

[image: Cover image: How to Kill a Crime Writer by Sarah Lotz.]




How to Kill a Crime Writer

Sarah Lotz

[image: HarperCollinsPublishers Logo.]




Copyright

HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street,

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published by HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2026

Copyright © Sarah Lotz 2026

Cover design by Ellie Game/HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

Cover photographs: Shutterstock.com

Sarah Lotz asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue copy of this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

Without limiting the exclusive rights of any author, contributor or the publisher of this publication, any unauthorized use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. HarperCollins also exercise their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Source ISBN: 9780008464059

eBook Edition © December 2025 ISBN: 9780008464073

Version: 2026-01-20

 


Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:

Change of font size and line height

Change of background and font colours

Change of font

Change justification

Text to speech

Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780008464059

Certain portions of text this ebook are set in a specific font type to make it easier to distinguish between the different types of content in the book. It may not be possible to change the font for these pieces of text.




Dedication
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Local Author Dies in Tragic Household Accident

Well-known crime fiction author, Annie Morrissey (55), died tragically on Tuesday evening (3 July) after falling from a ladder in the garden of her home in the rural hamlet of Buckstone, South Shropshire.

According to the West Mercia police, the author’s body was discovered by a neighbour on Wednesday morning.

Annie Morrissey’s agent, Caro Canto of the Canto Literary Agency, paid tribute to a ‘wonderful writer and treasured client’, and said, ‘It’s such a tragic loss, and it breaks my heart that she won’t be here to launch Overlooked, her latest, action-packed thriller, which will hit the shelves in October.’ Ms Canto added, ‘It’s currently available for pre-order from all good book sites.’

Local residents also expressed shock at the author’s death. Lady Sheila Ripley (92) said, ‘Annie hadn’t lived in the hamlet for long, but she will be missed. Unlike some people I could mention, she was a conscientious neighbour.’ Elaine Baxter (85), a volunteer at the Buckstone Community Shoppe said, ‘She’d pop in here for a cheese scone and a natter most weeks. Shocking way to go as well. She didn’t seem the type to be up and down ladders and that.’

Ms Morrissey is survived by a daughter, Niamh, and a son, Brian. Neither were available for comment.

From the Salop Advertiser Online.




A PROLOGUE AND A HALF


Play dead. Play dead. Play dead.

The wound at the back of her head is still leaking blood, but Leah Rebecca Overton blocks out the pain and cracks open her eyes. The light is dying, and far above her, leaves tremble in the wind. Other than the scrape of a shovel digging into earth, and the grunts of exertion from the man intent on burying her alive, it’s deathly quiet. This woodland is in the depths of a vast, privately owned country estate, miles from the nearest road.

Another shovelful of dirt lands on her chest, and it takes everything she has not to flinch. Not yet, she tells herself. Play dead. She has to bide her time. Gather her strength before she acts.

No one will be coming to her aid. The cops aren’t an option. Not in this rural county, where sheep and shot-guns outnumber the residents, and secrets usually stay buried. And ‘usually’ is the keyword here because pressing into her back are the skeletal remains of the poor soul she’d unearthed from this makeshift grave just seconds before she heard the roar of the gamekeepers’ quad bikes. She could’ve run. Didn’t. Knows what Jed, her mentor, would’ve said about her decision to stay and fight: ‘Why take unnecessary risks, girl?’

The answer’s simple: Because it’s who she is. It’s who she’s always been.

The odds had been against her but that was nowt new, and the shovel she’d brought along had come in handy. Took one of the men out with a blow to the throat. Side-swiped the second, enjoying the crunch of cartilage as his nose imploded beneath his balaclava. Would’ve dispatched the ringleader too if he hadn’t snuck up behind her and slammed his shotgun into the back of her head, rendering her temporarily unconscious.

More dirt peppers her body, and she hears her assailant muttering, ‘Bye-bye, bitch.’

Rage gives her the strength she needs, and she curls her fingers around the femur belonging to his previous victim. The time for playing dead is over.

Not finishing her off was his first mistake. Calling her a bitch will be his last.



That’s how my mother began Overlooked, the sixth – and final – novel in her bestselling ‘Private Investigator Leah Rebecca Overton’ thriller series.

It’s quite hard-hitting, isn’t it? And no wonder, because ‘always begin a book with a bang’ had been Mum’s motto, and she’d followed this to a tee. For example, Book Three kicks off with a passenger plane crashing into Ilkley Moor, and in Book Four’s prologue, Leah Rebecca Overton heroically slides her motorbike under the wheels of a malfunctioning self-drive to stop it from smashing into a Tesco Express.

For my mother’s sake, I wish I could do that too (begin this book with a bang, I mean, not crash a Ducati into a runaway Tesla). But seeing as what happened to me was far more implausible, it’s probably best if I stick to the truth.




LITTLE SHOP(PE) OF HORRORS

It all kicked off on an otherwise typical Monday morning in early autumn, four months after I’d made the fateful – and ultimately near-fatal – decision to move into my dead mother’s cottage in rural Shropshire.

