
		
			
			[image: Olive_cover]

			

		

	
		
			
				

				[image: Olivebranch_TTP.pdf]

				

				[image: REVIEW.eps]

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Copyright © 2015 Jo Thomas

				The right of Jo Thomas to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

				Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

				First published as an ebook in 2015 by Headline Review, an imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

				All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

				Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

				Epub conversion by Avon DataSet Ltd, Bidford-on-Avon, Warwickshire

				Cover illustration © Robyn Neild

				eISBN: 978 1 4722 2369 2

				HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP
An Hachette UK Company
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH

				www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk

			

		

	
		
			
				

				[image: Chapter.pdf]

				[image: Jo_Thomas_wc_fmt.jpeg]

				Jo Thomas worked for many years as a reporter and producer, first for BBC Radio 5, before moving on to Radio 2’s The Steve Wright Show. In 2013 Jo won the RNA Katie Fforde Bursary. Her debut novel, The Oyster Catcher, was a runaway bestseller in ebook and was awarded the 2014 RNA Joan Hessayon Award and the 2014 Festival of Romance Best Ebook Award. Jo lives in the Vale of Glamorgan with her husband and three children.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				By Jo Thomas

				The Oyster Catcher

				The Olive Branch

				Digital Novella

				The Chestnut Tree

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Praise for Jo Thomas’s novels:

				‘A heart-warming tale full of Celtic charm, set against a beautiful landscape. What more could you wish for?’ Ali McNamara

				‘This is a lovely book with likeable characters that you’ll finish in one sitting’ Bella

				‘So vivid, it delighted all five of my senses – and then some . . . I loved it!’ Christina Jones, Kindle bestselling author of Tickled Pink

				‘A fantastic debut novel . . . the perfect escapism read’ Shaz’s Book Blog

				‘This is just a beautiful story . . . a great book to curl up with’ The Dark Dictator

				‘It is escapism at its best’ Book Addict Shaun

				‘Lots of twists and turns along the way and a couple of huge surprises, go ahead and treat yourself’ Nat’s Reading Cloud
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				Escape to Italy with THE OLIVE BRANCH – the irresistibly romantic new novel from Jo Thomas, award-winning author of ebook runaway bestseller THE OYSTER CATCHER.

				You can buy almost anything online these days.

				But is a crumbling Italian farmhouse a step too far?

Ruthie Collins certainly thinks so when she arrives amid pouring rain to an olive farm she doesn’t know the first thing about running.

				But for Ruthie, newly single, anywhere has got to be better than her mum’s settee. Hasn’t it?

				Life can change with the click of a mouse. But the finer things – friendship, romance, and even the olive harvest – take time to grow. Can Ruthie put the past to rest and find her own piece of the Dolce Vita along the way?
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				My hand hovers over the mouse. My heart is pumping and I’m not sure if it’s the Prosecco we’ve drunk or pure madness racing through my veins.

				I take in the bare room around me. It’s soulless, empty of furniture and feelings.

				I look at my friend Morag, her eyes bright with excitement.

				The clock is ticking, and with every passing second my heart beats louder.

				‘Ten, nine . . .’ The timer clicks down. My mouth is dry.

				‘Eight, seven . . .’ I feel sick, again not sure if it’s due to Prosecco or tension. This is insane.

				‘Six, five . . .’ I look around the place I once called home – now an empty shell, like me.

				‘Four, three . . .’ I consider my options. There’s only one as far as I’m concerned.

				‘Two . . .’ And it’s utterly reckless.

				‘One.’ I glance at Morag, who looks as though she might burst, and I don’t know if I do it intentionally, or if my finger just twitches involuntarily. But I press the button, and we fall giggling into a Prosecco-fuelled slumber on the lumpy settees.

				The next morning, after paracetamol and gallons of water have started to take effect, a slow realisation creeps over me like cold custard. I rush to the computer and check my emails. There it is, in black and white, bringing back my moment of madness and reminding me of why it should be compulsory to take a breathalyser test before using the internet late at night.

				Congratulations! You were the successful bidder! My heart jumps into my mouth and bangs noisily against my ears. Now what am I going to do?

				My panicked thoughts are interrupted by a knock at the door, and as I stumble across the room to open it, my heart thunders some more.

				‘Hi, we’ve come for the sofas,’ says the bright, well-spoken young woman who is standing there with her eager boyfriend. I look at the couch where Morag is still sleeping.

				‘We’ll just be a moment. I’m nearly done here,’ I say as the young couple start lifting the sofa that was my bed until a few minutes ago.

				There’s only one thing I can do, says the mad, impetuous voice in my head. And I realise it’s mine.
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				As I watch the goat marching up and down the courtyard, like a foot guard at Buckingham Palace, I wonder if I’ve bitten off more than I can chew.

				‘Recalculating! Recalculating!’ My sole companion for the entire journey continues shouting, her voice cutting through me like a dentist’s drill. I switch her off firmly, with pleasure, before turning off the engine of my little Ford Ka. The windscreen wipers let out an exhausted whine and the screen is a whiteout of water in seconds, like fake rain in a low-budget film. Only this is not fake, it’s very real, I remind myself, as the water drums noisily on the car roof.

				I take a deep breath. It’s been like this ever since I left Bari, the sprawling port at the top of Italy’s heel, where I stopped off to do a quick shop in Ikea for essentials and lunch. This is another thing I wasn’t expecting, aside from the goat: torrential rain in summer in southern Italy.

				I gaze out of the car window and pull my lightweight hoodie closer around me. A collection of silver bangles jangles on my wrist and I look down at my Rolling Stones T-shirt, which I’ve cut into a crop top, and my paint-splattered cut-off Levi’s. I’m definitely underdressed. Grabbing my favourite vintage leather jacket from the seat beside me, I pull it on and shiver. I should be in waterproofs and wellies.

