westmouth. Again.

‘Um . . . I was wondering . . .’ he says, his feet shuffling at the ground. ‘Over at St Mary’s in Southhaven, they’ve started a fund to help families who are . . . struggling. Y’know, with jobs and that in the pandemic. They’re offering free school meals to kids over the half-term and holidays. I just thought . . . maybe . . . if that money is for the community . . . we could do the same thing here? The school’s already got iPads. But some people don’t have enough to eat.’

‘That’s awful,’ whispers Neil, who clearly hasn’t recognised the speaker. But Christian has. Jesus – our Jake was at school with Jayden King. This is a suffocatingly small world.

‘It is,’ Christian agrees. ‘It really is.’

There is a general murmur of approval. But ViFi isn’t having a bar of it. Come on, Winnie – now’s the perfect moment . . .

‘Er – thank you for your . . . contribution,’ ViFi continues. ‘But, as I outlined, we have already allocated the resources for next year and—’

‘So unallocate them,’ a new voice pipes up.

‘Yeah – what’s the point in having money for our community if we’re not using it to help each other?’ a third chimes in. ‘This year, our kids need food in their bellies more than Shakespeare.’

‘Go on – you should say something,’ Neil prompts Christian. ‘You know more about this than anyone.’

‘No . . .’ blushes Christian. ‘Nothing worse than virtue signalling.’

‘Er . . . hungry kids?’ Neil suggests.

‘I’m sorry, everyone,’ says Vi Fi, shouting over the growing disquiet. ‘But that’s simply not an appropriate use of PTA funds.’

Oooh. The hypocritical hussy. Come on, Winnie . . .

‘Why not?’ comes the simple question.

‘Because,’ comes the inadequate answer, ‘we won’t do for one child what we can’t do for all children. If we start choosing which children receive special treatment—’

‘Special treatment?’ Christian suddenly bursts out. ‘What – eating?’

A rousing murmur greets his comment. The encouragement fuels him like a retweet to a keyboard warrior and Christian starts to rally.

‘Are you seriously suggesting,’ my brother continues, ‘that our community showing kindness and empathy and compassion is against what this PTA stands for?’

‘Not at all,’ grins Fiona. ‘But we don’t want to embarrass people—’

‘This conversation is embarrassing,’ says Christian to a roar of approval. ‘I say we feed our kids.’

‘Well, I say that it is the parents’ responsibility to feed their kids, not the PTA’s,’ says Fiona.

‘What if the parents haven’t got jobs?’ a voice sings out.

‘Or furlough?’ another adds.

‘Or childcare?’ a third chimes in.

‘If we start giving handouts, we leave the system wide open to abuse!’ ViFi blusters. ‘If you can afford phones, you can afford to feed your families.’

‘My phone is from 2016,’ someone shouts, ‘when I had a job. In 2020, I don’t.’

‘And what have phones got to do with feeding a child?’ Christian points out. ‘These are extraordinary times. And they need extraordinary compassion . . .’

A roar of agreement goes around the playground.

‘A whole roast chicken costs under four pounds,’ ViFi sneers. ‘And it’ll feed a whole family for days . . .’

Oh, this old chestnut. Where affluent idiots enlighten us all about how easy poverty can be. Always fun. If you haven’t suffered at the hands of something, you have zero right to belittle how crap it is for those who have. See also: racism, sexism, Gilmore Girls . . .

‘Yeah, it will,’ Christian pipes up. ‘So long as you can afford the rent on your house and the gas bill to heat the oven inside it . . .’

Too bloody right, bruv. And the playground agrees.

‘Well, I refuse to be drawn into the politics of free school meals,’ ViFi shouts over the growing disquiet in the crowd. ‘That’s a matter for Her Majesty’s government and surprisingly articulate footballers. This PTA is not here to give freebies. And while I am chair of this organisation—’

A cacophony of phone notifications breaks her diatribe.

Christian and Neil open their phones, along with much of the rest of the playground.

‘So you can all afford a phone, I see,’ mutters ViFi, apparently forgetting the large microphone-shaped microphone just under her nose.

‘You have got to be kidding me,’ Neil gasps as he watches the short film being sent to his phone.

It’s ViFi. At the antique shop. Selling my candlesticks.

Nice one, Winnie. Make sure you thank Alfie’s son for me. Before the FBI ship him off to Guantanamo.

‘So you . . . you’ve been stealing our money?’ one irate parent barks out.

‘Not stealing . . . maximising,’ blathers ViFi, looking aghast at the footage also being relayed to her phone. ‘I was merely trying to get the most profit for our school . . .’

‘So you can’t feed our kids, but you can get your nails done!’

‘You’re a disgrace!’

‘Get her out!’

‘Arrest her!’

There is uproar. The Yummies start to back away. Oh bless. Smug Smerf is all alone.

Mrs Kidd comes to the stage.

‘Er . . . thank you, everyone,’ she says, taking the microphone from ViFi. ‘Well, this is the most exciting PTA meeting we’ve had since the infamous taramasalata salmonella outbreak of 2015 . . .’

A small titter goes around the playground.

‘Rest assured, the school will launch a full investigation into what has occurred here tonight,’ she says more seriously, looking straight at ViFi. ‘Our PTA is a registered charity and therefore all parties are bound by its financial regulations. Mrs Durham, you will be suspended pending the outcome—’

‘Oh, SCREW YOU ALL!’ screams ViFi. ‘You can stick your PTA, you ungrateful chavs! I was only trying to help! Trying to stay grounded! Trying to do something for those less fortunate than ourselves! WE COULD AFFORD PRIVATE SCHOOL IF WE WANTED!’

She looks for her entourage to follow her out. But there’s been a sudden outbreak of spinal columns at the Socially-distanced Social. The Yummies are staying put. ViFi takes one last look and storms off the stage, across the car park and back to her SUV.

‘Oh dear,’ says Mrs Kidd into the mic. ‘Looks like someone needs some time on the Cloud . . .’

A relieved sprinkle of laughter erupts, followed by a round of applause.

‘I thank you,’ says Mrs K with a small bow. ‘We will of course keep you posted as to the findings of our investigation. But I think that’s enough excitement for one night – shall we call this meeting to a close?’

‘But what about the money?’ someone calls out. ‘What about the holiday meals?’

‘Um . . . to be honest, the school can’t get involved in PTA funds – that’s the role of the chairperson. And we seem to be one short at the moment . . . unless anyone wants to volunteer?’

A deathly silence hits the playground. Like anyone is stupid enough to drink from that poisoned chalice.

‘I’d like to volunteer,’ says Neil, sticking his hand up. ‘This school needs someone who will care about our community from all walks of life. It needs someone with charity experience. Someone with compassion. Someone who has devoted their life to caring for others.’

Noble sentiment, Neil. But you once put Jake’s hamster in the wash, thinking it was a sock.

‘So I’d like to volunteer . . . my husband,’ says Neil, gesturing to my brother. ‘Christian Price.’

‘What?’ hisses Christian as the Yummies all rush over. ‘What are you doing?’

‘You’d be great,’ says Neil. ‘Why not make this your something? This school is at the heart of our community and it needs help. And I can’t think of anyone better at helping.’

‘But . . . the twins?’ says Christian.

‘We’ve all got little ones,’ pants a Yummy. ‘We all get together with them when we’re planning and they play while we drink . . . coffee. We’d love to have you on board.’

‘Absolutely,’ says another one. ‘We have so many ideas, but Fiona said that they had to be formally submitted in writing. And that they were stupid.’

‘So do I have a second for that nomination?’ Mrs Kidd smiles.

The whole playground raises its hand.

‘Mr Price?’ declares Mrs Kidd. ‘It would appear you are the new chair of our PTA. Congratulations.’

Christian looks as if he’s just bought organic quinoa from a crowd-funded, zero-waste pop-up shop. Good on you, Chris. You’ll smash it.

‘Ah – that’s my ride,’ says Mrs Kidd, waving to the car that just pulled into the car park. ‘See you tomorrow, everyone.’

I watch her walk across the playground to the warm thanks of the parents as Neil and Christian embrace. Nicely done, Mrs Kidd. I wouldn’t do your job for all the tea in . . .

What the . . . ?

She arrives at her car and her husband gets out to greet her. They embrace like young lovers, a warm kiss and a smiling hug welcoming them back to one another. He holds her door open and kisses her softly as he returns to his side of the car and drives them towards their kebab.

That was a man in love.

That was one happy husband.

That was a man who needs his wife like vodka on toast.

That . . . that was my Tom.
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‘Now that’s how you spend your last day on Earth,’ says Winnie, who has flopped into her one remaining armchair as I mope inside. ‘Amends made. Justice served. Evil vanquished. A good day’s work, I’d say.’

She pours herself a large brandy. She hesitates before replacing the bottle.

‘I’m guessing you want one?’ she asks. ‘Should I offer?’

Yes. Yes, I want one more than anything on this Earth.

But that’s the trouble. It’s never just one.

‘No. Thank you,’ I say glumly.

‘What’s up with you?’ she asks.

Oh, what the hell.

‘That teacher?’ I tell her. ‘The one who’s been helping Jake?’

‘The lovely one?’

‘She’s Hannah Kidd. Tom’s wife. I saw them together tonight. They were . . . they were happy.’

‘Oh,’ says Winnie, taking a sip of her brandy. ‘How was that?’

‘Right up there with having my wisdom teeth pulled and my last self-assessment return,’ I sigh, dropping into a chair. ‘He told me they were miserable. He told me she was cold and unfeeling. He told me they were over. He lied to me . . .’

‘You’re surprised?’ Winnie says, not unkindly. ‘He was quite happy to lie to the mother of his child. Is it so strange that he would bend the truth for you? But then the truth has many faces. Maybe it was the truth he needed to justify what he was doing? Maybe it was the truth he thought you wanted to hear? Maybe it was the truth back then?’

‘Maybe,’ I sigh. All I know is that it’s not the truth I want to hear. Maybe I was his vodka. But maybe Tom just needed toast more. ‘Addicts have to be addicted to something – it’s how we escape real life. You can surrender your vice, but something else has to fill the void. Work. Exercise. Recovery. Maybe I was just Tom’s latest habit.’

‘And maybe he was yours,’ says Winnie softly. ‘But it’s still hard to give up.’

‘It is,’ I whisper back.

I stare at Winnie’s brandy again.

‘I must talk to Martin about finding an AA chapter in Limbo,’ I think aloud. ‘Given its population, seems hard to believe there wouldn’t be the demand . . .’

‘Perhaps you could start one?’ Winnie suggests, sensitively knocking her brandy back and pouring a second.

‘Perhaps,’ I sigh. ‘I’m going to be there long enough.’

Winnie pauses and looks at the crime wall.

‘How are you feeling about tomorrow?’ she asks.

‘Pretty dire,’ I tell her. ‘But we gave it our best shot.’

‘We did,’ she sighs. ‘I’ve been wracking my brains ever since I got home, seeing if we missed anything . . . Hannah had a strong motive, but we don’t actually know if she knew that – and from what you saw tonight, it doesn’t seem like her marriage was in tatters before or since you. Jane was at the crime scene, but has a cast-iron alibi in Nav, who I believe loved you too much to shield your murderer . . . I’m sorry. Maybe we’ll never know who killed you.’

‘I don’t even need the coroner to know who, I just need him to know there was a who,’ I point out despondently. I too look at the crime wall with my splayed corpse at the centre. Argh! What is it? What’s wrong . . . ?

Winnie knocks back brandy two and goes in for number three. She notes my disapproving look.

‘What?’ she squeaks. ‘A girl can’t spend her last night on Earth in the sweet embrace of Madame Cognac . . . ? Now, about that, I need to talk to you about tomorrow’s arrangements. Have you decided the . . . best way for me to . . . do it?’

I knew this conversation was coming. And I’m pretty confident I know how it’s going to end.

‘No,’ I mumble.

‘Well, you’d better get it sorted. After your inquest conclusion tomorrow, I want us to come back here and—’

‘No,’ I say again. ‘I can’t.’

‘You busy?’ she says sarcastically. ‘Because unless something miraculous happens before 10 a.m. tomorrow morning, looks like your schedule is pretty free for the next fifty years.’

She hiccoughs. The woman holds her drink like a colander.

‘I can’t do it, Winnie,’ I say, closing my eyes. ‘I can’t do what you asked.’

I hear the brandy decanter slam down.

‘You promised,’ she says darkly. ‘You promised that if I helped you—’

‘I lied,’ I say simply. ‘I never had any intention of helping you end your own life. I can’t do it. It’s the one line I cannot cross. And besides – things can change at any moment. Surely the last few days have shown you that? You’ve been more alive than ever! You’ve lived more this week than I’ve seen you live since you moved here! Martin said that no death is written in stone. You don’t know what might happen between now and Saturday—’

‘I see,’ she interrupts, chugging Congac the Threquel. ‘Is this your final word?’

I try to find some better ones. But I have nothing.

‘It is,’ I whisper. ‘I’m . . .’

The word is forming in my mouth. But it can’t gather enough momentum to reach her.

Numquam deprecaris.

Winnie pulls herself to her feet and heads over to the crime wall.

‘So I spend the last few days I have on this Earth chasing around, trying to find out who killed you,’ she says, starting to peel pieces of paper off the wall. ‘And you won’t do the ONE thing I asked of you?’

‘Winnie – Winnie, stop,’ I say, going after her. ‘It’s not that I’m ungrateful, truly, you’ve been a huge help, but I just can’t—’

‘No!’ she screams. ‘No more of your lies! Others might have realised what a nasty, bitter, deceitful wretch you were on this planet, but I dared to believe there was something better in you! Your brother saw it! Your husband saw it! My George saw it! I thought I was starting to see it! But you are just as you always appeared. A selfish, amoral, conceited BITCH! Now get out of my house!’

