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			Chapter One

			I’M GOING TO TELL YOU A STORY that you are not going to believe. And that’s okay, you don’t have to. I can hardly believe it myself. So, treat it like a fairy tale, or a fable. Take it with a pinch of salt. Doesn’t matter to me either way, because I know it’s true. It’s happening to me, after all.

			The real beginning of the story started about ten years ago, when I thought I was one person but then suddenly became another – you don’t need to know about that for now.

			Just come with me to yesterday evening, on the night before my thirtieth birthday. Imagine you are on the back of a gull and you are flying over the North Yorkshire moors, which are covered in purple and golden heather. The North Sea is on your left: a blue and sparkling wide-open horizon that promises to take you anywhere you want to go – but you are coming to see me. From a distance you see all the little houses of the seaside town of Scarborough lined up in neat little rows like row upon row of a string of pearls, and at least a dozen church spires reaching for the sky. You whoosh around the ruins of the castle on a hill and swoop down into the curl of busy South Bay, where the Ferris wheel turns on the seafront and colored lights are looped between the lampposts like it’s Christmas all year-round.

			The streets are crowded with holidaymakers, their overtired children and dogs in tow. The once great Grand Hotel sits proudly above the casinos and amusement arcades like a stately old lady who found herself at a rave by accident. If you take a left by the statue of Queen Victoria and then another at the crossroads, you will arrive at Scarborough’s premiere (and only) Mexican restaurant, where I am having birthday-eve dinner with my loud, annoying, beautiful family. Hop off the back of that imaginary bird and come inside, where it’s noisy and warm. Just like any other normal Friday night. At least that’s what I had thought.

			

			There’s music pumping from a speaker positioned just above our table. I am six margaritas in and the fairy lights that crisscross the ceiling have all gone a bit floaty as if they might actually have wings. Sure, I am a bit tipsy, but, hey, it is almost my birthday, after all, and I will be thirty and a proper grown-up. Maybe even old enough for my parents to stop treating me like I am five, and not capable of knowing what I’m doing or why. This happens to be true, but there’s no way I’m going to admit that to them.

			My mum and dad are so in love, genuinely and enduringly, that it makes you question everything, but most specifically, Am I the third wheel at my own birthday dinner?

			(Oh, and I’m the younger, dark-haired woman at the table: dark eyes, short, sitting opposite the parental pheromone fireworks display, wondering how long I have to wait until I can go home to my dog, and if I can escape before the sparkler-packed dessert arrives and the singing commences.)

			But I won’t be the first person that you notice. It won’t even be my parents’ ostentatious bliss that catches your eye. No, the first person you will notice is my grandmother, Nanna Maria, as she likes to be known in the Maltese matriarchal tradition. You will notice that there is nothing remotely nanna-ish about her, as she sits at the head of the table flirting with a young waiter who, make no mistake, flirts right back.

			Impressive cleavage, jet-black hair, a laugh like a sailor’s, and an accent that becomes more Maltese the more she drinks – that’s the version of Nanna Maria at my birthday dinner: sexy, sultry, and queen of all she surveys. Though, as I will later find out, she contains multitudes.

			

			Most of my friends, who I’ll be having a birthday-night celebration with tomorrow, are in full panic about turning thirty. Behaving like it’s some kind of deadline to have your life together by.

			Not me; I learned early on that this is it. Life is hard, you get into debt, and then you die. Having dreams is just a gateway to disappointment. Once I used to dream about being the next Vivienne Westwood. Now I realize that big ambitions only lead to big fails. That might make me sound miserable, but I’m not. I’m fine because I’m resigned, and that’s a whole different ball game. Every now and then my friends and family will encourage me to dream big and reach for the stars. I always tell them I’m in my chill era. Where enough is literally enough.

			Unfortunately, everyone I love cannot get their heads around the fact that I am okay with this. Especially not my nan, who also happens to be my boss.

			I complain often and loudly about working for Nanna Maria in her seafront fortune-telling parlor, but everyone knows I don’t really mean it. I love Nanna Maria and the weird, never-the-same-two-days-in-a-row job I do running the behind-the-scenes show while she dishes out prophecies to passersby or summons up spirits from the netherworld for only £15.99 per twenty minutes.

			Every day might be different, but it’s different in exactly the same way, and that’s how I like it – me rolling my eyes at all the gullible fools who part with their cash for some of Nanna Maria’s wisdom. Well, look who’s laughing now.

			Nanna Maria finally releases the waiter from the thralldom of her bosom and summons me to her side with a crook of her perfectly manicured finger. It’s time for the annual birthday interrogation, which, like death and taxes, is one of the only things in my family’s life that cannot be avoided.

			Benefiting from regular unsolicited advice from Nanna Maria is a daily occurrence (Why do you only wear black? It drains you! Are you at a funeral? Are you mourning the death of your youth?), but on birthdays her teachings are always loaded with extra drama and some sort of made-up pseudo-magic nonsense laced with superstition and ancient family tradition for good measure. Nanna Maria, encouraged by my mother, maintains the belief that the women in our family are descendants of the powerful priestesses of ancient Malta, imbued with a magic older than time. Which, if that was the case, you might think she’d use to solve the world’s problems instead of telling Lorna from Scunthorpe that Elvis is not the man for her.

			

			Anyway, I knew she would have something a bit woo and a bit crazy to tell me. After all, what seaside mystic worth their salt wouldn’t? Even so, I had no idea how strange, weird, and wonderful things were about to get.

			‘It’s not too late, you know?’ Nanna Maria tells me, instructing me to turn my chair with a whirl of her forefinger so that we are sitting knee to knee. All I want is to get this part over and done with ASAP. Don’t get me wrong – Nanna Maria is maybe the most magnificent woman I know next to my mum, who is wonderful for all sorts of other reasons. But when you feel like you are at the opposite end of that scale, it can be a bit intimidating to get her quite so full-frontal, if you catch my drift. Also, I know full well that the clock is counting down to the ignominy of ‘Happy Birthday’ and time is running out to exit the premises before it is too late. Nanna Maria has other ideas. Of course she does.