				Taking another deep breath, I pull the handle and push the car door open against the driving rain. I straighten up, holding one hand over my eyes, and shiver again as I look down at the envelope in my hand.

				The rain lashes against the paper, making the ink run, and I have to keep shutting my eyes against the deluge. The goat glances in my direction and I’m sure I hear it snort.

				I use one hand to shield my eyes and strain to look at the house in front of me, then back at the long, potholed drive I’ve just driven down. I can hardly see the big stone pillars and red metal gates at the entrance. I shove the envelope back in my pocket and pull out a printed picture of the house. The image is papier mâché in seconds, disintegrating and landing on the wet stones at my feet. If I’m not quick, my canvas slip-ons will go the same way. This has to be the right place; there’s nowhere similar nearby.

				I passed a couple of small houses on the way in, as the narrow road led me up and down and round and round like a fairground ride, with occasional potholes for added fear factor. Some of the houses had curved roofs, while others were modern and flat-roofed. I also spotted the occasional collection of dilapidated trulli – small circular houses with conical roofs, like clusters of field mushrooms. But I’m not looking for a trullo. The house in front of me now is like something from a film set. It’s old, weather-worn, faded pink and big – much bigger than I imagined. There’s nothing else like it on the lane. This must be it.

				I hold my hand up against the punishing rain, and half wonder whether a plague of locusts is going to follow next. Perhaps this is a sign . . . I push the silly thought away, along with the memory of my mum’s despairing phone messages and Ed’s disapproving emails.

				My T-shirt is stuck to my skin and the rain is dripping down my short hair and on to my face, running off round my nose stud like a little waterfall. There’s no point in rummaging in the boot for my raincoat now, so I sling on my lavender leather satchel and wonder what I’ve let myself in for. I could get back in the car, drive away from here as quickly as possible and email Ed to tell him he was right all along: I am daft, impetuous and irresponsible.

				But then again, at least I’m not boring and stuck in my ways. There’s only one way to go: forwards! I bow my head, pull my bag tighter to me and run towards the listing veranda groaning with an unruly and neglected bougainvillea.

				With my chin tucked into my chest, I spot a large pothole and sidestep it, slipping and skidding on the worn cobbles. I’m startlingly close to the cross-looking goat, which is now standing across the front door. I am in the middle of my worst nightmare.

				‘Maah,’ the goat bleats, making me jump. God, that was loud. I stare at the goat and it stares back at me. Its eyes are different colours: one scarily yellow, the other blue. For the first time in weeks, I have no idea what to do. Guard goats were not on my list of essential information.

				I wonder whether ‘shoo’ has the same meaning in Italian as it does in English. It’s not something I can remember covering in my evening classes. But I need to do something. I’m freezing out here.

				‘Shoo, shoo!’ I say, waving my hands in the goat’s direction and backing away at the same time. I don’t want it to run at me with its horns, which look pointy and sharp. You don’t get goats standing in the way of your front door back in Tooting. The odd drunk camping out for the night, maybe, but somehow they seem easier to overcome than this.

				‘Shoo, shoo!’ I try again, this time with more hand-waving. The goat flinches, as do the terrified butterflies in my stomach, but still it doesn’t move from its position in front of the big, dark wooden door. Even the three-day drive down through France and Italy, with stop-offs in lay-bys to catch forty winks and only an irritating, indecisive satnav for company, is nothing compared to this.

				I’ve spent the past six weeks dealing with estate agents, flat viewings and solicitors, packing up and dividing the belongings Ed and I shared. I separated everything out and gave over custody of our joint retro record collection and the player I found on eBay. I sold off redundant furniture, oversaw its collection and moved myself out of our flat. It all went without a hitch; nothing fazed me. But territorial goats? No idea! I throw my hands up and turn my back on it.

				Opening up my satchel, I search around for some kind of magic bean that will help me out here. Then I spot it: a half-eaten Kit Kat I bought in a service station somewhere outside Rome. I thought the sugar boost might get me round the greater ring road – that and Dolly Parton on the CD player. It sort of worked. I got round on a wing and a prayer, nerves jangling, heart in mouth, high on energy drinks and with a lot of hand gestures and horn honking – not necessarily mine. I pull out the Kit Kat and wave it at the goat. It steadfastly ignores me, looking the other way from its sheltered position. I quickly pull back the wrapper.

				‘Come on. It’s chocolate.’ I wave it, immediately feeling like the Child Catcher in Chitty Chitty Bang Bang, and break off a piece to toss in front of the goat. As it backs away, I think I’m going to have to give up and look for somewhere else to stay tonight until I can find the owner. Then it sniffs at the taster and snaffles it up with appreciative noises, walking towards me, no doubt hoping for more.

				‘See, it’s good.’ I break off another bit, tossing it in front of the goat, which is now moving faster and faster. I walk backwards, getting quicker all the time. I feel like I’m in a scene from You’ve Been Framed. I’m miles away from home, in the heaviest rain I’ve ever seen, with my worldly possessions in a Ford Ka, trying to tempt a goat away from a front door with half a Kit Kat. I’m beginning to understand how Noah felt, and I’m debating whether there would be room for goats on my ark.

				This is all Ed’s fault! I think irrationally. And my mum’s. The goat keeps hoovering up the Kit Kat and I’m nearly at the edge of the slippery forecourt. I step back and my heel hits a low stone wall, giving me a reality check.

				I step up on to the wall and my phone springs into life. I pull it out, hoping for some kind of encouraging words. Two text messages and some missed calls. I don’t bother to check the calls. The texts are from Ed and my mum. That’s all I need. If Ed knew that at this moment I was trying to bribe a territorial goat, he’d start by saying ‘I told you so,’ with lowering eyebrows. It’s his reaction to everything I do – he thinks I’m impulsive; ‘hot-headed’, he calls it. He’s forever telling me I always leap before I look. He, on the other hand, doesn’t do anything without consulting Google or Facebook first. We’re total opposites. At first, that was the fun part about it. But now he thinks I knee-jerk-react to everything. I think he thinks too long and hard about things and doesn’t take risks. It could’ve been the perfect combination. But it wasn’t.