She rips my death-scene picture off the wall and throws it at me. It lands upside down at my feet. Suddenly I feel a vague tinge of recognition – something about the new positioning of the picture stirs a different memory, the thing I was trying to write down . . .

‘Winnie?’ I say. ‘Winnie, I—’

‘I said GET OUT OF MY HOUSE!’ Winnie screams. ‘Martin! Beelzebub! Trump! Whoever owns your immortal soul now, get it the hell away from me!’

‘Winnie – I’m remembering something!’ I cry desperately. ‘That note, the I O U, that wasn’t what I was trying to say. I remember now . . . I just can’t think . . .’

‘I DON’T CARE!’ says Winnie, ripping down the paperwork in a frenzy. ‘I don’t care about your life, I don’t care about your death, I don’t care about you! Just LEAVE!’

Ping!

‘Winnie . . .’

The doors close around me, but this time I don’t try to stop them. I watch helplessly as Winnie sinks to the floor, the full weight of what is about to happen to her crushing her frail frame beneath its magnitude.

Lord knows I’ve felt some crappy things during my life. I’ve been traumatised. I’ve been drunk. I’ve been miserable.

But as I’m whisked back up to Limbo I can honestly say that this is the worst I have ever felt.

‘MIRIAM!’

Barely have the doors opened than I am smothered in more Flora than an eighties lunchbox butty. I extricate myself from her embrace and draw a welcome breath.

‘I can’t believe what you did!’ she squeals tearfully. ‘Martin just told me – Polonski has been charged with multiple offences and is facing years in prison! You did it, Miriam – you did it!’

‘Well . . . it was Winnie, really. I can’t take much credit . . .’

‘Yes, you can,’ she says, drawing back to reveal she is now a Green. ‘If you hadn’t stopped me doing . . . that, then I’d be a Red, I’d never see my Monty, and Polonski would have got an easier end than he deserved. You’re my hero!’

She goes to hug me again. But, just like the butter alternative, you can have too much of a good thing.

‘You’re . . . you’re welcome,’ I say, backing away from her enthusiastic embraces.

‘And just look at us!’ she squeals. ‘We’re both Greens now! We can share clothes!’

I look at her mimsy green smock. Something about preferring to share verrucae sits readily on my lips . . .

‘Good idea.’ I find myself smiling instead.

Who am I?

‘Come on,’ she says, grabbing my hand. ‘The party’s just started . . .’

She pulls me towards the food court, where a multicoloured throng of lost souls has gathered for Fred’s send-off. I look around for Dan. He’s not here and he’d never miss a party, however lame. Surely he can’t be having dialysis again? The buffet is a cornucopia of fast food from the various outlets around the room. Martin has really put in the hard yards. I look at the booze table. I’m a Green now. I can drink and it’s been a really weird day . . .

But I’m still Miriam Price. And I’m still a drunk.

I grab a never-ending nacho.

‘Doc!’ says a chipper Fred, wandering over with a Yellow sexagenarian sex bomb on his arm. ‘Glad you could make it!’

‘Thank you for inviting me. Listen, about your Beryl . . .’

‘Oh, I know all about it!’ he says. ‘And old friend of mine passed through this afternoon – liver cancer, nasty business – and said that Beryl is the talk of the bowls club! Apparently, after your friend left, she went straight down the bingo, grabbed Len by the lapels, gave him a corking snog right there in the middle of Lucky Numbers and dragged him off down the nearest Holiday Inn!’

Good on you, Beryl – number sixty, Gran’s getting frisky.

‘I cannot tell you how grateful I am. And Sandra is too . . .’

He doinks his hip-replacement hottie on the nose. The two of them giggle. It’s almost cute.

Almost.

‘I wish there were a way to say thank you,’ he says. ‘To your friend, I mean. Is there anything she really wants? I’ve always been a wheeler dealer – I’m sure I could find a way.’

I think of Winnie and the state in which I left her. She didn’t want to be on her own at the end. But she won’t want me there now.

I put my hand in my pocket and take out my red pill. This was for him. This was for Tom. I thought if I could talk to him, I thought if I could explain . . .

The voice within that I’ve been ignoring all along shouts out in my guts, telling me the inconvenient truth that I’ve known ever since Tom and I met.

Yes. He might have loved me.

He just loved her more.

I hand the pill over to Fred, before scribbling some instructions on a napkin.

‘Please,’ I tell him. ‘But you need to be quick. There isn’t much time.’

Fred takes the napkin, reads it carefully and tucks it into his pocket. He takes my hand.

‘You got it, doc,’ he says sincerely. ‘First thing I’ll do on the other side. You have my word.’

He pats my hand with an earnest nod. I find myself choking back an annoying sob. For the first time in ages, I allow myself to think of my dad. He used to hold my hand like that.

‘And here’s one for later,’ he’d say, planting a kiss on my hand. ‘In case of emergencies . . .’

There have been a lot of emergencies over the years, Dad. You should have stored up more kisses.

Or, better still, stayed with me to give them yourself.

‘Yes . . . well . . . thanks, Fred – safe travels,’ I say, snatching my hand back and grabbing another napkin as he and Sandra totter off. I wipe my eyes. Who knew hay fever was a thing in Limbo . . . ?

‘Spicy sausage?’ comes an atypically dispassionate invitation.

‘Hello, Martin,’ I say, welcoming both the interruption and the calories. With the return of taste comes the return of hunger and Winnie’s one-woman crime spree is playing havoc with my bloodless sugar levels. I’m starving. And thirsty. My eyes wander over to the drinks table again.

‘I have some good news, Dr Price,’ Martin informs me with all the euphoria of a funeral director. ‘Your accommodation will be ready for you tomorrow.’

‘Tomorrow?’ I ask. ‘Why tomorrow?’

Has something changed? Am I going through to Eternity? Is there some last-minute miracle I’ve missed?

‘The final day of your inquest,’ says Martin, apparently confused at my confusion. ‘Our data indicates that there is a ninety-nine per cent chance that the coroner will conclude tomorrow.’

‘Conclude what?’ I say, feeling either horrendous nerves or undercooked spicy sausage in my guts.

‘With insufficient evidence to indicate either homicide or a deliberate attempt at suicide, our best calculations predict . . .’

‘Death by Misadventure,’ I sigh. ‘But we were so close to proving I was killed. Maybe with a bit more time . . .’

‘I’m sorry, Dr Price,’ says Martin, almost sounding as if he might be. ‘This is an invidious situation. But the guidelines are clear. Unless the coroner records a different verdict tomorrow – and there is a less than one per cent chance that he will – you will be accommodated here in Limbo until the previously determined date of your natural death.’

‘Well, that’s just marvellous,’ I sigh. ‘So I’ve got a few hours to prove that I was killed, the one person who could help me won’t and, even if she could, she dies on Saturday anyway.’

‘That appears to be an excellent summary of the situation,’ says Martin quietly.

I huff and shake my head. So this is it. This is my next fifty years. Stuck in a celestial service station with tepid Mexican food and an outfit that makes me look like Kermit’s mum.

Well, screw this for a game of toy soldiers.

I go over to the drinks table and grab two bottles of white and a corkscrew. I need a real party.

And I know just where to find one.

The bleeping machine echoing through the empty clinic confirms my hunch before my eyes do – Dan is hooked up to the dialysis machine again.

‘Who ordered Deliverbooze?’ I say, kicking the door open and holding the bottles aloft.

‘What’s new, pussycat?’ grins Dan, clapping his hands with glee. ‘Get in here immediately, you silly bitch.’

I walk in and slam the bottles down on the table in front of him before collapsing into a chair.

‘You look like dung,’ observes Dan.

‘You can talk,’ I say. ‘I can’t wait to see you dressed. With your hair, anything in green is going to make you look like a corn on the cob.’

‘Says the Unjolly Green Giant,’ says Dan. ‘Now pour me a bloody drink.’

I look at the wine, my devil starting to care. The answer is never at the bottom of a bottle. Lord knows I’ve checked enough to know.

‘What’s the matter?’ Dan leans over and whispers. ‘Lost your bottle?’

‘Sort of,’ I say. ‘I’ve been in recovery for the past year and—’

‘OH GOD!’ Dan roars out, laughing. ‘NOT YOU TOO! Sweet Jesus, what on Earth managed to haul Miriam Price onto the wagon?’

‘You, as a matter of fact,’ I point out. ‘I figured that if the booze could kill a cockroach like you, my days were numbered . . . That said, had I known how small that number was, I’m not sure I would have bloody bothered.’

‘So open it up,’ says Dan. Great AA sponsor he’d make. ‘Who cares now?’

I don’t give him the answer on my lips.

I do.

‘In a minute,’ I say. ‘There must be something I missed . . .’

‘2003 to 2009?’ Dan offers. ‘You were pretty wasted . . .’

‘About my death,’ I point out. ‘It’s that stupid note that’s bothering me . . . Why would I waste my last seconds on an I O U . . . ?’

‘Literally no one cares!’ squeals Dan, reaching for one of the bottles. ‘You’re dead, so what?’

‘So . . .’ I say firmly, ‘if I can prove I was killed, I don’t have to spend the next fifty years in this hellhole.’

‘Well, at least you’ll have me for company . . .’ he grins.

‘What do you mean?’ I say. ‘I thought you were only here because the clinics were busy in Eternity? Why would you—’

‘OH, BLAH, BLAH, BLAH! WILL YOU SHUT UP AND POUR ME A GLASS OF BLOODY WINE!’ screams Dan. I find myself irritated with him for the second time in as many days – this is important to me. I don’t remember him being this annoying. Dan is proving a bit like darts. Or church. Far more fun when you’re drunk . . .

So maybe that is the answer.

I pick up the wine and the corkscrew. What the hell.

‘Praise Satan!’ says Dan, pulling out two plastic cups from next to his water jug. ‘Just to the top, please . . .’

I put the corkscrew in the bottle and try to manoeuvre it. Stupid corks. Stupid corkscrews. Not designed for left-handed alcoholics . . .

‘Hurry the hell up,’ says Dan, holding his cup between two hands like Oliver Twist. ‘A ghost could die of thirst here . . .’

Urgh. I try to turn the corkscrew again, but just end up mangling the cork. If I’m going to be a drunk in Limbo, I need to get Martin to find me a left-handed corkscrew – these ones are just . . .

Oh.

My.

God.

I drop the bottle on the floor as the realisation hits me.

‘You clumsy cretin!’ screams Dan as the glass and wine smash all over the floor. ‘What the hell are you—’

‘That’s it,’ I say, my mind zooming into the picture of my death scene. ‘I’m left-handed . . .’

‘That was seven years at medical school well spent,’ says Dan. ‘Who bloody cares – open the other one, Edward Stupidhands.’

I sit down. How could I have missed it? That’s what was bothering me about that note, about the picture – the pen, the note, my hand . . .

‘What is wrong with you?’ says Dan, grabbing the corkscrew and opening the next bottle himself.

‘I’ve done it,’ I say, the relief washing over me. ‘I can prove it – I can prove someone else was there when I died – the picture. I just need Winnie to . . .’

Oh no. Winnie.

‘The bore next door?’ says Dan, filling the two cups up to the brim. ‘Who gives a flying fuck at a rolling doughnut about her?’

‘I do,’ I say before hastily correcting myself. ‘I need her.’

‘I thought you two hated each other?’

‘We do . . . We did,’ I say. ‘It’s complicated.’

‘It’s boring is what it is,’ says Dan, handing me a glass of wine. ‘Now let’s celebrate your murder!’

I look at the glass of wine. I need to get down to Earth, to Winnie, try to get her back onside . . .

‘Whatever it is can wait until the morning, surely?’ says Dan, holding the wine out. ‘I’m sure you two can sort out your little lovers’ tiff then.’

I hesitate. Maybe a bit of time to let Winnie calm down wouldn’t be a bad thing. She was really angry and I’m still not going to do what she wants. A night’s sleep might cool her blood. So long as I’m down there first thing, we’ve still got time to get to the inquest and . . .

‘Here – take it!’ Dan commands. He always was the devil on my left shoulder. My left-handed shoulder . . .

‘Come on, you know you want to,’ coos Dan, waggling the wine at me.

He’s right. I really, really do. And I’ve just smashed one bottle of wine, so there’s a limit to how wasted I can get on my share of the other one . . .

I take the glass. Why not? I’ve earned it.

‘Cheers, Big Ears,’ says Dan, clanking my plastic cup and necking his glass. ‘Oooh – that’s nice.’

I take a sip and instantly recoil.

‘Eugh,’ I say, hoping it’s a second-sipper. ‘That’s cheap and nasty.’

‘Takes one and all that . . .’

‘Have your tastebuds gone the way of your kidneys?’ I ask him. ‘This is swill. You used to have a decent palate.’

‘You used to have decent boobs,’ says Dan, refilling his glass and mine. ‘Things change. To life!’

I raise my glass before draining it. This glass is better, actually. I feel the warm tingle of alcoholic confidence begin to stir within. It’s going to be okay. I’m going to get evidence to the coroner. I’m going to prove I was murdered. I’m going to get to Eternity.

Now if that isn’t worth a little drinkie, I don’t know what is . . .
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Holy.

Mother.

Of.

Sauvignon.

I peel my eyes open and try to assess the damage, internal and external. I’m still in Dan’s treatment room. I must have fallen asleep in the chair. Empty wine bottles litter the floor – we only had the one, where did these . . . ?

Ah.

The four plates of half-eaten spicy sausages suggest I may have made more than one return visit to the buffet.