I’m not great at recalling specific dates and times, but I know for a fact that it began on a Monday because that was the day that Glenn-from-next-door always set off to do his big weekly shop. This meant that Brian and I were rudely awoken that morning by a cacophony of slamming doors, parping car horns, and Glenn and his wife Janet having needlessly shouty exchanges (‘I can’t find the bags-for-life again, Jan!’ ‘Have you checked the boot, Glenn?’ ‘Course I have, pet – oh, hang on,’ etcetera).

As I did every Monday, I thought, you’re just driving to the Aldi to get some peas, Glenn, not plotting an insur-gence against Putin, followed by the more melancholic, had this weekly kerfuffle bothered Mum too?

If it had, she’d never said so – not to me, anyway. One of the most painful aspects about living in my mother’s cottage was discovering how little I’d known about her day-to-day life in the hamlet, and it didn’t help that this was partly my fault.

After all, I hadn’t exactly been enthusiastic about her decision to move to rural Shropshire in the first place. In fact, back when she’d broken the news that she was swapping her Sheffield townhouse for a country cottage in the Midlands, I genuinely thought she was winding me up.

‘Don’t be daft, Niamh,’ she’d said. ‘Why would I joke about a thing like that?’

‘Because you’re a hardcore townie, aren’t you?’ She was forever striding along pavements in designer coats, main-lining artisanal espressos, and popping into independent bookstores. ‘I mean, you’ve never even been glamping, Mum.’

‘I fancy a change of lifestyle, and it’ll do me good to get in touch with nature.’

‘Why that part of the country, though?’ I’d always assumed she was a hardcore northerner. She’d spent her whole life in Sheffield, and most of her novels were set in Yorkshire. ‘It’s hours away from everyone you know.’ Including me, I didn’t say.

She dodged the question, which wasn’t like her, and said instead: ‘Tell you what, why don’t I take you to see the cottage next weekend?’

We spent the four-hour journey there singing along to the Abba Gold CD that was permanently jammed in her Mini’s ancient sound system, which lightened the mood and gave us an excuse to avoid discussing my latest run-in with the bailiffs. ‘Just wait till you see the place, Niamh,’ Mum kept saying as we neared our destination, ‘you’re not going to believe it.’

She was right about that. As we drove along country lanes that were eerily devoid of traffic, and through villages that were pleasantly devoid of people, all I could think was: which is it, Mum – midlife crisis or nervous break-down? I should stress that this wasn’t because of the area itself. If anything, the landscape around Buckstone is almost too beautiful – all soft rolling hills, swathes of ancient woodland, and single lane tracks that go nowhere – and because hardly anyone knows that Shropshire exists, the local wildlife hasn’t yet been decimated (there are even some hedgehogs and insects left in the county). No. The issue was that although the hamlet had the charming, timeless vibe of a folk horror film, it consisted of little more than a row of terraced cottages, a twee village hall, a tiny church, and an eccentric volunteer-run shoppe (the shop’s spelling, not mine), and I was struggling to picture my urbanite mother sipping tea with a vicar, joining the Nimby brigade and trying her hand at cosy crime mysteries instead of hard-boiled thrillers.

But if nature was what she was after, she’d come to the right place, because the lane we took to reach her new home – half a mile from the hamlet – was so defiantly rural that it petered out into woodland (which, in turn, petered out into Wales). And I could see why she’d been taken with the cottage itself. With its higgledy-piggledy, white-washed stone walls, quirky lattice windows, and quirkier porch, it couldn’t have been more chocolate-boxy, and its front garden was blooming with daffodils and some other attractive plants that were probably weeds.

‘Well?’ she asked. ‘What do you think?’

‘I really like it.’ I did. I would’ve liked it a lot more if it weren’t for the proximity of the neighbouring properties. Directly opposite lurked a sullen barn conversion that resembled an apocalypse bunker, and the cottage was sand-wiched between two architectural opposites: a bleak manor-style house that could’ve been drawn by an evil child, and an aggressively well-maintained new build that looked as if it had been accidentally beamed out of suburbia. I remember thinking that there was something tragically self-conscious about the newer house – perhaps it knew it was supposed to be on an executive housing estate. In its gravelled frontage, two depressed gnomes fished in vain for a garden, and even its wheelie bin gleamed. Of course, I didn’t know then that its lack of greenery was down to Glenn’s unhealthy addiction to his hedge strimmer; nor could I have known that in eighteen months’ time, those gnomes would end up being clues in an incredibly odd murder investigation.

But it was the sinister manor that took up most of my attention. Its front garden was a riot of rose buses, but the house itself was sepia toned, as if it existed in an era before technicolour was invented. ‘That place looks intriguing.’

‘Isn’t it fabulous?’ my mother said without any sarcasm. ‘Apparently, it was the country seat of an aristocratic family which used to own all the surrounding land and properties.’ Curiously, despite being a socialist, she seemed to fancy the prospect of living in the cap-doffing shadow of a mini version of Downton Abbey. ‘According to the estate agent, the elderly “lady of the manor” still lives there.’