				If Ed had been here, it would be a whole different story. He wouldn’t have stepped out of the car without a team of health and safety officers inspecting the place first, and he’d’ve employed Bear Grylls himself to get rid of the goat.

				No, I can’t fall at the first hurdle now, even if this goat does have the guarding instincts of a Rottweiler. It pushes its face up towards my hands and I can’t move. I do the only thing I can: reach out a tentative hand and scratch it between the eyes. It seems to like it. But I’m stuck here now. If I stop, it nudges me, hard. There’s nothing for it, it’s now or never.

				I throw the last piece of Kit Kat as far as I can, beyond the uneven cobbles. The goat turns and nearly topples over in its excitement to get to it, slipping, sliding and clattering across the stones before leaping on the tasty treat. I throw myself towards the front door. My hands shake as I pull out the big, rusting key and push it into the lock, whilst trying to keep one eye on the goat. In the process, I drop the envelope on the wet floor. I pick it up and push really hard against the door. It doesn’t budge. The goat is trotting back towards me. I pull away, dip my shoulder and give the door an almighty shove; it flies open just as there is a huge crash of thunder and a silver sliver cracks across the sky. I fall through the front door, desperate to escape the elements, into a cavernous room, along with the goat.

				‘Maah,’ it says loudly, dripping all over the floor. A great wave of despair washes over me. What on earth have I let myself in for?
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				I grapple up and down the sides of the door frame in the dim light of the farmhouse, looking for the light switch. I find it. I flick it down with a clunk and glance round the room, but nothing happens. I pull the door open wider to let in more light and in the hope that the goat will find its way out. There’s a damp, musty smell. I’m not sure if it’s the house or the goat. I give the animal a wide berth and go to the first window I can see. I open it, then pull back the stiff bolt on the wooden shutters and push them open.

				There’s another huge clap of thunder. The goat doesn’t move, possibly hoping I haven’t noticed it standing by the front door.

				I go round the room and open every shutter I can see. Some are stiffer than others, and I make a mental note to give the bolts a spray with WD40 as soon as I can get to the shops. I’m sure I passed an ironmonger in town.

				The windows are small and the room is still dark, but when I get to the glass doors at the end of the room and push open their shutters, it really makes a difference. My eyes begin to take in everything, and as they do, they’re drawn upwards. The light cream stones make pointed dome shapes that cross in the high ceiling, creating a star shape. It’s amazing. I turn round, taking it all in – breathtaking – then promptly trip over a plastic table piled high with boxes of junk in the middle of the room.

				Whilst the ceiling may be breathtaking, the rest of the room is in need of some real TLC, I think, looking at the patchy paintwork. My mind starts racing with all sorts of ideas for how to show off its best features. It was the same when Ed and I first saw our flat. I could see all the possibilities and the ideas just kept coming: how we could turn the kitchen into a kitchen diner, make the fireplace the feature in the room again, bring in light. Ed saw the investment potential, I saw the design possibilities. It’s the same here. My mind won’t stop whirring with ideas.

				The stone wall above the fireplace is blackened and could definitely do with repainting. I’d keep the walls white, of course. There are bare bulbs in the sockets on the walls; some terracotta roof tiles would work well as uplighters.

				It’s all fixable. I mean, I knew the place would need work, and the scope is fantastic. But I’m going to have to find the local tip to start with, I can see that.

				I’m freezing and hug myself. Maybe I should try and light the big woodburner. But I want to explore some more first. There’s no point trying to bring my stuff in from the car while it’s still raining out there. I go to the stone archway where three stone steps lead to another room. I take the steps and look round for wooden shutters to open.

				Wow! A domed roof. Lower than the other room but actually curved. This was probably the lamia, used for animals at one time. There’s a semicircular stone arch on one wall. Set into it is a collapsing sink unit, crooked cupboard doors and a crusty cooker. But I’m sure I’ll be able to put those cupboard doors back on, and paint them up, too. Maybe do some tiling behind the sink.

				I once went on an evening course back home to learn how to do tiling. I was self-taught with the carpentry on the skirting and the window seat I made in the flat. I suppose that’s the thing about working from home: I always had those DIY programmes on in the background and I guess I just got hooked. I was hoping to do a plumbing course too, but took Italian instead in a moment of madness, seduced by a glass of cheap Prosecco and a square of pizza at the open evening. Luckily Ed and I never needed the plumbing sorting. We bought the flat knowing it needed work but that it would make us a tidy profit if it was done up. And Ed was delighted that I’d be able to do most of it. His skills were in numbers, investments, book-balancing, and he certainly invested well when we bought the flat. Still, the work needed on it was nothing compared to this place.

				There are more boxes spewing junk in this room: cables and cord, bottles, plastic funnels and redundant overalls. I definitely need to find the tip as soon as possible! In fact, first things first, best find out what they call it. I pull out my phone to look it up on my translation app. Typical! No internet access here. Looks like the stone wall at the front of the house is the best place for a signal so far.

				I rummage in my bag for a pen and the black Moleskine notebook I bought at the ferry port. It’s my ‘change my life’ notebook. I take a deep breath. I’ll show everyone I’m not just going to roll over and disappear into a pit of misery or put up with another night on a sofa. My back’s still aching.

