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Rave reviews for Love You, Mean It:


‘Beautifully written, brilliant, and perfectly salty, Love You, Mean It is a total dream of a rom-com . . . Ellie and Theo’s sizzling chemistry leaps off the page, and Jilly Gagnon’s hilarious subversion of the amnesia trope only adds to the deep tenderness of their slow-burn romance. I adored every moment’


Lana Harper


‘Delightfully tropey . . . Gagnon expertly combines humour and tenderness . . . This is a sweet confection’


Publishers Weekly
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From duelling delis to fake dating . . .


Ellie Greco loves her hometown and family-run deli, but she’d always thought she was meant for more exciting things than stocking the right tinned fish. Until a gourmet food department store moving in nearby threatens the very existence of Greco’s Deli.


She pleads her case to Theo Taylor, scion of the property management firm that’s about to put her out of business, but their meeting goes from bad (he’s infuriating) to worse (no one expects the ceiling to fall on him).


With Theo out cold, Ellie panics, claims to be his fiancée . . . and almost passes out herself when amnesia means Theo actually believes her. The effects of the head injury soon wear off, yet Theo proposes that their “engagement” stick around. If they manage to convince enough people, they might succeed in ending the department store deal.


But when Theo’s ex-fiancée reappears on the scene, Ellie is forced to decide between a blossoming friendship, her family legacy, and the burgeoning romance she frankly never asked for.









To my grandmother, Janice Peglow,
a tough old bird with the most fiercely loving heart.
I miss you.
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“Oh, but what about the mortadella? I hadn’t even thought about that. Though I suppose you don’t carry a good mortadella, do you, Ellie? Rose never will buy it here . . .”


Ruth Pinsky looked up from the deli case, eyes pinching with preloaded skepticism about the quality of my mostly-pork-fat, the small twist of her head sending the hairspray-regimented battalions of her hair helmet shivering. I took a small, twisted pleasure in noticing that her roots hadn’t been touched up for at least a month, a half inch of grizzled salt-and-pepper mounting a rear attack on the permed, brassy blond front lines.


“I think it’s excellent mortadella, personally. Would you like to try a slice?” I managed, hoping my gritted teeth looked something like a smile.


“That’s probably best. Jimmy’s so particular. And some of what I’ve brought back in the last few weeks really hasn’t been up to par.”


Rictus in place, I bent to haul out the mortadella, sliced a paper-thin strip onto a piece of wax paper, and handed it across the counter to Ruth. She nibbled at it thoughtfully, as though she hadn’t sampled every fucking deli meat we carried five times over.


Actually no, that’s not fair. She never tried anything “exotic,” which apparently referred to the turkey and chicken options.


“Hmm . . . no, I don’t think so.” Her mouth pinched with distaste as she finished the entire slice. “Thank you, though.”


“Of course.”


I glanced over my shoulder not at all subtly at the retro wall clock mounted on the black-and-white-tiled wall that ran behind the deli counter.


“I don’t mean to rush you, Mrs. Pinsky, but we’re closing soon.”


“Oh, of course. I suppose . . . the spicy salami? I think Jimmy liked that last time.”


“That sounds like an excellent choice,” I said, reaching for the massive log of cured meat. “And we’ll always be here tomorrow if you want something else. Half a pound?”


She nodded, the skin around her eyes still twisted with a mix of disdain and vague worry. All this for half a pound of sandwich meat.


“A little less, actually. Jimmy’s doctor told him to watch his weight.”


And yet, salami.


“I wonder . . .” she murmured. I started up the slicer and pretended not to hear. Ruth Pinsky didn’t know what she wanted on the best of days, and we’d just passed the five-sample mark, so clearly this was not the best of days. The whirring of the machine almost managed to drown out the rhythmic thud in my ears, impatience raising my blood pressure. Within seconds, I was weighing the salami, wrapping it, handing it to Ruth.


“That’ll be five ninety-two.”


I waited, tendons in my jaw tightening as she counted out the coins.


“And . . . ninety-two.” She nodded curtly as she handed over the last penny. “Thanks so much, Ellie. See you soon.”


“Can’t wait, Mrs. Pinsky.”


I managed to make a show of wiping the counter for five whole seconds before running after her to flip the sign to Closed.


Jesus fuck, why was life filled with so many Ruth Pinskys?


Ma would have told me to be charitable. Ever since her youngest boy had finished college and set up in Boston, Ruth, a lifelong homemaker and mother to three smothered sons, hadn’t had their every movement to fret over. So instead, she fretted over salami. Three times a week at least. Oh, and occasionally the weather—god help whoever she managed to buttonhole on days when snow was moving in, They say there might even be a bombogenesis. Have you ever heard anything so terrifying-sounding? I sent Jimmy to Costco to stock up on canned goods and gas for the generator . . .


I mean, at least find a hobby. Or if you don’t want one, drive to Boston and burden your own offspring with your endless, pointless, judgmental dithering. It’s under an hour if traffic isn’t terrible. Though who really knew, if Ruth’s driving was anything like her meat selection.


Play nice with the regulars, Ellie, they’re what keeps this place afloat. My dad’s warnings may have fallen on pop-punk-deafened ears when I’d first started working alongside him in the shop, but now, without him around to sparkle for the customers—his genuine interest in their home repairs and children, his endlessly repeated jokes, blinding them to my eye rolls and sniffs—I actually tried to take the advice, if only because I liked how it made Dad feel so close I could almost hear his voice. Well . . . tried as hard as I could. A woman has her limits, after all.


