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Joe’s Proposal 
By Llinos Mai Thomas 

 

Joe sat alone at the restaurant table, nervously sipping on his pint of lager.  He hadn't 

bothered to order wine; he know that when Natasha finally made her entrance, she'd 

instantly browse the cocktail menu. 

He wished they'd been able to arrive together, but Natasha (never 'Nat' or 'Tash') had 

insisted she couldn't change her appointment at the nail salon.  "Lorraine is taking a two 

week holiday after today," she'd said that morning.  Apparently Lorraine was the only 

person who could possibly go near Natasha's nails.  As tonight was the night that Joe 

hoped she would agree to be his wife, he'd let her have her way. 

Her absence gave Joe the opportunity to reflect on the 18 months they had been 

together.  Natasha was a manager at a local nursery, and had met Joe at a party at his 

friend Ben's house.  As a single dad who dropped his son off daily at the nursery, Joe 

was sure that Ben had been hoping to ask Natasha out, but as soon as she'd seen Joe, 

it had been game over for Ben.   

Joe wasn't vain, but he knew the effect he had on women.  He'd seen the subtle glances 

and definitely noticed the outright winks and stares.  As soon as he offered to get 

Natasha a drink that evening, the sparks had flown instantly between them.  They'd gone 

home separately that night, but they had barely spent a day apart since.  Two months 

ago, Natasha had officially moved in, but she'd stayed at Joe's more or less every night 

for over a year.  She didn't like her flat and had been more than happy to move out of 

there completely.  Natasha had swept like a whirlwind into Joe's flat; he hadn't realised 

how many lipsticks one girl needed, all in what appeared to him to be the exact same 

shade as each other. 

As much as he loved her, Joe also felt sorry for Natasha.  One of the reasons why she'd 

been so pleased to leave her flat behind was because she hadn't got on with her 

roommate, who had constantly accused Natasha, with no justification, of "making eyes" 

at her boyfriend.  When Joe looked at Natasha, he saw a sweet, bubbly, auburn-haired 

angel who spent her days caring for children.  Other women though, saw only the 

green-eyed monster before them.  They saw this gorgeous size 8 girl and took against 

her.  When they'd first started dating, Joe would suggest places to go for dinner or 

drinks, but Natasha would get annoyed and say "The waitress there hates me," or "The 

barman there constantly flirts with me."  Being so attractive wasn't all it was cracked up 

to be and they always went where Natasha wanted to go.  It made Joe want to protect 

her from the world's narrowmindedness.  

Joe considered how Natasha was essentially the opposite of Joe's ex, Veronica, known 

as Vee.  Joe and Vee had spent their weekends hiking, discussing books and visiting 

medieval churches.  They'd been together for five years but when Natasha came into his 

life a year after their break up, Joe knew it was the right time to move on to something 
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serious.  He hadn't been able to see a future with Vee, so he had ended things.  He'd 

never felt this overpowering love for Vee which he did for Natasha. 

His weekends with Natasha were rather different.  Natasha only read glossy magazines, 

she certainly never went near a mountain and only went to church for family weddings.  

She expected Joe to take her out, or she would book a massage or go shopping.  Joe 

had never admitted it to anyone, but he had been anxious about introducing Natasha to 

his parents and his brother, Max.  They'd all loved Vee and were sure that by breaking 

up with her, Joe had made a big mistake.   

When he took Natasha round to his mum and dad's house for dinner all those months 

ago, the three of them had seemed intimidated by the exotic creature on Joe's arm.  She 

came into the room in a cloud of perfume, immaculate makeup and bouncing curls.  

Nothing like Vee's messy bun and jeans. 

As they'd been leaving, Max had grabbed Joe's arm and said into his ear, "She's a 

mermaid.  She lures men to their deaths on the rocks." Appalled, Joe had pulled away 

and stepped in front of Natasha to open the car door for her.  His brother had always 

been a moody bugger, and had a string of failed relationships behind him.  Joe would 

never take his advice on girlfriends. 