				Our big sleigh bed went weeks ago. It felt like it was barely cold. After Ed and I split up, it took just six weeks for the flat and its entire contents to be sold. I was sleeping in the empty flat on one of our big squashy sofas until the new owner could come to pick it up. That was the thing that did it, I think. I didn’t even have my own bed any more. That, and the thought of going to my mum’s and having to see her partner Colin in his vest every morning, belching and scratching himself whilst watching Lorraine at full volume. Mum and Colin got together when I went to college. Not long after I moved out, he moved in. It was like my place at home had been filled. There was no going back, no vacancies. I was on my own.

				I open the new notebook. My last one had been full of electricity readings, Post Office redirection reference numbers and skip hire details. The pages of this one are stiff and have that wonderful ‘new book’ smell. This is an important page. The first page of the rest of my life.

				1. I put a firm full stop after it. Tip.

				Then I cross it out and write: 1. Internet. 2. Tip. 3. Goat owner!

				I must find out who owns that goat.

				I go to pull back the greying net curtains over the sink and they fall down in my hand, dusty and smelly. I sigh. They probably needed replacing anyway.

				4. Kitchen nets. And the list starts to grow.

				I go back down the stone steps, running my hands along the cold stone walls. There’s another doorway opposite, to one side of the fireplace, and a stone staircase disappearing into the thick wall on the other.

				Through the doorway, which is more like a corridor, I’m in the living room. There’s an empty fireplace and another couple of small windows. I open up the shutters. More rubbish. But that’s okay. Rubbish can be got rid of. It’s not like it’s anything major. After another look around, I can see myself sitting here, armchairs in front of the fire. Maybe even use it for B&B guests if I can get the bedrooms painted up. I’ll keep it all white in here too. I touch the lime-washed wall. It’s cool, and my teeth are beginning to chatter. There’s a door leading out to an overgrown courtyard.

				I look out of the window to the front and can just about make out my car parked beyond the stone forecourt. The rain must be easing. I’ll get my clothes in once I’ve had a quick look round the rest of the house. It should’ve stopped by then, or at least be lighter, and hopefully the goat will have gone too.

				I suddenly remember something, and add it to my list: 48. Electricity box. I don’t want to be stuck here in the dark tonight. That could be a step too far.

				As I head through to the next room, towards the back of the house, I stand stock still in the doorway. I can’t believe what I’m seeing. There are only tiny high-up windows, so I hold up my phone’s torch. It’s a high-ceilinged room again, though not as high as the first, and all white. There’s an arch in the wall at the far end, and set into it, a stone statue of Jesus on the cross with a red curtain below. There’s a table in front of it covered with a deep red cloth, and eight chairs set out in front of the table. It’s an altar! A church!

				I wasn’t expecting this at all. It’s amazing, and so cool and peaceful. It’s a great space, but I have no idea what I’ll use it for yet. I turn around, wondering about the family gatherings that must have taken place in here. A place for christenings, marriages and funerals. All that history, now just abandoned and gone. I take it all in as I turn around, and then, like a child who’s just got everything on their Christmas wish list, I run through the other rooms, making more and more additions to my list.

				There are stone stairs down to the cellar that I take two at a time. It’s another dome-shaped ceiling, and there are even one or two dusty bottles left behind in a corner, and a couple of large steel barrels that actually look quite new. I run back past the goat, who’s now at least looking out through the open door. I’m tempted to give it a shove, but think it’s more likely to go if I ignore it. This time I take the stone stairs going up, running my hand along the wall, getting more excited about everything I could do. I can’t believe I’m here, or that this place is actually mine. I’m desperate now to see what’s upstairs.

				It’s dark at the top of the stairs. I pull out my phone again and use the torch, just avoiding tripping over more rubbish piled high. I poke my head into each of the three rooms, wondering which is the most habitable. The floor is bare boards and the walls need something doing to them. I decide to go for the room at the back as my bedroom. It’s the smallest, but it looks like I can move straight in. I’ve got a blow-up mattress; Elinor, one of my Italian night-class gang, lent it to me. That’ll do for the time being. It’ll be like camping, I tell myself; fun! And at least it’s in southern Italy, not south London. I think back to the day my bed was carried out of the flat.

				Coming out of the bedroom, I go straight to the long window on the landing at the back of the house. It takes all my force to open the shutters, but my God! I catch my breath. There is a small wrought-iron barrier that I hold on to in order to steady myself, and I wonder if it’s safe. But what a view! Despite the mist and the steady rain, I can see for miles: olive trees, with the occasional house snuggled amongst them. And you only know they’re there because of the smoke rising from the chimneys.

				Fires? I think suddenly. At the end of August? Then I remember, it’s probably the fornos being lit, the outdoor ovens. It is Sunday after all. I remember that from my last trip here, when I fell in love with the area and everything about it, including a young art student called Francis. I smile at the memory. He wasn’t the love of my life; I was only seventeen. He was lovely and fun, but I didn’t feel any urge to come back and find him. What I did fall in love with was Italy. I always said I’d return.

				Ed didn’t get it. He liked all-inclusive holidays in Sharm el-Sheikh, or skiing holidays in January. He didn’t like the food or anything about Puglia when we visited last year, before ‘we’ became ‘I’.

				I wanted to move here there and then. I thought it would give us a joint interest, help to put us back together, but Ed just wanted to find Wi-Fi so he could check the household account and his pension fund. He would never have done something like this. When we met in the university bar in our final year of college, it was an ‘opposites attract’ thing, I think. He was there with his business studies mates and me with my art buddies. We’d all come to see a band play. It was one of the few things we did have in common, our taste in music. We went to lots of gigs. They were fun times.

				During our early days in rented flats, we’d scour markets and boot fairs for furniture and bric-a-brac. That’s when we started seriously collecting the eighties albums. It became our weekend hobby. We’d travel all over the place, eating fish and chips on the way home on a Sunday night. That was eight years ago now. But as Ed started to climb the corporate ladder, his tastes began to change and second-hand bric-a-brac became a thing of the past. Ed wanted new, apart from the retro record collection, which had risen in value. He thinks I’m mad now. Maybe I am.