I let myself dissolve into the closing routine, double-wrapping the meats and cheeses in the deli case, pulling out whatever was too small or had been sitting a few days for the volunteers the soup kitchen sent by every morning before we opened, bagging the half dozen baguettes that hadn’t sold and propping them up in the fraying wicker day-old basket near the register (the focaccia was coming with me to Mimi and Grandpa’s, with a pint of whipped red pepper ricotta). I’d just finished my check on the stock of tinned fish, artisanal oils, spices, crackers, pestos, and high-end pastas that crowded the shelves around the customer side of the store, when the bell rang again.


“Fair warning, I got Pinskied right before closing,” I said, not bothering to look up from the trays of sides squeezing into the far corner of the deli case. Maybe the roasted beets with gorgonzola and pine nuts for tonight? After however many decades of living off deli leftovers, the entire Greco clan could use a little more veg in their lives.


“Oh my gosh, Ellie, what if it wasn’t me?” My cousin Bella’s already large brown eyes had grown so wide her lashes grazed her brows, and her rosebud mouth was open in a perfect little o. I couldn’t help but smirk. We’d known each other all our lives—technically all my life, she was a whopping seven months old by the time I appeared on the scene, an age gap I’d always resented since it put her a year ahead of me in school—but she was still so easy to tease. Mimi called us Sugar and Spice when we were kids. Guess which one I was.


“Then I’d be calling the authorities. If you were ever more than two minutes late without texting to explain, foul play would have to be involved.” I cocked an eyebrow at Bella. We both knew I was right, she was pathologically punctual. Maybe she’d gotten it from her dad’s side of the family; it definitely wasn’t in the DNA we shared.


It was just one of our many obvious differences, and yet Bella and I had somehow always managed to balance each other out, my overdeveloped fire tamped down at crucial junctures by her breeziness, other times acting as the vital line of defense her gentle nature was incapable of mounting on its own.


“Okay, that aside, Mrs. Pinsky’s a regular. That counts for something.”


“I have dozens of lovely regulars for whom I am endlessly grateful,” I said with an exaggerated bow. “With Ruth . . . what counts is what she pays me.”


“I think it’s sweet that you’re part of her routine. She must really care about this place to make the trip that often.”


“Or they blacklisted her at every other grocery store and deli in a twenty-mile radius.”


“Can they do that?” Bella looked genuinely shocked.


“I think they’d invent it just for her.”


“I suppose she can be a little . . . unaware of herself at times,” Bella conceded, “but she doesn’t mean any harm.”


“And yet none of that gives me back the hours of my life she steals.” I finished scooping the beets into a four-quart tub, closing the lid with an emphatic snap. Bella was frowning, trying to find an excuse for Ruth Pinsky, no doubt. The usual prick of guilt at seeing her much-better-personness in action flickered through me as I flipped off the lights in the deli cases one by one.


“Is that a new top? It hangs really well on you.” I gestured at the emerald-green boatneck blouse Bella was wearing, delicate seaming through the midsection and a flouncy peplum giving low-key corset vibes. It was clearly off the rack, but it seemed made for her particular shape, clinging without pulling or sagging anywhere. Honestly . . . I wouldn’t have even bothered tailoring it if she’d brought it to me.


Bella rolled her eyes, repressing a grin.


“I’m sure you could make a better version . . .”


“Take the compliment, Bell.”


“Well . . . thanks. I liked it.” She shrugged, pleased. Which made me feel slightly better about my general saltiness.


“I cannot wait for Mimi’s lasagna. I think it’s going to be restorative.”


“Oh, is she making lasagna tonight?” Bella’s eyes lit up. Of all the many fabulous Italian dishes our grandmother produced for the weekly Greco Sunday dinner, lasagna was understood to be her masterpiece. The secret was somewhere in the spiced lamb, but so far, I hadn’t been able to replicate it. Which was probably for the best. I already spent my entire working life surrounded by pork-fat-stuffed pork products, after all.


“If she isn’t, there will be hell to pay, mark my words.” I flipped off the last of the lights and joined Bella at the front door. “On that note, let’s get out of here before Ruth realizes I charged her for the Genoa salami instead of the spicy hard.”


“Not on purpose, though?” Two vertical lines of worry appeared on the preternaturally smooth, light brown skin of Bella’s forehead. Somehow, the faintly anxious expression accentuated her high cheekbones that much more; she really did have unfair advantages in the looks department. I widened my eyes meaningfully as I set the alarm just inside the door.


“Bella, she asked for five samples.”


By the time we made it to my grandparents’ sturdy robin’s-egg-blue cape on the edge of town, the rest of the family had already arrived.


Grandpa was installed in his worn leather armchair in the corner of the living room, Auntie Susan flanking him, her birdlike figure perched at the very edge of the overstuffed scroll-armed brown velvet couch that dominated the space. She leaned in to say something directly into her father’s oversized (but underfunctioning) ears, the thicket of dark hair that had long since migrated off the top of his head to their interior perhaps dampening their abilities.


“You don’t need to do that, Susan. We’re fine.” He frowned, waving a hand through the air, eyes glued on whatever game was playing on mute on the massive, boxy television.


“Dad, we want to. Anyway, the man who shovels our walk said he’d throw it in for practically nothing.”


“Auntie Susan, stop trying to make Grandpa feel old,” I said, moving over to drop a kiss on his liver-spotted head. He smiled vaguely at me, laying his hand over the one I’d rested on his shoulder. “Until he actually breaks a hip, he can shovel his own snow.”


“Don’t be morbid, Ellie.” Auntie Susan pursed her lips, annoyed.


“I’m not the one worried about Grandpa handling a shovel.” I raised an eyebrow, gratified by Grandpa’s low chuckle. He wasn’t wired to stand up to people—especially not the women in his family—so at some point, I’d elected to take on the role for him.