Although it was a bright spring day, the manor’s curtains were all drawn. ‘Perhaps she’s a vampire,’ I said, unaware that my future self would go to great lengths to avoid being emotionally drained by Lady Sheila Ripley.

The quirkiness extended to the cottage’s interior, and in the farmhouse-style kitchen, there was an ancient range cooker that even I found charming, mainly because I assumed that I’d never have to use it. The place clearly hadn’t been lived in for a long time and reeked of neglect, but it came across as cosy rather than ominous.

‘It needs some remedial work, of course,’ said my mother, massively understating things.

It couldn’t have been more of a contrast to her usual minimalistic aesthetic. There were only two bedrooms – one of which was little more than a box room – and instead of a lounge, there was a ‘snug’, which did what it said on the tin. ‘Where will you put all your books?’

‘The attic’s fairly spacious, so I’m thinking of converting that into a writing room and library.’

Behind the kitchen was a tiny cloakroom, and a utili-tarian area my mother insisted on calling a ‘boot room’.

‘Isn’t that discriminatory against coats and hats?’ (This made her smile.)

The back door opened out onto a covered patio, beyond which stretched an extensive, tree-strewn garden, which would’ve been lovely too if it hadn’t been hemmed in by the manor’s crumbling boundary wall and the suburban interloper’s creosoted fence.

‘It was the garden that sold me on it.’ More oddness – she’d never met a houseplant she couldn’t murder. ‘Just look at that chestnut tree, Niamh. Isn’t it magnificent? And listen to the bird song. You don’t get that in Sheffield, do you?’

You did, but not at that volume. ‘Are you sure about this, Mum? They’ve only just accepted your offer, so it’s not too late to back out.’

A sigh. ‘Oh, here we go.’

‘I’m just worried you’ll get lonely out here.’

‘I’ve got work to keep me busy. And I can always get a cat.’

I still wasn’t convinced. She wasn’t an impulsive person, and this move smacked of impulsivity. But as far as I know, my mother hadn’t regretted escaping to the countryside, which is all that matters. And after I did the same, I also gradually began to adjust to rural living.

Well, very gradually. I’m not usually fussy about where I live, but I’d be lying if I said it was easy coming to terms with the area’s lack of diversity and Deliveroo and its abundance of unusually large spiders and local gossip, and never having lived in anything but a flat before, acclima-tising to the elderly cottage’s anthropomorphic creaks and groans took some doing too.

Far thornier to navigate was living in the shadow of my mother’s death, but it helped that I put in place several grief-avoidance strategies, such as gaming and binge-watching whenever I was awake, and steering clear of the attic and the Death Zone outside. All the same, if it hadn’t been for Brian, I’m not sure I would’ve coped. He was the main reason I’d decided to live there in the first place – it wasn’t as if he could’ve moved in with me, seeing as at the time, I was technically homeless – and it was a welcome relief to discover that we were both undemanding creatures of habit. My days usually involved grief-distracting, snacking, and hiding from the neighbours; Brian’s consisted of napping, snacking, and psychologically torturing Lady Sheila’s Bedlington Terrier. As long as I remembered to feed him, and he remembered not to sleep on my keyboard, we got along swimmingly (in all the ways that matter, my relationship with my mother’s cat was the most successful one I’d ever had).

I knew from experience that if you lose yourself in other worlds, and do the same thing every day, time tends to pass in a blur. And as the weeks blurred into months, I stupidly allowed myself to fall into a false sense of security.

Which brings me back to that Monday morning.

Unaware that the blurring would shortly be coming to an abrupt and shocking end, after Glenn had parped off to the supermarket, I dug through my floordrobe for some clothes that weren’t too covered in cat hair, and slunk downstairs to give Brian his breakfast.

It’s strange to think that the worst thing I expected to deal with that day was a bit of local gossip. Well, that and the dread I always felt whenever I was forced to walk into the hamlet for supplies, but that was my own fault for: a) forgetting to place the online grocery order again; and b) doing absolutely nothing to address my worsening social isolation and anxiety issues. Still, at least I wouldn’t have to worry about running into Glenn because it would be hours before he returned from his epic journey to the nearest hub (an upmarket town fifteen miles away that was predominantly populated by spaniels and men in burgundy trousers). To be fair, other than his intrusively noisy shopping and gardening habits, and a suspicion that he didn’t believe in the climate crisis, I didn’t have anything particularly personal against him, but I preferred to avoid him because he’d found my mother’s body. Janet wasn’t much of a threat because she rarely ventured out into the wild, and the owner of the barn bunker opposite – aka the Weekend Wanker – wasn’t an issue today because he only pitched up on Fridays or whenever his alarm went off. In any case, I’d never actually spoken to him, and according to Glenn, Pam and Elaine from the shoppe, the postie, and the man who delivered the heating oil, the Wanker only ever communicated via abusive messages on the community WhatsApp.