				I turn and look at the big landing. I still can’t believe I own all of this. In Tooting we had a two-bedroom flat. Okay, it was a nice flat, and as Ed predicted, it was a great investment. We had loads of interest when it went on the market, selling it in days for twice what we paid for it, but it was nothing compared to this.

				I go to the other long window at the far end of the corridor and push open the shutters. I look down on my car, parked at an angle like it’s been abandoned. The rain definitely seems to be easing up to a light shower. I want to go and explore the courtyard to the side of the house now, where there’s a trullo, and an open-sided barn that I just know will be full of junk. I smile. My own trullo. An old single-storey, conical-roofed stone building. When I first came out here, I was fascinated by them. I’d read somewhere that they looked like the Smurfs’ houses, and they do!

				I run back downstairs to the front door. I’ll bring in my case now as well, and find some dry clothes. I step outside. It’s warmer than inside, and guess what? It’s stopped raining. The wet and battered bougainvillea is giving off the most wonderful scent after the storm. I look back at the house. My house. I would never have believed I could own something like this, not on my own, not without Ed. There’s a flicker of excitement in my tummy, like fairy lights being switched on and lighting me from the inside.

				‘The only regrets you have in life are the things you didn’t do,’ my grandfather used to tell me. So I took him at his word. Now my mum thinks I’m certifiable. But it was just a window of opportunity. I didn’t do it to horrify Ed, although that helped me make my decision. A part of me had always wanted to break out and do something like this, buy a wreck and do it up. I didn’t mind where, but I had thought it more likely to be some run-down part of London or maybe Kent. I was never going to be able to afford something on my own in London, though, and now I own all this!

				My mind starts to run off into a fantasy world as I go through the archway at the side of the house and look beyond the overgrown brambles. There’s the open barn on one side of the courtyard, and yes, it is brimming with rubbish. But it would make wonderful B&B accommodation. I couldn’t do it now, obviously, but one day, who knows? For now, I have plans for the little trullo.

				I try the door. It’s not locked. I pull out my list again and scribble: 74. Lock for trullo. Then I push open the door and bend down to go in, like Alice in Wonderland after she’s had the ‘Eat Me’ cake.

				I stop. I hear it before I can see it. Once inside, I stand up straight and listen again. There’s a dripping noise. I pull out my phone and use the torch. There’s some furniture here: a dark set of drawers that will do for one of the bedrooms in the house, and a small table and chairs. Then I look up, and up and up at the white plaster ceiling – like the inside of a gnome’s hat, I think to myself, and smile just as a plop of water hits me in the eye and my phone dies. Ah, so that’s where the dripping noise is coming from.

				With an old paint bucket in place, I take a final look round. This will make the perfect rental cottage, bringing in a little bit of money to top up what I earn with the online greeting card designs.

				101, I write in my notebook. Internet connection. I underline it a lot and then make a very firm full stop. I look back at the trullo. I’ll put a bed in, a table and chairs, and cushions along the alcove by the fire. I’ll post pictures on Facebook. I know Ed’ll see them. Then I look down at my list and some of the fairy lights in my tummy flicker out. There’s a lot to do, and suddenly I shiver as though someone’s walked over my grave. I distract myself quickly with thoughts of unpacking and lighting a fire. I’m presuming that without the fire there won’t be any hot water, unless there’s some super-duper brand-new water tank I’ve missed somewhere. But I don’t think so. Like I say, it’ll be like camping: fun!

				I dodge the large puddles of water in the courtyard and the clumps of grass growing up through the worn cobbles, and grab my case from the car along with a black bag of clothes. Then I head back to the front door. The goat has gone, thank God, and I shut the door firmly with my bottom. My front door! Not Ed’s, or the communal door to the flats; all mine. I smile, and some of the fairy lights come back on.

				Upstairs, I peel off my damp clothes, hang them over the window frame and change into some lightweight dungarees I picked up from one of the charity shops on the high street. I pull on my vintage floral waist-length cardigan from a boot fair and flip-flops from Primark. I like to mix up my wardrobe. I wonder where my new shop of choice will be. Maybe the local market, which is on a Monday – tomorrow! Now all the fairy lights come back on and I give myself a little squeeze. I’ve done it. This is all mine! I think about my mum, my brother Lance, and Ed. I’ll show them all. I lean out of the window to take in the view and my phone pings into life, as if by telepathic communication.

				Make sure you drink bottled water, texts Mum.

				There’s also a message from Ed: Have you got the electricity bill receipts from last year?

				Electricity receipts? Really? I have so much more to think about than last year’s electricity bills. Even now we’ve gone our separate ways Ed is still considering things like how best to divide the final electricity bill seeing as he wasn’t there for the last six weeks. He has been practical about the break-up, moving out and moving straight in with Annabel, his colleague from work, who was there, ready and waiting with a shoulder to cry on and a spare room to sleep in. Whereas I spent nights wondering what the hell I’d done and crying into the boxes as I was packing up. That’s not to say Ed doesn’t keep texting me every few hours. He may have moved on physically but he hasn’t quite grasped the fact that I’m not at the end of a phone whenever he wants me.

				Annabel is a quick worker indeed. She’d had her eye on Ed for some time. She made no secret of it and told me at their office Christmas party that she was surprised that Ed was with ‘someone like you’. I was too surprised to ask her what she meant. But looking around at everyone in their suits while I was in my straight-from-evening-class dungarees, I think I got it. When I finally plucked up the courage to tell Ed that wet afternoon in June that it really wasn’t working any more, Annabel had already cleared her spare bedroom and had the Kleenex waiting.

				Not long afterwards, the hand of friendship turned into the vice-like grip of a woman who’d got her man and wasn’t going to let go. Some might call her smug. I certainly wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of thinking I’d made a completely foolhardy decision. She already thought I’d done that when I finished with Ed.

