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Chapter 1



Before Andy had tried to contact her from beyond the grave, Emily was panicking about the guacamole going brown. Later, remembering this, she wished she’d realised just how lucky she’d been to be spending her time worrying about avocados, instead of the afterlife.


Zoe poked a finger knuckle-deep into the gloopy green dip, which Emily was dolloping into a row of tiny, jewel-hued mezze bowls.


‘Not until the adults get here,’ she said, slapping Zoe’s hand away from the bowl.


Zoe grinned, sucking dip off her finger with an exaggerated smack. ‘Nice guac,’ she said, nodding approvingly.


‘Why do people keep calling it guac, like they’re mates with it? It’s guacamole, not your uncle guac,’ Emily said, decanting habas fritas, stuffed olives and Percy Pigs (regular and veggie) into more bowls. It was a snack combination that she hoped said, ‘I’m well travelled and sophisticated, but fun, too! Plus I am, of course, considerate of our veggie and vegan guests.’


There was a lot of pressure on the nibbles.


‘Where did you get these bowls?’ Zoe asked, peering into them.


‘I got them from the global aisle in TK Maxx,’ Emily said. ‘But if anyone asks, I found them for sale on an adorable little stall run by a local craftsman during my travels around Mexico.’


‘When did you pretendy go to Mexico?’ Zoe asked. ‘Was that before or after you went fakey interrailing around Europe and phoney backpacking through Thailand? I don’t know how you haven’t been caught out yet, when the furthest you’ve travelled is a school trip to the Jorvik Viking Centre.’


Emily snorted, then looked around as if she was worried someone other than Zoe might have overheard her.


‘I watch a lot of documentaries,’ she said, arranging and rearranging the bowls on a serving tray. ‘Plus no one really listens to other people’s travel stories because they’re too busy waiting to talk about that time they helped build an orphanage in Peru, or ate raw llama livers. You just have to say vague stuff like, “Chichén Itzá is just stunning in winter,” and people totally believe you’ve been there.’


Zoe laughed. ‘I don’t get why you’re so worried about this party anyway,’ she said, twerking a spiraliser aside with her bum as she hopped onto the kitchen counter. ‘It’s not like Jada and Simon give a crap about how glamorous you are. They’ve shared a desk with you for yonks and know all your dark and terrible secrets. Including that you come from Essex, not Winchester, and that you didn’t know how to pronounce “segue” until you were in your mid-twenties.’


Emily tutted. ‘True. But Jess and Mel only know New Emily, not the old, rubbish one. I’ve got appearances to keep up. Plus, Jess works in magazines, and Mel works in TV. TeeVee!’ she added, gesturing at the telly through the kitchen door to emphasise her point.


Along with Jada and Simon, Emily was a copywriter at a small advertising agency based in Camden. She’d been thoroughly over-excited when Mel, who she’d met through work, had suggested they go for a drink with her best friend, Jess, to celebrate the end of the project they’d been working on together.


Mel was the kind of friend she’d always fantasised as a teenager about her adult self making. Since moving to London, she’d worked hard to make a handful of glamorous-sounding friends – plus Jess and Mel were actually nice, too – and now she had them, she was going to do everything in her power to keep hold of them.


She eyed her mezze spread critically, her hands on her hips. ‘Do you think the Percys should go on their own tray? Like a dinner-then-dessert kind of vibe?’


‘What I think is that you’ve gone completely mental,’ Zoe said. ‘No one is going to care that much, I promise. Honestly, if I’d known you’d turn into a desperate cliché, I’d have tried to put you off moving to London. I used to have to stop you wanging on about how enormous Martin Baker’s willy was, not how best to impress your hipster mates.’


‘Ah, Martin,’ Emily said fondly, remembering her first proper boyfriend. ‘Although I’m not a desperate cliché, thank-you-very-much. I’m just trying to fit in.’


‘I know,’ Zoe said, rubbing Emily’s shoulder affectionately. ‘But I kind of miss the girl from Greenleaf who’d have vomited if you tried to feed her an avocado. The one whose beauty regime involved a quick squirt of body spray nicked from Superdrug, who thought a night out at Pizza Hut followed by Hollywood Bowl was the height of sophistication. I wonder what that Emily is doing now?’


‘She probably died in a tragic accident,’ Emily said, squeezing more lemon juice into the guacamole. ‘Maybe her polyester shell suit caught on fire, or she choked on a Findus Crispy Pancake.’


‘Or Martin Baker’s willy . . .?’ Zoe said, and Emily managed a laugh.


‘Don’t forget how miserable Old Emily was,’ she said, leaning on the kitchen counter next to Zoe. She reached over for her hand and they linked little fingers. ‘You always seemed to let the way people treated us wash right over you, but I could never do that. This is my chance to prove they were all wrong about me. And about you, too.’


Even before she’d stepped on the train to London from Essex four years earlier, Emily had never felt quite good enough. At school, all the kids from the Greenleaf estate, where Emily and Zoe had grown up together, were treated like outsiders. Emily had been determined to leave the estate behind her at the first possible opportunity, and Zoe had happily agreed to tag along.


But while Zoe had moved to London with the twin aims of going to gigs without having to miss the last few songs, and of sleeping with as many hotties as humanly possible, Emily had seen it as her chance for a completely fresh start.


She could forget all about her past, work on making herself a new person, and make friends with people who had no idea who she’d once been. She’d done everything she could to leave Old Emily behind her – the one who had about as many prospects as the cartoon miner on a box of Golden Nuggets – and bag herself a future that was completely different from her past. A future where she felt safe and secure, and her kids would never be sent next door to borrow 50p for the electric key so they could watch Home and Away.


But despite her best efforts, she still felt like the girl whose dad had walked out on her, who was rejected at school, and whose only friend in the world was Zoe. Everyone in London seemed so together. It felt almost impossible to compete.


Most of her wages went on clothes she couldn’t afford, and she spent her time at the gym feeling permanently on edge in case she was using the machines wrong (she’d once been flipped off a treadmill like a gangly pancake and had to change gyms out of sheer embarrassment).


She wasn’t entirely sure her job at an ad agency, which she’d pursued solely because everyone on Mad Men was as glamorous as hell, was right for her. It certainly involved far fewer puppies than was ideal. And she’d ended up moving out of the flatshare she’d lived in for a while with Zoe.


She’d told herself her poky one-bed flat, carefully decorated in shades of stone, grey and cream, was a much better fit for New Emily’s life, no matter how much she missed Sunday mornings spent watching hangover telly with her best friend. And it was unfortunately necessary if she was going to cosmically order the life she wanted, which Bijou magazine – ‘For women who know where they’re going!’ – said was all the rage.


Only sometimes, Emily wished she could skip straight to the ‘after’ photos of her new life – the one complete with a great job, a successful man, and a hot-pink KitchenAid.


Still, hopefully tonight would be a significant steppingstone towards her transformation: a smart-but-casual dinner party thrown in honour of her two newest (and coolest) friends in her small-but-tastefully-decorated flat. She just had to pray no one moved her neutral-toned throws and rugs and saw how tatty everything was underneath.