At the other end of the couch, my uncle Bill, Susan’s gentle giant of a husband, was trying to carry on a conversation with their son, Max, who was resolutely focused on his phone screen. Max was sixteen but still had that overgrown-adolescent-boy scrawniness, arms and legs spidery in the fitted, vaguely goth clothes he’d started wearing when he hit high school. I felt a general solidarity with Max—all manner of “alternative” kids got stamped as weirdos in Milborough, and I’d been similarly . . . disaffected during my theater-kid teenage years. But talking to him felt like pulling teeth.


“Hey, Max,” I called out. He glanced up through the spiky keep out gate of dyed-blacker hair on his forehead. Man, lately he even looked at odds with Bill. Max had the same olive-skinned Greco coloring I’d inherited—our genes seemed to override all attempts to input new DNA, including Bill’s Midwestern sandy-blond pallor. “Have any new music recs for me?”


He frowned, thinking, then his face lit up briefly, in a way that made him look like the sweetly nerdy kid we all used to actually enjoy.


“There’s this synth-pop band that’s kinda cool, Pistachio Dream,” he said, tapping at his phone more urgently. “I just sent you a link to their latest video.”


“Sweet. Anything else you think I might like, let me know. I’m too busy to be cool anymore.” Max scrunched his face in a way too quick expression of grim agreement.


“Ellie, Bella, is that you?” Ma’s voice rang out from the kitchen, and I quickly shed my shoes and retreated through the entryway, Bella lingering to say her hellos. Ma was still in scrubs, pulling together a salad at the center island, the Formica top slightly discolored with age but otherwise spotless. Mimi hadn’t updated the house since the eighties, but she sure as shit cleaned it twice a week, top to bottom. I perched on a stool at the counter, stretching to snag the bottle of red wine at Ma’s elbow. She raised an eyebrow as she sliced a mushroom against the pad of her thumb, even strips dropping onto the fluffy pile of arugula in the bowl.


“Don’t start, Ma. I spent the last half hour at the shop choking down Ruth Pinsky’s thoughts on the quality of the mortadella.”


“Where does she think she’ll find a better mortadella?” Ma’s wide blue eyes narrowed to slits. I couldn’t help but notice the crow’s feet the expression pulled out. She always claimed she was going to start slowing down at work, but I had yet to see any sign of it.


“Exactly.” I poured a generous glass of wine, then tilted my head at another glass, eyebrow raised. Ma turned her face heavenward and sighed, her unspoken yes. I poured a glass for her, then one for Bella. I was already a good third of the way through my own when Bella joined me at the counter.


“There’s my favorite niece!” Ma reached across to cup Bella’s cheek with one hand before returning to the salad. Bella’s mom was Ma’s sister. Laurie and Dave had moved to Nashville about five years back so he could take a teaching post at Vanderbilt, but Bella was established in Boston by then, and she’d kept coming to family dinner every week, even during my brief stint in New York. Taking over the deli when Dad died won me a brief wave of goodwill from the family elders, but Bella was still the favorite Greco of our generation by far, and she wasn’t even a Greco. Frankly, I couldn’t blame them.


“How’s the big city treating you, Annabella?” Ma said, pausing between vegetables to take a small sip of wine.


“About the same.” Bella wrapped both hands around the bowl of her glass.


“I don’t know why you don’t just come back here. Rents in Boston are out of control, I was reading about it in the Globe just last week.”


Bella gave a gentle smile. We played this out pretty much every week, and somehow it never seemed to bother her.


“When Milborough’s got a good marketing job for me, it’ll be top of my list.”


“You girls have both always been so ambitious,” Ma said, her tone suggesting it wasn’t entirely a compliment.


“Pretty sure that only applies to Bella.” I reached across the counter to pluck a cherry tomato off the salad. Ma slapped my hand playfully. “In case you forgot, I hung all that up to run the family deli.”


“But look at all the changes you’ve made! I just saw something about how ‘on trend’ tinned fish was, how restaurants are charging fifteen, even twenty dollars for some sardines and a few crackers. I never would have believed it.”


“You didn’t believe it. You and Mimi basically tried to have me committed for bringing in brands that cost more than a dollar.”


“Well, I’m a big enough woman to admit when I’m wrong. The point is, you’ve really put your stamp on the place. Classed it up!”


It’s not that I wasn’t glad she appreciated the changes I’d made—it was nice to take more ownership over the deli, even nicer to see the people I cared about most genuinely proud of me. At some point that I couldn’t put my finger on, I’d even stopped thinking of it as Dad’s or Mimi’s—my responsibility but the family’s thing—and started thinking of it as my deli. And it was; the shop it was today wasn’t the one Dad had run, or Grandpa and Mimi before him.


Still, I’d always hoped to achieve more in my life than “caught the trend in tinned fish at the right time.” I tried to smile—Ma meant it as a compliment; there was no point in making her feel bad. Besides, I was the one who’d practically insisted on giving everything up to run the place.


“What can I say? I’m basically the Martha Stewart of meat slicers.”


“That’s what you think classy is?” Bella giggled.


“Okay, the . . . Grace Kelly of . . . giardiniera?” I tried.


“Her royal highness of ham?” Bella retorted.


“You girls are so strange sometimes.”


“Yeah, but you love us,” I said, relieved that the moment had passed without her noticing. I bent to haul out the food I’d brought from the deli, the slight heat from the wine melting the surface layer of permatension in my neck and shoulders. “Do we have another cutting board? I brought beet salad, but we also had a leftover focaccia.” I waggled the square of bread in the air before plopping it on the breakfast bar.


“Did you think to bring—”


“Red pepper ricotta spread to go with it? What do you take me for, Linda?”


“Have I ever told you how much I love you, daughter of mine?” Ma fluttered her eyelashes exaggeratedly. “Look in the cupboard,” she added, pointing with her knife to the narrow cabinet where Mimi kept cutting boards and cooking trays, separated with cheap tension rods so they “wouldn’t get all jumbled.” Margaret Greco, the O.G. of Pinterestable home organization hacks. Which begged the question . . .