			‘I said it’s not too late, Eugenie,’ she repeats, taking my hand as if she were about to read my palm, which she definitely is.

			‘No thanks, Nanna,’ I tell her, gently withdrawing my hand. ‘You know I don’t want to know my future. I like to find out stuff on a need-to-know basis.’

			‘You are never any fun.’ Nanna Maria sighs. ‘Give me your hand, Genie. I promise not to read your palm. Can’t an old woman hold the hand of her only granddaughter before it’s too late?’

			

			Nanna has been threatening her imminent death since I was a toddler. In fact, I think my earliest memory is of Nanna replying to my cheerful ‘See you tomorrow!’ with her trademark melodramatic ‘God willing!’ You’d think she would have had a better handle on the situation, you know, considering she’s a psychic and all that.

			‘Of course you can, Nanna,’ I say, returning my hand to her, which she immediately turns over and scrutinizes fiercely before looking at me and shrugging.

			‘Nanna!’ I try not to behave like a sulking teenager, really, I do, but it’s hard when your family treats you like you are one.

			‘If you don’t want to know, you don’t want to know,’ she says infuriatingly. ‘All I will say is that there are interesting times ahead.’

			‘Well, that could mean anything,’ I tell her.

			‘You know you don’t have to believe in something for it to be real, don’t you? You are like those flat-Earthers, denying what is right in front of you.’

			‘I am not,’ I protest. ‘I believe in science and reason…’

			‘You know science is simply man’s best guess at trying to know the unknowable, and the thing about the unknowable is that—’

			‘You can’t ever know everything,’ I finish for her with an adolescent sigh.

			‘Unless you are me,’ she says. ‘So, listen to me when I tell you that—’

			‘It’s not too late, I know.’ I order another margarita, though I suspect that drinking it will make it very hard to leave without assistance. ‘I know it’s not too late. I have never thought it was too late. I’m not sitting at home every night wringing my hands worrying about things being too late. I’m just living my life, and it’s fine. I’m fine.’

			‘Fine!’ Never one to miss an opportunity for drama, Nanna Maria clasps her hand to her bosom. ‘When did young people decide that fine is an acceptable state of being?’ Her flashing dark eyes fix on mine. ‘You only live once on this celestial plane, my darling girl. Yes, you faced a great sadness, too early in your young life. But don’t just mark time until the end. You must grasp every second!’

			

			‘Must I?’ I ask gently. ‘Sounds exhausting. Nanna, please stop worrying about me. I am okay, honestly, I am. You don’t have to give me the pep talk. You could give me a birthday present, though. Remember how I asked for vouchers?’

			‘Pfft, I’m not going to give you vouchers!’ She waves her hand as if batting away a fly. ‘Vouchers are so dull. How can a gift ever be a piece of paper, or worse, a link! What joy can be found in a link?’

			‘It doesn’t matter.’ I kiss her on both cheeks, taking her hands in mine. ‘I love you, Nanna. Thank you for coming to my birthday dinner.’ I look over at Mum and Dad fondly. Almost everyone I really care about is here and I know that I am really lucky to have them rooting for me. Two more cocktails and I might even tell them.

			‘You are the best grandmother there is, you know,’ I tell Nanna Maria, before I go back to my seat. ‘Even if you do weirdly hate the idea of vouchers.’

			‘I know,’ Nanna says. ‘But wait a moment, don’t go! I do have a gift for you. Something very special.’

			Looking around, I peer under the table. I can’t see anything present-shaped. Which, I realize with a sinking feeling, means that Nanna Maria’s gift is something crazy and made-up, like a—

			‘It is a wish,’ Nanna Maria tells me very gravely. ‘I am gifting you a wish.’

			‘Oh… good,’ I say. ‘Does it have an exchange policy?’

			‘Listen carefully.’ Nanna Maria sways in very close and speaks into my ear. ‘Ours is an ancient family with mystic powers built into our very DNA. . .’

			‘Yep.’ I scratch my ear, hoping the table next door is having too good a time to be listening in.

			

			‘Once every decade it is within our ancestral powers to gift a wish to those we love. It is an ancient and mighty magic passed down through the female line of our family since the dawn of time.’

			‘Righto,’ I say, giving her a thumbs-up. ‘Excellent.’

			‘My grandmother granted me such a wish, and I met your dear departed grandfather. And my mother bestowed her wish upon your mother.’ Nanna Maria narrows her eyes at my father. ‘I’m not sure what she used it for, but she seems happy enough so far.’

			‘Nanna, they have been married for thirty-one years,’ I remind her.

			‘Anyway, the wish has rules – very serious rules – and it is very important that you pay attention to them because any cock-ups and you are in big trouble. So, are you listening carefully?’

			The sooner I let her get on with it the sooner I can go home and pass out in front of the TV, I reason.

			‘What are the rules, Nanna?’ I ask her.

			‘Once bestowed, the wish must be made precisely at the stroke of midnight.’

			‘So, in about forty-seven minutes, then?’ I say, looking at my watch. ‘Siri, set an alarm for midnight!’

			Nanna Maria nods approvingly.

			‘Use your wish wisely and thoughtfully, for you can be granted only one.’

			She darts another look at my dad, who is singing something by Harry Styles into Mum’s ear.

			‘Once the wish is made it is one hundred percent irreversible, so do not get it wrong.’

			‘Yay,’ I say, a bit lost for words. ‘Thanks for that, Nanna. Lovely. I’ll treasure it.’

			‘Are you clear on the rules, my child?’ she asks me. ‘It is very important that you follow the rules.’

			‘Yes, Nanna,’ I assure her, although I have already forgotten the rules as soon as I see the sparkler-laden dessert approaching. Unfortunately, it’s about forty minutes too early for me to wish the ground would open up and swallow me whole.

