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Hello all,


My name is Jo Thomas. First, a little bit about me. I worked for many years as a reporter and producer, for BBC Radio 5, before moving on to Radio 2’s The Steve Wright Show. I wrote my debut novel, The Oyster Catcher, in 2014 and it was a runaway bestseller in ebook, winning the 2014 RNA Joan Hessayon Award and the 2014 Festival of Romance Best Ebook Award. My novels since then include The Olive Branch, Late Summer in the Vineyard, The Honey Farm on the Hill, Sunset Over the Cherry Orchard and A Winter Beneath the Stars.


If you’ve read my other books, you know you’re in for a story about food and love, with a splash of sun, a dollop of fun stirred in and a cast of characters I hope you’ll fall in love with. If you’re new to my world, you’re very welcome. I hope you’re here to stay!


I was once at one of my favourite restaurants in Puglia, Southern Italy, where I wrote my second book The Olive Branch. The owner brought around a bottle of limoncello, a wonderful Italian lemon liquor, at the end of the meal with glasses for us all. As he pulled up a chair, he asked what kind of books I wrote. He didn’t speak any English and I didn’t speak much Italian, but I explained that my books were about food and love, because I have always felt that the two are intertwined. He told me that for him, life was all about the food that he and his family grew on the land, cooked in the kitchen and served on the table. He held out his arm to the olive grove surrounding us, gestured to the forno in the kitchen, where the burning wood was glowing orange and merrily pumping smoke out of the chimney, and slapped his hand down on the scrubbed, wooden table, la tavola. ‘For the ones we love’, he told me as he held his hand to his chest over his heart. And this is exactly the kind of book I like to write: about the food we grow to cook and put on the table for the ones we love. So, pull up a chair at my table.


You can find out more about me and my books and follow my latest adventures at my website www.jothomasauthor.com, on Facebook www.facebook.com/JoThomasAuthor or on Twitter @jo_thomas01. Do get in touch, I’d love to hear from you.


Love Jo x




Reader’s love Jo Thomas’ feel-good fiction:


‘Irresistibly romantic and utterly gorgeous’ Miranda Dickinson


‘Magically romantic . . . a book that wraps its arms around you and pulls you in’ Milly Johnson


‘Warm, funny, romantic with a terrific sense of place. I loved it!’ Katie Fforde


‘Perfect escapism’ Marie Claire


‘All the joy of a hot summer holiday without the hassle of having to wear sun cream!’ Jill Mansell


‘Romantic and funny, this is a great addition to any bookshelf’ Sun


‘A sunny, romantic, escapist read’ Woman & Home


‘What a gorgeous book! Reading it felt like the best kind of holiday!’ Lucy Diamond


‘Romantic, fun and full of heart, reading a Jo Thomas novel feels like being on holiday without even leaving the house’ A J Pearce


‘Warm and witty . . .Well worth a read’ Carole Matthews


‘An utterly charming read full of rustic romance and adventure’ Woman


‘Jo’s trademark warmth and wit sing from the page’ Cathy Bramley


‘Perfect for those who dream of a new life in the sun’ My Weekly


‘Sun, good food and romance, what more could you want?’ Heat


‘A warm summer breeze of a story that’s full of atmosphere and romance’ S Magazine


‘Perfect summer read’ Liz Fenwick
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When life hands you lemons . . . is it ever too late for a second chance?


Zelda’s impulsive nature has got her precisely nowhere up until now. A fresh start in a beautiful hilltop town in Sicily looking for new residents, together with her best friend Lennie, could be just what she needs. And who better to settle down with than the person who knows her best?


But the sun-filled skies and sparkling seas can’t hide the shadow hanging over Citta d’Ora, which means not everyone is pleased to see their arrival. The dreams Zelda and her fellow new residents had of setting up a new life might be slipping away. But a friendship with restauranteur Luca could be about to unlock the possibilities that lie in the local lemon groves. And there’s a wedding on the horizon that might be just what the town needs to turn it around. . .


Could a summer in Sicily help Zelda learn to trust her instinct and follow her heart?
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Grandpa Potts in Chitty Chitty Bang Bang said:


‘Never say no to adventures. Always say yes,
otherwise you’ll lead a very dull life.’


Family is what you make it . . .




Chapter One


‘Ghosted? Really? Again?!’ I say out loud. I look at the screen of my ancient phone, hoping that Mr Right, from Thursday night’s third date, will suddenly appear on there. Like I’m waiting for the genie from the lamp to appear in a puff of blue and green smoke and show me the face of my ideal partner. The one who, on paper, was perfect and delightful when we dated. I thought he might just be the one. But this time, instead of Cinderella running out on Prince Charming, looks like Prince Charming has done the running out on me . . . again.