‘I know you think I’m crazy,’ she told Zoe, looking at her earnestly, ‘but tonight really means something to me. I really really really want it to go well.’


‘Oh? You should have said,’ Zoe said, raising an eyebrow, and Emily pouted at her. ‘Am I even allowed to mention to your hallowed guests that I cut hair at a crappy salon in Hackney for a fiver a pop? Or is that the equivalent of Kate Middleton hanging out with a chimney sweep?’


‘You can say what you like about your present, just don’t drag up the past,’ Emily said firmly.


‘And have you briefed Jada and Simon on this too?’


‘Don’t worry, they know full well that Greenleaf isn’t a subject for discussion beyond the one-foot radius around our desks. But it’s OK, I’ve got enough dirt on them for them to keep schtum. Simon would rather die than have it be widely known that he failed the audition for Tipping Point.’ Zoe snorted.


‘My main worry is that Jada and Simon and Jess and Mel haven’t met each other before, and there’s no guarantee they’ll get along, is there?’ Emily said, letting go of Zoe’s finger and opening the fridge door. ‘It’s like when your mate tells you you’ll definitely get on with so-and-so because they’re exactly like you. Then you meet them, and their favourite film is The Human Centipede, they don’t like baked potatoes, and they have a really annoying laugh. Then you’re left feeling mortally offended. I don’t want that to happen tonight, do I?’


‘They’re just people,’ Zoe said, arching an eyebrow and popping a Percy Pig into her mouth while Emily’s head was in the fridge.


Emily shut the door, clutching a lemon. ‘There’s no such thing as just people, Zo. People are judgemental and terrifying, no matter what Bijou magazine might say. “Blah blah, no one’s looking at you in your teeny-weeny bikini; they’re too busy worrying about themselves” etc. My arse! They might be worrying about themselves, but only after they’ve weighed up how cellulitey your bum is compared to theirs. I guarantee it.’


‘Do you do that?’


‘Of course not. I’m too busy worrying about myself. But as we’ve established, I’m not normal.’


Zoe laughed. ‘OK, so let’s look at it this way: what would you say if our roles were reversed, and it was me having a ministroke because some friends were coming round?’


‘I’d tell you that they’ll love each other, and they’ll love you too, no matter what happens. How could they not? You’re totally adorable.’ Emily leaned over and squeezed both of Zoe’s cheeks, making her look like a hamster. She scowled and swatted her hands away.


‘Exactly,’ Zoe said. ‘I’ve seen your magazines, and I know one of their fave mantras is that you should treat yourself the way you’d treat your own best friend. Yet here you are, convinced that everyone’s going to think you’re worse than Hitler five minutes after setting foot in your flat.’


Opening the cutlery drawer beneath her knees, Zoe grabbed a spoon and tucked into the tub of melting ice cream sitting on the counter. Emily had pulled it from the freezer in favour of more ice, after Bijou’s article on PARTY TRICKS FOR GROWN-UPS had warned that any good hostess should consider running out of ice a fate worse than death.


‘Don’t dribble that everywhere,’ she warned Zoe.


‘Sure thing, boss!’ Zoe said, leaning over and wiping a smear of ice cream onto Emily’s nose with her spoon.


Emily swiped it off and sucked her finger clean. Not for the first time, she wondered why everything that was good for you – eating lettuce, press-ups, doing crosswords to fend off Alzheimer’s – was boring and rubbish, while all the fun things in life, like mainlining Chunky Monkey ice cream, were terrible for your health.


‘Just . . . please try to relax a bit. Otherwise you’ll die of a heart attack, then you won’t have anyone to impress, will you?’ Zoe said, wiping ice cream off her chin with her sleeve. ‘This is a small gathering of people in your flat, not the Met Ball. And whether you show them New Emily or the old one, they’ll love you and each other. I promise.’


‘Thanks, Zo,’ Emily said, half-hugging her while arching her chest and overpriced Zara cardigan as far away as possible from the sticky tub clutched in Zoe’s hands.


Emily knew Zoe was right: she was attaching far too much significance to a handful of friends popping over for tacos and nibbles. But she’d spent the last few days playing every possible dinner-date-disaster scenario through her head, and was desperate for the evening to go well.


‘Fuck!’ Emily yelled as the doorbell rang, clutching a hand to her chest.


‘Jesus, you have got to calm down,’ Zoe said, tossing the nearly empty ice-cream tub onto the counter.


‘Don’t open the door too quickly. We don’t want them to think we’ve been panicking,’ Emily said, spinning in a circle as she looked around the kitchen, before hastily scooping the tub into the bin and wiping down the counter.


‘We haven’t been panicking,’ Zoe said, leaving the kitchen, walking the few steps across Emily’s tiny living room to the front door, and swinging it open.


‘Welcome one, welcome all!’ she said, loudly. Emily plastered on a bright smile – one that said, Having cool London friends round to my cool London flat is totally normal and cool – and drifted calmly out of the kitchen.


‘Hey, guys!’ she said, spotting Mel and Jess standing on her doormat. ‘Welcome to my flat. Make yourselves at home.’


And with that, the lights above them flickered out, plunging everyone into darkness.










Chapter 2



In the next few seconds, Emily felt every drop of blood in her head plummeting towards the floor. She was sure she was going to throw up, or faint. Or throw up then faint.


‘Is this a surprise party?’ Mel asked, peering into the living room as if a cake covered in candles was about to appear.


‘Well, it is quite surprising,’ Emily said weakly.


‘Power cut,’ Zoe announced, sticking her head underneath Emily’s net curtain. ‘The whole street is out.’


‘That’s amazing news. Fantastic,’ Emily said, taking some deep breaths and fighting the urge to have a panic attack.


‘Can we come in anyway?’ Jess asked, poking her head around Mel’s back. ‘I’m dying for a wee.’


‘Of course, sorry. Come in,’ Emily said, ushering them inside. ‘Loo’s just there.’ Plucking her phone from her pocket, she used the torch to shine a beam of light onto her bathroom door. Jess grinned and dashed past her, while Mel raised her eyebrows and handed her an expensive-looking bottle of wine.


‘I don’t know whether to take your coat or send you home, where there are things like heating and lighting available,’ Emily said, glad that the darkness was hiding the tears she was blinking back. She’d planned the evening so carefully and now it was ruined.


‘Power cuts don’t often last long. As long as you’ve got a few candles, it’ll be fine,’ Mel said. ‘Have you? Got candles, I mean.’


‘Of course I have. I’m a millennial, I’ve got billions of them. Although they’re all different smells, so I’m not sure how well that’s going to work out. It might be like walking past a branch of Lush. Zoe, can you get Mel a glass of wine while I dig them out?’


‘Sure thing, boss,’ Zoe saluted.


Emily tried to look calm and collected as she headed for her bedroom and rummaged around her chest of drawers, looking for scented candles.


Everything’s going to be just fine, she told herself, taking some more deep breaths – in through the nose and out through the mouth, just like her meditation app recommended.