			

			‘Any chance you won’t do your opera-singing harmonizing this year?’ I beg.

			‘Of course not,’ Nanna Maria says, clearing her throat. ‘Why deprive all these fine people of my talents.’

			‘I might just duck out now because I’ve left Rory at home on his own all evening and he’ll be crossing all his legs. . . ‘

			Nanna Maria leans forward and kisses me gently right in the center of my forehead.

			‘You will stay and you will listen to me sing,’ she says in exactly the same way a mafia boss might discuss sleeping with the fishes. The dessert is placed before me. I try not to look directly at it in case I go blind. ‘And you know I love your dog. He is always my employee of the month. But I do wish he wasn’t the only man in your life.’

			‘He loves you too,’ I say, as I try to stave off the singing one last time. ‘Is that it for the wish, then? No incantation or bloodletting or some sort of ritualistic interpretive dance?’

			‘My dear Genie,’ Nanna Maria says as she pats the back of my hand. ‘What greater magic is there than the gift of love?’

			Singing ensues.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			IT’S NEARLY MIDNIGHT when I get home, tired, tipsy, and looking forward to seeing my best friend in the whole wide world. I’m almost home free, free to take my bra off and sling it over the back of the sofa, eat crisps even though I am already stuffed to the gills, and pass out in front of the TV with my dog snoring blissfully next to me.

			However, there is a short but, as it will later turn out, pivotal intermission, in which my old friend and the literal boy next door comes out of his house at ten minutes to midnight to say hi.

			‘Eugenie,’ he says, as he opens his door, a bottle of beer in hand. He is casually attired in joggers and white T-shirt and brown bare feet. He raises the beer to me, with a lopsided smile, and I am forced to concede once again that he is objectively quite attractive. Somehow at exactly the same time as being a total nerd-ass loser. He’s also one of my favorite people.

			‘Happy almost birthday.’

			‘Milesington,’ I reply. ‘Have you been waiting by your window all night for me to come home?’

			His actual name is Miles, but when he moved in with his gran fifteen years ago, we all teased him for being from London and therefore posh (even though he came from a Hackney high-rise). Then when he found out what Genie was short for, he teased me for being named after a princess (even though I am actually named after my great-great-grandmother, who apparently was also a magical priestess). So ever since, whenever he calls me by my unabridged name, I call him Milesington. Because, you know. That’s what old friends do, right? Have silly in-jokes. And that took much longer to explain than it should have.

			

			‘Yeah, I’ve had my nose pressed up against the window hoping to catch a glimpse of you,’ he says dryly. ‘Birthday dinner go okay?’

			‘As okay as dinner with my family can ever go,’ I say. ‘Which is to say a sort of mix of warm fuzzy love, anxiety, inadequacy, and bad jokes. What about you? It’s Friday night. Why aren’t you on a date?’

			‘I’m saving myself for you,’ Miles tells me, before adding, ‘For your birthday tomorrow. Now we’re all getting on, I can only manage one big night a week. But I’m looking forward to it. The old squad back together again, at the club. Having it large.’

			‘I was thinking more like a quiet and early one,’ I say. ‘Just thinking about going to a club makes me feel tired. Anyway, I gotta go in. I am drunk and I want to hug my dog. Laters.’

			‘Wait!’ Miles reaches into the potted rosebush outside his front door and brings out a birthday gift, wrapped in brown paper bags from the gift shop of the museum where he works. ‘I wanted to give you your present. So you’ll have something to open when you wake up.’

			‘Milesington!’ I cry, delighted. ‘Thank you!’ I shake it and it rattles a bit.

			‘No rock this year,’ I say. You might think, Why would it ever be rocks? and the answer is because Miles is a geologist and he really likes rocks. I have a collection of several ‘interesting’ rocks he has given me over the years.

			‘Can I open it now?’ I plead.

			‘No.’ He smiles. ‘No. Tomorrow. Not now.’

			‘Thank you.’ I rock forward and hug him, finding myself leaning into him a little more than I anticipated, so that my soft torso collides with his firm chest. We stand like that for a moment, until Miles awkwardly pats me on the back.

			‘Right, then,’ he says.

			

			‘I think I might need you to push me back into the standing position,’ I say. ‘I’m a bit squiffy.’

			‘I got that.’ Gently he puts his hands under my elbows and returns me to a near-vertical position. ‘Sounds like Rory has had enough of waiting for you.’

			My dog scratches and barks on the other side of the door.

			‘Yeah, I’m going in now. Night, night, night, night.’

			I sway against my front door. It seems that my ankles are by far the most drunk part of me and standing up vertically is a considerable challenge. Meanwhile, Rory, who knows I am on the other side of the front door, has started barking like a maniac, wondering what the holdup is. Or the fall-down, in my case.

			‘Wait, before you go…’ I lean back to look at Miles, who immediately looks at his feet. ‘The… the thing is that… that… Rory excavated another massive hole under the fence while you were out,’ he says. ‘So, there’s that.’

			‘I knew I shouldn’t have let Dad put that bloody dog flap in,’ I say.

			‘Yeah, so I’m really worried it’s stressing Matilda out,’ he says. ‘Cat therapy. It’s expensive.’

			‘How can you tell if she’s stressed?’ I ask. ‘Her face is always the same.’

			I look at his elderly gray cat, who is sitting on the sill of his living room window staring at me with yellow eyes that seem to glow in the dark. Matilda had lived next door for a good few years before Miles arrived and he inherited her when his gran died. It’s possible she is the oldest and meanest cat on earth. Her demeanor is always the same: disdain bordering on sudden outbursts of unprovoked violence.

			‘It’s safest just to always assume the worst with Matilda,’ Miles tells me. ‘Anyway, I promised Gran I’d take care of her, and she’s basically all the family I’ve got now. That’s all.’

