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‘Laugh-out-loud hilarious, moving and life affirming. I couldn’t put this fabulous, first class, five star read down.’
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‘Thoroughly wicked, compulsively page-turning, and funny as hell.’

S.J. Bennett

‘Clever, wise and properly funny. An absolute triumph.’

Lucy Mangan

‘Hilarious . . . a fab whodunnit with brilliant characters. A gleeful read!’

Tina Baker

‘Warm, wacky and witty. I loved it!’

Sally Page




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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