As she placed the candles around the living room and lit them using Zoe’s cigarette lighter, along with some tea lights they’d found in the cupboard under the sink, Simon and Jada arrived at the open front door.


‘Is this some kind of weird sex thing?’ Simon asked. ‘Because if it is, I’m totally into it.’


Emily looked up and grinned at him, then shot a nervous look at Mel, who was busy pouring wine into her best glasses. She let out a sigh of relief when Mel barked out a laugh.


‘It’s a power cut, I’m afraid,’ Emily said. ‘But please, come in anyway. I’m hoping it won’t last too long.’


‘Cool, I love a power cut,’ said Jada. ‘Very eighties.’ She handed Emily a bottle of wine that looked significantly cheaper than Mel’s, which was fine by her: posh wine just meant worrying about pairing it with the right food (which almost definitely didn’t include tacos), or pronouncing the name wrong.


With candles glowing in every corner, their light flickering against the books and ornaments on Emily’s shelves, the room actually looked quite cosy.


As her guests grabbed their glasses and settled variously between the sofa and the plump cushions she’d scattered across the floor, Emily handed out the bowls of snacks she’d so carefully prepared, and felt her heart sinking. All that effort, and no one could even tell which Percys were vegetarian. Their ears all looked the same in the dark.


‘According to the power company, the lights aren’t coming on any time soon,’ Zoe said, sitting cross-legged on the fluffy living room rug, her H&M knickers boldly on show and her face lit up by the light from her phone. ‘There’s been an equipment malfunction, appaz.’


‘Oh god, this is a disaster,’ Emily groaned, giving up any pretence of feeling OK about the situation. ‘I’ll leave it up to you guys to decide what you want to do. I can’t exactly cook tacos over a Fig and Bergamot candle, can I? You can all go home if you like and I’ll reschedule.’


‘Don’t be silly, it’s just a power cut,’ Zoe said, squeezing Emily’s arm. ‘We can order pizza from a place further out. It’ll be fun. Like those novelty restaurants that charge you a fortune to eat in the dark.’


‘Wine tastes the same whether you can eyeball it or not,’ Jada agreed, and everyone nodded. Both Zoe and Jada knew how important tonight was for her, and Emily could have hugged them both with gratitude.


‘Then cheers, everyone. And thanks for coming,’ Emily said, raising her glass.


‘Cheers,’ everyone agreed, clinking their glasses together, and Emily allowed herself to feel a small spark of excitement. Perhaps everything would be OK after all.


By midnight, even though the flat she’d spent so long cleaning and tidying was now scattered with greasy takeaway boxes, Emily was finally starting to enjoy herself. She had to admit that the party had gone better than she’d ever hoped for – perhaps thanks to, rather than in spite of, the power cut.


She’d spent several tortured hours over the last few days imagining a deathly silence descending over dinner, forcing her to start a last-ditch conversation about discontinued snacks. But sitting in near-darkness had turned out to be a brilliant ice-breaker.


Simon and Jada had quickly hit it off with Mel and Jess, happily comparing tattoos, bad dates and – after five or six cocktails – STDs. Once the wine had disappeared, Emily’s carefully curated cocktail cabinet (a FJÄLLBO from Ikea strung with battery-powered fairy lights) had gone down a storm, and by decanting her precious ice from the freezer into a bucket and placing it precariously on the windowsill outside in the November air, it had lasted for most of the evening.


When the battery on Emily’s phone finally died, and her Spotify playlist was forced into silence halfway through Lizzo telling the room why she was one hundred per cent that bitch, she assumed everyone would call it a night. But instead, after rejecting Simon’s tipsy suggestion that they play strip I-spy, they started swapping scary stories.


Passing a candle around, they took it in turns to tell their spooky tales, their faces lit by candlelight, until Jess broke the tension with a story about a haunted Portaloo that was more hilarious than terrifying, and Jada came up with a new idea.


‘The only thing better than ghost stories is speaking to real ghosts. Let’s make a Ouija board,’ she said, grinning mischievously. ‘Have you got a big piece of card we can use, Emily?’


Emily glanced around the group to make sure no one was pulling an expression that said, Didn’t you know Ouija boards are, like, totally passé? before replying, ‘I’ve got a box of organic spelt muesli I can dismantle. Will that do?’ Zoe rolled her eyes.


‘Bingo,’ Jada said, giving a thumbs-up. ‘Grab a tumbler, if you’ve got one. And a Sharpie.’


Everyone looked on curiously as Jada set up a makeshift Ouija board on the coffee table, the stacks of bracelets on her wrists jangling as she wrote the numbers 0-9, ‘yes’ and ‘no,’ and the letters of the alphabet across the back of the card in thick black pen. Finally, she placed a glass upside-down in the centre of the board.


‘Are you sure about this, Jada?’ Emily asked, eyeing the board suspiciously and trying to sound less nervous than she felt. ‘Everyone’s got that one friend with a story about a girl who heard about this other girl who got possessed by angry spirits after playing with a Ouija board. Then died.’


‘It’ll be fine, Grandma,’ Zoe said, giving her a reassuring hair-ruffle before leaning out of the living room window and lighting a cigarette. Emily hastily smoothed her hair back down and looked enviously at the smoke pluming from Zoe’s lips into the night air.


‘Sure I’m sure. It’ll be a laugh,’ Jada promised blithely, shuffling closer to the table, which had been dragged into the centre of the living room rug. ‘Besides, a power cut isn’t a power cut without a Ouija board, is it?’


‘I’ll have to take your word on that one,’ Emily muttered.


‘Come on – down you get,’ Jada instructed Mel and Jess, who were curled comfortably on each end of the sofa like bookends, each clutching a cocktail glass. ‘No one’s chickening out – you have to join in, or else.’ Jess slid off the sofa and sat beside Emily.


‘I’ll have to take my leg off if I’m going to get under that table,’ Mel grumbled, easing her way out of the comfy indent she’d made in the corner of Emily’s sofa. Simon raised his eyebrows as she deftly released her prosthesis and twisted it off, before sliding up to the table between Jada and Jess.


‘Come on, Zo,’ Jada said, and she took one last drag on her cigarette before flicking it into the street below.


‘Budge up,’ she instructed Emily, breathing into her palm and sniffing it. ‘Sorry about the smell.’


Emily tutted, while secretly feeling jealous. She and Zoe had smoked their very first furtive cigarettes together in the small playground that sat at the centre of Greenleaf. Sitting huddled underneath the slide, Emily would scrawl EMILY B LOVES MARTIN B, IDST on its side in black eyeliner in between puffs of Mayfair Lights.


Since moving to London, Emily had given up smoking, documenting the process on Instagram Stories with photos of herself perched on her sofa, daintily eating a fat-free probiotic yoghurt with captions like, Day 12: munchies kicking in! because it felt like The London Thing To Do. Meanwhile, Zoe didn’t give a hoot that, in the kinds of circles Emily wanted to move in, nobody who was anybody smoked.