I try to move my head and instantly regret it. A hangover to a recovering alcoholic is like childbirth to a second-time mother – you completely forget how bad it is until you do it again.

Dan is fast asleep in his chair, the dialysis hopefully doing a better job of cleansing his kidneys than my body is doing with mine. I feel unbelievably awful . . .

I try to stand up and the bottle of wine that was apparently in my lap immediately spills all over me. I need to get to the inquest today and now I’ve soaked my one outfit . . .

Oh God. The inquest.

I look at the clock above Dan’s bed. It’s already 9.15! I have to get back down to Earth, get Winnie onboard and get to that inquest before the coroner commits me to fifty years in this pit. Urgh – but I can’t go like this. I’m drenched . . .

I look at Dan, still comatose in his chair. He must have some clothes here. We’re about the same size. He’s a Green too and he always was a snappy dresser . . .

I notice a small locker by his bed. That was where we kept patients’ clothes in my hospital – stands to reason they would do the same here. I open the little door . . .

What the . . . ?

I take out the ripped jeans and denim jacket. They were Dan’s circa 1998 when he went through his Take That phase, a fashion faux pas I never let him forget, however hard he tried.

But I was right.

This is where they put Dan’s clothes.

His entirely Red clothes.

I look around the room as the nausea starts to build. I don’t know if it’s the wine or the truth. But suddenly it all makes sense.

Dan always said that dialysis was his own personal hell. And now it is one. He’s not here for treatment.

He’s here because he’s a Red.

I think back to Martin’s lowdown on incarcerating the very worst of humanity.

. . . murderers, sex offenders, insurance salespeople . . .

Dan never sold insurance. He would have bragged if he’d killed someone. So that leaves only one option.

Sex offender.

My brother.

Oh my God.

Before I know what I’m doing, I snatch a half-drunk bottle from the floor and hurl it against the wall behind him.

‘JESUS CHRIST!’ screams Dan, catapulted into consciousness as the glass shatters around him. ‘What the fuck, Mim?’

I launch myself at him.

‘You bastard! You lying, dirty bastard!’ I scream at him, pummelling him with my fists. ‘All those years I defended you! All that time I accused my brother of crying rape! And you were guilty as sin, you utter—’

‘Calm the fuck down, Miriam!’ Dan cries, holding up his hands as I grab another bottle. ‘It wasn’t like Christian made it out!’

‘So what kind of sexual assault was it?’ I scream, throwing another bottle at the wall. ‘The good kind?’

‘You know he was gagging for me!’ Dan screams back. ‘It was pathetic. I felt sorry for him. So that night at the party I asked him if he wanted to go upstairs and he did . . . But when we got there the little tease started going all coy, even though we both knew what he wanted, really. So I put something in his beer just to loosen him up a bit, for his own sake . . . He was a drama queen . . .’

‘HE WAS A KID!’ I scream at him, holding a bottle over his head. It takes everything I have not to bring it down on his smug, lying skull. ‘And he was my brother! And I didn’t believe him!’

‘Well then,’ says Dan, hissing menacingly at me, ‘that says far more about you than it does about me. Bitch.’

I hover with the bottle held over his head. I want to hurt him, to scar him forever, like he scarred my brother. Just like he deserves.

But I can’t.

And in any case . . .

First, do no harm.

Bloody Hippocrates.

‘You’re pathetic,’ I spit at him, dropping the bottle next to him. ‘I hope you rot in here, you twisted shit . . .’

I look at the clock. It’s 9.21 a.m. – I have to go if I have any chance of making the inquest. Dan’s not worth it.

And, I realise now, he never was.

I stride towards the door. I have to get back to Winnie. I need my fr . . . I need her.

‘You always were a loser,’ Dan spits after me. ‘That’s why you had no friends. I only spent time with you because you were a messed-up little bitch with daddy issues who was up for a good time. You’re nothing. You never were.’

Ping!

I turn back to him.

‘Go to hell, Dan,’ I say as the elevator doors close in front of me, with the inadequate satisfaction of knowing that is exactly where Dan Brooks will remain.

‘Winnie!’ I scream outside Winnie’s house, in an unwelcome rerun of our first post-mortem encounter just a few days ago. ‘Winnie, please let me in!’

There is silence from within. Maybe she’s out. Maybe she’s in the shower. Maybe she . . .

Oh God . . .

Maybe she’s already done what I wouldn’t.

‘WINNIE!’ I hammer on the door. ‘Winnie, please just let me know you’re okay! Winnie!’

Still nothing.

I walk over to the living-room window and peer into the front room.

No.

No, no, no.

There, lying on the chair, eyes closed with her papers still all over the floor, is Winnie.

I bang on the window, run around to find any open doors, windows, anything I can use to get in the house. But she’s still lying there in the chair. I can’t believe it.

I’m too late.

I knew we were short of time, but this is just so unfair. I can’t lose her. What the hell am I going to do now? I can’t believe she’s gone.

Oh, Winnie.

You stupid bloody idiot.

I slump against the wall. Angry tears come to my eyes as I think how close I came – one more day, Winnie. That was all I needed – one more day. Couldn’t you have just held on for one more bloody day . . . ? Couldn’t you just have held on for me? For you . . . ? You didn’t want to be alone. I would have been there, Winnie. I would have . . .

My mind drags me back to a cold garage nearly thirty years ago. Mum had been nagging me about hanging the washing out in the garage that served as our utility room. I only just got home before her – I’d bunked off school to go drinking behind Woolworths with my friends. If I’d come straight home. If I’d done the laundry sooner. If, if, if . . .

Despair turns to frustration, turns to anger. I start to mutter prodigiously about all the things I’d like to do to Winnie. It feels good, so I start to say them louder, my elaborate modes of torture becoming more elaborate as I get back to my feet and raise my volume. Before I know it, I am screaming precisely how hard I hope she—

‘I’m not sure if that’s even biologically possible,’ a welcome voice comments from the front door. ‘But I’d certainly need to do a lot of yoga before attempting it.’

I turn round to see her leaning on the door frame.

‘Are you dead?’ I ask her plainly.

‘Not yet,’ she replies. ‘Although, after the amount of cognac I drank last night, I should be. I have the most atrocious hangover.’

‘Me too,’ I say. ‘But, Winnie, I need to talk to you. I’ve figured it out. I’ve got the proof that we need. I—’

‘Shhhhhh!’ says Winnie, holding her hands over her ears. ‘I cannot cope with your squawking before I’ve had a coffee in this state. It’s worse than when you deliberately set your car alarm off before going to Barbados for two weeks . . .’

She looks at me and I at her. Perhaps I’m not the only one who struggles with apologies.

‘So you coming in?’ she pouts.

‘Am I allowed?’ I pout back.

‘Would it make any difference?’

I feel a smile burning on my lips.

‘Not a damn one,’ I say, striding into her house as she stands out of the way.

I run into the front room and start scanning all the torn-up paper on the floor.

‘What are you looking for?’ she asks.

‘The picture – the one of my body,’ I tell her, my eyes rummaging through the mess. ‘I need to show you something.’

She gets down on her knees and starts hunting for it too. We work our way through all her notes, all the suspects, all the newspaper clippings, all the—

‘Got it!’ she shouts, holding up a piece of paper. ‘Oh, actually, half of it . . .’

I have a look at it. It’s the wrong half.

‘We need the other bit,’ I say impatiently. ‘Keep looking.’

We scrabble around, looking for the top half of my body. Winnie turns over a scrap of paper. It’s the one. She reunites it with the other piece.

‘I knew it!’ I say, sitting back on the floor with relief. I can’t believe I didn’t think of it sooner. ‘Look! Look at the note!’

‘What?’ says Winnie, putting on her glasses and peering at the picture. ‘I O U in your lousy handwriting . . . Have you worked out what you meant?’

‘Not yet,’ I say. ‘But look where it is.’

‘On the floor . . . in your flat . . .’ Winnie guesses in exasperation. ‘I don’t understand . . .’

‘I tried everything to change it,’ I say, shaking my head. ‘Exercises, courses, hypnotherapy. But I am a certified, card-carrying leftie. I have special scissors, nail-clippers, surgical instruments . . .’

‘So?’ says Winnie impatiently. ‘What?’

‘So why the hell,’ I say, putting the picture up in her face, ‘would I write my final thought . . . with my right hand?’

Winnie peers at the picture.

‘Oh my days!’ she gasps. ‘This is it! This is the proof! Someone else was there when you died! Surely that’s enough to reopen the investigation!’

‘Certainly enough to stop an inquest,’ I say, jumping to my feet. Winnie looks at her watch.

‘It starts in half an hour,’ she points out. ‘We must go.’

She heads for the door.

‘Er . . . Winnie, aren’t you forgetting something?’

‘What?’ says the dozy whatsit, standing there in her dressing gown.

I point to her attire.

‘Rats,’ she says, heading for the stairs. ‘Give me five minutes.’

Fifteen minutes later, we are in the car, racing towards the inquest.

‘How long can it possibly take for one person to get ready?’ I huff. ‘Two words: silk, purse.’

‘If I’m going to cause a scene, I will look good while I’m doing it,’ she insists.

We drive on in anxious silence. This could be it. This is my ticket. This is how I get out of here and on to Eternity where I can . . .

For the first time, I actually think about what I am going to do when I get there. I guess my parents are already in Eternity, but who else will I actually know? Paul? Some company he’ll make. I don’t ever want to see Dan Brooks again. Winnie will be too busy with George – and, anyway, it’s not like we’re close or anything . . . Everything – everyone – I have . . . is still here.

‘Listen,’ Winnie says eventually. ‘I’ve been thinking about . . . last night. Much as it hurts me at the very soul to acknowledge it – you might have had a small point.’

I’m not going to be smug. I’ve grown.

‘Told you so, told you so, told you, told you, told you so.’

Still growing.

‘Things can change,’ she sighs. ‘Nothing is written. So I’m going to take my chances with today. Just like I have every other day for the past seventy-eight years. Who knows what the day will bring? That’s what life is all about.’

Nice philosophy, Win. For a moment I feel relief.

But the very fact we are having this conversation means that nothing has changed. If she can still see me, she still dies tomorrow. Perhaps I should point out that simple truth?

Or perhaps right now she needs to believe her own truth.

‘That’s great,’ I say.

‘Thank you,’ she says. ‘I think it’s the healthier approach.’

‘No, I meant for me,’ I say. ‘If you’re going to hang on here, then I can go through to Eternity and get away from you.’

‘Well then,’ she says quietly. ‘That’s worked out well. After this, we’ll be shot of each other. Never have to see each other again.’

‘Thank God,’ I say.

‘Thank God,’ she repeats.

A weird silence hangs between us. It must be because we’re both really pleased.

We pull up outside the town hall and race towards the coroner’s court. The inquest has already started, but Winnie sneaks us in the back. Nav and Jane are here too, bringing new meaning to social distancing. My brother sits alone to the side. Urgh, Christian . . . I wish I could talk to him, wish I could tell him what I know, what I understand, what I wish I’d done all those years ago . . .

‘No sign of the Kings,’ whispers Winnie.

‘No,’ I say, looking around ‘That’s weird. Danielle mentioned they’d be here . . .’

Two of my med students turn around and shush Winnie. One of their number is on the stand – it’s No. 1.

‘. . . then Dr Roberts ended his shift,’ she recalls. ‘I was called away to an urgent admission and I didn’t see him again until this inquest. He was . . . gone . . . by the time of my next shift. And the next I heard of Dr Price she had gone missing.’

‘And, to the best of your recollection, was there anything unusual about Dr Price or her behaviour on that day – Friday the seventeenth of April?’ the coroner probes.

‘I honestly didn’t see very much of her,’ No. 1 continues. ‘The A&E was overrun with Covid cases and everyone was rushed off their feet. She was stressed, but – and I mean this respectfully – Dr Price usually was. But I never took it personally. She was an extraordinary woman who did extraordinary things. She was under a lot of pressure.’

You’re not wrong there, kid. I lost a patient, a husband, a lover and my life that day. And I don’t even remember the takeaway being that special.

‘We’d like to thank you once again, Ms Pritchard, for stepping in under these sad circumstances in order that we can conclude this inquest – although my sincere condolences are with the family and friends of Dr Paul Roberts at this terrible time,’ Jonathan declares. ‘Thank you for providing your recollections of Dr Price’s final shift. It sounds like she had a lasting effect on you.’

‘One I’ll never forget,’ No. 1 sniffs before being excused back to the waiting arms of her friends.

Jonathan turns and smiles kindly at Nav.

‘Dr Hasan, that concludes the live and documentary evidence for this inquest into the sad death of Dr Miriam Price,’ he explains. ‘I’m now going to retire to review the evidence, at which point you are free to ask any questions you might have. But my preliminary view – or likely conclusion – is Death by Misadventure. I’d like to call a short recess.’

He rises to leave.

‘Right,’ I tell Winnie, ‘this is your moment. Get up there and—’

The court doors suddenly burst open – a tsunami of chanting bodies, swathed in vexation and velour, pours through them. And at their head is the one and only Danielle King.

‘JUSTICE FOR JAYDEN! JUSTICE FOR JAYDEN! JUSTICE FOR JAYDEN!’

‘Order!’ shouts Jonathan over the baying mob as they rush his desk. ‘Order! This is no place for—’

‘Go on!’ I shout to Winnie. ‘Get in there! You need to get to him!’

Winnie tries to push her way through the crowds, but their numbers are too many, her strength too little and their leisurewear too slippery. I look to the back of the room to see if Winnie can get around the outside, but only one figure stands there.

It’s Bella King. And she’s clutching her stomach.