I seem to have a habit of picking Mr Perfect on the dating app, only for him to think I’m not Miss Perfect once we’ve met a few times. I’m worn out by it. I’m nearly forty, for heaven’s sake. Shouldn’t I be settled, with a husband and kids, a home and a rescue dog by now? Isn’t that what life promises us all?


‘Ghosted?’ Lennie repeats. ‘Again?’


I nod and double-check my phone. Then once more for luck before finally admitting defeat.


‘Yup, ghosted . . . again!’ The words ring in my ears and I take a big swig of the warm, slightly sweet rosé wine. ‘Ew, Zinfandel.’ I grimace and look around at the small makeshift bar for other drink options. But it was either this, warm Chardonnay or Shiraz. All of them guaranteed to give me a banging headache. The little function room we’re in isn’t even a room; it’s a curtained-off corner of another function room, with a big window looking out over the bay and the city. Next door, a wedding party is in full swing, their disco lights illuminating the curtain that separates us, lighting up the barren, bleak space we’re standing in.


‘Honestly, Zeld, I can’t believe people can be so rude! How many times have you been ghosted now?’


I sigh. It seems to be the way of the world these days. Swiping left or right. Ghosting. All of us looking for the same thing and barely any of us finding it. But I do seem to have a habit of picking the wrong ones. One, two, three dates at the most, and then when I think we might have something going on, I’m dropped, ignored, without a word. It hurts. Never knowing what I did wrong, why I thought it was going in the right direction and they didn’t, never understanding the mistakes I’ve made; just knowing that I have, again.


‘What about you?’ I take a sip of foul wine. ‘How are you and Bridget from House of Dreams getting on? Isn’t there some kind of rule about not dating colleagues from the agency?’


‘No, Bridget and me were never getting together.’


‘Anyone else on the scene?’


He looks uncomfortable and shakes his head.


‘Now that Marcus, your boss, he’s a catch, but I bet he’s taken.’


‘Just broken up with someone, I think. Don’t imagine it was anything serious. He doesn’t seem to be the settling-down type.’ Lennie takes a swig of his wine. He looks strangely uneasy, and I have no idea why. There’s something on his mind, that’s for sure, but I can’t work out what and I can’t ask him over the loud music; I can barely hear myself think!


I follow his gaze till we’re both looking around the nearly empty function room, Lennie’s face pink in the flashing light from next door. The buffet table is groaning, as though expecting to feed hundreds of partygoers. Instead there’s just a handful of us, including a few bored children playing chase amongst the chairs.


‘We said we’d only stay an hour,’ Lennie says loudly into my right ear, looking bored and desperate.


‘But there’s hardly anyone here. We can’t just leave; she’ll notice.’ I lean back and nod towards Lydia, our old college friend. I say friend; we were more like a group gathering around the same table in the canteen every lunchtime just over twenty years ago. But Lydia is an enthusiastic and dedicated Facebook ‘friend’, even though we haven’t seen each other in years, nor do we have anything in common.


I look around at the other guests here to celebrate Lydia’s fortieth. There are a couple of colleagues from the school where Lydia teaches, with their children. And one of her sisters is here with her young family; the other sister couldn’t make it this weekend. Then there are her college friends – that’s me and Lennie. I have this overwhelming feeling of impending doom. Is this it? Is this what the future holds for me? A half-empty room, an expectant buffet table and a load of no-shows?


I glance at my phone one more time, just in case Mr Engineering Company Owner is really Mr Right and he’s going to tell me it’s been a nightmare of a day, his phone’s been out of charge and he’s had a flat on the Audi on the way to meet me. But no. Nothing. Just a silence that tells me everything I need to know. I let out a long, slow sigh.


‘Let’s get out of here,’ says Lennie.


‘We can’t. If we go, there’ll be hardly anyone left. We promised we’d come.’


‘And we have. We’ve shown face. Now let’s go and find something half decent to drink.’ He nods at my glass. ‘You hate Zinfandel! And I bet your feet are killing you in those shoes. I know you love a bargain, but just because they were one doesn’t mean you should buy them if they don’t fit properly.’


He makes me laugh. He knows me too well. My toes are dying to be released from my bargain-buy vintage red polkadot T-bar heels. I always try to wear heels. It helps make up for my lack of height. Lennie towers over me, making me feel even shorter than I am. Lennie is tall and slim, with dark hair that he loves to keep waxed, to match his sharp work suits; and if he doesn’t, it always seems to look like bed hair. He’s recently given up on contact lenses and taken up dark-rimmed designer glasses, making him look like a young Jeff Goldblum, with a wide smile that never fails to make me smile back. Whereas I have bright red dyed hair, with lipstick to match, and what you might call the fuller figure; or as Lennie describes me when he knows I need cheering up, curvaceous. But I think I’m more hour-and-a-half than hour glass.