				Looking at my surroundings now, I know that if I think too much about the amount of work needed, it will become too daunting. I have to break it down into bite-sized pieces. But my mind is buzzing. What if I have just taken on too much? What if I can’t do it? I try and push the little demons out of my head.

				A clatter downstairs breaks into my thoughts. Oh not the goat again! I turn to run downstairs. This time I really will give it a shove out of the door.

				Just then a bleat comes from outside the landing window. I lean out and look down into the courtyard. It’s the goat. He’s still here. I roll my eyes and turn to go downstairs. I must have left the door open. Maybe it doesn’t catch properly. I must add it to the list.

				I reach the bottom of the stairs and freeze. My heart jumps into my mouth, which is suddenly as dry as the desert. The front door is shut. I feel myself go cold, very cold indeed. Another clatter from the living room makes me jump, and my heart beats so hard it feels it’s going to burst out of my chest. Because if the goat’s outside, who’s in my house?
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				‘Aargh!’ I hear myself yell.

				‘Aargh!’ yells the stranger emerging from the corridor to the living room. Boxes of papers and other junk hit the floor as the man jumps back in surprise. We both stare at each other. Wide-eyed, he runs his hand across his dark curly hair. He’s tall, clean-shaven, with olive skin. In fact he’s surprisingly attractive. I wonder if he’s going to make a run for it. He looks at me as if I’m going to. When neither of us moves, he looks down at the boxes that have spilled their guts across the floor, blocking his path, and then back at me. He obviously wasn’t expecting to find anyone here. The place does look as if it’s been abandoned for some time. Perfect for someone on the rob. But maybe he’s new to this. He doesn’t look dressed for the job, that’s for sure. I’d have thought trainers, gloves and sunglasses would have been better. Instead he’s wearing a cream linen suit, with chestnut-brown shiny pointed shoes. He’s not going to run very far or fast in those. In fact, he doesn’t make any attempt to run at all.

				‘Che cazzo . . . chi diavolo sei?’ he says, still obviously startled, and although I can’t exactly understand him, I get the gist of what he’s saying.

				‘Who am I?’ My hand flies to my chest. All the Italian words I spent months at evening class learning seem to have left me along with my regular heartbeat. I may not have been fluent but I could hold a sensible conversation back then.

				‘You scared me!’ I say crossly, still unable to form the sentence in Italian. And then I suddenly realise. He must be the goat’s owner! ‘Is that your goat?’

				‘Scusi?’ He frowns at me like I’m the village idiot.

				‘You really need to tie it up. Legarlo?’ I attempt, doing a rope-around-the-neck action and pulling at it, which may look like a noose action I realise. His frown deepens. He probably thinks I’m threatening to kill myself. I drop my hands to my sides and sigh.

				‘Ah, Inglese, si?’

				‘Si.’ I nod expansively, pleased that he’s understood me. ‘Tie it up! The goat!’ I point towards the door, feeling like an amateur-dramatic pantomime dame and cross with myself that all those hours in the car with my really expensive Learn Italian refresher course have been wasted. I have no idea what the word for goat is. I really need to get online as soon as possible; at least then I’ll be able to access my dictionary.

				To my surprise, he tosses his head back slightly and laughs. I’m not sure if he’s laughing at my lack of Italian or the fact that I’ve found his goat.

				All my fear leaves me and is replaced by annoyance. I’m fed up of being laughed at. I march crossly over and open the door wide for him to leave.

				‘Legarlo!’ I repeat, pointing at the goat and make the choking action again. He laughs again. Maybe he thinks I’m asking him to kill the goat.

				‘Not . . .’ I draw a finger across my throat and make a noise in my cheek like a lisping raspberry. ‘Just . . .’ I make a tying action with my hands, like I’m teaching a child to tie a bow. He’s still shaking his head with what looks like disbelief and now he folds his arms.

				‘Capra? The goat?’ he asks in English, clearly but with an Italian accent so it sounds like something much more exotic.

				‘Si, the capra.’ I nod and smile. We’re understanding each other, which is good. But what I don’t understand is what this man is doing in my house. I make a mental note for my list: 122. Bolts for front door.

				The thought of the list suddenly makes me feel absolutely exhausted, and all the doubts come flooding in at once. Am I really going to stay out here, in rural Italy, where strange men just wander into the house? I don’t even know if I could phone the police if I wanted to. And it’s not just that. Am I going to be able to tackle all the work this house needs and deserves? Can I do it justice on my small amount of savings and what I earn? Am I really mad? I can’t even deal with a goat on my own.

				‘The goat, he lives here,’ says the Italian flatly, breaking into my thoughts. For a moment I’m speechless.

				‘He what? Cosa? Scusi?’ I ask, and he repeats himself exactly the same as before.

				‘The goat, he lives here.’

				I thought that’s what he said.

				‘But not any more,’ I say firmly, not bothering with my pigeon Italian when this man clearly speaks perfectly good English and I just want this sorted out and him gone. I hold the door open a little further. The sun is attempting to push through and is reflecting in the puddles outside.

				The man frowns again and looks down. The boxes are still scattered at his feet. I look down at them too. There’s not much there worth stealing, to be honest, just junk he seems to be helping himself to.

				‘Scusi,’ he says politely but with a puzzled look back at me. For a moment I wonder if he’s apologising for the mess or his bungled burglary, but then he says, looking straight at me, making my heart start to pound again, ‘What exactly are you doing here?’

				I’m a bit thrown and find myself answering as though I’m being interviewed for the position of new owner. Bizarre, considering I should be asking him the same question. Maybe it’s tiredness, or the shock.

				‘I’m . . . well, I’m an online greeting card designer actually,’ I start to explain. ‘I design cards for birthdays, Christmas, retirement, moving house,’ I emphasise. ‘And I’ll be, um . . .’ I clear my throat, as if saying it for the first time makes it all seem real. ‘I’ll be doing some holiday lets,’ I finish, feeling like a complete fraud.