So that just left Lady Sheila.

Fishy gunk inhaled, Brian sashayed off to pursue his greatest passion – lolling in the maple tree that overlooked the manor’s walled garden, waiting for poor old Petticoat the terrier to emerge. I grabbed my backpack and headed out too, albeit with less enthusiasm.

Fortunately, apart from a couple of squirrels who were having a domestic in the barn bunker’s driveway, the coast was clear, and hoody up, I made a break for it, keeping my head down in case Janet was glaring out of her kitchen window again.

It was the sort of crisp, cloud-free day that the locals would describe as ‘beautiful for autumn, isn’t it?’ before launching into a forensic analysis of the potholes in the neighbouring village, and other than a trio of highly strung pheasants, I had the lane to myself. The problem with walking is that it stimulates thought, but I distracted myself by swishing through crisp piles of fallen leaves, listening to a murder podcast, keeping an eye out for Sheila, and dodging the postal van, which had the tendency to cruise around the hamlet like the shark out of Jaws. At the end of the lane, I crossed over and hurried past the row of terraced cottages, which would’ve been lovely if they hadn’t been parasitised by PVC conservatories; the tiny church with its enormous, out-of-proportion graveyard; and the village hall, with its noticeboard advertising activities like Tea and Me! and Chair Yoga!

When I reached the shoppe, I surreptitiously glanced through the window to see what I’d be up against. Today’s volunteers were doppelganger shoppe stalwarts, Pam and Elaine, both of whom had coronas of white hair tinged with yellow as if they’d been dipped in nicotine at birth (I knew for a fact that they weren’t related, because they were always saying ‘everyone thinks we’re sisters but we’re not’). By anyone’s measure they were pleasant people, but like everyone in the hamlet, they enjoyed talking about my mother, and I’d learned the hard way that death could be a particularly gruelling conversational subgenre. People either backed away from it, eyes glassy with existential dread, shared their own Death Stories, or – if I was particularly unlucky – fished for minutiae about my mother’s accident.

I took out my phone, and as I shouldered my way in, breathing in the familiar waft of mouldy veg, I pretended to be on an important work call. ‘… can I call you back? … Oh. Well, if it’s urgent …’ I shot Pam and Elaine an apologetic, wish I could chat, but my hands are tied smile (it wasn’t the first time I’d used this ruse), and as I filled my basket with scones, a bloated white loaf, and cheese with unidentifiable fruity bits in it, I blabbered on about blue sky thinking and getting the reports in asap.

The real danger would come when I was paying, but fortunately, by the time I made it to the counter, still ‘mmhmming’ into the phone, another hamletee had wandered in for a cake and a chinwag, and they were all having too much fun dissing the council to pay me much mind.

Embarrassingly, halfway out the door, I received a real call from Daphne, my stepmother. I’d stupidly forgotten to reply to her last email, so I had no choice but to take it.

‘Oh, thank the Lord,’ she said when I answered. ‘I’ve been worrying about you, honey.’

‘Sorry I didn’t message you back yesterday.’ I deployed a lie that I knew would lessen her anxiety about me: ‘I had a friend over.’

‘You did?’ I could practically hear the relief hissing out of her: Hallelujah! The weirdo finally has a friend! ‘I’m so happy for you. Who was it?’

‘Just someone from work.’ A lie on top of a lie. I’d quit my last job – writing terrible SEO content for an online interiors site – the second the bank had released some pre-probate cash.

‘Did you do something nice together?’

‘Watched a movie.’ Which was partly true because Brian and I had rewatched Get Out the night before.

‘That’s nice. Are you eating well?’

‘I’ve just bought some stuff for lunch.’

‘Something green, I hope?’

There was absolutely nothing green in my backpack (it was mostly beige). ‘A spinach and pine-nut salad.’ Because that was ridiculously implausible, I added: ‘Ready-made. In one of those tub things.’

‘That sounds good, honey. And remember that if you’re not coping, you’re always welcome to come back here and stay with me and your father.’

This choked me up a bit because I knew that she meant it. I could hardly tell Daphne that I would rather get stuck in a lift with a clown than return to the glamping business she ran in Cornwall. Mainly because I’d been staying in one of her pods when I heard the awful news about my mother, but also because the wifi there was shite. ‘That’s kind of you,’ I said instead. ‘But Brian and I are trundling along okay.’

‘Uh-huh.’ I steeled myself for what I knew was coming next, which was: ‘And how is your grief journey going, honey?’

Daphne meant well, but grief wasn’t a journey, and even if it was, it would be an objectively terrible one, like a never-ending coach trip around Gatwick Airport. That said, despite her propensity for spirituality, wellness and crystals, I was fond of Daphne, and my mother had liked her too. Originally from Texas, she’d met my father online and had relocated to the UK to be with him. She was fifteen years his senior, relentlessly upbeat, and had no side to her (the only mystery about Daphne was what she saw in my father).