‘We can’t leave,’ I repeat. ‘Besides, I can’t afford to go anywhere else. Not on the wages I’m earning now I’m a failed businesswoman.’ I’m working as an assistant in the clothing department of a big store. It’s all rules and clocking in and clocking off, dress codes and company policies. My worst nightmare, in fact, with the wages to match.


‘You miss the shop, don’t you?’ He tilts his head at me.


‘I loved it.’ I try not to let the crack in my voice show. ‘It was my dream.’ But I’m no good at hiding emotion. If I’m happy, everyone knows it, and if I’m not . . . well, I’m not great at hiding that either.


‘I know,’ Lennie says kindly. And he does. We’ve been friends ever since college, where we met Lydia. He did graphics and design and technology, with the hope of becoming an architect. I did drama and photography. But Lennie didn’t become an architect. He went on to uni, partied hard and lost all interest in his studies. He eventually became an estate agent; staying in the housing game, he would say, but I know it isn’t really for him. He likes working out how houses can be changed and redesigned to improve them. Dealing with valuations and time-wasters isn’t really his thing. But the job does come with a smart car and requires him to wear a suit every day, which his mum, Valerie, is very proud about.


I flitted around between wanting to do set design in theatre and television, stage make-up, or maybe camera work. I think it was all to feed my obsession with fifties black-and-white movies. Really I just wanted to be Audrey Hepburn in Roman Holiday. So glamorous! But I couldn’t make anything pay. Eventually, after ending up waitressing in an American-style diner in a cheap nylon uniform, waiting for opportunity to knock, I gave up on the dream of working in film.


But when I got the chance to bring Lennie’s idea for a vintage clothing shop to life, I grabbed it. There was a pet shop on the high street. The owner was retiring. Lennie was sent to photograph the premises and advertise the lease.


The day I picked up the keys and started sweeping up the stale sawdust was probably the happiest of my life. This was going to be my own glamorous Hollywood-inspired vintage clothing and collectibles shop. I was going to be living my Audrey Hepburn dream in real life.


Lennie and I had spent nights watching and rewatching Roman Holiday in our late teens and early twenties, when I was living with him after his mum scooped me up and put my life back on track. We also watched Rebel Without a Cause and anything with Marilyn Monroe in. I’d like to say I look like Marilyn Monroe, but I don’t. Not really. Though I do love wearing full skirts and wide belts, which I have been pulled up on at work on numerous occasions for not conforming to regulation uniform dress. Honestly, I’m nearly forty! It’s like being back at school. I also like to wear a scarf around my hair, which is almost a disciplinary offence. I take it off when I get to work and put it on again as soon as I’ve finished, imagining I’m walking out on the arm of my very own Gregory Peck.


Ah, the romance of it all! But maybe that’s my problem. I’m an old romantic, and perhaps what I’m looking for only exists in films. I’ve been hoping to star in the feature-film version of my life and seem to have ended up on the cutting-room floor.


‘Superspecs are moving into where the old greengrocer’s used to be on the high street,’ says Lennie, flicking through his phone now out of boredom. ‘And Buster’s Burgers are coming too.’


‘Well, there’s no room for independent businesses any more now that the rates have gone up. It’s mostly all chains,’ I say, feeling my hackles rise. I grip my glass and give an involuntary shudder of fury, and some of the wine slops over the rim. I wonder if I’ll ever stop feeling like this.


‘You’ll get a shop again one day,’ says Lennie, glancing up from his screen with a sympathetic expression.


‘I’m just so angry.’ I can feel my cheeks burning. ‘I mean, business was good. I was scraping a living, and with the online side as well . . .’


Lennie looks at me softly. It’s not like he hasn’t heard this a million times since I had to give up the lease and hand back the keys two years ago. Two years! Time is flying! And if getting the keys was the best day of my life, giving them back was the worst. Having that shop was everything I’d dreamed of. Well, a start, anyway. I imagined it getting bigger and more successful; larger premises for the collectible furniture I’d started to branch into.


‘You feel bullied out,’ Lennie finishes for me, smiling, though I have no idea what he’s finding to smile about. I look down into my vivid pink wine and nod, hoping that one day the upset will ease. My dream, my future was stolen from me. That’s how I actually feel.