			‘Not all,’ I tell him. ‘You have me, the sister you never wanted! Anyway, I’ll sort it. I’ll give Rory a serious talking-to. But tomorrow, because you and Kelly are gonna make me go out again tomorrow and it takes effort, Milesington. It takes effort for a woman of my age and I need my sleep.’

			

			‘Eugenie Wilson,’ he says, shaking his head. ‘You are only as old as you feel.’

			‘Which is eighty-six,’ I say. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’

			‘Tomorrow,’ he says, standing there while it takes me several attempts to get my key in the lock. He’s still there when I fall in through the front door. His face is still there even when I close the door, smiling at me with that sweet, rare smile.

			Finally, I am home.

			The upshot is that I go in through my front door a crucial ten minutes later than I otherwise would have done, which makes this whole thing Miles’s fault, if you ask me. But I don’t hold a grudge. That’s a lie, by the way.

			Ecstatic, Rory greets me as if I have just returned from a yearlong journey in the Congo and not just popped out for dinner with the family, hurling his whole great waggy self at me as he woofs with unbridled joy and wiggles his butt, his tail thumping and whirling so fast that if we had lived in a cartoon he would probably have taken off like a helicopter.

			‘Hey, boy!’ I hook my arms around his neck and slide down the wall to sit on the floor with him as he licks my ear. ‘Who’s a good boy? Hey? Who’s a good boy? You are! You are! You are the bestest boy there is, yes, you are! Yes, you are! My little darling boy. Yes, you are!’

			Rory continues to dance around my feet as, remembering Miles’s gift in my hand, I climb to standing, more than a little unsteady, Rory tripping and blocking me in turn as I basically tumble into the living room. Carrying it as if it might detonate I place Miles’s lovely gift on the dining table and then flumph onto the sofa. Rory bounds up beside me, leans into me, and rolls his head back to gaze at me with adoring, mismatched eyes, one dark brown and one ice blue like the big goofy weirdo he is.

			

			‘I know, Rory,’ I tell him as I rub his tummy with one hand and reach for the remote control with the other. ‘This is not our usual Friday night of takeaway and telly, is it? I’m sorry, darling, I missed you too.’ I kiss him on the nose and turn on the TV. ‘Still time to watch something on catch-up, though, hey? No work tomorrow…’

			The thing is, I’m thinking as I search for something mindless to watch, that Nanna Maria, Mum, and Dad can’t stop worrying about me because they think I am lonely and sad. Nanna Maria and Mum found the love of their lives when they were twenty years old, and I am not even looking for a casual snog off Bumble – they just don’t get it.

			They just don’t understand that I gave up on all that stuff a decade ago. It’s not for me. I’m better off alone. I like my job, despite my boss being my clinically insane Nanna. I like my little house, I am grateful for my friends, and most of all I love my loopy, funny, crazy dog, Rory. And he loves me right back, unconditionally. As far as I’m concerned, I have everything I need and I’m at minimal risk of life-altering heartbreak and misery.

			Just then the alarm goes off on my phone, and because I am tired and tipsy and I can’t remember why I set it in the first place I turn it off.

			‘I wish you were a human, Rory,’ I say absently as I scratch his ears. ‘Then maybe my family would see they can stop worrying about me being lonely when really I am not lonely at all.’

			That was my first mistake, Reader. But it was not the last one. Oh no, not by a long, long, long, long way.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			SUNLIGHT SNEAKING IN through my not-quite-closed curtains wakes me slowly. Stretching into the luxurious expanse of my big empty bed I roll over onto my back and glance at my alarm clock. Past nine and Rory’s not been in to wake me up, demanding breakfast! Happy birthday to me.

			The tiny slice of blue sky I can see tells me it’s a sunny day, and a sunny day in Scarborough is the best kind of day, especially when you are planning to spend it with mates. Lunch with Kelly at one and cocktails and dancing later with my mates tonight, because, though I am not a fan of going out, even I realize it is obligatory on a birthday, especially your own. It’s not really for me, but for my friends. It’s a public service. But before all of that Rory and I are going down to the beach, where I’ll drink a coffee while I watch him run in and out of the waves, chasing tennis balls and getting soaked through. Springing out of bed, I get dressed in my signature black baggy clothes, while deliberately not looking at the rainbow of garments I designed and made years ago, which I keep but never wear. One emerald-green dress that is always especially hard to look at barely even catches my eye. I’m one hundred percent confident that today is going to be a good day. A day full of friendship and fun. A perfect birthday day.

			And then I find a naked man sleeping in my dog’s bed.

			Obviously, I scream; of course I do. And I mean really scream. Loud, shrill, bloodcurdling shrieks, but even then, in that first sixty seconds, I don’t really feel afraid, which is weird, right? Screaming and wondering why I am not terrified at the same time. Shock, it’s probably shock. Or adrenaline, or the brain’s way of making things easier when you are about to die a terrible, violent death, and why am I thinking about this instead of putting more effort into screaming?

			

			I put my all into it as I scramble for the nearest substitute weapon I can find, grabbing a frying pan. He must have got in through the stupid dog flap. As I shout for Rory I make a mental note to have a word with him over his guarding skills if I get out of this alive. Sure, the Sainsbury delivery guy is his best bud, but that is no reason to let in any old bloke with zero resistance. Back to the imminent threat. Oh yeah, and the screaming.

			‘What? What’s going on!’ The naked man leaps to his feet and I put the frying pan in front of my face to avoid seeing his man bits, because somehow that’s scarier than him, oh, I don’t know, killing me? Why is this so weird? And what is considered weird and not weird about a naked home invasion situation?

			‘What are you doing in my house?’ I shout, trying to stay focused. ‘And why are you naked?’

			‘What do you mean, why am I naked? I am always naked!’ he shouts back, voice deep and gruff. He sounds confused. Scared, even, like he’s more afraid of me than I am of him. But he is not a spider, he is a six-foot-plus man with no pants on.