I changed the subject. ‘How’s Dad?’

‘Hard at work in the studio. He sends his love.’ I was pretty sure that was stretching the truth.

As I neared the end of the lane, Daphne had to ring off to deal with a truculent glamper and I paused to send Meera, my mother’s best friend, a proof-of-life message because she also panicked if she didn’t hear from me once a week. My smugness at remembering to do this life admin was eradicated when the postie’s van came creeping past and braked like a cop car blocking a getaway driver.

‘Morning my lovely!’ the postie called, resting her elbow on her open window and settling in for the long haul. She too was an objectively pleasant person, but it was difficult not to resent her because she only ever brought bad tidings or spam for retirement villages. Just two days ago, like the world’s most cheerful drive-by shooter, she’d dropped off a package containing an advance copy of Overlooked, my mother’s final novel, which was about to be published posthumously and was therefore grief-avoidance kryp-tonite. As soon as I’d realised what it was, I’d chucked it into the cupboard under the stairs.

‘Don’t often see you out and about,’ she said without an edge. ‘Still, the fresh air will do you good, I’ll bet. The first few months can be difficult, can’t they? I remember when we lost my nan. The thing about it was …’ But before she could really get going (I’d heard all three of her Death Stories before, anyway), she was interrupted by the clang-creak of Sheila’s front gate.

We shared a brief oh shit glance, then the postie muttered, ‘best get on’, hurriedly handed me a brown envelope, and reversed like a racing driver, leaving me alone in the lane with the large tweedy woman fiddling with her wheelie bin.

I should say here that Sheila wasn’t all bad. Despite her la-di-da accent, she wasn’t snooty (she was always saying, ‘one doesn’t need to bother with titles these days, my dear’). Plus, she was the only person in a ten-mile radius who never mentioned my mother, which, in retrospect, I should’ve considered odd. On the downside, she only ever talked at me rather than with me, and was an indefatigable complainer, and the last time she’d cornered me, I’d been forced to endure a forty-five-minute diatribe about a hamletee who’d dumped grass-cuttings on a footpath, and a lengthy gripe about various residents’ (admittedly complain-worthy) gardening misdemeanours.

But unless I wanted to chuck myself over the cottage’s hedge (not an option, I was too unfit), I had no choice but to face the onslaught. ‘Morning, Sheila.’

No response. Not even a glance in my direction. ‘Good morning, Sheila!’ I tried again. Still no acknowledgment. Then she shuffled back through her gate. That’s odd. More than odd – unprecedented. But instead of relief, in came guilt. Had I offended her in some way? Unlikely, because I never managed to get a word in, and curiously, she seemed to approve of my gardening habits (or lack thereof – during my tenure in the cottage, an army of brambles and thistles had staged a hostile lawn takeover). But seeing as the last two times she’d knocked on the door I’d deployed my ‘work call’ ruse, and the time before that I’d pretended to be out, perhaps it had finally dawned that I was avoiding her.

Then again, perhaps she’d just forgotten to put her hearing aids in.

It was then that I made the mistake of opening the envelope the postie had all but chucked at me. Ironically, I wouldn’t have minded being talked at for once, because even a whinge about Glenn’s non-stop leaf-blowing activities would’ve been a welcome distraction from the fact that it contained the dreaded ‘three weeks’ notice’ letter confirming the date of the inquest into my mother’s death. Meera and Daphne seemed to think that I’d ‘feel better about things’ once the inquest was over, which I wouldn’t, because that wasn’t how denial worked, and just the thought of sitting in a courtroom while a coroner interrogated every detail of my mother’s fatal accident was enough to bring on an anxiety attack.

I was so shell-shocked that when I zombie-shuffled into the kitchen, I didn’t notice the intruder until after I’d dumped the mail-bomb and the groceries on the butcher’s block. Actually, that’s not true. I smelled her first – a whiff of tobacco smoke – which should’ve bothered me more than it did because I hadn’t smoked anything for weeks. It was only when I felt that prickly sensation you get when you’re being watched that I looked up and clocked what was in the room. And instead of going nope! and fleeing like a sensible person, I froze.

It’s a cliché to say that ‘time slowed down’, but it really did. I became hyper-aware of my surroundings: the tower of tomato-sauce-crusted plates, waiting in vain for their turn in the dishwasher; the dusty draining-board, colonised by empty ramen tubs; the elderly stove’s hotplate lids, which were also covered in dust because I still hadn’t figured out how to use them. And most of all, the woman leaning against the fridge. Not just any woman. An impossible one.

The most disturbing thing of all was that I knew exactly who she was because she looked exactly like my mother had described her, and how I’d always pictured her in my head. To the extent that along with the shock, I’d felt an initial jolt of recognition – unbelievably, I came very close to saying oh hiiii as if she were an acquaintance I’d failed to dodge in a supermarket. I took in the trademark black tailored suit. The vegan leather combat boots that were the implausible triumvirate of comfortable, hard-wearing and stylish. The cap of cropped hair that she trimmed herself because she was too busy uncovering high-stakes malfeasance to indulge in fripperies like head massages in salons. The partially smoked gold-tipped cigarette held elegantly in her left hand.