‘Oh, bore off,’ Zoe had told Emily cheerfully, after listening to yet another of her interesting facts about how quickly you can go trampolining without wheezing after you quit. ‘I’ve seen those Instagram women you’re basing New Emily on. They think eating truffle fries and buying expensive loungewear count as vices, because they’re dicks. If you want to turn into a dick, you go right ahead, but count me out. Besides, you’re just jealous,’ she added correctly, blowing a perfect smoke ring into Emily’s face.


Emily dutifully shuffled her bum across the rug to give Zoe room. Tugging her short black tube dress a centimetre further down her thighs, in a futile attempt not to flash her crotch when she sat down, she plonked herself between her and Jess.


With Emily and all five of her guests now sitting around the table, the others’ fingers joined hers on the bottom of the glass at the edge of the board.


‘I can’t believe you’ve never done this before, Emily,’ Jada said, grinning. ‘I spent half my teens making up fake messages to scare my mates and trying to get in touch with Michael Jackson.’


‘Dead Michael Jackson showing up in a room full of teenage girls would be pretty scary,’ Simon said. Emily tried to nudge him in the ribs without taking her fingers off the glass, and nearly toppled over. ‘Even if it does work, the only person I know who’s died is my ancient Scottish great-granny. I only met her once, and all I remember is that she gave me a packet of Fisherman’s Friends, telling me they were sweets, which means she definitely went straight to hell. If she tries to get in touch, it’s hardly going to be a Hallmark moment.’


Emily grinned at him.


‘OK. Are we ready?’ Jada said, lowering her voice to a whisper. Everyone around the table nodded. ‘Then how about everyone shuts up, then shuts their eyes.’


‘Maybe apart from Mel?’ Emily said. ‘We need someone to read the messages, and out of the six of us, I reckon she’s the most honest. That way no one can cheat.’


‘Charming,’ Zoe said, as Emily smiled shyly across the table at Mel.


‘Good plan,’ Jada said. ‘Close your eyes, and Mel will read out any messages that come through. ‘Spirits, are you out there?’ she said, lowering her voice and making it sound all mysterious. ‘If you can hear me, please give us a sign.’


The room went silent. Then everyone yelped as the glass suddenly lurched towards the letters written on the board, taking their hands with it.


‘Everyone, keep your eyes shut,’ Mel ordered. Emily could feel her straining to read the board.


‘That’s an E,’ Mel said, as the glass moved slightly to the right. ‘And an M.’


Emily gasped as the glass moved again. Although it was a heavy tumbler, it felt like it was on casters, rolling effortlessly around the table rather than being forced by someone’s hand. Her skin prickled, and Zoe started breathing heavily beside her.


‘It’s an I,’ Mel said. Suddenly, Emily felt very hot. ‘Now an L . . . And a Y.’


‘Stop it!’ Emily yelped, pulling her hands from underneath the others’ and opening her eyes. Her heart was thudding wildly. ‘OK, you can stop mucking about now.’


‘Yoinks, Shaggy,’ Simon said, in his best Scooby Doo voice.


‘Who was doing that?’ Mel asked. Everyone looked at each other, frowning, before shaking their heads.


‘I don’t think it was any of us,’ Jada said. ‘Everyone had their eyes closed and was barely touching the glass. It . . . it felt like it was moving on its own.’


‘Then you’re making the letters up, right, Mel?’ Emily said, uncertainly. ‘Which is fine, obviously,’ she added hastily.


Her skin was prickling with goosebumps, and she was starting to wish Jess hadn’t had the brilliant idea of forcing the last of the Percy Pigs into the remains of the bottle of gin. The resulting ‘Pigtails’, as Simon had christened them, were delicious, but Emily could feel every last sickly mouthful lurching about in her stomach.


‘Mel wouldn’t muck about with stuff like this,’ Jess said firmly.


Mel’s face glowed pale white in the light from the candles. She shook her head. ‘It’s honestly what it spelled out. Maybe it’s a subconscious thing?’


‘How about we try it with just you then, Emily?’ Jada asked, trying to make her voice sound light as she grabbed her phone and scanned the instructions she’d used to make the board. ‘It says here that at least four people are needed to play, but what does wikiHow know?’


‘They only say you need four people because they’re assuming at least one of them will be willing to wind up their mates,’ Mel said, reaching across the table to squeeze Emily’s hand. ‘But if there’s really a ghost in your flat – which there blatantly isn’t – it’ll still work with one person, right? So let’s try it, if only to set your mind at rest.’


‘I suppose so,’ Emily said, annoyed at herself for feeling rattled. Believing in horoscopes and ghosts, just like her mega-superstitious Auntie Suze, was definitely Old Emilytype behaviour.


It’s all in your mind, there’s no such thing as ghosts, she told herself as she put her hands back on the bottom of the glass and closed her eyes.


‘Right . . . is there anyone there?’ Jada asked, ditching the spooky voice.


Emily felt an odd sensation flooding through her hand, like it was being dipped in treacle. Then the glass shot to the left again, and she let out a yelp. She wasn’t moving a muscle. The tumbler felt like it had a mind of its own as it moved swiftly around the board.


‘E - M - I - L - Y - A - N - D - A - N - D - Y,’ Mel read aloud, sounding shaken. ‘Emily and Andy.’


With difficulty, Emily ripped her fingers from the bottom of the glass, which felt like it was covered in glue. She was shaking all over.


Suddenly, the lights around the room flickered back to life, and Emily shrieked. Everyone looked up, startled. Zoe shuffled closer to Emily, who was trying hard not to cry, and put an arm around her trembling shoulders.


‘God, are you OK?’ Jada said, kneeling down beside Emily. ‘I’m really sorry, I thought it would stop if it was just you. What happened? And who the hell is Andy?’










Chapter 3



‘No one. I don’t know anyone called Andy,’ Emily said quickly, as Simon grabbed the grey woollen blanket that was draped over the back of her sofa and pulled it gently around her shoulders. ‘At least, no one who died, anyway. It must be electromagnetic fields, or ley lines or . . . Alexa or something.’


‘The electricity did come back on pretty much at the same time,’ Simon said, thoughtfully, looking at the ceiling and waving his hand over the Ouija board. ‘It’s not impossible that it’s something to do with static.’ Picking up the glass, he started examining it.


‘I knew a guy called Andy once,’ Jess said. ‘He moved to Essex, which is kind of like being dead? Maybe it’s a cry for help from beyond the M25.’ Zoe opened her mouth to speak, before seeing the look on Emily’s face and hastily closing it again.


Emily let out a laugh that sounded fake even to her. She was shaking, but didn’t want the night to be memorable solely for the spectacle of her freaking out over a stupid game. ‘This is silly. I don’t believe in all this stuff, anyway,’ she said, trying to convince herself as much as her friends. ‘There’s bound to be a logical explanation for it.’


‘As long as you’re really OK?’ Jada said, looking sheepish. ‘I didn’t mean to force you into doing this then scare the bejesus out of you.’


‘Of course I’m OK,’ Emily smiled, trying to act like someone who wasn’t fully intending to leave her bedroom light on that night, and every other night, probably for the rest of time.