			I take a breath behind my frying pan. Try not to panic. That’s first. Second, talk in a calm, low voice. That’s the advice the dog trainer gave me when Rory first came home from the rescue center, terrified of almost everything. It’s maybe not entirely transferable to this situation but it’s all I’ve got right now, and if it comes to it I can beat the crap out of him with my frying pan.

			‘Look,’ I say carefully, ‘I don’t know how you’ve got into my house, mate, or why you are sleeping in my dog’s bed, but…’ A terrible thought occurs to me. My stomach plummets. Where is Rory? Diego the squeaky pigeon is still in his bed and Rory never goes anywhere without his best toy, Diego, especially not when he’s upset.

			

			‘Where’s my dog?’ I ask him, not quite so calmly. ‘What have you done with my dog?’

			‘I am your dog,’ he says unhappily. ‘Why are you being so weird, Genie? This is very confusing. I don’t like it and I haven’t had breakfast yet, by the way, and it’s nearly walk time.’

			The weird thing is, if my dog could talk then he would definitely say exactly that. Maybe this guy thinks he’s a dog. Maybe he’s having a psychotic breakdown. That’s okay, it happens. Sometimes people’s brains get overloaded with trauma and everything goes haywire. I learned that when… never mind. Rory will be okay. He has to be okay. I just need to help this poor man and then I’ll find him, and we will both be okay.

			‘The thing is, you are not my dog, mate,’ I say gently from behind the safety of the frying pan.

			‘Why? What did I do wrong?’ he says, sounding really upset. ‘Is it about your pointy shoe that I buried in the garden? Because the thing is, I didn’t mean to chew it, it just sort of fell into my mouth…’

			How does he know about my missing shoe?

			‘Look, I understand why you are freaking out,’ I say. ‘I am too, a bit, but we will figure it out, okay? Only not with you in the all-together. There’s a throw on the sofa. Why don’t you cover yourself with that so I can put down this frying pan and we can talk? Is that okay?’

			‘S’pose,’ he says. ‘You should stop leaving your shoes just lying around, though.’

			I hear the sound of bare feet move from tiles to carpet, the sound of the springs squeaking in my secondhand sofa, and, hesitantly, I proceed toward the living room.

			Peering over the rim of the pan I see the back of a blond head following my instructions. I lower the pan a little bit more to see muscular shoulders and arms and then raise it quickly again.

			‘Are you decent?’ I ask after some moments of rustling.

			

			‘I think so,’ he says. Slowly I lower the pan. He has draped the throw entirely over his whole body, head and all, and is sitting on my sofa like a very awkward faux-fur ghost. Maybe he feels better that way – safer. Rory often burrows under the cushions and throw when he’s worried. We’ve been working on his anxiety ever since I gave him his forever home. God, I hope he’s okay.

			‘Feel better?’ I ask the shape.

			‘Can I have Diego, please?’ he asks. ‘I’d feel better if I had Diego.’

			How does this man know about Diego? There’s a nagging thought at the back of my mind that I keep batting away because I’d rather not be sectioned on my birthday. I am Eugenie Wilson, the sensible and grounded one in the family. It’s more important now than ever to keep it that way.

			‘How about we start with names. I’m Genie. What’s your name?’

			‘I know who you are,’ he says, like I’m an idiot. ‘Are you okay, Genie? Would some chocolate help? Chocolate usually helps and we could watch Dirty Dancing.’

			‘And you are?’ I persist. There’s a deep feeling of nausea in my gut, like I had a dirty burger on the way home last night, only I didn’t.

			‘I’m Rory!’ he insists. ‘I was called Rory by my first person, but… I don’t like to think about him.’

			‘The thing is,’ I tell the shape, ‘Rory is my dog. You are not a dog. You are a man who broke into my house and I don’t know where my dog is… How do you know his name? Have you been stalking me?’

			‘I would never stalk you! You aren’t a squirrel, and anyway, I protect you! Because I am your dog!’ he all but howls. ‘I don’t understand this. I don’t like it and I haven’t had breakfast and I need a pee. And a poop. You told me when I came to live here never to poop on the sofa again. You were very insistent! So can you just have a biscuit or something so we can get back to normal?’

			

			There’s a long moment in which my brain spins and spins but keeps coming back with an error message. It wouldn’t be, it couldn’t be. I take a breath. This is weird but I know that whoever is on my sofa won’t hurt me. I just know it.

			‘Okay,’ I say, putting down the frying pan. ‘I am going to come over there and pull the blanket off just your head, okay, so we can talk face-to-face. Will that be okay?’

			‘Yeah,’ he says.

			‘I’m coming over now,’ I say, edging closer to him. ‘I’m going to lower the blanket a little bit now, okay? I’m not going to hurt you.’

			‘I know,’ he says. ‘I trust you, Genie.’

			This. Is. Weird.

			I lower the blanket. He looks at me and smiles cautiously.

			‘Breakfast?’ he says hopefully.

			He’s about thirty-five-ish, I think; blond, shaggy hair and striking eyes. One brown and one blue, and… No. Fucking. Way.

			‘So could you tell me where my dog is?’ I ask him, my voice trembling with the kind of terrifying fear a person only experiences when everything they think they know about the world is about to be turned on its head.

			‘I’m here,’ he says. ‘Can I go out for a pee now? Because this is weird and I don’t like it, and you slept in. I mean, I’m house-trained, but I’m not that house-trained, know what I mean?’

			‘Rory is a golden retriever,’ I say. ‘You are a man.’

			‘Don’t be stupid.’ He laughs. His laugh surprises him. He frowns. Laughs. Frowns. Laughs again. Frowns again.

			‘Is this kennel cough?’ he asks.