I take a deep breath and steady myself, and then look around the room at the party. It does nothing to brighten my mood. Who would be at my party if I had one? I have no kids or extended family. It’s just me . . . and Lennie and Valerie. I’m not in contact with my mum; we parted company years ago. Her life was chaotic, to say the least. I did meet up with her again some years later, but we didn’t really find much in common. We stayed in touch for a bit after that, but it fizzled out. I didn’t have any real urge to meet up again. Her world was still chaotic and I wanted mine to be different.


It was Valerie who gave me the stability I craved. She had been our school bus driver when I was at secondary school and we’d always got on. I’d sit up front in the minibus and take control of the radio or the CD player. She knew when I’d had a bad day, and if I wasn’t on the bus, she’d check to see if I was in detention. There was always an emergency chocolate bar in the glove compartment for those days when I’d got told off for not doing homework, losing something, not paying attention, or when I lost my rag and had to be sent to sit outside the headmaster’s office to cool down. I never really fitted in, but Valerie was always there.


After I left school, with the certainty that I wasn’t going to get any GCSEs, I fell in with the wrong crowd. My life started to go off the rails, and when I hit rock bottom, it was Valerie I phoned. She came and found me sitting on a bench in town, bundled me into her car and moved me in with her. To begin with, Lennie and I were a little wary of each other, but we soon bonded over starting at the further education college together, and a love of tea and toast in Valerie’s little kitchen, and became the closest of friends.


Eventually I felt I should move out and into a flat share, and have been living this way ever since. Property prices have soared in our area and I’m not sure I’ll ever get on the ladder now. Even Lennie ended up moving back home to try and save money.


So I really don’t have anything or anyone to show for my life to date. I mean, you get to your twenties and think you’ve got it all to come. You party hard, certain that life will come together in your thirties. You get to your thirties and expect it all to fall into place – career, home, partner and kids. How has it never happened for me, like it never really happened for my mum? I’m thirty-nine, for goodness’ sake – nearly forty! – and I live in rented accommodation with Maureen, my landlady, a list of rules as long as your arm and a cat called Henry who wees in my wardrobe if I leave my bedroom door open.


I mean, there was Nathan for a couple of years of my thirties, when I thought life was finally panning out. But that all finished after a disastrous weekend in west Wales when I found him in bed with the pub barmaid. My thirties seem to have been a constant quest for this happiness we feel is part of life’s natural cycle. I’ve been constantly searching for Mr Right, for the right job, the right house. I thought I’d nearly got it in the shop, with my flat above and the little balcony that I’d filled with geraniums overlooking the high street. All I needed was for the perfect partner to turn up and I was on the way to having it all. And then it was gone.


I don’t want to be like my mother. I want my life to be fulfilling, successful. I want a big family to celebrate with when I turn forty, close friends and loyal customers; instead, I know I’ll be lucky to have even a few work colleagues, and some college friends I barely know.


‘Urgh!’ I say out loud. ‘It’s so depressing!’


‘What is?’ Lennie says distractedly, checking his phone again.


‘This! Life! Well, lack of it . . .’ I sigh, my bosom in its V-neck sweater rising and falling. ‘If my fortieth is like this . . .’


‘Doesn’t have to be.’ He grins widely. ‘We could have it all, be the ones who made it work . . .’


‘What do you mean?’ I frown. I can’t see any way of my life suddenly lining itself up in a neat, orderly queue before I reach my milestone – or should that be millstone? – birthday.


‘I mean . . .’ He’s having to shout to make himself heard. The music has kicked up a gear; clearly Lydia is trying to get the party going. ‘The pact!’


‘The what?’


‘At college? Remember?’


I shake my head and move in closer to him, feeling comforted that I have such a good friend to share the rubbish hand life has dealt me.


‘What I mean is, no more ghosting! No more chasing around looking for Mr Perfect!’


I’m still confused. I look towards the door, hoping that he means my date has turned up and he can tell he’s the one. In fact, some of the guests are leaving. I’m cross with myself for thinking for even a second that Mr Right had finally arrived to sweep me off my feet. I’m nearly forty! It’s time I stopped this nonsense. It’s time to stop believing that there is love at first sight out there for me. It’s a myth, peddled by smug married people to make others think they’ve found the holy grail when really their lives are just as mundane as everyone else’s.


‘What are you talking about, Lennie? Please God, don’t tell me you’re going to set me up with someone. Although maybe arranged marriages aren’t the worst idea in the world. I mean, I bet if you went out to find me my perfect partner, you’d get it a lot more right than I have.’ I manage a smile.


‘Exactly!’ Lennie beams.


‘What? You’re not serious!’ The smile drops from my face.


‘I’m not suggesting we find each other dates, no.’


‘What then?


‘Remember?’ He suddenly looks less confident. ‘What we said? When we were at college?’


Suddenly I do. ‘What? You mean . . . ?’