‘Bella!’ I shout over the cacophony. ‘Bella! Are you okay?’

She sees me and freezes. She looks horrendous: pale and weak and . . .

Oh God.

It’s Friday 18 September.

It’s 10.21 a.m.

She’s got twenty-one minutes.

‘Bella!’ I shout again, ‘Bella – you have to tell your mummy about your tummy ache! Bella!’

She starts to back out of the court as I clamber towards her over the chairs.

‘No, don’t go!’ I shout at her. ‘Bella, listen to me – you need to stay here, stay where people can see you. I need you to shout for help, Bella – please!’

She keeps stumbling backwards, shaking her head. I look forward to try to get Winnie’s attention.

‘Winnie!’ I shout. ‘Winnie! I need you!’

But she is caught in the surging hordes heading for Jonathan’s desk – and she can’t hear me over all the chanting. I turn back to Bella.

No, no, no.

She’s gone.

I clamber over the chairs and make my way out of the back of the court, only to be greeted by a long corridor with doors lining both sides. Bella must be behind one of them – there wasn’t time for her to run the length of this hallway. Please, God, she’s in one of the rooms with an open door. But which one?

My vision provides the answer before my brain can. My eyes immediately switch to scan mode and I can see through the walls – now where did she go . . . ?

Got her!

I’m only a few doors down when I spot Bella on the floor of the Ladies . . . Shit, shit, shit – she’s collapsed. We’re running out of time . . .

I sprint down the corridor and reach the door just before it closes. I go to her side and scan her little body, not that I really need the confirmation. It’s the aneurysm, it’s about to rupture . . . If only I still had that stupid pill, I could do something . . .

But, as a doctor, I realise I can do nothing.

The best I can do for this little one is to be here as a human.

‘It’s okay, Bella,’ I say quietly, trying to put my hand on hers. ‘It’s going to be okay. I’m not leaving you.’

She looks up groggily and peers at me.

‘Jay?’ she says feebly.

‘Shhhh, Bella,’ I say, trying to link fingers, but unable to make contact. She must be delirious. ‘It’s me. Miriam. I’m here. I’m not going anywhere. I’ll stay with you. I promise . . .’

She weakly lifts up her left arm and points behind me.

‘No . . . look . . .’ she says again. ‘Jay.’

I turn round to humour this dying child.

Oh my God.

She’s right.

Standing behind me in a Purple Spiderman costume is Jayden King.

‘Jay,’ says Bella. ‘I’m sorry, Jay . . .’

‘It’s okay, Bella-Bumhead,’ he grins. ‘The good doctor can save you.’

I shake my head at him.

‘I wish I could,’ I say quietly. ‘I wish I could save you both. But I’m . . .’

‘The good doctor,’ he says. ‘The one who smiled at me before the Big Sleep. The one who tried to save me. And now you can save my sister. I don’t want her to die.’

‘Of course you don’t – you love her . . .’

‘Kinda. But I also want the slide all to myself at Granny and Grandad’s house.’

I look at Bella. She is deathly white.

‘I . . . I don’t know how,’ I say, looking at Bella. She’s fading. She needs an ambulance, but the door is shut behind me – I’m trapped. I need Winnie to . . .

Winnie.

Jayden King is a Purple. He can walk through walls . . .

‘Jayden,’ I say, grabbing his hand. ‘I need you to do an important job.’

‘Spiderman doesn’t do jobs – he does missions,’ he informs me.

‘Okay . . . I need Spiderman to go on an important mission,’ I tell him. ‘I need you to go into the courtroom where all the people are shouting and find a lady called Winnie. She’ll be the only one who can see and talk to you. She’s the oldest person there.’

‘Like Gollum?’

‘Just like Gollum,’ I say. ‘Tell her to come here. Right now.’

Jayden nods enthusiastically and holds two fingers on each palm, sticking his second and fifth fingers out. I think he’s swearing at me.

‘Can you run really fast?’ I ask him.

He nods again.

‘Then go – now!’ He grins and zips off through the wall.

‘I’ve got you, Bella,’ I say. ‘Please just hold on.’

I look at the door and will someone to walk through it. There are hundreds of women in this building – surely one of them must need the loo . . .

The door opens.

‘. . . yes I know, but that’s the great thing about grammar school – it gives every kid a fair chance. Xavier’s private tutor is very clear on that,’ blares a woman’s voice down a phone.

Come on. Come in. Just a bit further . . .

‘. . . I mean, that’s why we invested all the money in prep school . . . Wait, the signal’s rubbish in here. I’m going to go outside . . .’

Argh! I hope Xavier ends up at sodding Grange Hill! Someone else must surely come in behind her!

But no one comes. It’s just me and Bella.

‘Mummy?’ she whimpers, holding her stomach.

‘It’s okay, sweetheart,’ I tell her. ‘Help is on its way.’

I scan her again. That aneurysm is like an overinflated balloon. It needs to be catheterised, right now. Even if we can get an ambulance, the chances of her making it to theatre before it blows are . . .

‘Oh my days!’ comes the welcome cry as Winnie staggers breathlessly into the room and Jayden bursts through the wall. ‘Poor child, I’ll go find her mother . . .’

‘No time,’ I tell her. ‘Someone needs to call an ambulance – bring the med students, she’s losing consciousness.’

‘Of course . . . but, Miriam?’

‘What?’

‘The coroner has cleared the demonstration – they’ve all been thrown out – he’s about to conclude,’ she says. ‘I do this, we miss our chance.’

I think back to Limbo and spending another fifty years there. Then I look at Jayden King’s smiling face. Then I look at Bella’s ashen one.

Screw it.

I’d better get used to Boundless Burritos.

‘Just do it,’ I say. ‘Quickly.’

She nods and runs out of the room. I try to stroke Bella’s head, for all the good it will do.

‘It’s okay, little one,’ I say as my hand hovers over her forehead. ‘Help’s on the way. Just hang on . . .’

But this time, my hand makes contact with something hard. Something boney. Something like . . . her skull . . .

Um . . . back up the bus . . . I can reach through things? What the . . . ?

‘Yay!’ says Jayden, offering his hand for a fist-bump. ‘We’ve got the same clothes!’

I look down at myself, wondering if the final indignity is to be dressed as Spiderman.

But I’m not. I’m in my favourite Karen Millen halterneck dress.

And it is bright Purple.

‘I said you were the good doctor,’ Jake grins.

I look down at the now unconscious Bella. With this touch, I should be able to reach inside her like she’s a game of Operation. Can I . . . ?

I put my hand gently on her stomach.

‘It’s okay,’ I tell Bella. ‘I won’t hurt you.’

I feel my hand on her skin, then through it, into her little body. My X-ray vision guides me to the site of the aneurysm. I cup it gently in my hands. I can hold it. I can hold it together.

‘Go, good doctor!’ says Jayden, punching the air. ‘Now I get all the chocolate ice cream too!’

I look at Bella’s unconscious face. This isn’t going to save her. But it might just buy us some more time.

Come on, Winnie! Where are you?

The door bursts open and the med students rush in.

‘Okay,’ says No. 3 – Maya Sutton, according to the lanyards I curiously ignored – as she drops to her knees and takes charge with a preliminary assessment. ‘She’s unconscious, no breathing. Lexie, start compressions.’

Maya and No. 2 – Alexandra McEnzie, apparently – begin CPR between them. And, I must say, they are doing a flawless job. The door swings open heavily and a panting Winnie comes in behind them.

‘Are you okay?’ says No. 1, putting a hand on Winnie’s shoulder and dialling an ambulance. ‘Can you breathe?’

‘I’m fine,’ says Winnie, clearly not able to breathe. ‘Help the child . . .’

‘Winnie,’ I say, holding Bella in my hands, ‘tell her that the patient is Bella King, she’s nine years old and has a ruptured abdominal aortic aneurysm.’

Winnie repeats it to No. 1, who parrots it down the phone.

‘Bella King?’ says Lexie between compressions. ‘Oh my God – she’s the sister of Jayden King, the boy they’re all demonstrating about in there. Her brother died of the same thing. It’s so rare in kids . . .’

‘But it can be genetic – I remember Dr Price saying,’ Maya agrees.

It’s not the moment to be smug.

But hot damn, I’m a good teacher.

‘She needs to go directly to the surgical unit at Westmouth General – tell them to prep the theatre for an emergency AAA repair under Mr Cho. And hurry.’

The message is relayed via Winnie and No. 1.

For the next who knows how long, the med students work efficiently and calmly, checking Bella’s vitals. I have to give it to these young women, they are seriously impressive. They’ve not put a foot wrong. Bella is still alive. The aneurysm is holding. For now.

‘They’re here!’ pants Winnie after what seems like an eternity. Two paramedics race in and listen to No. 1’s clear and accurate handover. She takes off her jacket and I can see her lanyard. You’re a useful mammal . . . Charlotte Pritchard.

Bella is lifted gently onto the gurney and I jump on too.

‘I’m going with her,’ I tell Winnie. ‘I’m not letting go of this until she’s in theatre.’

Winnie nods. She’s still struggling to catch her breath. Oh God. This must be it. The beginning of her end.

‘Are you okay?’ Charlotte asks her.

‘Just a little breathless,’ Winnie gasps.

‘Okay, let’s look you over,’ says Charlotte as Maya and Lexie follow us out into the corridor.

‘No – I need to get to the coroner,’ I hear Winnie pant as we leave. ‘Miriam Price was murdered. I need to tell hi—’

‘You’re joking?’ says Charlotte as we race away. ‘How do you know? Are you sure?’

‘Certain,’ gasps Winnie, patting her handbag. ‘And I have the proof right here.’

‘That’s awful!’ No. 1 gasps, putting her arms round Winnie’s shoulders. ‘I’ll get you to the coroner. But first I need to make sure you’re okay. Then you must let me take you home . . .’

I watch as Charlotte guides Winnie out of the Ladies and down the corridor as we turn the corner.

Bless you, kiddo. Nice one.

‘I have to ask,’ I hear No. 1 say as we head out of the building, ‘if Bella makes it, it’ll be thanks to you. How did you know all that?’

‘My child,’ says Winnie’s fading voice, ‘I’ve been watching Diagnosis: Murder for over twenty years. Even at my time of life, it’s amazing what you can learn from Dick . . .’
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It’s an anxious wait at Westmouth General. I held on to Bella right up to the moment the surgeon started to operate – but AAA repairs are fraught with complication and danger. I watch Danielle and Darren King striding up and down the waiting room for their second time in six months. We’ve been here an hour. It feels like days.

‘How did I miss it?’ sobs Danielle, frantically pacing the width of the room. ‘I should have seen it. I should have noticed my baby was sick . . .’

‘It’s not your fault, babe,’ soothes Darren. ‘You heard the doctor. It’s a million-to-one shot. There’s no way you could have known.’

‘I’m her mum!’ Danielle shouts. ‘I should know everything! If I hadn’t been so distracted, if I’d paid more attention, if I’d spent more time . . .’

It must suck being a parent, constantly measuring yourself against what you haven’t done. Truth is, Justice for Jayden or not, Danielle King could never have spotted this. Most doctors wouldn’t. No one should lose one child from this. It would be tragically unfair to lose two.

‘I swear, Daz, if she pulls through this, it’s all going to change. I’m letting it all go,’ she pledges. ‘No more campaigning. No more lawyers. No more media. Just you, me and Bella. We’re going to move out of this scrapheap town and start again. Just please . . . please don’t take my baby girl away from me too . . .’

She dissolves into sobs. Lexie and Maya have stayed in solidarity as this mother waits for her child on a dice roll of life and death. That’s really above and beyond. They don’t need to be here for this; they’re not on shift. I would have been down the pub hours ago at their age – we all were. I have to give it to them: modern med students put our work ethic to shame. I never showed up to a lecture before twelve noon and I still worry when someone presents with anything to do with their feet – I missed that whole module. These women will make great doctors.

But medicine you can learn, kids. This stuff . . . no amount of experience makes it easier.

‘Can I get you a cup of tea?’ Lexie asks Darren. ‘Or some crisps? A chocolate bar?’

‘No thanks, love,’ he says tearfully, extending a hand. ‘Thank you for everything you tried to do for my girl.’

‘It’s our job,’ says Maya. ‘Or will be. And your daughter’s in wonderful hands – the medics here are miracle workers.’

Danielle snorts. ‘They didn’t work miracles with my Jayden!’ she sobs. ‘That bitch Price killed him!’

Way to let it go, Dani.

‘Bella is receiving the best possible care,’ says Lexie. ‘And my whole family is praying for you at synagogue tonight. Unless that’s, like, massively offensive to your religion or something, because I don’t want to demean your experience of faith, or project my belief systems as being in anyway superior . . .’

‘Lexie,’ whispers Maya benevolently. ‘Down, girl.’

Lexie nods and retreats to the other side of the room.

Hospital time is curiously elastic. As a doctor, an eight-hour shift can feel like five minutes or four years. As a patient, time stops altogether. But, as someone waiting, it is interminable. When we were all at the hospital with Dad, I still don’t know if it was minutes or hours before the doctor came in.

‘I’m so sorry, Mrs Price,’ he said to my mother. ‘Your husband was pronounced dead on arrival.’

‘Well, tell me something I don’t know,’ said my mother, whose plans to attend Tuesday night’s regular choral society had been severely inconvenienced by her husband’s suicide.

But I was sufficiently young enough to hope, even as I pulled my father’s rigid body down from our garage roof, even as I tried to breathe life between his cold lips, that doctors can cure anything. I hoped that they’d get him here and miraculously reanimate a man who had been deprived of oxygen for who knows how long. I hoped that they could do what I hadn’t been able to – that my Girl Guide CPR would somehow be upgraded in the hands of the experts.