Bringing his mind into the more recent past, Joe reflected how this last week Natasha 

had been a bit off with him, but he'd put it down to stress at the nursery.  Natasha was 

having problems with a little girl who was constantly falling ill at the nursery, but her 

high-powered lawyer parents were reluctant to come and get her, even though it was 

against the nursery rules to allow a sick child to remain there.  Joe knew that Natasha 

had had some tense phonecalls with both mother and father.  Joe hoped that tonight, he 

would wipe all of her worries away when he opened the ring box which he now cradled 

in his lap. 

Suddenly, there was a flurry at the door as Natasha pushed the heavy door open, 

shaking her auburn curls free of raindrops.  Her dark eyes surveyed the lowlit restaurant 

and found Joe.  She quickly sat down opposite him without making eye contact and 

before Joe could embrace her.  Instead she instantly reached into her handbag for her 

lipstick and hand mirror.  Joe took a deep breath, wondering whether he should 

compliment her on her pristine mauve nails.  Obviously she'd had a bad day, but he was 

about to make it a whole lot better.  He smiled his best smile and deftly put the cocktail 

menu in front of her. 

"Mojito," she barked at the passing waiter, without taking her eyes away from the 

reflection of her face in the mirror. 

"Bad day?" Joe tried.  Natasha gave him a sarcastic smile.  "Perhaps." 

He reached for her hand, finally free of mirror and lipstick, and he felt the breath leaving 

her body.   

"Relax," he said.  "We're going to have the best evening." 
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The self-assured, powerful woman who had walked in and had the whole restaurant 

looking at her, seemed to crumple before him. 

"Really?"  It was barely a whisper, and a ghost of a tear threatened her eyes.  "I want to 

believe you." 

Joe clutched the ring box under the table and tried a carefree laugh, despite his 

churning stomach.  The mojito arrived and Natasha took a gulp. 

"You can always believe me," he smiled, but Natasha shook her head.  The gulp of 

alcohol seemed to imbibe her with coldness again. 

"No," she began.  "You see, Joe, I can't drink any more of that cocktail.  I can't stay here 

and have dinner with you.  I love your brother and I am having his baby." 

As her stilettos clattered away, Joe's ring box reverberated on the tiled restaurant floor. 

 

Find Llinos online at: 

thelilaclinnet.com 

twitter.com/thelilaclinnet 

instagram.com/thelilaclinnet 

  

http://www.thelilaclinnet.com/
http://twitter.com/thelilaclinnet
http://instagram.com/thelilaclinnet


~ 5 ~ 
 

Hello, Ghost 
By Gemma Rothwell 

Trigger warnings: Home intrusion, a child in danger, a mention of abduction 

 

“Hello, Ghost,” she whispered as she looked at the attic door, “What’s your 

name? I don’t want to call you Ghost. It’s not nice. I wish I had a Luigi board, so you 

could talk back. But…please don’t be mad that Mummy and Daddy and I live here now. 

We don’t have anywhere else to go. We can be happy. All of us. I’m Lucinda. Nice to 

meet you.” 

There was no reply, for that ghosts in general never seemed to answer direct 

questions. 

Lucinda said hello to the ghost in the attic every day since she and her parents 

moved into the house. It was cheap for its size. To her father, it was a bargain. To her 

mother, it was a pain to keep clean. But to seven-year-old Lucinda, it was an adventure. 

Lucinda knew that her new home was haunted the moment her parents 

announced they were moving. She learnt that from ghost stories. To her, they were 

always the same. A family would move into a seemingly pleasant home when suddenly 

creaks would keep them awake, lights would turn on by themselves and objects would 

move on their own – it turned out the house was haunted. Yes, her new home was 

haunted, Lucinda had no doubt in that. What added to that conclusion was the previous 

occupants of the new house. She heard her parents discuss them when she should 

have been asleep. 

“What happened to him and his girlfriend?” 

“No one knows. Probably couldn’t handle the rumours, so they left.” 

“You know Lillian, who runs the shop? She told me about them.” 

“What did she say?” 