“Where’s Mimi?” I said as I pulled a scarred wooden board from the cupboard.


“At the town council meeting. Don’t worry, I made sure your grandpa got the lasagna in the oven.”


“Still? They must have had a hell of a lot of crosswalks to fight over.”


“Don’t. I think it’s lovely your grandmother stays active in the community.”


“I think it’s lovely that she gets to argue someone else into submission on occasion,” I said. As though to punctuate the point, the side door shot open and Mimi burst into the mudroom, stamping her feet far more aggressively than the dusting of snow on her boots called for. “Speak of the devil . . .”


“Don’t you start with me, Eleanor,” Mimi grumbled as she plopped onto the bench to wrench off her shoes, her legs barely reaching the floor—Auntie Susan and I had both inherited Mimi’s trim, compact frame, all ropy strength with zero tits. “I’m in no mood. Frank? Frank! Get in here, we need to talk!”


I grimaced at Bella. We teased about how definitively Mimi wore the pants, both with our grandfather and most every other person she met, but she’d always had a marshmallow center. It just happened to be hidden under a very thick shell of hard work studded with crunchy bites of judgment. Mimi never hesitated to let you know her very clear views on how things ought to be done, whether you were talking about a moral obligation or how to make red sauce. It was just what passed for fun with Mimi; she liked sparring with someone who didn’t back down. I’d inherited her throw-the-first-punch nature right alongside my washboard chest.


My grandfather shuffled in from the next room, vague worry corrugating his forehead. “Everything alright, dear?”


“No, everything is very much not alright,” Mimi snapped, standing with a grunt. She was closing in on eighty, and her once dark hair was now mostly white, her familiar face striated in all directions. But her dark brown eyes still glittered with fierce intelligence, and she was probably in better physical shape than I was. Since she and Grandpa had stepped back from actively running the deli about ten years ago, Mimi had not only taken up local politics, she’d also leaned into both nature hikes and a very serious yoga practice. We used to joke that she’d outlast us all, though that hit a hard stop once Dad died.


She made a beeline for the wine, pouring herself a generous glass and taking a huge gulp before thrusting it toward my grandfather with such ferocity the wine nearly sloshed over.


“They’re trying to run us out of town.”


“Who do you mean, dear?”


“The entire goddamned lot of them! The traitors!” She slammed the glass down on the counter so hard my mother winced. “After how many decades? But of course that means nothing compared to some hoity-toity city shop . . .”


“Mimi, why don’t you sit down, you’re obviously upset.” Bella stood to pull out a chair, flashing me a what the fuck? face. I shrugged. I couldn’t remember ever seeing Mimi like this.


Mimi sucked her lips in, face tautening as though it was preparing for an explosion, then exhaled loudly and took the seat Bella had offered. I hurried to place the half-sliced loaf of focaccia and the tub of cheese between them. No one loved the R. J. Pegg focaccia we stocked at the deli more than Mimi. She scraped a thick blob of ricotta over an end piece and tore into it fiercely.


“Why don’t we start at the beginning.” Ma used the slow, careful tone she usually reserved for the angry patients and patient-spouses who thought bullying a nurse would somehow get them better care. “Did something happen at the meeting?”


“Yes, something happened. All our neighbors just happened to sell us out without even a second thought,” Mimi fumed.


“We’re gonna need a few more details, Mimi,” I said, raising an eyebrow.


She turned her fiery glare on me, but I just raised my eyebrow another quarter inch. She wasn’t the only Greco woman used to striking fear into the hearts of lesser mortals with her temper alone. After maintaining the standoff a second or two, Mimi took another bite, chewed furiously, then closed her eyes, presumably channeling her yoga breathing or some such. Finally, she turned to my mother.


“You know the old Taylor’s department store, down on Jefferson?”


“Of course. It’s a sporting goods shop now, isn’t it?”


“It was until about a month ago. Phil Bray is retiring to Arizona, and his kids don’t want to take over, so they’re selling off the stock.”


“Oh, that’s too bad,” Bella murmured reflexively. I was ninety-nine percent sure she’d never been inside Bray’s. Her workouts consisted of Pilates at her fancy gym and occasional aerial yoga, and while I loved hiking in the woods around Milborough, we both shared a deep abhorrence of camping, which was most of Bray’s raison d’être.


“It’s about to get worse,” Mimi said, jaw set grimly. “Do you know what that prick Ted Taylor plans to do with the place?”


“Margaret . . .” my grandfather murmured, frowning. As long as I’d known her, Mimi had had a foul mouth, but it always seemed to startle Grandpa. Still, she wasn’t wrong. The Taylors had been among Milborough’s wealthiest families for over a hundred years, and somehow they managed to add to their pile with each new generation of country clubbers. Ted Taylor had always strutted around Milborough as if he owned the place. The fact that these days he did own a lot of it somehow only made it more galling.


Mimi ignored Grandpa, turning to me to deliver her next pronouncement:


“He’s trying to bring in Mangia.”


I gaped, stomach plummeting so fast it almost made me dizzy.


“Like the . . . what would you even call them, a food department store?” Bella said, the worry lines appearing on her forehead again.


“That’s the one.” Mimi nodded grimly. “And if they pull it off, mark my words, it will mean the end of Greco’s Deli.”
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Two
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We all stared at Mimi in stunned silence while her words sank in. When Mangia came to Boston, it had been major news, the multistory emporium of all things Italian—from artisanal oils and obscure brands of torrone to wines from every region to multiple miniature restaurants—a definitive point scored in the one-sided fight it was perpetually waging against New York.


Clearly the company was looking farther afield these days. It made sense; it wasn’t just city dwellers who wanted the fantasy Mangia sold. Even I understood the appeal. You could take in a brief lecture on the food history of Umbria, meet a friend for lunch, and finish all your grocery shopping without ever leaving the premises. Shit, they probably had entire deli cases given over solely to mortadella. Ruth Pinsky would have a field day.


