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			Chapter One

			Isabella

			‘Your keys, Mrs Tucci.’ The estate agent passed her a bundle of keys of varying shapes and sizes on a large steel keyring. Isabella had not met this man before, but her usual agent was sick. This last-­minute substitute was maybe fortysomething in a badly fitting suit.

			‘Ms,’ she corrected absently, taking a step back to survey the building in front of her. Not that there was currently much to admire. Boarded windows. Flaking paint. But she could see past that. She could see its future, and her own. She took a deep breath, and a smile brightened her face.

			‘Unusual name, Tucci,’ he said, unperturbed – and nosy. ‘Italian?’

			‘My family is Italian,’ she said. ‘You can call me Isabella.’

			‘This is a huge project.’ The estate agent rocked back on his heels and blew out his cheeks. ‘Should keep you busy for a while.’

			He might think that, but she didn’t have the luxury of time. She had barely three months to turn the building around and meet her goal of a new life within a year. Nine long months to find the right property, to win the bid at auction and for all the never-­ending paperwork to go through. And now, finally, she gripped the keys in her hand with ninety days left to open.

			

			‘Could be a real money pit too . . .’ he said, deciding to give her advice she hadn’t asked for. ‘You know, when you have to—’ She stopped his mansplaining with a raised hand.

			‘The survey was clean. Nothing structurally wrong with the building. Just a lot of cosmetic work and maybe some rewiring.’

			Even as she said the words, her stomach lurched. She’d gone through the figures a million times because it was everything she had in the world, everything from her old life to fund the new. Proceeds from the divorce settlement, the sale of their house, the life she had thought she would live for the rest of her days. She’d checked and double-­checked fees and duties, because there was nobody else to back her up now. No one to share the costs or the charges. She felt sick at the thought.

			She looked again at the building in the pleasant warmth of the late August sun. A smallish, whiteish building facing the pedestrian­ised town square. Nothing distinctive to write home about – yet. But she could already imagine the frontage painted cleanly and flowers blooming in the window boxes. She could hear the music coming from the open windows. She glanced at the space above the door where the old sign had been, and the thought of putting her own sign up there turned the anxiety back into excitement. This was all hers and she was going to make it a success.

			‘Shall I help you in?’ the estate agent asked, reaching to take the keys back.

			

			‘I’m fine, Mr Reynolds. The removals people will be here shortly. But thanks for everything.’ This was something she wanted to do herself.

			‘Is your husband coming soon? To help?’ he asked, looking around. She forced a smile, even though the comment irritated her. Why did everyone think you had to have a man to do anything in life?

			‘No, it’s only me.’

			Better that way by far, she reminded herself as she tossed her hair back over her shoulder, even as a flash of hurt made her press her lips together. The images were still too fresh. The good ones were deeply embedded – the first flush of love, the anticipation, the planning of dates, holidays, the engagement ring, her white dress, their first house together – and they all rushed into her mind at once, like watching a home movie. Laughing at the kitchen table. Spooning on the sofa to watch a film. But as always now, these were followed by the more recent bad ones – the ones she never wanted to think about again. Who would have thought she’d be married and divorced by thirty-­three?

			‘So, what’s the plan for this place then?’ he asked, tucking his hands into his trouser pockets and jiggling keys around rather suspiciously near his balls. ‘Beauty parlour? Nail salon?’

			She swallowed her frustration. Another common misconception. They looked at her and saw long, wavy brown hair that tumbled down her back. They saw olive skin, high cheekbones and even, white teeth. They saw that she was slim and fit and toned, with curves in all the right places. So, they didn’t bother to look for a brain. They merely associated her with her looks. Not that there was anything wrong with nail and beauty salons, they were essential services. But she had different plans for this place.

			

			‘A restaurant,’ she said firmly.

			His eyes shot up towards his prematurely receding hairline.

			‘Wow, hard work.’ She shrugged; she wasn’t afraid of that. But he wasn’t finished. ‘Long hours. Hard to get staff sometimes too.’

			He was like a walking Wikipedia of doom, this guy. She ignored him, her attention caught by the glint of copper on the pavement at her feet. A penny. A good omen. She bent to pick it up, taking a second to press it hard into her palm for luck before tucking it into her pocket.

			‘Not married then?’ he asked from his position behind her, which made her roll her eyes as she straightened up. Turning to reply, she caught his look of appreciation as he swept his eyes up and down her body and got stuck on her chest. She cleared her throat and he bolted his eyes back up to head level.

			‘No,’ she said pointedly. ‘I’m very happily single.’

			He puffed up his chest and she spoke quickly to ward off any more questions.

			‘I’m not looking for distractions. Not until this place is a success.’

			Three months left, she reminded herself. Not even that, actually, until the start of her new life and until her year-­long, self-­imposed man ban was over. She’d sworn after the split with Daniel she would be single and sex-­free for a year. Who needed a man, the hassles, the lies? Or the heartache, the anxiety, the loss of confidence, come to think of it? She would dedicate time to healing and focusing on herself, before she let another man into her life in any kind of serious way. Or even any kind of one-­night way.