I hoped that they would give me my daddy back.

And now I see that same hope in Danielle King’s face. Please let her have better reason than I had. She’s suffered enough.

After I don’t know how many hours, the door opens and Henry Cho comes in – he’s our best A&E surgeon, he’s Bella’s best shot. Danielle reaches for Darren. Rarely have I been so acutely aware of the raw power a doctor has over a life – and not just the one on the operating table. There’s a reason we all think we’re God. His next facial expression will tell me everything I need to know. Eye contact and a smile, Bella’s alive. Look at the floor and a breath, and she’s gone. Come on, Henry. Come on . . .

He smiles. Thank God . . .

‘It’s good news,’ he says. ‘She’s stable. How that aneurysm held together long enough for us to catheterise, I do not know. She’s one in a million. She’s got a long road ahead. But she’s going to be okay.’

Danielle King’s legs give out beneath her and Darren’s join her as they collapse in relief. The students hug each other and squeal – there are going to be a lot of cheap cocktails knocked back tonight. I’d buy the first round myself if I could. Great job, people. I’m . . . I’m proud of you.

‘Can we see her?’ says Danielle, her face wet with relieved tears.

‘She’s in recovery and still coming round,’ says Henry. ‘But once she’s awake someone will take you straight to her.’

Henry smiles again. He’ll be pumped from that save. It’s the greatest feeling. It’s why we do what we do.

‘Thank you, doctor,’ says Darren, yanking Henry’s arm in a handshake. ‘Thank you so much.’ He’s a good guy, Darren King. He deserves a break. I hope he gets one. Life doesn’t seem to dish them out fairly, nor where they are needed most, but I hope it comes his way. It’s time.

I wait for Henry to open the door and I slip out after him to the backdrop of relieved hugs and sobs behind me. My work here is done. That felt . . . better.

I’m walking down the corridor towards the lift when a familiar face leaps out of a side room. He’s in a ward with eight beds, all containing unconscious elderly women. He’s sitting by the furthest bed, chatting away to its occupant while holding her hand. But she won’t be answering him any time soon. This is the acute stroke unit. No one here has spoken for a long time.

‘Martin?’ I ask, knocking gently on the door. ‘Fancy seeing you here.’

‘Dr Price,’ he says, getting up to greet me. ‘Please may I introduce . . . this is Elizabeth Hodges.’

‘Hi, Elizabeth.’ I smile at her. Maybe she can hear me. Stranger things have happened this week.

Martin lovingly strokes a hair from her face.

‘So this is . . . your mother?’ I figure.

Martin smiles.

‘This is my wife,’ he explains. ‘I died fifty years ago – car accident. Beth was utterly heartbroken – never remarried, never had kids. Just waited until she could join me.’

‘Ahhhh. I see. So that’s why . . .’

Martin nods.

‘She’s waited for me all this time. It’s only right I waited for her. Life as an Admin gives you the right to travel freely to and from Earth – you even get to nominate one person with whom you can communicate. So Beth and I have been merrily chatting away these past five decades. We’ve had fifty happy years together. Not the ones we planned. But happy ones. Until . . . this. Two years ago. But it won’t be long now. Later this year, in fact.’

‘I can see how a marriage where you can’t ever leave towels on the floor could work,’ I say to his shy smile. ‘So what happens next? You know. When she comes? Do you get to resign? Or retire?’

Martin smiles.

‘Not until someone volunteers in my place – that’s the occupational hazard. You must gamble with your own Eternity. A price I’ve been more than willing to pay. Until now, perhaps.’

‘So what will you do?’

He smiles again. ‘I might treat myself to the day off.’

I watch as Martin tenderly strokes his wife’s hand. Everyone should be loved like that.

‘Well, it looks like I’m going to be around to help you out,’ I sigh. ‘So sign me up for a few shifts at The Good Innings.’

Martin laughs. So he does have a sense of humour. I might buy him that mug for Christmas after all.

‘Thank you, Dr Price. I’ll see you soon.’

‘You certainly will. Bye, Beth. Good to meet you.’

I leave them to their silent company and walk through the hospital for what I assume will be the final time. I think of all the good I did here. I helped people. I saved people. I can still do that in Limbo. After all, it’s like lockdown during this pandemic. It’s all about choices. You can use your time for good. Or you can watch Tiger King.

I get to the main reception and try to find the H4 bus to take me back to my street – when I’m stopped in my tracks. Another figure I recognise rushes in. Not the calm, composed one I met. This one’s in a total state and immediately starts shouting at the receptionist.

‘Where’s my daughter?’ she demands, her make-up streaked down her face.

What the actual?

It’s Hannah Kidd.

‘Er . . . I’m sorry. You’ll have to give me some more information . . .’ the receptionist says gently to Tom’s wife. Back in the day, some hatchet-faced old battle-axe would have told her to go out and walk back in again when she’d learned some manners. Although, looking at the state of Hannah, I’m not sure that would have stopped her either.

‘My daughter . . . she was caught up in the riot at the coroner’s inquest at the Town Hall today. I can’t get hold of her. I need to know she’s okay.’

That’s bizarre. What was her kid doing there? Typical Westmouth . . .

‘Well, if you go round to A&E admissions,’ the receptionist says, ‘they will be able to tell you if she’s been triaged or admitted.’

‘No . . . you don’t understand!’ shouts Hannah. ‘She’s not a patient! She works here!’

Say WHAT?

Hannah Kidd’s daughter – Tom’s stepdaughter – works in my hospital? I wrack my brains. I can’t think of any Kidds that I’ve met, not that I’d remember if I had. Maybe she works in the canteen or something . . .

‘She’s a med student – A&E rotation,’ Hannah pants.

But . . . she can’t be . . . I know all of them. By number at least . . .

‘Her name’s Lottie,’ Hannah urges. ‘Oh – except you probably know her as Charlie – she’s insisting everyone calls her that now. Charlie. Charlotte Pritchard.’

Oh.

Holy.

Fuck.

A penny the size of Pluto starts to drop.

The little girl in the newspaper article.

The one who must have kept her mother’s maiden name. Pritchard.

The one who saw her mother driven to kill.

The one who was prepared to turn to murder to stop it from happening again.

Charlie. Charlotte. Lottie.
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Or if you turn it the right way up . . .
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No. 1.

Numquam deprecaris.

I wasn’t telling anyone I owed them.

I was trying to tell everyone who killed me.

It was No. 1.

Tom’s stepdaughter.

Charlotte Pritchard.

‘Where is she?’ Hannah Kidd shrieks.

‘Mrs Kidd?’ says Maya, racing down the hallway. ‘Are you okay?’

‘Where is Lottie . . . Charlie?’ says Hannah, clinging to them. ‘I need to know she’s okay! Why isn’t she with you?!’

‘Oh, Mrs K, she’s fine,’ says Lexie. ‘She stopped to help a little old lady at the inquest – that’s so Charlie. Oh, I’m so sorry – “old” is such a pejorative term . . .’

Winnie.

No. 1 said she would take her home.

Charlotte Pritchard is with Winnie.

And the last thing I heard Winnie tell her was that she had proof I was murdered.

Oh shit . . .

I run out of A&E towards the bus stop outside. The H4 is there and I hurtle onto it just as the doors shut. It’s four stops. Under six minutes. Hang on, Winnie. I’m coming.

Of course! Now it all makes sense. That day with Paul at my inquest, when Winnie stopped him from harassing Charlie . . .

. . .you’re not getting away with it. That is, of course, unless you help me get my job back . . .

Paul wasn’t talking about the sexual harassment complaint – he was talking about my murder! He was going to blackmail Charlotte Pritchard to get himself reinstated, holding my murder over her head. He really was a . . .

Ding!

First stop.

Argh! Some idiot is trying to pay with the contents of her gas meter. Hurry the fuck up!

That’s what Paul was trying to tell me – Charlotte Pritchard killed him too. He must have seen her at my apartment after the fire alarm went off – he only recognised her when he saw her again at the inquest. When the clumsy moron tripped over my body, he must have knocked the takeaway lid . . . and put it back upside down and in the wrong hand. And Charlotte’s motive . . .

Ding!

Second stop.

A woman with a buggy the size of Belgium is trying to board the bus. Use protection next time, love. You’re holding up the whole show . . .

Tom. Of course it was Tom. Her mother had killed the first husband who hurt her and only just escaped prison. Charlie wasn’t going to risk that happening again. She must have known Tom and I were together and he was thinking of leaving her, so she took matters into her own hands. But how?

Ding!

Third stop.

Brilliant. Half a bloody secondary school is now piling on the bus . . . Why aren’t you all smoking behind bike sheds like normal teenagers . . . ?

His phone! Tom was right: it did have spyware. But it wasn’t Hannah bugging his phone – it was Charlotte! She would have known everything . . . the address of the flat, when we were planning to meet . . . Her mum and I used the same pills and she would have known exactly how many would do the trick. I taught her well enough for that. And she did the same thing to Paul.

The same thing she’s probably planning to do to Winnie. I have to get to her . . .

Ding!

Finally, we’re at the end of my road. I jump off the bus and pelt up the street.

‘I’m coming, Winnie!’ I shout. ‘Hold on!’

I reach Winnie’s house and there are no signs of life – although there is a strange car in the drive. It must be Charlie’s. She’s in there with Winnie.

I run up to the door and hammer on it. But how the hell is Winnie going to let me in if Charlie’s got her locked up somewhere? How can I . . . ?

I look down at my dress. I always did rock this outfit. But I’m a Purple now. I can walk through walls! About bloody time . . .

I hold my hands up to the door and push gently. My hands go straight through it, like Platform 9¾. I carry on through and my body follows.

I’m in.

I attune my hearing . . . I can hear Winnie’s voice! She’s alive, thank God. But where is she? Upstairs. The voices are coming from upstairs. I run up, scanning the rooms . . . She’s in her bedroom, tied to a chair. And Charlie is next to her.

‘No, no more, you can’t make me,’ Winnie snarls, pursing her lips and refusing the pills that Charlie is trying to force-feed her. ‘I will not take them.’

‘This is the kindest way I can do this,’ says Charlie. ‘Trust me – there are far worse ways to go. With these pills, you’ll drift off to sleep and be dead in a few hours.’

She forces what I assume is the latest in a succession of pills into Winnie’s mouth. She might be tough, but even she can’t survive this.

A few hours . . . I look at my watch. It’s 11.32 p.m. Winnie dies in the early hours of tomorrow morning.

Bloody hell. Winnie’s death isn’t anything to do with her health.

Charlotte Pritchard murders her.

I creep through the open door, wave at Winnie and put a finger to my lips. Charlie might not be able to see me, but we don’t want to spook her. Who knows what she might do . . .

‘Miriam!’ Winnie exclaims with all the natural timing of a Diagnosis: Murder guest star.

Well done, Campbell. You literally had one job.

‘Don’t say that name!’ Charlie suddenly screams, spinning round and slapping Winnie hard across the face.

Ouch. That’s going to sting. But Winnie takes it like a champ.

‘Whatever she did to you, I didn’t,’ says Winnie. ‘Killing me is only going to get you into more trouble . . .’

Charlie leans down and whispers in her ear.

‘You know too much. And I’ve got away with it twice,’ she says. ‘Believe me – elderly woman turns up dead in hospital . . . no one looks that hard.’

She’s not wrong. Winnie could pitch up with a chainsaw through her head and she’d still be packed off to the funeral parlour with pneumonia on her death certificate.

‘You wanted to kill her – this I entirely understand,’ says Winnie. ‘But what I don’t understand is how? How did you get into her flat?’

‘Open wide,’ says Charlie, holding another pill.

Winnie shakes her head.

‘Open wide and I’ll tell you,’ Charlie coos.

Winnie rolls her eyes and opens her mouth. Her commitment to solving the case is commendable. If utterly, unbelievably stupid.

‘The arrogant cow never did bother to find out who I was – never even learned my name, although that helped,’ says Charlie. ‘I’d heard stories in the hospital of what a massive bitch Dr Price was, of course. But when I found out about her and Tom . . . and he was talking about leaving my mum – my good, sweet, kind mum who has been to hell and back already – for . . . her . . . !’

‘Trust me, I don’t get it either,’ says Winnie. ‘She’s not even that attractive . . .’

‘Do you want me to save your life or don’t you?’ I point out.

‘So when they arranged their little . . . tryst over their secret email, I planned to be there, to confront them both,’ she says. ‘But I was held up at the hospital. By the time I got there, he was just coming out in tears – clearly they had split up. I thought that would be an end to it . . .’

Winnie nods. ‘But then Miriam sent the text saying she was going to tell your mother.’

So that’s what did for me. A drunken text. How poetic . . .

‘The nerve!’ cries Charlie. ‘Can you believe it?’

‘I really can,’ says Winnie. ‘She was shameless . . .’

‘Says the woman who mowed her lawn at 6 a.m. every New Year’s Day,’ I remind her.

‘What had my mum ever done to her?’ Charlie rages. ‘She’s been through so much! My dad was pure evil. What he put her through—’

‘What he must have put you both through,’ Winnie says gently.

‘I’m fine,’ says Charlie.

Yeah, love – sure you are. Tell it to the prison psychiatrist, won’t you . . .

‘But my mum . . . she couldn’t cope with something like this. It had to end.’

What the hell am I going to do? I could crush her heart and stop it beating . . .

First, do no harm . . .

Oh, for Christ’s sake. Even I don’t want to kill the girl. What can I do?