I swallowed hard—my mouth had started to flood nauseously with saliva.


“You said he’s trying. The Taylors haven’t sealed the deal yet, right?”


“It’s just a matter of time. They’ve ‘been in talks’ for months,” Mimi said, crooking her arthritic fingers into derisive air quotes.


“What did he say about the timeline?” I pressed.


“He didn’t say anything, the chickenshit.” Mimi’s lips pursed with disgust. “He sent his son to do his dirty work.”


“Wait . . . do you mean Trip?” Bella blinked, tilting her head to the side. A hazy memory of Trip Taylor briefly stepping into her relentless rotation of high school boyfriends breached the roiling waters of my mind.


“He called himself Theo, but I’m sure that’s him. Slick as can be. Rain would probably bead up and slide right off that smile. Do you know him?” Mimi narrowed her eyes at Bella.


“He was the year above me in school,” Bella said, eyes darting to mine for a fraction of a second, Don’t you dare say more.


“Yeah, everyone knew Trip Taylor,” I said. Bella would never hold up under concerted interrogation, and the fact that their romance lasted about a minute more than ten years ago would not count as a mitigating factor with Mimi in her current state. “He was on lacrosse, right? King of the bros? I think there was a brother a couple years behind me, too. But forget the douche report, the town is letting this happen?”


“The town was practically drooling at the prospect. Moira Lythikos didn’t even mention the parking issues. Moira.”


“But even if they do come in, it’s not the end of the world, Ma,” Auntie Susan said, glancing around for support. “We don’t know the deli would go under.”


“You don’t know the business, Susan. Ask Ellie, she knows I’m right.”


Everyone turned to me. I was still so gut-punched I couldn’t fully process.


“There’s no way to stop this?” I finally managed.


“It was a preliminary vote, but if it’s any sign of the way the wind’s blowing . . .” Mimi blinked hard and wriggled her nose against the sparkle of tears filling her bright brown eyes. “Half of them have shopped at our store since they were kids. They didn’t even take five minutes to decide that wasn’t worth a slice of old bologna if it meant getting some fancy-pants food mall. Five generations in this town out the window,” she spat, rubbing fiercely at the crepey skin around her eyes with a knuckle.


“Nothing’s decided yet,” Ma said, stretching to lay her hand over Mimi’s. The fact that Mimi allowed it without so much as a sniff spoke volumes about how deeply this was wounding her.


After a few long moments, Mimi shook off my mother and exhaled a sharp breath.


“Nothing we can do about it, I suppose. Ellie, I hope you brought something besides bread to serve with the lasagna. Green salad gives me the trots.”


Dinner was a subdued affair (at least by Greco standards), and by the time Bella stood to go, conversation had mostly tapered off.


“Thanks for the lasagna, Mimi. It was incredible, per usual.” She bent to squeeze my grandmother’s shoulders. Mimi patted her hand distractedly, not bothering to return the hug. “Grandpa, you owe me a cribbage game next week.”


“Only if you promise not to skunk me,” he said, rising from the head of the table to wrap Bella in a warm hug, voice characteristically quiet. Where Mimi was sharp, Grandpa had always been soft, the one to slip you a candy after a scolding with a finger to his lips. A yin and yang thing, I suppose. “I’m too old to bear the shame.”


“Pretty sure I’m the one who needs to worry about the skunking. Alright, I should go before it gets too late. Love you all.” I followed Bella to the door, slipping my feet into the black chef’s clogs I wore on workdays—hopelessly unfashionable, but I was way past the point of valuing trendy footwear over a functioning lower back. I tilted my head at the door, widening my eyes, Let’s talk outside.


I waited until we reached her car to speak.


“Mimi’s right. If Mangia comes in, that’s it for the deli.”


Bella heaved out a huge sigh, leaning against the vehicle and wrapping her arms around herself for warmth.


“We don’t know that . . .”


“Bella. We absolutely know that. I need to stop it somehow.” I shook my hands at my sides, bouncing on my toes, anxiety buzzing through me like a physical current. Mimi was right, the deli wasn’t just a job, it was our family legacy. It was the reason I’d moved back from New York after Dad died. Mimi and Grandpa had insisted they were up to running it themselves until they found a replacement, but I knew how relieved they were when I straight-up ignored that and broke my lease. How could I do anything else? It was the strongest, most tangible connection I had to Dad, every corner the site of some happy memory. Even five years later, it was the one place on earth that he still felt present. And other than the house we’d just walked out of, it was the only place that really felt like home. I swallowed hard, forcing the thoughts down. Bella didn’t need to know how maudlin I was getting over a storefront.


“For Mimi,” I added. “You know what it would do to her and Grandpa if this went through.” I frowned as a bulwark against the threat of tears. They were who I was really worried about . . . right? God, how much wine had I drunk?


“It sounded like things were pretty far along,” Bella murmured, tugging at the tip of a curl and letting it spring back into place once, twice, three times.


“I have to at least try, Bella.” I jutted out my lower lip, trying not to let it tremble, and she nodded.


“Okay. What’s the plan?” Gratitude surged through me. Bella might not think this was possible, but she would be in it with me until the bitter end.


“Getting in touch with Trip Taylor is as good a place to start as any. Do you still have his number?”


“Are you just gonna cold-call him?”


“I don’t know. Maybe?” With effort, I forced my shoulders to drop. “I mean I’d text, I’m not a monster.”


“Okay, just . . . try not to come in too hot, yeah?” I opened my mouth to respond but Bella lifted a hand. “Not because of you, although it is totally fair advice on that front.” She tilted her chin down, pinning me with a knowing look. “I’m saying it because of Trip. People change, obviously, and we were just kids when we dated, but he tends to . . . not take criticism well?”