			

			It was easier than she’d thought to start with. Despite having had a regular and healthy sex life since university, she’d not missed it at the beginning. Word got around she was single again, even though she certainly didn’t go bragging about it. In fact, it was probably the shock of the divorce that kept her numb, and she didn’t hesitate in turning down any invitations or dates. She kept her head down at the gym and avoided the muscle corner. She focused on her work at the marketing agency until she handed her notice in and managed to avoid any drunken hook-­ups at her leaving party. She was protecting herself at all costs. After the trauma of the year before, she figured a year to herself was exactly what she needed. Enough to feel stronger again – and to prove everyone else, especially Daniel, wrong. But lately, there’d been the odd, familiar tug in the pit of her stomach. She’d felt her senses coming back to life, her needs emerging from the cocoon of shock. She’d bought a stack of spicy romances and had to replace the batteries in her vibrator twice in the last month. She was most definitely going to have an itch to scratch when the year was up. Three months left. And counting.

			‘Have you checked out your local competition?’ The estate agent nodded at the opposite side of the square and she followed his gaze.

			The Bistro had leaded windows and a brick frontage. Its roof was low, and already she could imagine the ambience inside, all cosy nooks and candlelit corners and beamed ceilings. She had looked up its menu online – minute steaks, frites, coq au vin. It might be another restaurant, but it wasn’t direct competition to what she had planned.

			

			Hers would be a traditional Italian restaurant, cooking the food passed down her family for generations. The recipe written by her grandmother’s hand and the ones typed and printed painstakingly by her mother. The food of her childhood, her family, her past was going to be the path to the future.

			As she looked, a man appeared and leaned in the doorway of The Bistro, observing them. Even from here she could see that his jeans were just the right sort of tight across his thighs and his light blue shirt fit in all the best places. A tea towel was hooked into his belt and hung from his hip. A waiter? The manager? She found herself straightening her spine slightly, lifting her chin. Conscious of his eyes on her, she wondered if he liked what he saw too.

			‘Ahem.’ The estate agent cleared his throat loudly beside her, but Isabella ignored him.

			The man opposite nodded at a blonde woman as she passed, called out something that made the woman laugh. Then he leaned on the door jamb and watched them again. It was an obvious surveillance. A moment later, somebody inside called out and he straightened himself to his full height. Before he went, he lifted his hand in a wave, and she felt a smile nudging her mouth upwards as she lifted hers in return. Okay, okay. So, she’s not allowed to touch but it’s always good to have something nice to look at.

			‘Right, I’ll leave you to it, if you’re sure I can’t help you inside?’

			

			Gotta love a trier, and this guy was persistent. But he wasn’t to her taste. She flicked her eyes to the empty doorway across the square again. He would be much more her type of snack. She shook herself. What was she thinking? She finally had the keys to her future in her hand; this was no time to be lusting after a good-­looking stranger.

			‘I’m fine, Mr Reynolds, thank you.’ She crossed to the door. The biggest key slid easily into the lock and turned with a pleasing clunk. As she opened the door, he called out once more.

			‘What’s it going to be called then, Isabella? This restaurant?’

			She smiled a real smile this time, dazzling him.

			‘Tutto Mio,’ she said.

			He frowned in confusion. ‘Tutti . . . ?’

			‘Tutto Mio,’ she repeated. ‘It means all mine, Mr Reynolds. All mine.’

			She stepped inside.

			 

			The darkness inside the restaurant was a shock after the brightness of the late summer sun on the square. The boarded-­up windows barely allowed any light through, and Isabella was impatient to see all the potential that had made her certain this site was the one. She swept her hand along the wall until she found a light switch and then flicked it on, chest banging with excitement.

			There it was. Illuminated by a few spotlights and a hanging fluorescent whose days were numbered. In all its dirty, broken glory: her restaurant.

			The main dining room was spacious enough to seat sixty easily. Maybe more if she changed the seating configuration for certain celebrations, but she’d built her business plan on sixty to be sure. A pile of mismatched plastic tables and chairs were stacked against the far wall; they would all have to go. Formica tabletops and school chairs were definitely not going to fit the design she had in mind.

			

			Bold floral wallpaper had peeled in an arc from one wall, revealing some rather flaky-­looking plaster. The carpet made a tacky sound as she turned in a slow circle in the middle of the room, imagining how it might look in a few months’ time.

			She wanted an eclectic aesthetic. Something that reminded you of home cooking and was familiar and relaxed. She wanted to encourage diners to linger around the table, feeling no pressure to leave, watch them order another bottle of wine or chat over coffees. She envisaged wooden tables that you might find in your mother’s kitchen. No stuffy tablecloths or placemats. She imagined chairs with cushions, brightly coloured salt and pepper pots. Tiny vases on every table filled with the spoils of local hedgerows or seasonal bunches of daffodils or snowdrops. She saw a bookshelf for lone diners, with today’s paper and a range of books to browse over a solo meal. She saw a games cupboard for those with young families to play snakes and ladders or Connect 4 between courses. She pressed her eyes shut for a moment and could almost hear the low-­level laughter and conversation of people to come. She opened her eyes again to the harsh reality of it, but the smile stayed on her face.