“That you could smell them before you saw them. She reckons they had 

something to do with those kidnapped children, but there’s no evidence saying they did 

anything. She even reckons they actually died because of what they got up to. Still…” 

Even though her parents said ghosts didn’t exist, the house appeared adamant to 

prove them wrong. Whenever they returned home, their food and drink were missing 

and the house was flooded with a disgusting smell. The first time they smelled it, they 

heaved and choked on it. Lucinda’s mother would clean and clean until the smell died, 

but the smell reared its ugly head again whenever they were out. Lucinda compared it to 

rubbish bins and dog mess. She concluded that’s what dead people smelt like. 

Strange things even occurred whenever they were at home. 

One time, Lucinda was helping her mother clean her bedroom when they heard 

creaking from the attic. 

“Your dad’s probably found that key at long last!” Lucinda’s mother said. 

“What key?” Lucinda’s father asked as he walked into the room. 

It was then that Lucinda knew the attic was out of bounds to the living. 

 

* 
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 One night, Lucinda was halfway between awake and asleep when she heard a 

door creak open. Then she heard footsteps. Two pairs of them. One pair was heavier 

and walked slower whilst the other was lighter and quicker. She heard her bedroom 

door open, the hinges aching in rusty cries. Lucinda was more asleep than awake to 

open her eyes and call out. 

 Mummy? Daddy? 

Suddenly, Lucinda felt a kiss on her forehead and her hair being brushed out of 

her eyes. She wanted to kiss her parents goodnight back. Her heart warmed. She smiled 

and didn’t move. She wanted her hair to stay where her father had put it carefully. 

But then she noticed the smell. 

Rubbish bins and dog mess. 

“See you in the morning, sweetheart,” a voice, but not her mother’s voice, 

whispered in her ear. Then Lucinda heard them walk away. She opened her eyes, but no 

one was there. 

They are dead. Lillian was right. They’re here. They never left. 

Lucinda couldn’t sleep. Not because she wanted to tell her parents about the 

ghosts, but because her gut was telling her to run. She stayed in bed anyway. 

 

* 

 

“Hello, Ghosts!” Lucinda said before she ran downstairs to the kitchen, where 

her parents were. 

“Did you have a midnight snack, dear?” Lucinda’s mother asked, frowning at 

Lucinda’s father, “Only the bread’s gone yet again!” 

“Oh, it’s always my fault, isn’t it? Well-“ 

“There are ghosts here!” Lucinda yelled. 

“Good morning to you too,” Lucinda’s mother muttered. 

“They came down from the attic and kissed me goodnight! When I opened my 

eyes, they were gone!” Lucinda explained. Her parents looked at one another with raised 

eyebrows. They said it was a dream. Lucinda frowned and sat at the table, refusing to 

look at them. 

That morning carried on – her mother complaining about the missing bread, her 

father reading the paper and Lucinda debating what the ghosts would do next – when 

they heard a door open upstairs. All three of them stopped. Then Lucinda’s mother 

slowly stood up, making sure the chair was as silent as her. She whispered that the two 

of them were to carry on as usual as she went upstairs. Lucinda’s father grabbed onto 

her arm and volunteered to go instead, but Lucinda’s mother put a hand on his cheek 

and shook her head. He let her go. Lucinda’s heart was beating so hard, she swore her 

chest was going to shatter. Her mother disappeared. Lucinda and her father tried to eat 

breakfast. 

There was a gasp. 

Lucinda’s mother appeared. 

“They’re here. Lillian was wrong…” she whispered with flooding tears, “…They 

never left. They’ve been living in our attic…” 
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Lucinda’s father shot up and rammed his hand into the key cupboard. 

The keys were gone. 

 “Our mobile,” Lucinda’s mother whispered. Lucinda’s father froze and stopped 

breathing. 

 “I thought you had it.” 

 Then everything stopped. 

 Lucinda didn’t understand anything anymore. 

She inhaled. The smell was back, clogging up her nostrils and wrapping itself 

around her. Her organs were screaming numb and cold, but she couldn’t move. 

Her parents stared behind her, whispering the words ‘don’t’ and ‘please’ over 

and over. 

Two hands grabbed onto Lucinda’s shoulders. 

“Hello, Lucinda.” 
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