“A rich white man that doesn’t like being criticized? No.” I pulled a faux-shocked face.


“Okay, but if you want to win over that rich white man . . .”


“Fine. Noted. Kid gloves only for the easily tarnished silver spoon.”


Bella smirked as she found the old contact and sent it to me. Then she wrapped me in a tight hug. Despite myself, I dissolved into it. Unsurprisingly, Bella was an excellent hugger, enough so that she occasionally made me rethink my entire stance on the practice.


“Let me know anything I can do. Boston’s really not that far.”


“Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”


She laughed and released me, moving around to slide into the car. She turned to me before closing the door.


“It’ll be okay. I promise. Even if . . .” She licked her lips slowly, considering. “It’ll all turn out for the best.” I nodded, and she closed the door, waving once before driving off into the night. I stood there for a long time after she was gone, just outside the sparkling glow the porch light scattered over the snow that covered my grandparents’ lawn, shivering in the winter night.


Bella was wrong, and we both knew it. Unless I did something to stop this, nothing would be okay.


If only I had any fucking clue where to start.
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Three
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I stared at the phone, the three thousand, four hundred and twelfth attempt at the text glaring back at me in the cold blue light.


To: Little Lord Doucheleroy


Hey, Trip. It’s Ellie Greco. Not sure if you remember me, I’m Bella Hill’s cousin?


Did I not know I was her cousin? I deleted the question mark and bit my thumbnail, reaching blindly for the glass of whiskey on my end table. Opening sallies with the enemy required something stronger than wine.


Should I say more? Lay it all out from the start? No, this was good. Neutral. Best to see if he’d respond at all before I sent a novel.


I sipped the whiskey, letting the smooth, caramelly burn run down my throat, clicked Send, and forced myself to focus on the nature show I’d turned on when I got back to my apartment. Trip might not have his phone on him all the time. Maybe he was one of those people with “digital boundaries” whose phone went into a jar by the door the minute they got home.


I forced my eyes back to the TV, letting David Attenborough’s plummy voice flow over me.


The grown python can stretch to as long as twenty-six feet, but it’s adapted camouflage that keeps it invisible until the moment prey happens by. Its rapid strike stuns the unfortunate mammals, which it kills by wrapping its muscular body around them before swallowing the creatures whole.


The phone buzzed—oh thank fuck. I snatched it up before it could even go dark.




I go by Theo





My jaw tensed, but the dots said he was still typing, so I forced myself not to respond.


Sure I remember you. How is Bella?




She’s great







Glad to hear it







Any reason you were texting?





I bit my thumbnail again. This was it. The plea I’d rehearsed spilled out with only a handful of typos.


I’m not sure if you know, but I run my family’s deli. It’s been around in one form or another since the 1920s. We were all really concerned to hear your dad was planning to bring Mangia into Milborough and worried about how it would affect businesses like ours


I stared at the screen, sucking first one lip, then the other through my teeth. Finally I clicked Send.


The three little dots appeared . . . they kept blinking for ten seconds, twenty . . .


Then they went away. I gripped the phone a little tighter. What could that mean?


They started again. Okay, so he was thinking about what to say. Maybe he hadn’t considered our deli. Hell, maybe he didn’t even know it existed. People like the Taylors probably had groceries flown in from Switzerland or some shit, right?


Stopped again.


I was staring so hard now I could practically feel my eyelids attempting to recede into my skull. Maybe he was composing his own novel. But was that good? Trying to find the words to apologize for destroying someone’s family business probably takes a lot of time. My breath started coming short as I willed the dots to come back. He had to say something, didn’t—


Oh god, the dots! My whole body tensed as they blinked, blinked, and then . . .




And?





Wait . . . seriously?


I hunched over the phone, molars sanding each other down as I furiously typed.


And I know you’re a spoiled dick whose lucky grandpa was born first but for some people HAVING A LIVELIHOOD actually fucking matters


I was so close to hitting Send, then I thought of Mimi hunching over the breakfast bar in . . . not quite defeat, but the closest approximation of it I’d ever seen in her. I closed my eyes, breathing deeply—in through the nose, out through the mouth—the way Bella had told me the 0.1 times I’d attempted to meditate with her.


I held my thumb over the Delete key, grimacing as I forced myself to type something Bella-approved.


And I was hoping we could meet to discuss it before anything is finalized.


The dots barely flashed before his response appeared.


I’m not sure what good that will do, negotiations are fairly advanced.


I was about to fury-text for real this time when the dots appeared again.


But if you want to talk about it anyway, I’ll be at the property tomorrow to meet with some contractors. You can meet me there.


Relief flooded through me, so intense I felt a little shaky.




Sounds great. What time?







I’ll be there at 8 sharp







See you then





I hesitated a moment, then added.




Thanks for taking the time







NP





I set the phone down, feeling triumphant. It was just step one, but I’d managed it. I was doing something. And tomorrow I’d take step two: I’d channel Bella’s way-more-zen energy, and I’d explain to Trip—Theo—whatever the fuck he went by—how important small business was to our community. How important our business was to the town’s history. Maybe, just maybe, I’d find a way out of this.


I turned back to the TV, turning over what I could say to convince him—other businesses would be affected too, maybe that was a way in? The Taylors held commercial properties all over town; getting Mangia in but gutting the downtown core would have to affect their bottom line. Other folks might just see dollar signs flowing into town—no one else was as directly competitive with Mangia as we were—but the coffee shop near me wasn’t that convenient if you had no reason to head downtown in the first place. Joe’s Pizza was good but not great, they’d definitely suffer. Maybe other business owners hadn’t realized what this would really mean, yet. If they’d gone to the meeting at all.