‘The pact,’ he finishes.


‘The pact!’ I throw my head back and laugh loudly and enjoy the feeling it brings. Lennie can always make me laugh. I look at my good, faithful, funny friend and smile affectionately. But Lennie isn’t smiling.


‘You’re serious!’ I clutch my glass and my eyes widen.


‘Why not? It makes sense. It was the perfect pact.’


I stare at him, then lift my glass and swallow the lot.


‘If we didn’t find our perfect partner by the time we were forty, we’d marry each other and live contentedly together,’ I say, still wide-eyed and with a hint of excitement.


‘Exactly! We could have it all. Be Mr and Mrs Content! It’s the perfect plan.’


‘You’re serious? You want to go through with the pact?’


‘Why not? The question is, do you?’


I look around the emptying room like someone has just suggested a way out of this wretched event; a way out of the misery that is online dating; a way off the very high and dusty shelf.




Chapter Two


‘The pact,’ I say slowly, and am immediately transported back to my teenage self, with the help of Britney Spears singing ‘Oops! . . . I Did It Again’ in the background. It’s a tune that seems to have followed me through my life. I turn to see the lanky teenage Lennie standing in front of me. Same daft smile. Same sticky-up hair, refusing to sit one way or the other.


‘Yes, the pact.’ He smiles widely, as if he’s discovered the key to our happiness and it was that simple all along.


‘We were seventeen, going on eighteen.’ A smile tugs at the corner of my mouth; I can remember it so vividly.


‘But we were right! Let’s be honest, it’s not going to happen. There is no Mr or Ms Right out there for us. Otherwise we would have met them by now.’


‘Yes but . . .’ I look at a couple leaving – one child attached to his father’s ankle and another, clutching a well-worn bunny, snuggled in her mother’s arms – and I feel a pang of envy. I’d’ve loved children. A family dining table. I’d’ve loved to have been able to cook, but pasta carbonara for one was never that appealing. Instead, I’ve lived off jacket potatoes with various fillings for years.


Lennie interrupts my thoughts. ‘We always said we were the perfect couple, if only we could fancy each other!’


We both laugh, and then we stop and look at each other, a shroud of seriousness suddenly wrapping itself around us. Could I ever fancy Lennie? Could I fall in love with him? I look at his familiar face. I can’t imagine him not being in my life. He knows everything about me: how I’m feeling, how to cheer me up. He even knows I like my boiled eggs cooked from cold, and three minutes from boiling! But a couple? Could we? Could I see him like that? There’s no fireworks, no spark, no magnetic draw towards his lips, his hips, no burning desire to want to feel my naked skin against his like there was with my date the other night. But my date not only doesn’t know how I like my eggs, he doesn’t even return my calls! Lennie would never do that. Lennie rings me practically every day, at least once, sometimes more. He sends silly text messages. He’s always thinking about me . . . and me him. I chew my bottom lip. Maybe you can’t have it all . . .


‘I don’t think you can have it all, Zeld.’ He says what I’m thinking, confirming everything I adore about him. ‘Look, some relationships are all gorgeous in the moment, like a burger when you’re really hungry, but you’ve forgotten you’ve eaten it an hour later. Others are like a slow-cooked meal. The ingredients go in, pretty unexciting at the beginning, but the longer they take to cook, the more satisfying and delicious the meal and the more it stays with you.’


I look at him. He’s been thinking about this, I can tell.


‘But . . .’ My mind is trying to sort out the thoughts tumbling and crashing around in there; trying to make sense of it all. ‘We’re not forty yet! Well, I’m not. I still have three months to go!’


Lennie looks at me. His eyes fix on mine and I blush.


‘It’s not going to happen, Zeld; there is no Mr or Ms Perfect. This is as good as it gets. We get on great. We like the same things. We bicker. But we’re always there for each other. We are Mr and Ms Perfect . . . as perfect as it gets.’


I chew my lip some more. He has a point, I think. Though I’m not sure whether I like it.


‘You and me . . . a life and a family of our own,’ he says.


‘A family?’ The word catches in my throat: a final chance at the one thing I always wanted. I shiver, and he slips off his jacket and puts it round my shoulders. ‘A proper relationship?’ I say. ‘Like, a proper girlfriend–boyfriend one?’ I want to make sure I understand exactly what he means.


He nods gently.


‘It might take a little time to get used to . . . being together like that, but I’m sure we will.’ He looks at me, his face open and honest.