‘Remember those sleepovers as a kid, where you’d watch a slasher film, then your dad would tap on the living room window and scare the crap out of everyone? Those were the best. And, well, I guess tonight has been a bit like that, hasn’t it? A lovely trip down memory lane.’


‘Power cuts, Percy Pigs and a séance is a pretty retro combo,’ Zoe agreed, giving Emily’s arm a reassuring squeeze. Only she knew that Emily had never been to a sleepover in her life. She’d never held one, either, knowing that the girls in her form class would rather eat their strawberry-scented rubbers than set foot on the Greenleaf estate.


Emily had managed to glean what went on at them by eavesdropping on the popular girls, who’d giggle together on Monday mornings over their evenings spent drinking illicit vodka and reading the rude bits out of their mums’ Jackie Collins novels. She’d longed, more than anything, to be invited too, but knew she was a million miles from it ever happening.


‘Right, it’s time for everyone to skedaddle now,’ Emily said, faking a yawn. ‘My Cat’s Miaow presentation is due on Monday, and you’re buggering up my exciting Sunday schedule of getting up early and finishing the PowerPoint I’ve been polishing up for Charles.’


Talking a bit louder than necessary to dispel the uneasy atmosphere that had settled over the flat, everyone started getting ready to leave: rummaging around for their coats and shoes, swearing at Uber apps and checking Citymapper for the night-bus timetable.


Zoe leaned over and gave Emily a quick hug. ‘Do you want me to stay over?’ she asked in her ear as she slipped on the ancient denim jacket she’d been wearing since high school. It should have gone to a charity shop long ago, but it had been her most treasured possession as a teenager, and she refused to part with it, even though it was falling apart at the seams.


Emily was constantly amazed by the way Zoe could wear something like that and feel completely confident, while she could be clothed head-to-toe in designer clothes – or at least, their copycat equivalent – and still feel rubbish.


‘I’ll be fine,’ Emily said quietly. ‘As far as we know, Andy’s still alive and well and torturing the lucky lady he dumped me for with his air guitar and stinky socks.’


‘As long as you’re sure,’ Zoe said reluctantly, wiggling her toes into a pair of paper-thin ballet pumps. She was always complaining about her feet being cold, and textured pavement bumps feeling like daggers, but she preferred to spend her money on cigarettes and pints of lager rather than shoes with proper soles.


‘I’ll text you tomorrow,’ Emily promised her, opening the door and kissing each of her five friends on the cheek as they filed out of her flat.


Shutting the door behind them and double-locking it, Emily paused, before pulling the chain across it too. As soon as it snapped into place, a huge wave of adrenaline overwhelmed her. Legs wobbling, she scanned her makeshift cocktail cabinet to see what was left of the haul of cheap alcohol she’d dragged home from Aldi on the bus and decanted into brand-name bottles.


There were only a few dregs left in each, so she poured everything into a glass and added a cocktail cherry to the half-dissolved Percy Pig ears floating in her drink. Reaching behind her, she tugged the zip of her dress down and let it slither to the floor. Sighing with relief, she rubbed her stomach as she breathed out fully for the first time in hours.


Her stomach rumbled, and she suddenly realised it was almost 2 a.m., and she was starving. During the evening, she’d nibbled on a slice of pizza and a handful of habas fritas, claiming to be full. She didn’t want to look greedy in front of her guests, or Hulk out in her bodycon dress. But now no one was there to see her eating, she slipped on a pyjama set, headed to the freezer and rummaged in its depths for her tub of emergency ice cream. It had almost completely melted thanks to the power cut, but she wasn’t feeling fussy.


Grabbing the spoon Zoe had used earlier from the depths of the sink, she shuffled to the sofa, curled herself onto it and turned on the TV. Deciding that watching The Greatest Ever Celebrity Wind-Ups was a foolproof way of warding off evil spirits, she pushed up the volume to just below neighbour-bothering level.


Mary, the ancient-looking woman who lived upstairs, somehow had the aural powers of a child hearing a packet of Maltesers being opened from three rooms away. She was fond of banging on the floor with the heel of one of her marabou mules if Emily made too much noise.


She picked up the soft grey blanket Simon had draped around her shoulders, wrapped it tightly around herself, and picked up her phone. Bringing up Facebook, she decided to put her doubts firmly to bed. She only knew one Andy: Andy Atkins, who she’d started dating almost exactly a year ago, before he’d suddenly ghosted her.


Her fingers shook a little as she typed his name into Facebook, telling herself that in just a few seconds she’d be laughing at how scared she’d been, and texting Zoe about it. She realised that she was afraid, more than anything, of what – or rather who – she might find on his Facebook page.


Andy had been completely different to the other men she’d dated since moving to London. In line with her personal transformation, she’d been looking for someone who was solid, sensible and (preferably) solvent. In short, the opposite of the father who’d disappeared from her life when she was just a child.


Despite the fact that Andy was none of those things, and that she’d only intended their relationship to be a fling, she’d found herself falling for him, and over the five months they’d been dating, her New Emily mask had gradually slipped.


Feeling confident and happy whenever she was around him, she’d started to wonder, just a little, if perhaps she’d been looking for the wrong kind of man – and whether someone like Andy could actually be what she needed. Which had made it even more painful when he’d suddenly ghosted her. Throughout their relationship, she’d wondered whether she should be looking for someone better than Andy. Or at least, someone less chaotic. But as it turned out, it was he who had decided she wasn’t good enough for him.


After waiting a few days for him to get back in touch, she’d blocked him from her phone and unfriended him on social media. It was a bit extreme, but she couldn’t bear the thought of opening Instagram and stumbling across a photo of him with his arms wrapped around another girl’s shoulders. A girl who was better than her in every way.


He’d proved to her that she’d been right all along: Old Emily was all too easy to abandon. She needed someone dependable and sturdy in her life, who wouldn’t suddenly vanish into thin air – and the way to get him was to focus on making herself the best person she could possibly be, and never allowing herself to slip back into her old habits.


More determined than ever to make herself worth sticking around for, she’d doubled her efforts down the gym, devouring online tutorials on everything from achieving an especially perky ponytail, to how to throw the perfect dinner party.


So now, as she typed Andy’s name into her phone for the first time in eight months, she worried she was about to see the woman he’d left her for, and that it would dent her already shaky confidence even more. Maybe she’d been ‘the one before The One’, and she’d be faced with a series of wedding photos of Andy and someone who possessed all the things she lacked but was so desperate to achieve: a perfectly flat stomach, effortlessly smooth hair, and thighs to match.


She shook her head clear. There was no point speculating. In a moment, she’d know exactly what Andy had been up to since he’d dumped her. As her fingers hit ‘search’, she felt a wave of nausea at the thought of what she might find.


Then froze when Facebook produced a single suggestion.


She blinked, trying to stop the words swimming in front of her eyes. Instead of Andy’s profile page, with its photo of him grinning goofily while clutching five shots of tequila in both hands like he’d won the lottery, she’d found a memorial page.