‘I knew Price took the sleeping pills. I’d seen her and that perv Roberts doing their dodgy deals,’ she says. ‘My mum takes them too – she’s never got over the nightmares. We’ve got cupboards of them at home. So I waited for my chance. After the stroppy blonde left, a takeaway turned up and was about to buzz her number. I said that I was Miriam and took it from her – signed in as the Deliveroo driver and I was in. She was so wrecked she didn’t even recognise me at first! That’s how much I registered with her!’

‘She put the pills in the pad thai!’ I realise. ‘That’s how she got me to take so many!’

Winnie nods, but says nothing. She’s starting to loll in that chair. I need to get her out of here.

‘She was off her head,’ Charlie laughs. ‘It was absurdly easy. With the dose I gave her and the amount of booze she had on board, it wasn’t going to take long. She lost consciousness and crumpled on the floor, like the garbage she was. I’d wanted to wait until she was dead, watch the life leave her. I thought I was done for when Tom came back. He knocked on the door for a minute or two. But he gave up pretty easily. That’s the good thing about Tom. He usually does.’

Tell me about it, sister.

‘But then that idiot Roberts turned up with a key. I had to make a quick exit.’

‘So you went out the fire escape – you triggered the fire alarm,’ says Winnie, shaking her head.

I raise my hand. ‘Can I just get a moment to take my mad props for having the presence of mind to write a MASSIVE clue even in my dying seconds?’ I point out. ‘Number One. Genius to my final breath . . .’

‘Shhhh,’ says Winnie, baffling her murderer momentarily.

‘I will not!’ says Charlie indignantly. ‘The fire alarm was an accident – I’d planned to leave quietly down the stairs. But when that idiot concierge penned us all up – that’s when Roberts saw me, not that he really knew who I was then. It was always Maya he fancied.’

‘But he recognised you at the inquest,’ says Winnie, starting to sound groggy. ‘And he tried to blackmail you.’

‘And you were kind enough to interrupt him. But he still had to go,’ she smiles. ‘Open up.’

Okay, I take it back. This chick’s asking for it.

I reach forward and thrust into Charlie’s ribcage, grabbing her heart. Her breath catches and she clutches her chest.

‘What?’ she gasps. ‘What’s . . . ?’

‘Miriam!’ Winnie cries sleepily. ‘Miriam! Don’t do it . . .’

‘Why not?’ I shout. ‘She’s just admitted to killing me and Paul, and she’s trying to kill you!’

‘She’s a messed-up child,’ Winnie murmurs as Charlie sinks to the floor. ‘She needs help, not revenge.’

‘Easy for you to say! She hasn’t killed you! Yet!’ I point out, although my inner doctor is already bridling against what I am doing. I swore to do no harm. Even to murderous med students.

Speaking of which, I’m changing colour. Argh! I’m turning Green. I won’t be able to do this much longer.

Suddenly Charlie turns round and looks straight into my eyes.

‘What? Dr Price?’ she gasps as she starts to lose consciousness. ‘I don’t . . . How the . . . ?’

Oh God. I’m actually killing her. Enough.

I whip my hand out of her chest as I am fully returned to a Green. Argh – now I can’t touch anything! What can I do?

‘Miriam,’ Winnie mumbles. ‘Miriam, help me . . . The pill . . .’

‘I think you’ve had enough, love!’ I shout. She needs to stay conscious.

‘Idiot . . .’ she drawls. ‘Flora’s pill . . .’

Flora’s pill! The one she gobbed out at the Golden Claw! That’ll give me five minutes. Where the hell did I put it?

As Charlie gasps on the floor, I run downstairs to the dining room. It’s still a mess after Winnie’s hissy with the paperwork – the pill was on a file . . . I scan the torn and crumpled paper. It must still be here somewhere . . . Come on, come on . . .

Got it!

I make a dive for it and suck it up off the carpet. Thank Christ Winnie hoovers.

Nothing happens. Brilliant. A dud. This is as much use as . . .

Suddenly, I feel it. Sensation. Feelings. The full strength of that hideous hangover. I pick up a piece of paper. I can touch! Oh yes . . .

Miriam Price is back.

I run to Winnie’s house phone and dial 999.

‘Ambulance,’ I pant down the phone. ‘One suspected overdose, one cardiac arrest at 35 Castle Avenue. You’ll need to send the police. An intruder has–’

The phone is suddenly snatched out of my hands and . . .

OWWWWWWWWWWWW!

A blunt blow to the back of my head sends everything fuzzy. Pain. There’s something I haven’t missed.

I turn round. Charlie is standing there, glasses and hair skewed in different directions, holding the phone in one hand and a kitchen knife in the other. She looks absolutely terrified.

Good.

‘I know . . . I know I killed you. The pills . . . The booze . . . You . . . I . . . I have no idea what is going on,’ she pants. ‘But if I didn’t kill you well enough the first time, I’m going to get it right now!’

She jabs at me with the knife, which I instinctively avoid. Death holds no particular fear for me now, but knife wounds still do. I worked in a London A&E for ten years. Those memories don’t fade.

‘Charlie,’ I say, avoiding another swipe with the knife. ‘Charlie – listen to me—’

‘No!’ she screams. ‘You tried to steal Tom from my mum and you’ll do it again – I won’t let you!’

She attacks wildly with the knife again and I dodge it. Turns out my reflexes are rather better sober.

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Yes, I did try to steal Tom from your mum. But you know what?’

‘I don’t care!’ she says, attempting another clumsy lunge.

‘He chose her,’ I say simply, feeling as if she’s stabbed me already.

She stops for a moment.

‘What?’ she says, adjusting her glasses.

‘He chose Hannah,’ I say, hating the plain truth of my words. ‘He chose your mum. He loves her. He loves you. He wanted her. He wanted your family. He . . . he didn’t want me.’

She stops, panting for breath, her head a maelstrom. I know how she feels. But it’s only a moment’s respite. Within seconds, she holds up the knife again.

‘This changes nothing!’ she screams. ‘It doesn’t change what you tried to do, who you tried to hurt . . . You’ll do it again. I know you will . . .’

A siren sounds in the street. She looks out of the window in a panic before running upstairs. I tear off after her, but she’s younger and faster.

I arrive back in the bedroom seconds after she does. She’s standing over Winnie.

‘You!’ she screams manically at Winnie’s semi-conscious body. ‘This is all your fault! You are the only one who figured it out! Well, if you’re such good friends with Dr Price, why don’t you go and join her!’

She holds up the knife and is about to stab Winnie in the chest. I look at the defenceless woman lying there, about to be killed in cold blood. The neighbour I hated. The woman I misunderstood.

The best friend I’ve ever had.

Charlotte raises her arm and starts to bring the knife down hard. Before I know what I’m doing, I throw myself at her and wrestle her to the ground. She’s young and strong. Stronger than me. She flips us both over and pins me on the floor between her legs. I try to force her arms away from my body. But she has the advantages of gravity and youth – she pushes back hard. That knife is getting closer . . . closer . . . too close . . .

And then I feel it.

The knife in my chest.

Going straight through my heart.

Killing me again.

Having missed out the first time, now I can tell you exactly what death feels like.

It really fucking hurts.

I feel the life sap out of me, pill or no pill. My body vanishes and the pain stops, just as the door bursts open. I’m a ghost again. Thank Christ for that.

The police charge in, Winnie’s nephew Alfie amongst them. They see Charlie holding a knife and the poor girl gets a tasering that no brunch will salve.

‘Aunty Win!’ Alfie shouts, going to his aunt’s side. He clocks the pills all over the floor and checks for signs of life. I’m relieved he’s not measuring for wardrobes.

‘She’s still alive,’ he says as the paramedics come in behind. ‘Hurry . . .’

They bundle Winnie onto a stretcher, lug her downstairs and rush her into the ambulance. She should be okay; they got here in time. But she’s got one hell of a stomach-pumping coming her way.

‘She was here,’ mutters Charlie wildly, looking around for me as she’s handcuffed. ‘Miriam Price – she was here, on the floor. I killed her . . . again . . .’

‘Let’s go,’ says Alfie, cuffing her and escorting her towards the door. I slump against the wall.

Thank Christ.

We did it, Campbell.

We diagnosed the murder.

I follow Alfie out as he takes a final, wistful look around the room. He lets out a big sigh.

‘Hey-ho,’ he smiles. ‘So much storage potential . . .’
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Back at the hospital, while I’m waiting for the contents of Winnie’s stomach to be liberated from her guts, I go up to the wards and check on Bella King. She’s conscious, surrounded by her parents, and Henry is checking her over.

‘Well, I’m delighted to say she’s doing great,’ says Henry, looking almost as satisfied as he had that weekend we spent together in a Lake District Airbnb six years ago. ‘She’s a fighter.’

‘You’s our little warrior, ain’t you, baby?’ says Danielle King in a syntactical massacre of maternal devotion. ‘Second we get you out of here, we’re going straight down Pizza Hut for an all-you-can eat buffet and ice-cream factory.’

Marvellous. Because nothing celebrates abdominal surgery like indigestion.

‘Hello, doctor,’ I hear a little voice say next to me. It’s Jayden King. Oh no . . .

‘Hey,’ I say. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘They said I could come to see my sister,’ he says.

No . . . If he’s come to take her, she’s not out of the woods.

‘I still don’t know how you held on like that, Bella,’ says Henry. ‘It’s nothing short of miraculous.’

Bella looks uncertainly at her mother.

‘It was the bad doctor,’ she whispers. ‘She saved me.’

Danielle looks at Darren.

‘It must be the drugs, babe,’ she says. ‘You’re safe from the bad doctor now . . .’

‘But she’s not the bad doctor, she’s the good doctor,’ says Bella. ‘She saved me. She tried to save Jay. I saw him. He’s in his Spiderman outfit and he told me he’s got a slide at Granny and Grandad’s house and they let him eat chocolate ice cream . . .’

Danielle chokes on a sob.

‘That’s really lovely, babe,’ says Darren, looking at Henry with all kinds of paternal concern etched in his face. ‘Is . . . is Jay here now?’

Bella looks around the room, straight at the spot where Jayden and I are standing, then straight on past us.

‘No,’ she says. ‘He’s gone.’

Thank God. She’s going to be okay.

‘I said you could save her,’ says Jayden.

‘You were right,’ I smile. ‘Thanks for your help.’

‘That’s okay,’ he says. ‘Do you want to come for tea? We’re having sausages and mash with chocolate sauce. In my treehouse.’

I smile and offer him a hi-five.

‘Another time, please,’ I say. ‘I’ve got a few things I need to do first.’

He shrugs. ‘Okay,’ he says as an old man in purple appears in the glass lift behind us. Grandad salutes me as Jayden runs happily into his arms. I wave back as the doors close and they are taken back where they belong. It’s not quite a happy ending. But there were many sadder ones. I think this family is going to be okay.

I leave the Kings to their reunion and head through the halls to the general ward, where I find Winnie looking rough as a badger’s bum.

‘Wow,’ I say. ‘You look like you just ate your own cooking.’

She completely ignores me. That’s gratitude for you.

‘So what did they do to you?’ I ask out of ghoulish curiosity. ‘Pump your stomach? ECG? Did they find a heartbeat? Did they find a heart?’

She sighs slightly and looks out of the door. Rude.

‘Oi!’ I shout. ‘Witchie! This is getting really old, really fast. Just like you . . . Winnie?’

Hang on.

I wave my hand in front of her eyes. Nothing.

She can’t see me any more.

Oh.

Well . . . this is good news. The stubborn mare probably has years left in her. And, now she’s here, they’ll give her what she needs to stay well. This is a good result.

For her.

Not that it’s any of my business . . .

There’s a gentle knock on the door. Alfie comes in holding a bunch of flowers.

‘Hey, Aunty Win,’ he grins. ‘How you doing?’

‘I feel like the devil himself has been dancing in my belly,’ she says.

‘Well, now you know what your Christmas dinner’s like,’ he grins. I like this guy. ‘Good news – they’re letting you out later. So, you know, once you’re up to it, they’ll be in to formally interview you. But, just to give you a heads-up, Charlotte Pritchard is being questioned in a secure unit.’

‘Poor child,’ says Winnie. ‘What a mess . . .’

‘Seriously,’ says her nephew. ‘Her mum is already screaming diminished responsibility. But, however you look at it, she’s facing some serious time.’

‘That’s very sad,’ sighs Winnie. ‘That girl has been through so much. She needs help.’

‘Clearly,’ says Alfie. ‘And I’m sure that’ll be taken into account. She’s obviously not well. She told us that as she tried to stab you, Miriam Price threw herself in the way of the knife! Can you believe it?’

Winnie starts to look around the room. She looks straight past me.

‘Yes,’ she says with a quiet smile. ‘Yes, I can.’

‘Which reminds me,’ he asks. ‘How did you put in that niner?’

‘Sorry?’ says Winnie.

‘The 999 call? To get us to come out?’ her nephew says. ‘According to Pritchard, you were unconscious. She says that Dr Price called the ambulance.’

Winnie smiles again.

‘Like you say,’ she says. ‘The girl is unwell.’

‘Must be,’ says the nephew absently. He’s nice enough, but this guy couldn’t investigate his own belly button. ‘Anyway, I’d best be off.’

He holds her hand and gives it a squeeze. He tries to leave, but she holds him back.

‘Alfie?’ says Winnie. ‘I’m sorry about the house.’

‘That’s all right,’ he smiles. ‘I’d rather have my Aunty Win, thanks.’

‘What about Cheryl?’ Winnie asks.

‘Oh, she’d much rather have the yoga studio,’ laughs Alfie. ‘But she’ll get over it.’

‘Will you come visit?’ Winnie says, not letting go of his hand. ‘Bring Cheryl and the boys – I could make us lunch. There’s room for you to stay . . .’