The only rational explanation was that I was having some sort of creative mental health episode brought on by the shock arrival of the inquest letter. But if my brain was going rogue again, why on earth would it delude itself with her? Because other than small talk, death talk, and late-stage capitalism, there was nothing I disliked more than Leah Rebecca Overton.




THE GRUDGE

I should pause here to say that I haven’t always loathed her. In fact, there was a time when Mum and I used to joke about how ridiculously capable Leah was. ‘Should’ve got Leah to do it,’ we’d say, whenever one of us, usually me, forgot to do something important; ‘Leah wouldn’t have fucked that up.’ And if either of us were facing a tricky life decision or obstacle (again, usually me), our go-to phrase was: WWLD? What Would Leah Do?

Not only that, but I’d helped my mother bring her into the world.

Mum had broken the news that she was ‘thinking about writing a crime novel’ eight years ago, when I was staying with her for the university Christmas break. She’d dropped this bombshell with uncharacteristic hesitancy, and had caveated it with: ‘Unless you think that’s a stupid idea?’

‘Why would I?’

‘Well, because you’re the writer in the family.’

‘There’s not a family quota, Mum. Anyway, screenwrit-ing’s different, and I’ve only just started studying it.’ I didn’t dare tell her that I was finding the clamour of university life far more challenging than I’d expected.

‘So you really don’t mind if I give it a bash then?’

‘Course not. I think it’s a grand idea.’ I did. My parents’ divorce had recently been finalised, and because my mother no longer had to micro-manage my father’s ego and sock drawer, she had time to do stuff she enjoyed, and reading thrillers was by far her favourite pastime (she was constantly exceeding her Kindle’s storage capacity). Plus, she was working as a probate solicitor at the time, and quite a lot of lawyers decide to become authors, probably because after years of witnessing their clients getting screwed over by the system, they have to do something to preserve the illusion that justice exists. And because she was an obses-sive fixer, I knew she’d enjoy having full control over an outcome for once.

I spent the next week acting as my mother’s literary midwife. She’d already nixed the idea of making her protag-onist a practising lawyer (‘not enough violence – usually’), and Leah was never going to be Detective Inspector Overton because my mother’s lefty sensibility wasn’t conducive to writing about an organisation that admitted to being systemically racist. In the end, she decided to make Leah an ex-lawyer-turned-private detective, ‘you know, Neevy, like V. I. Warshawski’ (I didn’t – despite being unhealthily addicted to true crime content, horror was more my thing). But that profession made sense too because my mother’s job involved a fair amount of investigative work, like tracking down dead people’s relatives and foiling greed-driven inheritance malfeasance. And it was a no-brainer to make Leah’s heritage mirror her own – Yorkshire born and bred, with some Irish ancestry thrown in. ‘There should be a strong element of wish-fulfilment to her character too, Neevy. You know, like a female Jack Reacher’ (him I did know – I’d watched the series). So Leah was given the added edge of being a tragic orphan who’d learned how to fight surprisingly expertly to survive the horrors of the underfunded care system.

In case the story ever became a long-running series, she also decided that her PI should begin life in her mid-twenties – that way, by Book Thirty or whatever, Leah wouldn’t be forced to fight crime from a Stannah stairlift. Which was where I came in as my mother’s Millennial Consultant and Character Sounding Board. In fact, I came up with Leah’s name. From the age of eleven to thirteen, I’d been bullied by a girl named Leah Maddox, who despite being effortlessly cruel, was also effortlessly cool (I realise now that she was probably a sociopath).

Overall, and ironically considering how things turned out, I’d enjoyed being my mother’s literary sidekick. And continued to enjoy it as she completed the first draft, sent it out to agents, got a response from one improbably named Caro Canto, did a year of redrafting, and secured a modest publishing deal. And when the book came out, I acted as her handbag carrier at the launch – which I didn’t enjoy, but that’s only because I have a low tolerance for wine and crowds.

In the first novel, Leah was less of a threat than she eventually became, mainly because at that stage, she was scrappier and a bit too stereotypically northern, and it was difficult to resent someone who ‘owt’-ed and ‘nowt’-ed every three pages. I only began to take against her when my mother was finalising Book Two, which was around the time that I embarked on what my mother termed my ‘Troubles’, as if my decisions to drop out of university and opt out of ‘normal life’ were akin to sectarian violence. The more shambolic I became, the more capable and perfect she seemed to make Leah – often in detailed and specific ways that directly counteracted my character flaws – as if she were trying to fictionally Munchausen-by-proxy-but-in-a-good-way her fucked-up daughter. And as the Leah books became more popular and my mother was able to give up probating and write full-time, Leah took up more and more space in her head, and I took up less. I know that sounds childish, and clearly, it’s stupid to envy and compare yourself to a fictional character, but as Leah would say, these are just the facts of the case.