In sombre black and white, it said:




Remembering Andy Atkins













Chapter 4



One Year Earlier




Emily @EmilyBlotters90


Broke my PB at the gym y’day. 5k in 22 mins 3 secs!


Andy @AndyAtkins88


In reply to @EmilyBlotters90


I love peanut butter too! U should take more care of it tho. Why were u at the gym with it? I hate exercise, blurgh.


Andy @AndyAtkins88


In reply to @EmilyBlotters90


P.S. When are u gonna let me take u out for tacos?


Dunno how you’ve resisted me this long, TBH.





Emily couldn’t help smiling at Andy’s ridiculous tweets as she lay in bed that Sunday morning. Having smashed her personal best the day before, when her alarm had gone off at 7 a.m., she’d decided that keeping up with social media was a much more important pastime than going to the gym again and pretending to enjoy unholy-hour Zumba.


Since he’d started following her six months earlier, Andy always replied to everything she wrote almost instantly – which presumably meant he didn’t have anything better to do all day than flirt ineptly with strangers on Twitter. And for the first time, she wondered if he might actually be just the thing she was looking for: a Winter Boyfriend to see her through to the new year.


Despite daily, careful moisturising, the cold weather meant Emily’s legs were the texture of tree trunks. Her bed was more tempting than braving the cold to spend hours in a box full of sweaty men heroically picking stuff up, then putting it down again, which meant she’d skipped the gym a few too many times over the past month.


She’d also found an incredible recipe for hasselback potatoes on TikTok, which she’d accidentally discovered tasted even more amazing when you used them to scoop up cheese dip, even though every mouthful made her feel a wave of guilt.


All of which meant she was feeling much less sexy than her best, but also about as horny as a rhino in a rose bush.


After a series of unsuccessful dates – and the absence of any long-term prospects in her life – Emily had started her hunt for a Winter Boyfriend back in September. Since moving to London, it had become a seasonal tradition, like posting a cute bobble hat/fallen leaves/red Starbucks cup photo on Instagram in October, and being annoyed by the wave of Elf on the Shelf Facebook posts in December.


Emily was generally happy to be single and free in spring and summer, when she got to wear flirty dresses, lovely gold sandals that made her ankles look tiny, and huge, flattering hats.


But being single in winter was absolutely crap. Cold-weather meals – hotpots, roast dinners, entire bags of potatoes – were made for sharing, preferably under a blanket on the sofa. Your skin started to dry up and slough off the second you so much as glanced at a pair of tights, and, without summer pedicures, your feet turned into nubbly little trotters, so the very idea of pulling someone new was terrifying. She also needed moral support – and a distraction – to sustain her through another Christmas Day spent in Essex with her mum and Auntie Suze.


Surreptitiously sexting her Winter Boyfriend while pushing dry turkey and burned roasties around her plate was the best part of the season, but with November well under way, she was getting a bit desperate. She’d rinsed Tinder, Bumble and Happn, but no one even remotely suitable had popped up.


She’d once spent a whole day at the National Gallery wearing one of her most intellectual-looking outfits (a pencil skirt left over from her temping days, paired with a frilly blouse that she hoped would look like a purposeful nod to Romanticism), trying to think poetic thoughts as she gazed at paintings of nudey renaissance women who clearly had no trouble embracing their wobbly bits.


She was fairly certain that the men she was interested in – well brought up, ambitious, and reliable enough never to contemplate nipping out for cigarettes one afternoon and never coming back – spent most of their free time hanging about in cultured places like that.


But instead, she’d almost been trampled by rampaging groups of schoolchildren, who tore around the galleries like a herd of wildebeest, pausing only to point at nativity scenes and shout, ‘LOOK, IT’S BABY JESUS’S WILLY.’ The closest she’d got to some action was when a man with mad-looking hair had sidled up beside her in front of Venus at her Mirror and muttered, ‘She should be facing muff-wards, if you ask me. Lovely bum, mind.’


‘How do you people get everywhere?!’ she’d demanded, before stalking off.


She’d left clutching a desk tidy shaped like a pencil sharpener instead of the numbers of several eligible men. But now, looking at Andy’s latest cheesy tweet, she started to wonder if what she needed right now was staring her in the face. Clicking on his profile – ‘The only thing better than a guitar is TWO guitars!’ – she saw that, unlike most of the other guys who tried to woo her in two hundred and eighty characters or fewer, he only flirted with her, rather than with most of the women on his feed.


All his other tweets were about his band, or food, or photographs of his many injuries, usually gained when he did something very stupid.




Andy @AndyAtkins88


Check this out!!! Tried 2 hammer a nail in with my 4head. didn’t work. #Ouch #ThugLife.


Via Twitter web app





Emily had never really considered Andy a serious contender before – dating the kind of man who’d once broken his wrist jumping off a bin felt a bit too close to home for her liking, and she was trying to move on from her past, not invite it into her flat for a shag.


Andy was firmly in the ‘break-glass-in-case-of-emergency’ category of Twitter flirtations. But what was being single in November if not an emergency? Hoping she wasn’t making a huge mistake, Emily opened her direct messages folder and tapped out a post.




@EmilyBlotters90


You’ve absolutely stunned me with the revelation that you don’t like going to the gym. How on earth did you get that dad-bod without doing a billion and one crunches?


@AndyAtkins88


I know, right??? It’s a miracle. i’m just one of those people who’s naturally toned, i guess?


Another question . . . If I agree to go on a date with you – ONE DATE – will you stop sending me terrible jokes?


I don’t know what ur on about, cos my jokes are completely on fire at all times, but the answer is yes! When ru free for a night of Andy’s Ultimate Romance?


Oh God. How about this Thursday? I finish work at 6 p.m.


Bayou Bar, 6.30, cocktails?


Stalker much? That’s a bit too close to my office.


Where do you work?


You don’t have to be a stalker to know u luuuurve Bayou Bar, you just have to be on Twitter. I’m London Bridge, so I’ll find us a nice pub. Not sure the local Spoons is ur scene, even though it’s only three quid a pint





Emily almost confessed that she was a big fan of Wetherspoons and its delicious cheap booze, but decided dropping her cocktail-loving online persona in front of a man she hadn’t met yet was too risky. Instead, she replied:




Too right. OK, see you Thursday x





Emily threw her phone onto the duvet, smiling at the thought of finally meeting Andy Atkins in the flesh. He seemed funny and sweet, and although he was a million miles from the kind of man she intended to settle down with, they could potentially enjoy a bit of fun together between now and the new year.


On the evening of their date, Emily was surprised to find herself feeling nervous when she turned up at The Hide Bar, a tucked-away place in London Bridge that she’d never been to before. She usually only felt this way when she was due to meet someone who ticked all her boxes, rather than a man who gave every impression that he lived in one.


Half-expecting Andy to have booked something ironic for their date – laser tag followed by dinner at the Cereal Killer Café, for example – she was impressed to see that the bar he’d chosen was the perfect spot for a grown-up first date.