‘But . . .’ and I can’t believe I’m saying this, ‘how? How would it work? You couldn’t just move into mine. And you’re living with Valerie still. That’s not what it’s about. That’s not the grown-up dream. Even if we decided to call ourselves a couple, nothing would change. Neither of us has got the money for a deposit on a new place.’ I can feel my frustration starting to bubble up again. ‘I was cleaned out trying to hang onto the business. I haven’t even got enough for another round of drinks at these prices.’


Lennie, though, grins even wider.


‘I’ve got something to show you. Let’s get out of here.’


He picks up a bottle of Prosecco from a nearby table laid up to welcome guests, grabs hold of my hand and swoops me out through the fire exit and into the cold night air, both of us laughing like we’re teenagers again. We sit on the harbour wall and he holds out his phone to me. The page lights up. I make myself comfortable and slip off my shoes.


‘Families, couples, professionals and hard-working individuals wanted to move to an idyllic Sicilian hilltop town for subsidised rents and a relocation fee,’ I read slowly, with a finger under each word, trying to stop them from doing their usual thing of jumbling up on the page.


‘Think about it,’ Lennie says. ‘Sun and sea . . . and decent wine! We could both get jobs, and we’d have the relocation fee and a house all to ourselves. That’s what they’re offering. I saw it on the news. It’s a fresh start.’


‘But we’re not a family . . . or even a couple.’


‘No, but we could be . . . The pact! This is it, Zeld! This is our chance to . . .’ he glances back towards the party, ‘to avoid ending up like that! Hitting forty with only a handful of mates to show for it.’ He looks out at the harbour, and so do I. Could it really be our chance? ‘And God knows, I could do with the money. What with all this uncertainty over Brexit, people aren’t buying houses. Commission’s at an all-time low.’


I take the phone from him and try and read the advert again.


‘It’s almost too good to be true. Where is it again?’ I squint at the screen.


‘Sicily!’ He looks at me, his eyes sparkling.


‘Think about it, Zeld.’


‘But what would we do, for a living?’


‘Anything we want!’ he beams. ‘We can get jobs when we get out there. See what’s around. Doesn’t matter what. Maybe they’ll need an English-speaking estate agent. But I’ll turn my hand to anything. Then you could set up in business again. Find a shop. A whole new start.’ He looks at me, his enthusiasm infectious. ‘If not now, then when, Zeld? Think about it. You could be spending your fortieth having it all: a home, a new business, a family . . . in the sun. Your very own Roman holiday!’


I take the bottle of Prosecco he’s holding and take a swig, and then another. I look out over the lights of Cardiff Bay and try to imagine them being the lights of Sicily.


‘I want to say yes . . .’ I say, looking straight ahead.


‘Then why don’t you?’ he asks next to me, and I can hear the smile in his voice.


‘Because that’s what I always do, say yes without thinking things through. Acting in the moment. It’s what’s got me into trouble over and over again in life.’


‘This is different, Zeld. This is me! It’s what we always said we’d do. When you think about it, we’ve actually been planning it all our lives. Nothing impulsive about it at all.’


I look at him. He could be right. But what if he isn’t? What if . . . what if . . .


Suddenly my phone vibrates in my bag. As I rummage for it, glad of the distraction from the bouncing thoughts in my head, Lennie takes the Prosecco and swigs without wiping the top of the bottle first. It’s a good start, I think. He’s smiling, and I know he’s doing the same as I was, looking out at the lights, pretending it’s Sicily. Maybe, just maybe this is the best idea he’s ever had.


I look down at the phone, and suddenly the silly grin slips from my face.


Lennie clocks me.


‘Who is it?’


‘Mr Perfect from the other night.’ I remember it with a treacherous thrill running up and down my body.


‘You’re joking! Your ghoster!’


‘Uh huh!’ I nod, slowly reading the message of apology.


Lennie takes another swig of Prosecco.


‘It’s your choice, Zeld. If that’s what you want, go for it. Or,’ he nods to the lights across the bay, still obviously picturing our potential future together, ‘there’s Sicily. Me, you and a whole new life where ghosters are a thing of the past. Where loyalty and sharing our dreams is what’s important. Like I say, really we’ve been planning this since we’ve known each other. It’s not as crazy as you think. This is you and me, Zeld. The dream team!’


My phone buzzes again.


Fancy meeting up later?


My thumb hovers over the keypad, waiting to be told which way to go.


I look down at the screen. Could he be the one?


And then another message pops up.


No reason for us to get serious or anything. We can just hook up as and when, what do you say?


I mouth the words silently, and realisation washes over me like a freezing wave. I’m clearly not qualified to choose my own Mr Right. I ram the phone into my bag and take the bottle from Lennie.


‘You’re right. Why are we wasting time on losers? We’re lovely people, right? We deserve a bit of happiness. As you say, we’ve been planning this practically our whole lives.’