I briefly toyed with the idea of rallying them . . . but that could take weeks, and by then it might be too late. For now, the play was going to Theo directly and trying to hit him the only place it might hurt: in the money. Even if the Taylors could afford to lose the rent from every other shop and restaurant and whatever else they owned, stripping Milborough of the charm that made it appealing in the first place would have to have long-term consequences. Mangia was the kind of play that was banking on Milborough continuing to gentrify, but without the cluster of cute shops, restaurants, delis even, it was hard to distinguish from Burnton (closer to the freeway) or Andrew’s Point (wealthier overall, but without the character). Without the quirky cute–factor, the exodus of Bostonians might redirect toward one of them, or even Amherst or Salem. Sure, some of those people would visit Mangia occasionally, maybe even often enough to keep it open, but surely the Taylors didn’t want all their eggs in that retro wire-and-wood basket. There had to be an argument in there that would work, even with Trip—no, Theo, don’t fuck that up—Taylor.


The nature program showed a bunny, its trembling making it extra adorable.


The python’s strike is so fast that by the time the marsh rabbit senses him moving overhead, the giant snake has already wrapped himself around the smaller creature, in preparation for swallowing his meal whole.
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I glanced at my phone again, foot tapping out my annoyance. I’d been waiting for fifteen minutes outside the old Taylor’s department store—it had been Bray’s since the late nineties, but locals all still referred to it that way, an unintentional reinforcement of the Taylor family’s sway over all of us—and still there was no sign of Theo.


I wrapped my arms tighter around my body, the cold prickling through my winter jacket. The windows of the building were soaped over, so I couldn’t tell whether the contractors were inside. I sure as hell wasn’t going to risk setting off some alarm—annoying Theo before we even started wouldn’t help. But I was freezing, and the deli was just sitting there closed while I stood here like an idiot (I would not risk this meeting getting back to Mimi by calling in one of our handful of part-timers), and a not small part of me was starting to wonder if this was some kind of prank. Seriously, where was this asshole?


I was finally turning to leave, muttering curse words under my breath, when a shiny silver BMW rolled up to the curb, windows tinted so dark you could barely make out the silhouette of a driver. It parked in the loading zone, and out popped—of course—Trip (no, Theo, try to remember it’s Theo) Taylor.


He had his phone to his ear, so he didn’t seem to notice the daggers shooting out of my eyes in his general direction. Though his armor of money probably would have deflected them anyway.


He’d always been tall, somewhere over six feet, but he’d filled out since high school, his ropy, athletic frame broader now, more masculine. He’d stayed in shape—the trim cut of his obviously expensive blue shirt and gray wool slacks made that clear. His once blond hair had darkened, and was cut long on top, swept back now but probably always falling just over his eyes in a way that made women want to tuck it back for him. What I had to believe was a very deliberately cultivated two-day stubble accentuated the strong lines of his jaw. Even beneath a slightly heavy brow, his eyes were startling, a steely dark blue that reminded me of lake water, tiny flickers of browns and greens hinting at things hidden beneath the surface.


In high school he’d been cute, in that smirking jock way, but I had to admit it: He’d grown into full-blown handsome. And really, why not tack that on, he’d already won the white-male-with-money lottery. Still, everything about him—from his just-too-long hair, to his expertly tailored camel cashmere overcoat (left open with a plaid scarf draped inside the collar—cold couldn’t touch a Taylor), to his polished black Beatle boots—just screamed dick. Seriously, if I’d been trying to broadcast “entitled arrogance” during my stint as a (failed) theater costume designer, I couldn’t have put together a better look.


I could feel my eyes bugging with fury. I sucked in a fiery breath, digging my nails into the butts of my hands. Stay calm, Ellie. You need this dick’s help.


He bent to grab a tray of coffees, then made his way to where I huddled in the entryway, at no point really looking at me.


“I don’t know what to tell you, Ryan. We’ve got three other offers on the space, and you’ve known about the deadline for a month. I like your concept, but if you’re not willing to float a few months while you sort out the licenses, we can’t keep holding it for you . . . Okay . . . Sure, talk then.”


He clicked the phone off and turned to me, one corner of his mouth twitching up in an amused smile that accentuated his sharp cheekbones. I hated that I noticed the fucking cheekbones.


“Ellie. You made it.”


“I did. At eight.” I kept my face almost aggressively bright, tilting my head to the side and cocking an eyebrow. If anything, he just looked more amused.


“And you decided to wait here instead of going in? You must like this weather better than I do. Shall we? I’ve got a really busy morning.”


My body trembled with the effort not to spit fire as he opened the unlocked door—of course it was unlocked, why hadn’t I even tried it?—and swept into the building. I hurried after him, practically running to keep up with his long strides. I knew the height difference wasn’t technically his fault, but trotting after him like a child just annoyed me further.


As we made our way to the elevator at the far back wall, I glanced around the space that had, until recently, been stuffed with tents and kayaks, hiking boots and dehydrated meals. A few shelving units were scattered around the massive room, but otherwise it was empty, and it was surprising to see how vast it was. The ceilings were high, maybe twelve feet, and ornate crown molding ran around the edges, the swirls and folds reminiscent of cake frosting. Every so often a fluted column sprouted through the floor, its crown blooming lavishly at the ceiling. Bray’s had been carpeted, I was pretty sure, but the contractors had already ripped all that out, revealing dark-stained hardwood floors. They were scuffed and dull with age, but you could tell they’d be beautiful refinished. It wasn’t hard to imagine the lovely space Taylor’s must have been when it opened in the early 1900s, a glamorous temple to the gods of consumption, the sumptuous setting stoking religious zeal even in those who hadn’t walked through the doors as believers.


“I never realized how pretty it was in here.”


Theo turned to me, his smile looking genuine for once.


“It’s got incredible bones. Bray’s didn’t really take advantage of that.”