			‘Look, I want to help you, I do,’ I say. ‘But the thing is, I just woke up and there is a strange naked man on my sofa and my dog is missing, so if you could just tell me what you did with him, then—’

			

			He gets up abruptly. The blanket falls to the floor. I grab a cushion to hide behind, obscuring his lower half. Slowly, as if he’s not sure of his balance, he walks over to the full-length mirror that stands against the wall.

			‘There’s a man in the house!’ he shouts, spinning around in a circle. ‘Emergency! Emergency! There’s a man where that other dog usually stands!’

			‘It’s okay,’ I say. ‘That’s your reflection. That’s you. Move your arm around, see?’

			He raises one arm and then stares, first in the mirror and then at the arm itself, back and forth. Then the other arm. He turns around, focused on his reflection, his eyes widening. And then back again. And again. At last he comes to a stop, holding his arms out stiffly.

			‘Genie, why have I turned into a person, please?’

			‘I…’ No, this is a dream. I pinch myself hard. Still a naked man in my living room.

			‘No, no, no, no, nope,’ he says, disappearing into my bedroom and diving under the bed. Exactly what Rory does when he realizes he is going to the vet or the groomer, or Auntie Selena’s with the mean poodle. Exactly what Rory does when he is scared.

			But…

			I slap myself around the face. Ow.

			I know what you are thinking. You are thinking there is no way on God’s green Earth that Nanna Maria actually granted me an actual wish yesterday that actually came true. And I definitely didn’t very stupidly, accidentally use it right on the stroke of midnight with a throwaway comment, did I?

			That’s what you are thinking, right?

			Well, you would be very surprised. I know I was. And now you are all caught up with the events as they happened.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four

			MY MIND IS IN MELTDOWN and there is a naked man who might be my dog under my bed. So, not knowing what to do about it, I walk out my front door in my nightshirt and bare feet because what the fuck is happening? I don’t notice the rough paving stones under my feet as I pace up and down the street, or that I am muttering something incoherent under my breath, at least not until Miles appears.

			‘Eugenie, are you all right?’ he asks, frowning. Miles often frowns. It’s like his version of a resting bitch face. I’m not sure if he was born with that frown or if it just comes from moving from London to Scarborough at an impressionable age after losing his mum. But I hardly ever see him really smile, which is a shame, because at the risk of my sounding like an example of toxic femininity, he’d look so much prettier if he smiled. Still, Miles is my friend and right now I really need one of those.

			‘No, I do not think I am,’ I say as I stand on one leg and then the other. ‘I think I am having a breakdown…?’

			‘What’s happened?’ he asks, dipping at the knees and taking hold of my shoulders. The touch is reassuring and distracting. Both good things. He fixes me with his kind brown eyes. ‘How can I help?’

			‘I don’t think anyone can help,’ I reply, letting the top half of my torso lean into him.

			‘Genie, what is it?’ Miles persists gently. He draws me into a hug. ‘When I saw you last night you were the same old Genie. What could have possibly gone so wrong since then?’

			

			Hysterical laughter bubbles up from my stomach and bends me double, hands on knees, pissing myself. With laughter, I mean. I’m not quite at the incontinence stage yet. Though if things carry on like this it’s not that far off.

			Right now all I can do is laugh. Peeling away from Miles, I sit down on my step, my head between my knees, guffawing, and snorting and sobbing a bit.

			‘Eugenie?’ Miles crouches next to me, one palm resting lightly on my shoulder. ‘Should I call your mum? Your nan? Kelly?’

			‘Ghostbusters?’ I suggest, and then fall about laughing again. I’m glad I’m finding my own insanity amusing. But this is not fair to Miles, who is doing his best to take care of his hysterical friend. I take a few deep breaths and get a grip.

			‘I’m sorry, Miles. Something really, really stupid and unbelievable has happened,’ I say, shoulders shaking, eyes streaming with tears.

			‘What?’ he asks, concerned. ‘Are you still drunk? Are you having a bad trip? Shall I make you some really strong coffee? I’ll go and make you some coffee. Stay right there, and don’t panic.’

			I start laughing again as he rushes into his house.

			If what I think has happened has really happened, then I need to try and explain it to Miles, somehow. And it has really happened, right? This isn’t one of those occasional awkward erotic dreams I have about bumping into Miles half dressed in a public environment that means I can’t look him in the eye for the following forty-eight hours, is it? I don’t think so; I usually have better underwear on in those.

			I punch myself hard in the leg. It hurts.

			This is not a dream: official.

			And I left Rory all on his own.

			Wincing, I get up, go inside, and close the front door behind me. I fetch Diego the squeaky pigeon from the kitchen and carry it into my bedroom.

			‘You okay, Rory?’ I say to the gap under the bed.

			

			‘Not really,’ a voice comes back. ‘I want my fur back. I’m cold. The floor is scratchy. What’s going on, Genie?’

			‘I think that maybe I accidentally made a wish that turned you into a human,’ I say. Saying it out loud makes it sound awfully real.

			‘Why did you do that?’ Rory asks unhappily. ‘Am I not a good boy anymore?’

			‘No, you are…’ I kneel down on the floor and push Diego under the bed. ‘You are a very good boy. You are the OG goodest boy in the world.’ Suddenly this feels very inappropriate. A hand comes into view, scoops Diego in. ‘The thing is, I just didn’t really believe that Nanna Maria is magic.’

			‘Of course she is magic,’ Rory says. ‘She’s always saying she is magic! Why would she lie?’

			‘Rory… don’t worry, we will fix this,’ I tell him.

			‘Good,’ he says. ‘I don’t want to be a human, Genie. It’s rubbish.’

			‘I know, I know it is, trust me. We’ll sort it out, okay?’

			‘Okay.’ There is a long pause. ‘Can I have breakfast now?’

			‘I need to find you some clothes,’ I say. Miles. I can ask Miles for clothes, which means I have to explain this whole thing in the next minute. The good news is he makes very strong coffee.