For context, here’s an excerpt from Leah’s Wiki/character page:


   Leah Rebecca Overton is a hot-shot private investigator and former lawyer who specialises in going undercover to expose high-stakes corporate and political corruption.

Leah is described as chic, tall and athletic, a woman of few words and a lone-wolf character who runs at least ten miles a day. Adept at self-defence, she never shies away from confrontation, and is known for being no-nonsense, blunt to the point of rudeness, and driven.



And here’s what mine would be if I were a fictional character:


Niamh Morrissey is an unproductive member of society and university dropout who is currently living off the proceeds of her dead mother’s estate. She was once described by a former housemate as ‘what would happen if Wednesday Addams and a hobbit shat out a baby’ and doesn’t do any exercise apart from gaming, which doesn’t count. Adept at denial, she avoids confrontation at all costs.



I’m not saying that my mother created Leah because she secretly wished she had a daughter who was an ex-lawyer-slash-PI, although that would come in handy in certain situations. But what she had wanted, without a doubt, because it stained her every word, look and gesture, was a daughter who saw the point of being ambitious. A daughter who was resilient, brave, and proactive. A daughter she wouldn’t have to worry about.




NOPE

In the books, Leah was always flicking her Zippo lighter, cocking an eyebrow, cracking her knuckles, smouldering (not literally, unfortunately), ‘looking inwards’ and on the rare occasions she smiled, she always did so with an adverb attached (usually wryly or dryly, but sometimes enigmat-ically). And as I stared at her – still in a serious state of shock – she smiled enigmatically, cocked an eyebrow, and flipped her Zippo’s lid. I’m quite sensitive to sounds that aren’t music, and it was the lighter’s CLICK that snapped me out of my fugue. I dragged in a lungful of smoky air, and then let out a burp of dismay.

Leah made a moue of distaste, and said: Right charmer, you, aren’t you?

It speaks! I reached for the closest thing to hand – a wooden spoon I’d used a few days earlier because I’d run out of clean normal ones – and threw it at her head. She didn’t attempt to deflect it because she didn’t need to. It went right through her and bounced off the fridge door onto the floor.

She looked down at it derisively, then glared at me. What’s your problem?

I almost laughed at this. How long you got? This didn’t stop me flailing for something else to chuck at her, but all that came to hand were the scones, so I didn’t bother because baked goods make crap weapons in any circumstances. With considerable effort, I made myself speak, the shock making my voice sound like I’d been huffing helium: ‘Am I really seeing you?’ Along with, am I really standing in the kitchen having a conversation with my dead Mum’s protagonist?

She gave me a long, unreadable look, then: You what?

‘Because you’re not real. You can’t be real.’ The main problem was, she looked real. Well, not real exactly, but more detailed and convincing than you’d expect for a delusion, which was why I’d felt compelled to chuck stuff at her. I’d even given her the scar under her left eye that she’d received courtesy of a scalpel-wielding serial killer in Book Two. And I hadn’t missed that her voice sounded exactly like my mother had described it: ‘smoky toned’ and ‘laced with the burr of her South Yorkshire roots’.

I tried to swallow, but my mouth had turned to cotton-wool. Okay. Think. You’re imagining her for a reason. I pointed at the inquest letter: ‘Did that make me summon you?’

Eh?

‘The inquest letter. Did it summon you somehow?’

What do you mean by ‘summon’?

‘Um. It means call or—’

I know what the bloody word means.

‘Oh … right. Sorry. Did it, though?’

Keeping her gaze fixed to mine, she killed the cigarette under her heel, then slid the imaginary butt back into its delusional packet – somehow managing to make this responsible task look cool.

That wasn’t an answer, though. Even in the best of circumstances, my mind tends to operate like a wonky-wheeled shopping trolley, but I did my best to come up with a semi-logical follow-up. ‘Why am I imagining you then? Because you absolutely can’t be what you appear to be.’

Can’t I?

‘Well no. Fictional characters only come to life in … fiction.’ As film was my medium of choice, I dredged up some examples: Nicolas Cage in Adaptation, Will Ferrell in that film with Emma Thompson, Ryan Reynolds in Free Guy, and most of the characters in Deconstructing Harry, which had been on the curriculum of my film literacy module until there’d been a protest about it (I found loads of other examples later). ‘There must be a reason why I’ve dreamt you up.’

She lost the caginess and huffed in exasperation, which reminded me of Mum to such an extent that I blurted: ‘Are you the spirit of my dead mother?’

She baulked at this (I didn’t blame her).

If Brian hadn’t sashayed in then, this bonkers non-conversation might’ve gone on for a while. Without pausing to glance at me, he padded straight over to Leah. Even if she were real, this behaviour would’ve been out of character because he wasn’t a fan of strangers. So much so, that shortly after Mum’s death, he’d buggered off for three days because Daphne, my father, and Meera had been in and out of the cottage helping with the sadmin (he’d returned home fatter though, so at least someone had enjoyed their grief journey).