‘Sure,’ says Alfie unconvincingly as he walks out. ‘That would be good. See you soon, then, Aunty Win.’

Yeah, right. And Winnie doesn’t believe him either. Elderly relatives are like gym memberships. They seem like a good idea and you visit enthusiastically the first few times. But, after a while, you just can’t be arsed. Even when you know you really should be and it would probably do you some good.

Alfie leaves and Winnie looks around the soulless, empty room. She suddenly seems very small. Vulnerable. Fragile.

She releases a deep sigh. It must be a strange thing contemplating life alone when you’ve lived with someone for so long. Beneath all her stoic bluster, my mum just didn’t work without my dad. They were happy together in their strange way. I got a glimpse of it when Tom chose Hannah. It was one thing not wanting to be with Nav. It was quite another staring into years of being by myself. I spent my whole life thinking I wanted to be alone, as is the privilege of someone who always has people around. But once solitude ceases to be a choice, I suspect it’s not nearly as appealing. Still, Winnie’s probably not got that long left. She’ll be back with George before long.

‘Miriam?’ she says quietly. ‘Miriam, are you there?’

I’m here, Winnie. Right here.

‘If you can hear me,’ she says, ‘I just want to say . . . I just want to say thank you. For saving my life.’

Mate, I was already dead. No biggie.

‘Not for taking the knife. Although I wish I could have lived to see that – it must have been hilarious,’ says the vindictive shrew. ‘But for reminding me that I had a life worth saving. It is a gift and I will cherish it.’

This is getting horribly schmaltzy now. Pack it in, Campbell.

‘And I’m sorry about your inquest,’ she continues. ‘I never did get to the coroner – Charlie abducted me before I could. I hope you get your Eternity one way or another.’

Pah. Eternity, Schmeternity. I’ll be fine. Don’t sweat it. You gave it your best shot. And most of your furniture.

‘But . . . if you should ever find yourself down here,’ she says. ‘Don’t be a stranger. You’re like your demonic cat. A vicious, evil pain in the backside that spent far too much time in my house . . . And yet . . . I will miss you now you’re gone.’

Oh God. Hayfever down here too? What’s going on?

Ping!

Well, thank Christ for that. Enough of this already.

‘Goodbye, Miriam Price,’ says Winnie. ‘I’ll be sure to hold the house next door in Eternity for you.’

The doors close around me.

You do that, Winnie Campbell.

I’ve got a year of pizzas on standby.
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The doors open in Limbo to a stream of party poppers and balloons. A huge banner hangs across the food court: BON VOYAGE, DR PRICE!

‘What?’ I say, pulling some paper streamers out of my hair. ‘What’s going on?’

I am once again covered in Flora.

‘You did it!’ she squeals. ‘You actually did it!’

‘Did what?’

‘You changed your classification,’ says Martin, offering some reheated spicy sausages. ‘I’m delighted to inform you that you have officially been murdered.’

Everyone applauds and cheers. This place is seriously warped.

‘But . . . the inquest?’ I say.

‘Your killer has signed a confession saying she killed you. Twice, in fact,’ says Martin, putting down the tray. ‘That amply qualifies as suitable documentation. Congratulations, Dr Price. You may proceed to Eternity.’

He pulls a golden passport out of his pocket and hands it over to me with a flourish. I look towards the spectacular glimmer of the Exit. Everyone applauds again. I notice Flora wiping a tear from her eye. This must be very bitter-sweet for her.

‘And the even better news is that your accommodation is ready for you,’ says Martin. ‘Your preference/conduct score matched you with a three-bed detached house in a quiet residential area, complete with corner sofa and jukebox, next door to a thirty-five-year-old single male neighbour called Hans who enjoys gardening topless after high-intensity interval training. Your cat is already waiting for you.’

‘Leviathan?’ I say happily. Aw. Both the sofa and Hans will be covered in scratches by the weekend . . .

Hans. My new next-door neighbour.

And yet . . . even he doesn’t sound as much fun as the one I’m leaving behind.

‘Martin – could you run a date check on someone for me, please?’ I ask. ‘My neighbour, Winnie Campbell. When is she scheduled to arrive?’

Martin punches some numbers into his phone.

‘Interesting – her file has just been updated,’ he says. ‘Mrs Winifred Campbell is now due to join us in . . . nine years and four months. Her husband is waiting for her in their new home.’

Wow. Nine years. That’s a long time to be on your own. That sucks, Win . . .

‘Well now – if you’d like to say your farewells,’ says Martin, moving towards the Exit. ‘It’s time for you to move on.’

I receive warm congratulations from the various residents, even if most of them are there more for the buffet than my departure. Flora holds my hand and leads me to the shimmering portal.

‘Thank you,’ she says, hugging me tearfully. ‘Thank you for everything you’ve done for me. You are a good woman, Dr Miriam Price, and I’m blessed to call you a friend.’

For the first time ever, I return a hug. It’s weird, but feels oddly satisfying. Like a trip to the dental hygienist.

I hold the golden passport in my hand. This is it. I did it. I can leave this Earth and move on to my own personal paradise. I don’t have to think about anyone or anything again. I’m done. I’m finished. I’m free . . .

I look into the Exit. A figure is forming in the doorway. Is that . . . ?

Well now.

It’s my mother.

‘Hello, Mum,’ I smile.

‘Well, someone’s been eating all her dinners,’ she pronounces, eyeing me up and down. ‘Someone else’s too, by the looks of it . . .’

‘Nice to see you too,’ I grin. ‘You’re looking well.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Miriam,’ she huffs. ‘I’m dead. You always were so dramatic.’

‘Oh, Mum,’ I sigh. ‘You haven’t changed a bit. That’s a shame . . .’

‘Don’t mutter, Miriam!’ Mum snaps. ‘You will mutter so. Well, come on, then. Only you could be late for your own death, Miriam Price. And hurry up – I’ve got quiche in the oven. Your father’s waiting and you know what he’s like if he misses the start of Howard’s Way . . .’

Say what now . . . ?

‘Dad . . . Dad’s here?’ I ask her, the words catching in my throat. ‘With you?’

My mother huffs and tuts. She’d be captain of the England H&T team. Well over a hundred caps.

‘Well of course he’s here,’ she scoffs. ‘Where else would he be?’

‘Can I . . . can I see him?’ I ask, feeling a mixture of elation and dread.

‘If you must,’ Mum sighs. ‘Joe? Joseph? Where are you?’

Another figure starts to form from the glimmer. It’s . . . it’s him.

It’s my daddy.

‘Hello, darlin’,’ Dad says sheepishly. ‘Wonderful to see you. You look smashing, really smashing. Sorry I wasn’t first out the blocks. I wasn’t sure if, you know, if you wanted to . . .’

‘Of course I do. I always have,’ I say, wiping some hayfever off my cheek. ‘I’ve missed you.’

‘And I’ve missed you too, sweetheart,’ he says, his face alight with relief. ‘I’ve so much I need to say to you, Mim, so much to explain, so much . . . I’m so, so sorry . . .’

‘Oh, will you PLEASE get a move on!’ huffs my mother. ‘I’m telling you now, that beautiful quiche Lorraine will be soggier than my late Aunt Sally by the time we get home.’

My dad and I look at each other and burst out laughing. Good old Mum. Never one to let psychological completion get in the way of good shortcrust.

Dad smiles at me.

‘It’s all right, love,’ he says, his hayfever playing up too. ‘We’ve got time now. Plenty of time. So you coming, then?’

He holds out his hand.

I look at my parents. It’s good to see them back together. It’ll be good to get to know them again. Maybe get to know them a bit better this time. Dad reaches out his hand to guide me over the threshold. I stretch mine out to meet it . . .

‘Miriam? Would you do me . . . would you do me one more favour?’ says Flora urgently, gently grabbing my arm to hold me back, her voice shaking with restrained tears. ‘I know I’ve no right to ask, really . . .’

‘Of course I will, Flora,’ I say. ‘What do you need?’

‘Would you mind – once you’re all settled in, of course – would you mind going to visit my Monty and giving him a huge hug from me? Tell him . . . tell him I love him most like chocolate toast and I cannot wait to see him soo . . . I can’t wait to see him when the time is right. Can you tell him that? Please?’

I look at this sweet, kind woman who has had so much stolen from her. I look back to my parents. They haven’t changed. They’re not going to. And they’re not going anywhere. Dad’s right. We have plenty of time. Forever, in fact. I look inside myself. Yup . . .

I release a big sigh.

Oh, what the hell . . .

‘Tell him yourself,’ I say, slapping the golden passport down in Flora’s hand. ‘You go. I’m staying here.’

There you go, Diagnosis: Murder. That’s how you do a plot twist.

‘Wha . . . ? What?’ says Flora, her hands trembling as the passport gleams in her upturned palms.

‘I said,’ I say, closing her hands around the passport before I change my stupid mind, ‘you go. To Eternity. To your Monty. He needs his mum. And you need him. Go to him. I’m not quite done here yet.’

‘I . . . I can’t,’ she says, trying to hand the passport back. ‘This is yours. I can’t take it from you . . . Is that even allowed?’

She looks to Martin for confirmation.

‘Well . . . it’s unprecedented,’ he says. ‘But I’m unaware of any legislation that forbids it.’

‘You’re not taking it, you twonk,’ I point out. ‘I’m giving it to you. Now shift it before I change my mind.’

‘Oh, Miriam,’ sighs my mother as she starts to fade into the shimmering ether. ‘Always one for the drama . . .’

‘See you, Mum,’ I smile. She’ll get over it. I’m sure the extra quiche will help.

‘Good girl, Mim,’ says my dad with a wink. ‘Tell Chris I’ll see him soon.’

‘Bye, Dad,’ I sniff, the words I never got to say the first time feeling light on my lips. ‘See you soon. I love you . . .’

‘Love you too, babe – laters, potaters . . .’

I watch as my folks fade away. Together. Like they always wanted.

‘Miriam?’ Flora gasps, snapping me back to the room. ‘Miriam – are you sure?’

I stop to check.

Yeah. I’m really sure. I need time. Time to be better. I have some things to do. Good things. Better things.

I nod my head and am immediately assaulted by another hug.

‘Oh my goodness, oh my goodness – I don’t know how to thank you!’ she sobs. ‘This is . . . this is . . . I can never thank you enough. Is there anything . . . anything at all I can do for you?’

A passing memory jogs a very brilliant idea.

‘Actually,’ I say, ‘there is one thing . . .’

I whisper my half-formed thought in her ear.

‘Oh my days, that would be wonderful!’ she says. ‘Yes, yes, of course! I’d be thrilled!’

‘Good. Then consider us even,’ I say.

She holds my hands. Her eyes are brimming over.

‘Go,’ I whisper. ‘Go on – go! You don’t want to keep him waiting . . .’

She turns round, her actually rather pretty face lit up by the golden light as three new figures begin to form in the glow.

And between two breaths, there, embraced by tearful grandparents, a dark-haired, dark-eyed little boy is jumping at the threshold.

‘Mummy!’ he screams, his face illuminated with joy.

Flora lets go of my hand and sprints towards the golden light.

‘Monty!’ she cries, running to her little boy, picking him up and smothering him with all her missed kisses. She squeezes him to her, before sinking to the ground, the two of them running their hands all over each other’s faces, the joyful incredulity of an impossible reunion engulfing them both. After a few euphoric moments and countless happy tears, Flora’s parents gather their family back together in their sobbing embrace and they all hold each other, basking in the reclaimed love that is shining between them.

Good grief.

This hayfever is shocking up here . . .

We all watch as mother and son hold and kiss each other in fits of giggling tears. It’s . . . quite something. I feel a gentle hand on my shoulder.

‘That was a truly wonderful thing you did,’ says Martin softly in my ear.

‘What can I say?’ I choke. ‘I’m a sucker for a Perpetual Pasty . . . On that, I wanted to talk to you too, actually. Looks like I’m going to be stuck here for a while, so I’m in the market for a permanent job. You don’t happen to know of any vacancies, do you? Access to the Earth? Ability to communicate with a nominated soul? Grey uniform provided? All the burritos you can eat?’

A breath catches in the back of Martin’s throat. A smile creeps across his face.

‘I think I have just the thing, Dr Price,’ he says. ‘Come to my office and we’ll do the paperwork together.’

‘Can’t wait,’ I say as Flora and Monty hold hands and prepare to cross the threshold.

‘Oh – Martin!’ Flora suddenly shouts, retrieving something from her pocket. ‘I nearly forgot – the CD from the Over-Sixties Recorder Club is ready. I was so looking forward to listening to it.’

‘I’ll take that,’ I say, gleefully snatching it from her hand. ‘I have just the audience for it . . .’

‘Thank you,’ says Flora with a great big grin. ‘For everything. You have been a true friend. I thank God I was blessed to meet you. I’ll be seeing you, Dr Miriam Price.’

‘You’d better believe it,’ I wink as Flora draws a deep breath, gathers her little son into her arms and walks away into the golden light.

Nice.

I turn back and head with Martin towards his office.

‘Your timing is immaculate,’ smiles Martin from behind his desk. ‘With Beth arriving in a few months, we have ample time for a thorough handover – there’s a lot to do here . . . If you’ll permit me to say, Dr Price, I thought I had seen everything working in this role, but, had I been asked, I would have calculated a sub zero per cent chance of the way things have played out.’

‘Well, I like to defy the odds,’ I say, sipping the apple juice I swiped from the drinks table. I still haven’t forgiven the white wine. And I don’t intend to speak to it ever again.

Another idea breezes across my mind.

‘Martin – did you say that there was an astral plane here?’