			‘Can I go in the garden, then, and do my business?’ Rory asks. ‘It’s a bit of an emergency.’

			‘No!’ I say. ‘Look, I’m going to pop next door to Miles’s house—’

			‘Be careful of the murder cat.’

			‘—and borrow something for you to wear. While I’m gone you can use the bathroom.’

			‘What for?’ Rory asks.

			‘For a pee and whatever else,’ I say awkwardly. ‘You can go in the loo… you know what the loo is, right?’

			‘Oh, the big bowl where I sometimes go for a drink,’ Rory says. ‘Wait – you pee in there? This is a very bad day.’

			

			There is a long sigh.

			‘Okay, Genie, I’ll work it out,’ Rory says, stoic. I must remember that Rory needs me to take care of him just like I always have. That he might look like an adult man, but he is still a five-year-old pup who carries a squeaky pigeon. He’s basically just a tall child. I need to focus on that. Just focus on that. Worrying about how reality has disintegrated around me can come later.

			‘Well done, Rory,’ I say. ‘It’s going to be okay, I promise.’

			‘I know, Genie,’ he says. ‘I know you’d never let me down. Love you.’

			‘I…’ I choke, ‘will be back in a second.’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Five

			HERE.’ MILES IS STANDING on my doorstep holding a reusable coffee cup when I open the front door. I grab it gratefully. It says Geologists rock on the side but I am too traumatized by the collapse of reality to be able to tease him about his nerdery. ‘Get this down your neck. Black, no sugar, just how you like it. Mind you, it’s really—’

			‘Thank you.’ I take a big gulp.

			‘Hot,’ he says. ‘So, what’s this all about, then? Is it that you are old now?’

			‘Firstly, take that back,’ I tell him. I don’t know how to explain what is going on to him. So, I decide to start from the middle. Seems logical. ‘I need to borrow some clothes, if that’s okay? Not for me, you understand – for a man. He’s…’ I look Miles up and down. ‘He’s a bit taller than you and quite broad-shouldered. Muscular.’ Though he is almost thirty Miles dresses like a pensioner who is about to go on Countdown. I think there is some kind of dress code for geologists that a secret underground organization, like a sort of nerd Illuminati, enforces, because I have visited Miles at the Rotunda Museum, where he chose to work for some reason, even though there are many museums all over the world that tried to give him a job, and the geologists all have the fashion sense of a duffle bag that’s been put away wet. Even at this early stage I can’t imagine human Rory being into this look at all. ‘I haven’t really had a good look at the dude I need to lend them to yet, but he’s very fit, so if you have some stretchy stuff, say joggers and a T-shirt, some socks and… I don’t know what size feet he has but if you have some sliders maybe…?’ I look at his lace-up shoes and wonder if geologists know about sliders. ‘You know – like flip-flops?’

			

			I drain the last of the coffee.

			Miles’s face falls and he takes back his coffee cup.

			‘You have had a one-night stand with a tall muscley man who you haven’t really looked at properly and you want to borrow my clothes for your… whatever it is? How did you manage that, when you came home alone?’

			His frown has deepened, his chin dropped.

			‘Miles!’ I’m shocked. ‘Don’t be so judgy. It’s not cool.’

			‘I’m not judgy,’ Miles says, ‘but I gave you your present and you went in and… What, did you go on Tinder drunk? Because if you…’

			‘If I what?’ I ask him.

			‘It’s none of my business,’ he says.

			‘You’re right, it is none of your business. But no, I haven’t had a “one-night stand.” Ew.’

			The thought of being intimate with a stranger gives my queasy tummy an extra squeeze. And that Miles could misjudge who I am isn’t a good feeling either. If a girl wants a fleeting encounter, good for her. But I am not that girl. I’m a girl who just wants a quiet life with her dog. Her DOG.

			I still do not know how to explain this to Miles, so I go with the truth in the hopes that it still has at least some gravity in one small corner of the world.

			‘The thing is, Miles, my nanna granted me a wish for my birthday, and I didn’t pay attention to the rules, so I accidentally turned my dog into a man.’

			Miles looks at me through his tortoiseshell glasses with his dark, serious eyes, and for a moment his frown is replaced with confusion and, yes, surprise, unsurprisingly.

			‘Eugenie, have you taken any narcotics?’ he asks me very slowly and loudly, like I might be French or on narcotics.

			

			‘No!’ I don’t know how to make him believe this. ‘Look, you have known my nan a long time. What is the one thing she always tells people within eleven seconds of knowing them?’

			‘That she comes from a long line of magical women who possess the power to read fortunes and some other stuff,’ Miles says.

			‘Right. Well, turns out she isn’t a total fantasist,’ I say. ‘I appreciate that what I just said sounds completely mad, I do. But the fact remains there is a naked man under my bed and I really do think he’s my dog and I have to at least put clothes on him as a responsible pet owner. Although I’m not sure how that’s going to go based on the whole drama when he had to wear the cone of shame for three days. Neither one of us is over that debacle yet.’

			Matilda chooses this moment to slink out of Miles’s front door, weaving in and out of his legs and eyeing me with an expression that tells me she would like nothing more than to hook my eyeballs out with one of her long claws. Tempting, but too late. Everything I’ve seen today is burned into my retinas.

			‘There’s a man in your flat and you don’t know who he is?’ Miles repeats the information as if he is trying to get it straight in his own head. ‘Why aren’t you more afraid? We need to call the police, now!’

			‘No, I don’t need the police,’ I say. ‘I just need something with an elasticated waist, honestly.’

			‘You have an intruder in your house and you seem to be trying your best to make him feel at home. It doesn’t make sense.’

			‘Just friendly, I guess.’ I shrug. ‘I’m not scared, because its Rory. I’m serious, Miles! Can I borrow some clothes or what?’

			Miles seems to give this quite a lot of thought. Or maybe his brain is just buffering.

			‘I know you’ve got joggers!’ I say. ‘I’ve seen you jogging in them!’