				He smiles again and refolds his arms, which just irritates me even more. Why isn’t he leaving? I’ve been polite, I haven’t called the police. What more does he want? My CV? And actually, that’s my junk he’s helping himself to. This place may have been neglected and abandoned, but as of a week ago, it’s mine.

				I raise my eyebrows, hold the door back and make a gently sweeping gesture with my hand towards the goat. I don’t want to get off on the wrong foot with this person – he’s obviously local, although he doesn’t look dressed for rescuing a goat or burgling a house – but really I think his interest has gone far enough.

				‘That’s very good,’ he smiles, ‘but what are you doing in my house?’

				There’s an awkward moment as I try and work out if this man is seriously deranged or just annoying.

				‘Um . . .’ I smile and then say slowly and clearly, ‘Actually, you’re in my house.’ I smile again kindly, but there’s an incoming wave of doubt in my voice.

				He frowns, his thick brows coming together and his eyes narrowing. He puts his finger to the corner of his mouth and his linen jacket rises up, puckering around the armpits and elbows. His hand is soft and smooth, with neat nails. Definitely not someone used to working outside. He gives a hollow laugh.

				‘I think you are mistaken,’ he says, still frowning. ‘You’re not from round here, no?’ He looks at me, tilting his head and raising one eyebrow, suddenly making my firm stand disappear like quicksand beneath my feet.

				I shake my head. He couldn’t be right, could he?

				‘This is my family’s home,’ he says evenly. ‘It’s not for sale.’ He bends down and starts putting papers and small ornaments back into the boxes, then glances up at me. ‘I think you must be in the wrong house.’ He stands again, juggling the boxes in his arms, distributing the contents evenly. My mouth’s gone dry and I feel like someone’s poured cold custard all over me.

				‘The wrong house?’ I try and say through a mouth full of cotton wool and a heart beating so loudly it’s drowning out my own words.

				‘It’s an easy mistake to make. These roads are confusing if you don’t know the area.’ He nods briefly towards the potholed lane that I took from town this morning. He’s right, if a little haughty: they do all look the same, and the signposting is so unclear. But I thought I’d followed the landmarks to the letter.

				‘And the weather is terrible. It’s understandable,’ though he looks like he doesn’t find it understandable at all, making me feel like a foolish child. Here he is, dressed as if he’s come from the office – of course he isn’t a burglar! I feel a total idiot. He’ll have a story to tell his wife and family this evening, laughing at the foolish English lady. I feel like crying. I want to curl up and die of exhaustion and an extreme case of stupidity. I could never have afforded this. Who was I kidding? And the work here – I puff air out through my lips – really, way too much for one person. This needs an army of trained professionals. It’s a money pit. Money I don’t have.

				‘Here, let me help you with your things. I’ll just dump these in the car. If you’ve got the name of the place you’re looking for, I can give you directions, but I can’t think it’s near here. I don’t know any houses for sale close by,’ he says, obviously keen to send me on my way so he can get on with whatever he’s doing. I bet he has a large family, and probably a good job. He looks like the sort of person who has made all the right steps in life. Not like me. I seem to keep missing the steps and falling through the gaps in between. I mean, how many people move into someone else’s house and tell the owner to hang his goat?

				My eyes itch and redden and I swallow hard. He turns and carries the boxes across the cobbles, instinctively dodging the potholes, and over to the smart red car blocking mine in. The goat has gone back to trotting up and down.

				The goat lives here, I repeat in my head. Of course he does! The goat lives here. I don’t! Idiot me!

				I turn to the plastic table in the big dining room and gather up my notebook and satchel, realising I am actually relieved. I mean, this place is beautiful, but there is so much of it. I don’t know what I thought I’d got for my money, but it couldn’t be this. There must be a much smaller version nearby. They all look alike online. I mean, I know I’m looking for a masseria, but that just means a fortified farmhouse. There must be loads of those around here.

				As I sling my bag over my shoulder, the envelope I was holding earlier slips off the table and on to the floor. I stop, bend and pick it up. I stare at the smeared name on the front: Masseria Bellanuovo, it says. Although admittedly it’s a bit harder to read now after its drenching, that’s definitely the envelope I arrived with . . . the one with the key in it! The key that fitted the door.

				Stupid doesn’t come close to how I’d describe myself right now. I grip the envelope, scoop up the key and go to the door, where I try it again, just to make sure. Like Cinderella’s foot in the glass slipper, it fits. Now I’m furious. Who does this con artist think he is? Breaking in, trying to convince me I’m in the wrong house and stealing my junk!

				I watch him walking back from his car. He pats the goat’s hindquarters and practically skips towards the front door. This time I’m standing in the doorway, arms folded.

				‘Masseria Bellanuovo?’ I ask, pulling myself up to my full height of five foot three and a half inches.

				‘That’s right,’ he says. ‘This is Masseria Bellanuovo. My family’s home.’

				‘In that case, sorry, I should have introduced myself. I’m Ruthie Collins, from London, England. And you are?’

				‘Marco, Marco Bellanuovo.’ He accepts my extended hand and shakes it with a slightly unnerved look about him now.

				‘Well, Mr Bellanuovo, I think you’ll find this is my house. Masseria Bellanuovo. I bought it,’ and I swing the key in front of him in a rather childish but effectively dramatic manner.

				He looks at it and then explodes.

				‘Che cazzo?’ he roars, and I take a step back. I’m beginning to understand what that means.

				‘It can’t be! This house is not for sale. It belongs to my family, my grandfather.’

				He stares at the key, and I show him the envelope too. The colour drains from his face and he seems genuinely shocked. He holds out a hand and uses the door frame to support himself.