‘Exactly!’ he beams back.


I think of all the time-wasters and ghosters I’ve met on that damn app. The mistakes I’ve made waiting for my perfect partner to appear, when all the time Lennie’s been right here. Lovely, loyal Lennie. My friend, my best friend. Of course this is who I should be sharing my life with.


I take a deep breath. ‘Let’s do it!’ I say, and I feel the familiar rush that making impetuous decisions gives me, the buzz, the excitement of not knowing what the consequences will be. I raise the bottle in a toast – ‘To the pact!’ – and swig the cheap fizz, because this time, I’m in it with Lennie. We’re doing this together, just like we planned all those years ago.


‘To the pact!’ Lennie replies. ‘And decent bloody wine!’ and we both let out heads loll back and laugh, enjoying the relief and excitement our decision brings. No more chasing rainbows. It’s time to settle for what’s here and now, what’s been right under our noses all along. Our life together is about to start, and I get a little thrill of excitement in my tummy. I look at Lennie and hope it’s the start of the fireworks that will come in time.


I know that I’ve made the right decision. I had a dream and the dream passed me by. I need to go for this. Get out of the rut I’m in. For all the greedy councillors who put up the rates on the high street and put me out of business; for all the ghosters; for the store managers who make me dress like everyone else – I’m doing this because of you!


I’m excited, terrified, but also feeling a strange sense of release. A huge weight has been lifted from my shoulders. I’ve found what I was looking for and it was right here all along. Not a spur-of-the-moment thing; like Lennie says, we’ve really been planning it all our lives. Like the slow-cooked meal, it’s going to be perfect!




Chapter Three


I take a last look around the bedroom that has been my home for the past two years, since I lost my lovely shop and the flat. It was Lennie who made my dream come true then, and now he’s about to do it all over again. I smile thinking about him. Always there for me. Giving me a leg up when I need it.


I look at the single bed with my case on it. Renting a room from a stranger was not how I expected to end up in my late thirties. But now, well, I might just be getting everything I dreamed about after all. My own home, my own front door, perhaps my own business again, not relying on anyone else, and buckets of sunshine into the bargain.


I double-check my passport and boarding pass in my hand luggage. Organisation is not one of my strong points, but I’m determined not to lose anything or be late. I have one huge case I bought from the discount shop. It doesn’t look very sturdy, but then it’s only going one way. All it has to do is last the journey.


I check the mirror and give myself a scare. I’ll put make-up on as soon as we arrive, but doing it in the middle of the night seems somehow wrong. I do, however, pull out my scarf and tie it up around my head. Then I wrap my waist-hugging cardigan around me and creep out of my room, swerving the cat sitting on the landing, staring at me as if judging me.


I try to bump my case down the stairs as quietly as possible, avoiding the creaking one ten steps from the bottom. The last thing I want is to wake Maureen and listen to her telling me what a stupid idea this is. It’s not! Well, maybe it is. But this is me taking a chance to make something of my life again. A second chance to get on life’s ladder. To have a home of my own. I don’t care if it’s the size of a shoebox. I just don’t want to have to share with anyone else again . . . apart from Lennie, of course. It’s going to be me and Lennie from now on, a couple.


That sense of relief washes over me again. I’m off the shelf. It’s going to take a little getting used to, but I smile none the less.


Despite it being the end of May, it’s cold and dark and damp outside.


What if he doesn’t show? What if he’s got cold feet? What if he has suddenly realised he doesn’t want to spend his life with me, that there might be someone better out there?


As I’m thinking it, panic starting to rise within me, the lights of a taxi turn into the road. I watch it come towards me and stop. A rear window winds down. Lennie is there, smiling at me. Always on time. Always there. I should never have doubted him.


‘Looks like you need a lift,’ he says, grinning.


‘As it happens, I do,’ I whisper, playing along.


‘Going anywhere nice?’


‘Sicily, as it happens. I’m moving to Sicily!’ As I say the words out loud, they suddenly make everything real, and a giggle bubbles up inside me.


I’m feeling light-headed with excitement and a good dollop of nerves too. But not enough to dampen my urge to get going and get there. Since our application as a couple was accepted, I’ve given my notice to Maureen and my job and spent the past couple of weeks trying to convince everyone that it’s a really good idea. Apart from Valerie, who was delighted that Lennie and I were finally getting together. She said she’d hoped all along that it would happen one day, though she thinks we should just have a grown-up gap year and then come home.