Then, when a cute-looking guy with scruffy blond-brown hair wearing baggy jeans and a clean but faded grey T-shirt approached her, she relaxed a smidgen more. Andy looked a lot cuter than in his profile picture.


‘You must be Emily,’ he said, grinning, his blue eyes almost disappearing completely into his friendly face. ‘I worked it out because you’re her, and I know what she looks like. Eat your heart out, Sherlock Holmes.’


Emily surveyed him as she laughed. He had sandy eyebrows and eyelashes, and a swathe of stubble across his chin. He had a nose that you might describe as cute – small and slightly turned up at the end – and he was surprisingly tall and broad-shouldered. He reminded Emily of a big, shaggy bear, and she couldn’t help thinking how good he’d look if he had a shave and a haircut and was forced into a suit.


‘Andy, I presume?’ she said, reaching out a hand. But instead of taking it, he pulled her into a hug.


‘Handshake schmandshake. We’ve been following each other for months on Twitter,’ Andy said, before releasing Emily from his arms, grabbing her hand and leading her to the spot in the corner where he’d reserved a table. As soon as they sat down and Emily had ordered a negroni, she realised she already felt completely relaxed.


Andy was quick to laugh – at her jokes, rather than just his own, like most of the men she dated – and constantly ruffled his hair with one hand, as if it might accidentally settle into neatness if he didn’t pay it enough attention.


His manners were pretty appalling – as soon as his bottle of Corona arrived at the table, he tossed the wedge of lime poking out of the top onto the table in disgust, drops of beer splashing the front of Emily’s dress.


‘Fruit is for cocktails, not beer,’ he said sternly, shaking his head in disappointment. ‘Are they trying to help me ward off scurvy or something? The girls at work recommended this bar, but it’s not my usual type of place.’


‘You don’t say,’ Emily said, smiling. Ironically, Andy would look far more at home at the Dog & Duck, the local old-man pub back in Essex that she hoped never to step foot into again, than in a place like this. Meanwhile, she fit in perfectly in her trusty tailored black skater dress.


‘Where do you work then?’ Emily asked, trying to keep the burning curiosity from her voice. ‘I couldn’t work it out from Twitter.’


She’d wondered more than once if Andy’s bottomless self-confidence and 1990s skater-boi wardrobe could be thanks to the fact that he was secretly stinking rich, like those Californian tech billionaires who dress terribly, but basically run the universe.


‘I’m launching a dazzling career in temping,’ Andy said, and Emily quietly put aside her fantasy. ‘Setting the world alight with my unrivalled photocopying and filing skills, and currently working at an ad agency that’s full of the worst people on earth.’


‘Hey, I work in advertising! And we’re not that bad,’ Emily said indignantly, slapping his arm. ‘Well, not all of us. Ninety per cent, tops.’ Andy had somehow managed to manoeuvre his chair around the table to get closer to her without her noticing. Apparently, he had some moves.


‘Trust me, none of the ten per cent have landed at Urban Muse, which is where I’m currently stuck.’


‘Please tell me you’ve got some hot gossip about the tossers who work there?’ Emily said. ‘Or the “legendary creatives and disruptors”, as they no doubt call themselves. I promise not to tell anyone, except almost everyone in my office.’


Andy grinned, launching into some wildly indiscreet stories about his employers, before slapping the table with both palms and leaning forward in his seat. ‘Your turn to answer some questions now. What is it Hannibal Lecter says? Quid pro quo?’


‘You’re basing your dating style on a cannibal? That’s so smooth I’m surprised you haven’t slithered onto the floor.’


‘Actually, it was in Dating for Dummies, which I read from cover to cover at lunchtime,’ Andy said, taking a swig of his third beer. ‘It says not to pick your teeth, don’t assume you’re getting laid, and to ask lots of questions,’ he added, counting on his fingers.


‘So . . . What about you? What about your life? Let’s start at the beginning. Have you got any brothers and sisters? A mum and dad? Pets? Dark and terrible secrets? Actually, not those. Chapter eight says to save the dark secrets for the third date.’


‘Oh god, I’m genuinely worried that you actually read this book now,’ Emily said.


‘Don’t worry, I’m just kidding. I only finished the first chapter, even though it was printed in a really big font. I’m a very slow reader.’


Emily laughed so hard she nearly spilled her drink. ‘You don’t want to know all that boring stuff,’ she said. ‘The past’s the past, right?’ Waving Andy’s questions away with her hand, she shifted uncomfortably in her seat.


These days, she was New Emily, ambitious copywriter and negroni-lover (at least she tried to love them, even though they were confusingly bitter for something that looked so much like Irn-Bru, which was delicious). She didn’t want to think about Old Emily – Spotty Blotty, as she’d been known since Year 9, despite having perfectly normal skin for a thirteen-year-old – unless she absolutely had to. Except apparently, Andy had other ideas.


‘I really do want to know all that “boring stuff”,’ he said, adding air quotes with his fingers. ‘I’d love to know what makes you tick. Apart from overpriced cocktails that taste like nail polish remover, that is. You always seem a bit like you’re putting on a bit of a show on Twitter, if you don’t mind me saying so.’


‘Why would I possibly mind you calling me a big fat fake?’ Emily said, raising an eyebrow.


‘I don’t mean it like that,’ Andy added, hastily. ‘And I’d never call someone fat, either, for the record. But it sometimes feels like you put on this . . . front, when you really don’t have to. I mean, no one likes pumpkin spiced lattes that much, surely? And although you’re always tweeting about work and the gym and stuff, like that’s all that matters to you, you’re really funny and friendly when you reply to the goofy guys who try to chat you up. Based on your feed, I wouldn’t think you’d give them the time of day.’


‘Goofy guys? I don’t know who you could possibly mean,’ Emily said, taking a sip of her drink to hide her blushes. How had Andy seen through her in about three seconds flat? No one else had questioned the online persona that she’d so carefully honed before.


Although, on the inside, she felt a world away from the glossy girls she followed on social media, she’d read enough articles about confidence being a state of mind to know that half the battle was projecting the right image. All her accounts were deliberately curated to show off New Emily in the best light, each photo taken umpteen times before being uploaded, even if it was only a snap of a cup of coffee with some interesting foam art.


But, apparently, Andy hadn’t been fooled. She’d assumed he’d been impressed by her glossy smokescreen, and that was why he’d asked her out – but instead, he wanted to see what was underneath.


She examined his face. He seemed genuinely interested in her, in a way she hadn’t really experienced before. There was no artifice about him at all – he wasn’t pulling out all the stops, trying to impress her to get her attention. At least, she hoped this wasn’t his idea of pulling out all the stops. And besides, he’d been so indiscreet about his workplace, she had her own ammo to use against him if he decided to tell everyone her deepest, darkest secrets.


So, for the first time since she’d moved away from Essex, Emily told someone the whole truth about her childhood. She told him about her sarcastic, scatty, borderline-alcoholic mum, who lived on the tenth floor of a concrete tower block. She told him about her kind-hearted Auntie Suze, who’d moved in with them after her dad had left abruptly when she was just eight years old.