Saying, Ey up, kitty-cat, Leah crouched down to stroke him. And then – horror of horrors – he began to purr and arch his back as if she were the cat version of reiki. Cats are supposed to be capable of seeing ghosts and spirits, which is why they feature in so many horror films and relatively fewer romcoms, but whatever Leah was, she wasn’t a ghost – that would have entailed her being alive at some point – and unless the laws of physics had changed since I’d thrown the spoon at her head, she wasn’t made of solid matter. Which meant that I was sharing a hallu-cination with my dead mother’s cat.

That was a nope! too far, and I fled into the adjoining boot room. I made for the back door, but then instinct kicked in and I threw myself into the downstairs cloak-room instead (I’m not an outdoorsy person). I locked the door, sat on the lavatory seat and tried and failed not to hyperventilate. I’d left my phone in the kitchen, so even if I’d wanted to ring the emergency services and then wait two years for a mental health appointment, I couldn’t.

Clearly there are countless metaphors for grief and loss, but I preferred the obvious ones, and imagined my pain, sorrow and guilt (there was a lot of guilt) about my mother’s death as a bogeyman lurking in a basement. So far, I’d managed to keep the basement door shut and had even avoided the jump scares that were the compulsory precursor to all horror film finales. Until now. Because the bogey-woman hadn’t just broken out of the basement, she was lurking in the fucking kitchen. The obvious explanation – that my brain had masochistically conjured her up to bully me into dealing with months of repressed emotions – would’ve been reasonable if it weren’t for the inconvenient fact that Brian could see her too.

A minute passed. Then another. I held my breath, then opened the door a crack. I’d half expected her to be skulking outside it, but apart from the usual mountain of used cat-food pods, the boot room was empty. ‘Hello?’

Nothing. Phew. Then, from the kitchen,
   came a muted CLICK.

Slam. I locked the door again and resumed my position on the toilet seat.

Now what?

I didn’t have anyone to talk to about this, which was my own fault. I’d let all my friendships lapse, and if I reached out to Daphne or Meera, I’d be involuntarily sectioned, and then what would Brian do? Leah didn’t have any friends either, although that wasn’t because she suffered from executive dysfunction and kept putting off responding to their messages, but because my mother had to keep killing them off to preserve her lone-wolf status.

Crushingly, this confounding situation was another reminder that the one person I really wanted to confide in was no longer available and never would be again, and into my chest came a weighty rush of sorrow – a sensation that always made me feel like I was incubating one of those xenomorph parasites from the Alien franchise.

A lone tear leaked out and trickled down my cheek.

Quick – think about something else! Unfortunately, I’d chosen the worst place possible for brain-distraction purposes. The only décor consisted of one of my father’s oil paintings, which he’d given to my mother shortly after they’d split up (as if divorce wasn’t punishment enough). It depicted two women dressed in Amish-style garb, standing on a cliff top and gazing at an out-of-proportion ship that was sinking into the ocean. Knowing my father, the women were probably supposed to be watching the family patriarch heroically going down with his vessel, but if so, they didn’t look that bothered about it. He was okay-ish at doing water, but terrible at capturing light – the rays coming down from the clouds looked like scaffolding planks. Nor was he great at figurative work, because the older of the two women had a bun at the back of her head that resembled a huge wart, and the younger one appeared to have an extra arm. The painting was probably meant to be a howl of self-pity, but whatever its meaning, it seemed that I’d inherited my penchant for literal imagery from my dad’s gene pool. And his lack of ambition, because he’d given up working as an accountant shortly after he’d met Daphne and her money. What I hadn’t inherited from him was his single-minded belief in himself, because even though his art was shite – and I’m not being unkind, it really, objectively was – he didn’t care, and devoted every waking moment to it.

When I’d stared at the painting for long enough to figure out that the younger woman’s extra arm was probably meant to be one of those handheld telescopes (two hours), I crept back into the kitchen, praying that Leah was gone.

She wasn’t. She was sitting nonchalantly on the butcher’s block, and next to her, insouciantly cleaning himself on the bread board as if it was just a normal day, sat Brian. As I entered the room, they both turned to look at me like a pair of gaslighting collaborators. CLICK went that annoying Zippo, which had been given to Leah by Jed, her PI mentor and father figure. I could even make out the engraving on it: ‘Love Life’, which my mother hadn’t nicked off one of those ‘Live, Love, Laugh!’ wall slogan things, but had borrowed from Maya Angelou (Leah, of course, had impeccable taste in literature).

I stared at her. She glared back. Then she smiled wryly and cocked an eyebrow, as if to ask, now what?

It was a good question, and maybe if I just ignore you, you’ll go away was my unspoken answer. After all, that had worked semi-successfully with bailiffs, course tutors, and the one person with whom I’d had a brief and disastrous relationship, so why not with delusions-slash-possibly-supernatural occurrences too?
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