Lennie gets out of the cab and pops open the boot, putting my case in there next to his. He looks at me, and I wonder if I’m supposed to kiss him. He’s obviously thinking the same. We lean in, and at the last second I opt for my usual big hug while he goes for my cheek and ends up kissing the top of my head. I return the kiss into the breast pocket of his jacket, then clumsily we pull apart. We’ll work on the finer details later. I’ve always been a klutz, so Lennie tells me, but if we’re going to have a family, we need to start with the basics and get the kissing right. But we’ll get there, I tell myself.


The awkward moment over, he holds the car door open and I smile. Back to our normal selves. I take one last look up at the terraced house and see Maureen standing behind the twitching curtain. As the taxi speeds off down the road in the direction of the airport, I feel like a prisoner leaving behind her cellmate, feeling lucky to be getting out and finding my freedom.


I try and sleep on the plane, but I keep reliving that awkward kiss and hug, and I can’t help wondering what it’s going to be like when we actually have to sleep together. We once had a drunken fumble at college, when we shared a bed after a party. Afterwards, we both agreed we’d had too much to drink, and that it was a bad idea anyway. Why ruin a perfectly good friendship? But it was always there, the elephant in the room. People assumed we were together or would end up together.


It was after that drunken fumble that we made the pact. And now here we are. I actually think that this time maybe a few drinks will help things along. That and the sunshine. I’m sure once we’re there we’ll be relaxed and ready to find our way around the bedroom. I don’t need sparks and wild passion; just a nice time will do me fine. I look round at Lennie’s familiar profile, his head lolling back as he sleeps, and try to summon up some sexy thoughts. But they don’t come, and I put it down to tiredness. I lay my head against his firm broad shoulder and shut my eyes.


When I wake, the captain is telling the cabin crew to take their seats for landing.


‘Window blinds up, please,’ the flight attendant tells me on her way through. I do as I’m told and am immediately dazzled by bright morning sunlight. As my eyes adjust, I look out and catch my breath. There is the imposing bulk of Mount Etna filling my window like she’s centre stage in a photograph. She stands tall and proud as if looking down on her subjects below, slowly puffing out smoke that sits like a white crown around her snowy head.


‘Wow!’ is all I can say, and I feel Lennie’s weight leaning in to me to catch a glimpse too.


‘Wow indeed!’ he says as we finally touch down on sunny Sicilian soil for our new life together.


Emerging through the sliding doors into arrivals, I feel like I’m entering a whole new world, and the butterflies in my stomach agree. We stand with our trolley and look around at all the people holding signs, trying to find our names. It’s like looking at a sea of sunglasses, on top of heads, on foreheads and tucked into the necklines of jumpers. There are shiny platform-heeled trainers everywhere, and despite the bright light outside, everyone is in coats and puffa jackets. To us, it looks like high summer, but clearly to Sicilians, this is still not hot. There is the sound of little dogs barking from under their owners’ arms all around the arrivals hall, and the smell of hot coffee and sweet pastries makes my stomach roar.


None of the signs seem to have our names on them.


‘What if it’s all a hoax?’ I blurt out, doubts and fears suddenly flooding into my anxious mind.


‘Yes, but no one has actually asked us for any money yet,’ says Lennie, the voice of reason as always. He’s right: no one has asked us for money. Quite the opposite, in fact: they’re actually paying us to move here. A lump sum when we arrive, and another in three months if and when we decide to stay. And we’re being charged a peppercorn rent for a house.


I look around at the friends, families and colleagues kissing each other in greeting, and feel another surge of happiness. I definitely need to practise my kissing.


‘I’ll text the number I have and find out what’s going on,’ Lennie says. ‘Why don’t you get a couple of coffees and something to eat?’ He pulls out some euros from his wallet.


‘Okay. I’ll pay you back,’ I say, taking the notes. ‘As soon as I get my fee.’ Maureen wiped me out when I gave in my notice, insisting on all sorts of costs for cleaning carpet and curtains, claiming it was in the contract.


‘No need to pay me back,’ says Lennie, throwing out a long arm and wrapping it round my shoulders. ‘We’re a couple, a team. What’s mine is yours!’ He beams, and I smile back. It gives me a lovely warm feeling, being a team.


By the time I get back, carrying two strong black coffees and eating a warm deep-fried bun called an iris fritter, filled with sweet and creamy ricotta and chocolate chips, I feel like I’m in heaven. For Lennie I have a ciambella, a sugary circle like a doughnut. He loves doughnuts. The Sicilians clearly have a sweet tooth!


‘Here.’ I hand him a coffee and the paper bag with his ciambella in it. ‘But first you have to try this.’ I hold up the iris fritter and he takes a bite. Warm ricotta oozes from the sides of the bun and the corners of his mouth.


‘Oh!’ He rolls his eyes in pleasure. ‘That was worth coming here for!’ he says through a mouthful of chocolate and cream cheese.
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