He pressed a button on the elevator and I focused on the details: the subtle diamond-patterned coffering of the ceiling, the airiness of the space when dozens of kayaks weren’t leaning against the walls, the vaguely deco brass surrounds on the elevator itself. Mangia couldn’t have found a better location if they’d tried.


The elevator arrived and Trip (no, Theo) thumbed four, the top floor. I frowned, trying to remember the last time I’d been in the store. At least a couple years ago, probably to buy something simple—running shoes, or leggings.


“Was Bray’s really four floors?”


He shook his head.


“The third floor they kept for admin and extra stock. The fourth we rented out separately as office spaces. Frankly, it was hard to keep them filled.”


“I’m surprised you didn’t boot Bray’s out earlier.”


His lips pursed but he didn’t turn to me.


“No one booted anyone out. They had a long-term percentage lease, and the business was solid. They were good partners. But Phil Bray’s ready to retire, so that’s that.” He turned to me, holding the tray out. “By the way, is black okay? I wasn’t sure how you take it, but it seemed like a solid guess.”


Heat rose to my cheeks as I accepted the cup.


“You didn’t need to get me coffee.”


“It’s the least I could do. You were coming to me, on my schedule, all the way across town from your deli. I’m sure this wasn’t convenient. So? Did I guess right?”


“Actually, I usually take three sugars. In fact . . .” I dug around in my pocket, fingers closing on a single square of paper. The sugar packet was beat up, the words worn away, but it was still intact, thankfully. I pulled the lid off the coffee, tore the packet with my teeth, and dumped it in. “Better than nothing.”


“Really, three sugars?” He raised an eyebrow, amusement flickering over his lips, on the thin side, but somehow perfect for his face. “No offense, but that seems off brand. The sugar hoarding, obviously, since you’re not eighty, but also just the order itself.”


“None taken. Especially since we don’t know each other well enough for you to know my ‘brand.’ As far as the sugar, I run a deli. I always have random condiments on me.”


“Fair. I just thought all the artsy cool kids took their coffee black.”


Somehow that just made me feel more embarrassed. The idea of Trip Taylor thinking any of the kids I hung out with back in the day were cool was ludicrous, but it was a kinder description than I would have expected. I took a few deep breaths. He was clearly going out of his way to put me at ease—I could at least try not to spew acid from the start.


I tried a sip of the coffee to reorient. Even with less sugar than I liked, it was good, smoother than the stuff I made at the deli, with a chocolatey mouthfeel. Just one more thing Taylor-level money can buy.


“After you.” He spread his arm wide as the elevator doors opened.


The fourth floor was in a state of much greater chaos; a handful of tarps heaped with debris was visible from the elevator, and skeletons of walls past stalked across the floor, bits of plastery flesh still clinging to their corpses. Powdery dust coated everything, including the inside of my nostrils pretty much immediately. A largish hole gaped in the dropped ceiling just outside the elevator doors, hints of the building’s entrails gleaming through it, and I moved to one side, skin prickling anxiously.


“Watch your step. Especially if your tetanus boosters aren’t up to date,” Theo said, gingerly stepping over a pile of nail-studded two-by-fours before continuing past shells of rooms of varying sizes, some more or less intact, others stripped to the studs. I followed, sticking close behind to avoid the various construction obstacles. A lone brass plaque, coated in a grayish film, clung to a remnant of drywall to my left, the gravestone for FRASER AND PHIPPEN ACCOUNTING SERVICES.


We curved around the elevator block toward the northeast corner of the building. If the area around the elevator was chaotic, this was postapocalyptic. Much more of the ceiling had been pulled away, and a tangle of ancient-looking wires and dingy pipes and vents had colonized the space above. With the ceiling tiles ripped out, you could see how far up the space went—another few feet, easily, the building’s various systems strung loosely through the center of it.


A double-height ladder rose out of the middle of what must have once been one of the larger offices, chunks of broken building materials, ragged curls of wire, and various tools littered around its base. The man on it was fiddling with something on a ceiling beam, the back of his head just barely visible between snaking tubes overhead.


“Jaime, how goes it?” Theo called up. The ladder wobbled precariously as Jaime turned to face us, crouching. He was in his early twenties, but the wide grin he broke into when he spotted Theo made him look even younger. “Coffee? Double cream, right?”


“Oh hell yes.” He stretched to take the coffee cup Theo was offering. “Thanks, Theo.”


“Of course. Where’s Mike?” Theo frowned, looking around.


“He went with Don to pick up supplies. You wouldn’t believe what they did up here. There are these giant metal boxes around half the wires, we have to pull them out to even see what the hell is going on. I’ve never seen anything like it.”


“Wonderful. Always the news you want to hear from your electricians.”


“Don’t worry, we’ve got you. Anyway, you knew it was gonna be a big job.”


“A big job that I expect to stay below the very big estimate Don quoted.”


“That’s above my pay grade. I just do what I’m told.” Jaime grinned and sipped his coffee.


“I’ll let you get back to it.” Theo turned, tilting his head for me to follow, and started making his way around the back of the building, not bothering to wait to see if I was following.


About forty feet along, an empty doorframe opened onto a mostly intact office (which is to say, it still had walls and a ceiling). A single folding table stood in the middle, a few folding chairs scattered around it. Theo set the tray down on the corner of the table, sliding his laptop bag off his shoulder and placing it in the center. He took a chair on the far side.


“Have a seat.” He gestured at the nearest chair, its cracked vinyl surface lightly coated in the same dust that was floating through the air. I swiped at it with the sleeve of my coat (it immediately striped gray) and sat.


Theo pulled out a sleek silver laptop, flipping it open and scanning the screen as he reached for the coffee tray, plucking one of the two remaining cups free.


“So? You have my undivided attention, at least until Don gets back,” he said, scrolling on the computer.
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