				‘Look, how about a sit-down,’ I say, thinking I could have done this without the dramatic effects, and stand aside to let him back in. ‘I’ll find some water.’

				‘No, really. Thank you.’ He holds up his hand. ‘I need to find out what’s going on.’ He’s thinking, and my brain too is whirring faster than my thoughts can keep up with.

				‘Please, could you tell me, who did you do your business with? Who sold this to you?’

				‘Giovanni Bellanuovo,’ I say, a lot less triumphantly. Judging by the dark look on his face, he obviously had no idea.

				‘My grandfather,’ he says quietly, and turns away.

				I don’t think I’ll bother asking for the junk back. It’s probably his by rights.

				‘Merda!’ he says very suddenly, and slaps his hand on his thigh. He holds his head as he walks away.

				‘Look,’ I say, hoping my thoughts will organise themselves quickly. The sun is coming out and I can sense it on my face, and it feels good. I follow him and touch his elbow. ‘I . . . I didn’t know that I was buying a family home. Why don’t you go and see your grandfather? Get him to explain.’ My voice is getting higher and higher, as are my shoulders in a Mediterranean shrug.

				He looks at me and then says, ‘It’ll be a job. He died a week ago.’

				My hand flies over my mouth. ‘I’m so sorry,’ I say with automatic sympathy.

				‘The funeral is tomorrow. That’s why I’m here, why we’re all here. The family.’

				I can’t think of anything sensible to say, so I say nothing. The only thing I know for sure is that I really do own a large house that needs lots of work, and I’ve already upset the locals.

				‘You’d better come with me,’ he instructs, like a teacher marching a naughty pupil to the headmaster’s office.

				‘Where to?’ I frown.

				‘Mama’s. The family are all there. My cousin on my mother’s side, she is married to a lawyer. He’ll know what to do.’ He turns and marches towards his car, and I find myself following with quick little footsteps, having locked the front door, hoping I can settle this once and for all.

				‘What about the goat?’ I say to his back as he points his key fob at the car and it bleeps into life.

				‘I told you. The goat lives here. Now get in,’ he says, flinging open the car door and starting the engine with a roar. Without question, I do as I’m told.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				[image: Chapter.pdf]

				Arriving outside a big white villa with red and white canopy awnings, I feel like I’ve just been on a monster fairground ride. A bit like the time I took Ed to Alton Towers, only he refused to go on any rides, and I ended up feeling like I’d been shaken upside down and put back with bits in the wrong places.

				We took off in Marco’s car at full speed, rattling down the drive and through the gates, and then into the next-door drive, stopping with a body-bracing screech behind the many other cars abandoned at various angles on the gravel. My heart races and I clutch the dashboard so hard I wonder if my fingers are actually embedded in it. Marco gets out and slams the door. As I peel my fingers from the dashboard, I hope that his family – my new neighbours – are more welcoming and understanding than he is.

				He turns to check I’m following, locks the car and then takes the marble steps two at a time to the stone-built veranda with three arches across it. There is a swing seat there, and a lemon tree in a pot. Suddenly a cacophony of barking stops me in my tracks and a gang of dogs comes tearing round the corner towards us. Marco stops and says something to a small cream and white mutt by way of greeting before turning back to me abruptly, beckoning with his head. I pull my cardigan around me and follow. It’s early evening now, and I really need to sort this out before it gets too late. Part of me is reluctant to follow him, to be summoned like this, but another part knows I’m going to have to meet the neighbours at some point. I just wish it could’ve been under better circumstances.

				I skirt the now quiet dogs and join Marco as he reaches for the front door. He instructs the little cream dog to stay, and it sits obediently, staring at him as he pushes the door open. A wall of noise and heat hits me as we enter. There are people all around: a couple sitting at a table, one holding a baby while another fusses over it; others talking in a group, sipping drinks and nibbling on small breadstick-type biscuits.

				‘Ah, Marco!’ I hear a woman’s voice, and then an older one, and suddenly there are lots of different voices. I can’t really understand them, but I can sort of understand their hand gestures. The first woman, who I presume is Marco’s mamma, is waving her hands and pointing to an older woman wearing black and gently sniffing into a tissue. I think she’s asking where he’s been and telling him that Nonna needs him.

				There is a younger woman working with Marco’s mamma in the kitchen. I hear a reference to ‘Rosa’, and they all look at the clock. Marco’s mamma taps her wrist. There’s obviously a time issue here.

				I feel like a sausage at a bar mitzvah, standing out but also totally ignored. They’re all talking so quickly, and I can pick out occasional words but nothing that makes any sense. I’m finding it hard to concentrate. If they could just speak one at a time, maybe that would help, like back in my Italian classes. I feel very uncomfortable and wish I could just slide back out again. In fact, maybe I could. I take a step towards the door.

				‘Chi è questo?’ His mother finally waves at me, and I stop mid backwards step.

				‘Maybe now’s not the time,’ I say. I look around at the large family dressed in dark colours, the weeping old lady, the table laid for a meal, and the steaming pots and pans. I put up my hand by way of a hello and a goodbye. ‘Un’altra volta,’ I say, ‘Another time,’ and take the step back.

				‘Eh?’ Mamma puts her hands on her hips.

				‘A visitor,’ Marco says, as much for my benefit as theirs, implying that I’m not staying around.

				The chatter stops and everyone turns to look at me. It’s like I’m staring back at a painting, like time has stopped. It’s a big room, with a large gilt-framed mirror on the wall at one end, a shiny marble-topped kitchen with a long table running the length of the house. There are chairs and a gold-legged coffee table in front of the patio doors at the front. A marble-effect staircase leads upwards, and the open-plan theme continues to the back of the house, where there is more seating looking out on to another veranda. From here I can see it’s a covered area, with lots of bleached white stone and a tall statue of a semi-naked woman holding an urn.
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