			He raises one dark eyebrow.

			‘By accident,’ I say. ‘I wasn’t looking on purpose.’

			

			‘Fine, wait a second.’ He goes back into his house and slams the door shut. On any other day, with any other person, I would take this as the internationally understood sign to piss off, but Miles isn’t like most people. No matter what else is going on he always shows up for his mates.

			As I wait Matilda stares up at me, probably planning on how to flay the skin from my face and drink my blood in a diabolical plot to restore her youth and beauty.

			‘Rory’s turned into a human,’ I tell her. She regards me as if I am a perfect example of an idiot. She’s not wrong.

			‘Right.’ Miles opens the door again. He has a carrier bag stuffed full of clothes. ‘Come on, then. We’ll give him clothes and then we will call the police.’

			‘Wait – you don’t have to come into my house,’ I assure him. ‘I don’t want Rory getting freaked out.’

			‘You’re worried about the strange naked man under your bed getting freaked out? Sorry, not happening,’ Miles says firmly. ‘You are a woman and I am honor-bound to come with you and offer you protection.’

			‘Fine. Well, they’re your knickers, I suppose. Come on. But don’t come running to me with your therapy bills.’

			‘RORY, IT’S ME,’ I say outside the bathroom door. Miles waits by the front door. ‘You okay, b… b… feller?’

			‘Yeah, I worked out the big bowl thing, Genie,’ Rory says from the kitchen. ‘And I got food on my own!’

			‘You did what?’

			We follow his voice into my small, open-plan kitchen–dining room. Rory has tipped his bag of kibble all over the floor and is on all fours, tucking in with typical Rory gusto. Thankfully he is still wearing the blanket draped over his back.

			‘Flip,’ Miles says.

			‘Right?’

			‘What’s Miles doing here?’ Rory sits up abruptly, gathering the blanket around him, and grabbing Diego so tightly to his chest that it squeaks. ‘Is the cat here? We cannot allow that cat on our property, Genie. One minute it’s all purr purr and the next it’s death to my enemies, and I am that cat’s enemy, Genie!’

			

			‘Don’t worry,’ I tell him quickly. ‘Matilda isn’t here, and anyway, Miles has brought you some clothes to wear.’

			‘Clothes?’ Rory scowls. ‘Like that stupid costume you made me wear last Halloween?’

			‘Sort of, a bit,’ I say, thinking of the old shirt I ripped up, squirted with red paint and buttoned onto him, telling everyone he had come as a cheerful werewolf.

			‘I don’t like clothes – they are uncomfortable.’

			‘I know, but the thing is, while you look like…’ I gesture at him, ‘this, you need to wear some human clothes, Rory. I’m sorry, but on the bright side you will be much less cold.’

			Miles sets down the carrier bag within reach of Rory before retreating.

			‘They smell of cat,’ Rory says unhappily. ‘All my friends will laugh at me.’

			‘They are freshly laundered,’ Miles says, a bit touchy.

			‘Cat and lavender,’ Rory says. ‘I will never hear the end of this from Dozer.’

			‘Dozer the English bulldog?’ I ask him. ‘So, when you are down at the park playing with the other dogs, are you chatting?’

			‘Of course we’re chatting.’ Rory is indignant. ‘We’re not animals!’

			‘Okay, well… look, bud, you need to put the clothes on so that I can take you to see Nanna Maria and get this sorted, okay?’

			‘Okay,’ Rory says.

			‘Take the bag into the bathroom, then… I’ll talk you through any issues you have through the door. Maybe Miles here can give you some man tips?’

			I look at Miles, who seems to have frozen. Maybe I’ve broken him.

			

			‘Why can’t you come in with me, Genie?’ Rory asks. ‘You helped me get dressed at Halloween!’

			‘I know, but now that you are a man, it would be weird.’

			‘It’s not weird to dress me in a man’s shirt when I’m a dog, but it is wrong to dress me in a man’s shirt when I’m a man?’ Rory asks.

			‘I know,’ I say, glancing at Miles, who has clearly gone to his safe place. ‘It doesn’t make sense.’

			Rory grabs the handle of the bag with his mouth.

			‘Rory, wait.’ I crouch down and gently take the bag from between his teeth. ‘You have opposable thumbs now, see?’ I lift up his hand, hooking the handle of the bag over his fingers, and close it. ‘You can carry stuff with your hands, open doors, push buttons, throw your own balls to fetch. The world is your oyster, pal.’

			Rory looks at the fridge.

			‘So, go and get dressed and shout if you need a hand, and then we can work out what to do next. While you’re doing that I’ll make you a proper breakfast.’

			‘What, like sausages?’ Rory asks.

			‘Sure, and toast and—’

			‘Spaghetti Bolognese?’ Rory suggests hopefully, looking at the fridge again.

			‘I might have some bacon?’ I offer. ‘Go on, Rory, off you go. Good lad.’

			‘Okay, Genie,’ Rory says. As he takes the bag and straightens up slowly the blanket falls off him and I close my eyes just a fraction too late. ‘I’ll go put clothes on. Love you.’

			‘Thank you,’ I reply.

			‘I HAVE QUESTIONS,’ Miles says as Rory heads off to get dressed.

			‘No shit,’ I say.

			‘Has Rory had…’ He winces as all men do when they tackle the topic. ‘You know, the snip?’

			

			‘Yes, as is standard from the rescue home,’ I say. ‘I am a responsible pet owner… was a responsible pet owner.’

			‘Well then, have you had a look to see if, you know, that giant hunk of man has got… you know.’

			‘Testicles?’ I ask him. ‘No, Miles, I have not, and I am not planning to go anywhere near that bit of him, thank you very much. That man is my dog. He is basically my child! I have to do my best to look after him until I can get him changed back into his dog body, and that’s that. There will be no looking at boy parts or the absence of them. Unless you want to have a peek?’
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