‘I did,’ says Martin. ‘Presently it’s down that corridor, third door on the left. We keep trying to get permission to extend it, but every time we submit the plans it changes shape.’

Hmmmm. I wonder . . .

I hand the CD over to Martin with a very specific set of instructions for its usage and head down the corridor to said third door. I open it gently and smile.

There’s my brother in his astral plane, which looks like our childhood garden in the posh house. He’s sitting on one of the swings.

‘Hey,’ I say to him, going to sit on the swing next to him. I loved it here as a kid. We both did.

‘Miriam,’ he grins. ‘I’ve been hoping I might run into you here.’

‘So it turns out that this hippy nonsense really works,’ I say. ‘Who knew?’

‘I did,’ says Christian. He’s so smug. I’ll allow it this once.

‘Hey – great news about Jake,’ I say. ‘You and Neil okay?’

‘We’ll be fine,’ he says. ‘Better than fine.’

‘Better than fine is good,’ I say.

‘It really is,’ smiles my brother.

I swing back and forth like I always did when I was avoiding something.

‘Listen,’ I say, finally coming to a halt. ‘There’s . . . there’s some stuff I need to say.’

‘Go on,’ he says. ‘I’m listening.’

‘Christian . . . Chris,’ I say. ‘I . . . I . . . I . . .’

‘Have a stutter?’ he says with raised eyebrow. ‘Am an insufferable narcissist? Nicked my View-Master?’

‘I’m sorry.’

The words sit heavily between us.

‘Okay, so maybe this hippy nonsense doesn’t really work at all,’ he says, shutting his eyes and shaking his head. ‘You’re not my sister . . .’

‘No – really,’ I say, putting my hand on his. ‘I’m truly sorry. About everything.’

‘Define “everything”,’ he says cautiously.

‘Right . . . in no particular order . . . I’m sorry that I wasn’t there for you when Dad died. Nor Mum. I was so caught up in my own grief that I never spared a moment to see what it did to you. I was selfish and ungrateful and got to live my life at the expense of yours. In short, I was an ungrateful brat.’

‘You were young,’ he says quietly. ‘We both were. But yes. You were a real brat. Is that “everything”?’

Oh Lord. This one’s going to hurt.

‘The View-Master,’ I say slowly. ‘You were right. I did swap it.’

‘I KNEW IT!’ he says self-righteously. ‘You lying little—’

‘I didn’t lie exactly,’ I point out. ‘I didn’t swap it for Millie Carter’s roller skates. I swapped it for her Mr Frosty.’

He stops to think about that. He loved our Mr Frosty back in the day.

‘That was actually a really good trade,’ he says admiringly.

‘Right?’ I point out. ‘But it wasn’t mine to swap and I shouldn’t have taken it. However, next time you’re round at mine, I used to keep some cash in the biscuit tin on the fridge. Please take £50 and head to Willetts & Co. in the arcade. I can at least make that one right.’

‘Thank you,’ he smiles. ‘Are we done?’

‘No. Dan,’ I say simply, and watch him stiffen. ‘I know what he did to you. I should always have believed you. I should have stood by you from the get-go – and, frankly, punched Dan’s bloody lights out. I will never forgive myself that I didn’t. I just hope that you might be able to.’

He hangs his head.

‘I can certainly work on it,’ he says.

I nod my acceptance.

‘That would be better than fine,’ I say.

We sit in silence.

‘If it helps at all,’ I whisper, ‘as we speak, Dan Brooks is currently hooked up to a permanent dialysis machine with Let It Go being played on tuneless recorders on an eternal loop. And he looks like Howard from Take That.’

Chris smiles.

‘Actually, that does help a bit,’ he says. ‘Thank you . . . Are you . . . okay?’

‘I am,’ I say. ‘Better than I’ve been for a long time.’

‘Death becomes her,’ he tells me.

‘You’re a pretentious arse,’ I tell him.

We both snort.

‘Well – I’m going to let you get on with your transcendental twaddle,’ I say. ‘Perhaps we can meet here again? It would be cool to . . . hang out.’

‘Yeah,’ says Chris with a smile, opening up his arms. ‘Yes, it really would.’

I walk into his big brotherly arms and accept a big brotherly hug. It’s nice. Even with the regurgitated rice cake on his shoulder.

‘Before I go – can I ask you a favour?’ I say, heading for the door.

‘If it’s borrowing my new View-Master, you can totally sod off,’ he says.

‘Nah,’ I say. ‘I’ve checked in on Millie Carter – she’s living in a bedsit with Graham Cole. The only thing she could swap now is cold sores. This is about Nav . . .’

‘You want me to give Nav a cold sore?’ he asks. ‘Because, from what I’ve seen, I’m going to have to take a number and get in line . . .’

‘Go easy on him,’ I say. ‘I’d like . . . I’d like you to give him and Jane my blessing. And yours . . .’

‘What?’ he says. ‘You know about that? It is sick, it is twisted, it—’

‘It should have happened twenty years ago,’ I sigh. ‘I’m the only reason they’re not together now . . .’

‘How do you figure that out?’ he asks.

‘Let’s just say that Cupid’s arrow took a little detour,’ I explain, hoping that will suffice. The look from my brother informs me that it does not.

‘I didn’t want them to get together,’ I sigh. ‘I liked our group. I knew everything would change if they became a couple. I knew I’d get frozen out.’

‘Oh no . . . Was there a danger you would be displaced from the centre of the universe?’ he says.

‘Precisely. Glad you understand. Anyway, in the box under the spare bed is all my stuff from med school. In there is the worst love letter you’ve ever read – “My love is like an eternal spring . . .” Eurgh . . . But it needs to be read. By the person for whom it was intended.’

‘You’re a horrible person,’ he says. ‘And Jane is a horrible writer. It might take me a minute. But I’ll make sure Nav gets it. Twenty years too late.’

‘Just do me a favour?’

‘Sure,’ he shrugs.

‘Don’t look in the little black velvet bag in that box,’ I wince. ‘Med school was very stressful. I didn’t have time for relationships. I needed to destress somehow—’

‘Eurgh!’ Chris screams. ‘There are some things a sibling should never see.’

‘Tell me about it.’ I shudder, blocking all manner of images and soundtracks from my mind. ‘Okay – I gotta bounce . . .’

I stand up and walk to the door.

‘Sis?’ says Chris, the first time he’s called me that in years. ‘I’m doing an astral projection class on Tuesday with some of the girls from the PTA. Why don’t you pop in? Be good to see you.’

‘Sure,’ I say. ‘But warn me if Great-aunt Christine is ever likely to be here. She always was a vicious cow . . .’

‘So were you,’ he smiles, ‘but that doesn’t mean you weren’t entertaining. You always succeeded in that. And many other things besides. You were a brilliant doctor. We were all incredibly proud of you.’

‘Thank you,’ I say with a curtsey. ‘And . . . I might have succeeded at work, but you’ve succeeded at life. You’re winning the human race. I could learn a lot from that.’

‘Thank you,’ he says. And, of course, immediately starts to cry.

‘You big baby,’ I call behind me, leaving the room with a small bow.

I let out a long breath.

That felt good. Better than good.

I wend my way back to Martin’s office, where he has amassed all the necessary paperwork for me to become the new Admin.

‘So, if I’m going to be hanging around,’ I say. ‘I’m going to make a few changes around here.’

‘There’s a vacancy at the Over-Sixties Recorder Club . . .’ Martin starts.

‘I’d rather poke my eyes out with your spicy sausages,’ I say. ‘No – for one thing, this place really needs an addiction support group. I’m guessing a lot of the clientele here have substance issues? I’d . . . I’d like to be able to help. Starting today.’

‘Well, that’s a wonderful idea, Dr Price,’ says Martin. ‘But you’d have to assume your post with immediate effect. No time like the present. Are you ready?’

He proffers a pen. I smile as I take it.

‘One hundred per cent,’ I say, signing my death away and consigning my gorgeous Purple clothes to a dull grey suit. Martin’s attire melts into a purple polo shirt and slacks. Of course he wears slacks. Of course he does.

‘Shall we start your training tomorrow?’ he says. ‘It’s been quite the eventful day . . .’

‘Perfect,’ I say. ‘But first – in the words of the bikini-waxer – I have a little unfinished business downstairs . . .’

‘Well then, you’ll be needing some transport,’ Martin grins. ‘Care to give it a go?’

I wink, take a satisfied breath and click my fingers.

Ping!

And there’s my ride. That’s extremely cool.

‘See you later, Martin.’

‘See you later, Dr Price,’ Martin smiles back.

I look around my new manor.

I might not have had much to live for.

But, as it turns out, I had plenty to die for.

I step inside the lift. And for the first time I’m not alone.

‘Well, hello there.’ I smile at my companion as we embrace happily. ‘Glad you got my message. Too long, no see . . . Going down?’

He grins and winks at me as I press the button and we head for Earth.

The lift doors open in Winnie’s house. She’s back home and settled in her only chair. She’s going to be spending a lot of time on Gumtree. And a lot less at the WI.

‘Room for a dead one?’ I ask.

‘Miriam!’ she cries as the doors open. ‘I thought you’d . . . Oh Lord, does this mean I’m dying again?’

‘Afraid not,’ I smile.

‘What happened?’ she asks. ‘Why are you here? Why are you dressed like an accountant? What is—’

‘If you shut your trap for five minutes,’ I say, ‘I’ll explain it all later. But for now . . .’

My companion swallows the pill I sent back with Fred and steps out of the lift.

‘Winifred!’ he beams. ‘Get over here and show your man some love . . .’

‘George!’ Winnie cries as her husband appears before her. She leaps out of her chair and embraces him, happy tears spilling onto her joyful smile.

‘Hello, gorgeous,’ says her husband. ‘It’s been too long . . .’

They embrace again and she gazes joyfully at her beloved husband’s face. Then Winnie takes a step back – and lands one right on George’s chest.

‘What took you so long?’ she chides.

He winks. ‘Good things come to those who wait.’

A filthy look flashes across Winnie’s face. George has clearly seen it before.

‘Sweet girl,’ he says, ‘if we’ve only got five minutes, let’s not waste them talking . . .’

She gives him a big passionate kiss. And . . . there goes my spicy sausage.

‘I’ll leave you two to it,’ I say, gratefully absorbing out of the wall as they run upstairs.

Have fun, you crazy lovebirds.

You’re a long time dead.
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This week, I’ve tried to say sorry to everyone.

On Monday, my husband received a letter that should have found him twenty years ago, along with a hand-scribbled note from my brother:

Go get her.

He really did – and so Jane enthusiastically accepted my apology on Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday and an inordinate number of times on Friday. You enjoy each other, kids – I’ve got a good feeling about you two. I’ll even shout you a honeymoon at the Bognor Butlins.

On Tuesday, my brother spent my apology on a new View-Master and had planned to spend the evening sharing it with his son. Jake spent all of five minutes turning it around before declaring it ‘stupid’ and returning to his Nintendo Switch. You can’t win ’em all, bruv. Besides, you’ve got seventy-five free school meals to make and deliver with the PTA girls. Top of the menu? Rice cakes and humous . . . Rome wasn’t built in a day.

On Wednesday, it was Chris Polonski’s turn to apologise as he was sentenced to fifteen years for his cavalcade of crimes. As he was taken away, he cried like a baby. As did Len at his wedding to Beryl the same day – but that might have been because he knew what she was taking on their honeymoon, the saucy sexagenarian.

It’s Thursday and my apology to the King family woke them up early this morning when the front doorbell rang. When Danielle opened the front door, there was a slightly muddy suitcase outside their flat with a label addressed to them and three more words besides:

Justice for Jayden.

They cautiously opened it. And promptly discovered half a million pounds in cash inside. Danielle and Darren spent approximately seven seconds discussing whether they should tell the police, before spending the next seven hours looking up houses on RightMove. Looks like Bella’s going to get her slide, after all.

I’m now sitting in Winnie’s thriving back garden with a mocktail. Winnie’s rightly proud of her little piece of heaven. Almost makes me feel bad for releasing all those imported slugs into it last year.

‘So what now?’ she says, returning the shovel to her garden shed.

‘My shift at Scone But Not Forgotten starts in ten minutes,’ I say. ‘And you’ve got yoga, my dearest Downward Dog . . .’

‘You know what I mean,’ she says, slurping on a G&T.

‘The best part about my job,’ I say, ‘was helping people to feel better. I can still do that. People turn up in Limbo every day with issues. I can help. And besides – you and I are a crack crime-fighting duo. Perhaps we should keep solving mysteries together? Starting with the greatest one of all?’

‘What’s that?’ Winnie asked.

‘Who approved season eight of Diagnosis: Murder?’ I scoff. ‘What were they thinking?’

She laughs into her G&T.

‘I’d like to help too,’ says Winnie. ‘I want to put my days to good use.’

‘Cookery classes?’ I grin, rising to leave.

‘You are too charming,’ she says as I click for my elevator. ‘On that, will I be seeing you for dinner?’

‘Eight o’clock?’ I suggest as the ping rings through the garden. ‘I’ve got AA in Limbo tonight.’

‘Good for you,’ she smiles. ‘Eight o’clock it is. Have fun.’

‘I always do,’ I grin as the doors close and I’m whizzed back up to Limbo. I have work to do.

Speaking of which, what are you still doing here? Seriously, go and get on with your life – according to your records, you don’t have time to waste . . . And while we’re on the subject, for the love of Gucci, change that outfit. You don’t want to get stuck in those clothes for Eternity, believe me.

Well, that’s me: Dr Miriam Price.

Maybe we’ll meet one of these days.

But until then, my friend . . . Be good. And if you can’t be good?

Get better.

THE END
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