She explained how her mum had seemed to give up on her, treating her like an inconvenience after her dad had left. And she told him about his classic went-out-for-fags-and-never-came-back exit, which you assume never happens in real life, until it happens to you.


‘I mean, come on, Dad. Try to use a bit of imagination,’ she said, managing a laugh as she swallowed down the lump that had formed in her throat. Taking a sip of her drink with a shaky hand, Emily felt light-headed, like she’d jumped off a cliff without looking down to see what might be below. She braced herself for Andy to make a stupid joke about her dad living a double life as a spy to hide his discomfort.


But instead, ‘That sounds really hard,’ he said seriously, as Emily gave him a brave, wobbly smile.


‘Do you mind?’ he added, leaning over and holding her hand. ‘This hand-holding is for me, not for you, by the way. That was . . . wow. But Emily, look how well you’ve done. However she behaves on the outside, your mum must be so proud of you.’


‘If that’s the case, she’s hiding it really well,’ Emily said, and Andy held onto her hand as she explained how, on her eighteenth birthday, her mum had announced, ‘Well, thank fuck that’s over. You can look after yourself now,’ and stuck pretty much to her word ever since. Andy winced.


‘Well, she sounds absolutely great, and I just can’t wait to meet her,’ Andy said, and squeezed her hand.


Emily had been on plenty of dates where the guy had nodded enthusiastically through every one of her anecdotes, then got her name wrong at the end of the night. It was refreshing to meet someone who seemed to really hear her, instead of pretending to listen while weighing up their chances of getting her into bed.


‘Thank you for telling me all that. I feel a bit honoured, actually,’ he said, straightening up.


‘Enough about my tragic, fatherless past. What about you?’ she asked, relieved to be changing the subject. Needing another drink, she smiled at their waitress to get her attention. ‘You’re not secretly related to the Royal family, are you? Because that would be really great.’


‘I hate to disappoint you, but my mum is just your regular, old-fashioned mum,’ he said. ‘She potters about hoovering under Dad’s feet and forces me to FaceTime with her living room ceiling every time I call her. My parents are older than most – in their sixties now – but it means they’ve always been there for me. I can’t imagine what it must have been like growing up without that.’


Emily nodded. ‘So what do you do for fun? Apart from injuring yourself for no reason whatever chance you get?’


Grinning, Andy launched into his own life story, talking equally passionately about his beloved cat, Dandy, the ‘indie-pop-rock-whatever’ band he was the guitarist and backing singer for, and tacos – a subject Emily didn’t yet realise she was about to become very familiar with.


‘Tacos are more like an art form than food, see?’ Andy enthused. ‘There are so many different styles – different meats, different sauces, corn and blue shells, soft ones, crispy ones dipped in chilli sauce and fried. And so many toppings. Like there must be a billion combinations. And the best bit? They’re perfect for soaking up alcohol.’


Then, pretending it hadn’t been part of his plan all along, Andy had suddenly decided to drag Emily out into the cold night air to try her first-ever taco. Andy had been aghast that she’d never tried one (they were one of Zoe’s favourite foods, but at about 350 calories a pop, Emily had always declined), and somehow surprised that she’d never eaten food served from a truck painted with Day-Glo skulls before.


As she ate globs of juicy meat, standing in the street next to the group of beery smokers shivering outside a nearby pub, she had flashbacks to her clubbing days, which were never complete without something greasy from Prima Doner, the kebab van stationed outside the Pink Lagoon nightclub back home in Essex.


It certainly wasn’t her idea of a glamorous London date. But Andy’s enthusiasm had been too endearing to resist, and she couldn’t deny it: tacos were as delicious as Zoe had always claimed they were. That was the moment she’d decided Andy was The One. The One to get her through Christmas and the new year up to about March, anyway. The perfect Winter Boyfriend.


The clincher came when Andy greeted the man selling the Big Issue outside London Bridge station like an old friend.


‘Long time no see, Andy,’ the man said, as he handed him a rolled-up magazine.


‘Sorry, Frank,’ he said, dipping his hand into his front pocket. ‘I haven’t temped around here for a while. Here you go. Keep the change.’


Andy handed over a £10 note, and Emily felt a burst of warmth in her chest. Having always dreamed of looking after rescue dogs for a living, she often felt guilty that the most useful thing she ever did at work was changing the conversation around what the modern woman expects from her favourite brand of vitamin gummies.


To offset her advertising-wanker footprint, she did some volunteer work for a local homeless shelter, helping the charity by writing their fundraising blurb. She was passionate about their cause, but the last guy she’d dated – who was called Sebastian, which she’d seen as a sign that he might be a bit posh – had looked confused when she’d bought a copy of the Big Issue.


‘Is it any good, then?’ he’d asked, plucking it out of her hands.


‘Yeah, it is actually,’ she’d explained. ‘But the main point is that it helps homeless people to earn a living and get off the streets.’


‘You do know most of them are there in the first place because of drugs though, right?’ he’d said, handing back the magazine with the tips of his fingers, as if being homeless might be catching. ‘That three quid is probably going on Special Brew.’


On her way home, Emily had paused at the mouth of the Underground to unmatch herself from Sebastian on Tinder with a muttered, ‘Bye, fuckface.’


So, as Andy chatted comfortably with Frank, asking about his kids and his dog, Emily couldn’t help smiling. Andy was clearly cute, funny and kind, and he’d made her feel a lot more like her old self than the new one – in a good way. She’d even stopped sucking in her stomach after her third cocktail.


And although she had a strict no-shagging-before-the-third-date rule in place – New Emily’s perfect man being far too much of a gentleman to expect sex after just one date – she didn’t hesitate to take him home with her.


Later that night, Emily and Andy lay side-by-side, pinned gently together by their sweaty skin as they recovered from a particularly enthusiastic romp on her living-room sofa. That was when Emily had discovered that Andy’s take-me-as-I-am, limes-are-for-idiots approach to dating, which she’d found so refreshing, had actually been his best attempt to impress her.


‘I brought out all my best lines! No wonder you couldn’t resist me.’ He grinned, in between nicknaming her boobs Ant and Dec (‘This one is Ant, obviously, because he always stands on the right.’)


‘Those were your best lines?’ Emily laughed, wrapping her naked body, which was glowing with post-sex endorphins, in her grey blanket. ‘Jesus Christ, it’s a wonder you ever manage to pull.’


Andy shrugged. ‘Why do you think I stick to Twitter, where I can woo women with all my amazing jokes?’


‘Oh god. Please stop talking before I start regretting all my life choices. Let’s see if you’re as good in bed as you are on the sofa, shall we?’


Emily let out a scream of laughter as Andy shot her a wicked grin, leaped off the sofa, threw her over his shoulder, and ran with her into the bedroom.




OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Chapter 37



		Chapter 38



		Chapter 39



		Chapter 40



		Chapter 41



		Chapter 42



		Chapter 43



		Chapter 44



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgements



		About the Author













Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start















		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394











OEBPS/images/title.jpg
GHOSTED

Rosie Mullender

ssssss





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