			She made her way through to the kitchen. The building had most recently been a café, although it had been closed now for the best part of two years. The facilities were probably perfectly functional, but Isabella knew she had to upgrade for Tutto Mio. A catering standard oven was already on order and should be arriving in about a month’s time, to fit into a new sleek and hygienic area for food preparation, as well as a large area for refrigeration and freezers.

			

			Everything had been budgeted for and itemised, many times, but the scale of the investment still flipped her stomach. Infuriatingly, it also brought to mind Daniel’s face, his eyebrows bunched together in doubt, forehead furrowed under his floppy blond hair. She shook the thought away, but she could just imagine what he’d be saying now, in the oh-­so-­slightly patronising tone of someone who thought she couldn’t or shouldn’t do this. The lines about how ‘restaurants are tricky businesses’ and ‘it might be safer to invest’ and ‘we need to focus on one business at a time and obviously it makes sense to prioritise mine’, as well as the unsaid line ‘as you might not be able to run yours in a few years, when the babies come along . . .’ Well, screw him. And he never believed in this dream anyway. It was always hers.

			She’d wanted this for as long as she could remember. When she met Daniel at university, it was one of the early ‘big’ conversations they had, when they first dared to tell each other about their ambitions for the future over late-­night vodka and Cokes. She was studying business, purely to ensure she ran her future restaurant right. She had already completed summer school cookery courses and had the requisite certificates. She knew already the food she wanted to serve: the same as she’d enjoyed as a child, a teenager, a young woman, at her mother’s table. She told Daniel all of this and his eyes widened as he told her it would be amazing. Because she was amazing, he said.

			

			Somewhere along the line, though, that dream had been overtaken by Daniel’s own. His university placement evolved into a full-­time offer, and they moved to London after graduation for him to be near his swanky office, all glass windows and views of the Thames. Isabella took a marketing job, which used her business degree, but didn’t get her anywhere nearer to where she wanted to be. But Daniel’s long hours brought in the big bucks which funded the deposit on their first house and paid for a honeymoon in St Lucia. Whenever she mentioned the idea of the restaurant, he changed the subject. Besides, he said he always loved coming home at the end of the day and knowing she’d be there. She couldn’t begrudge him that; she loved it too. He’d throw his coat on the banister and call her name as he came in the door. He’d kiss the back of her neck as she chopped vegetables or marinaded meat for their dinner. He’d smell of the city, the tube, the night air, and he always said that she smelled like home. She sighed. It still stung.

			She brushed the counter clean of debris and jumped up to sit cross-­legged on top. Now was as good a time as any to tell the world what she was up to. She’d been quiet socially for months, not updating on Instagram or keeping up with her old crowd. Divorce always split friends down the middle anyway, and the only people that mattered were her university friend Jesse and her cousin Gabriella. She knew they’d stick by her no matter what.

			She’d kept her head down, too hurt and embarrassed after what happened. She felt as though she was under a spotlight, that people were talking about her, which of course they were. That’s what happens when you catch your husband having an affair. One that he’d been having for several years. Half of their married life, in fact. How could she have been so blind?

			

			She could still remember picking up his phone to book a restaurant for that night and seeing the message pop up. The explicit message that called him Danny, when Isabella was the only person she knew that ever called him that. The message that made it clear that she shouldn’t bother with date night, as Daniel was obviously already having his cake AND eating it too. Deep disappointment and humiliation shot through her, knowing that her marriage was going to end in such a such a clichéd way. A wife finding proof on her husband’s phone. Because of course, she scrolled back. She found others, some equally sexual and some – even worse – loving.

			When they first separated, Isabella was so heartbroken that it had been all she could do to get out of bed. Gabi turned up on the doorstep and moved into the spare room without being asked. She gave Isabella space when she needed it and hugged her when she didn’t. She forced Isabella to see her parents on Sundays so that they didn’t worry. She accompanied her on the tube to get her to her desk three days a week. On her work-­from-­home days, Isabella still rarely got out of her pyjamas, but Gabi made random food concoctions she saw on TikTok and they ate together in front of the TV. Isabella avoided all other contact apart from Jesse, who rang her every night and told her men were no-­good shits. And he should know. She left phone messages from other friends unanswered. She cried in bed and in the bath and the front room with the hollowness of the house and her heart. Gabi replaced the tissues.

			After a while, her feelings started to change. She was embarrassed Dan had cheated on her and angry she was the one to lose the entire life she’d built up. They had been the poster couple from their university group, the ones that fell in love in the first year and married straight after graduation. Jesse had got drunk on champagne and told her he wanted ‘one just like Daniel’. They were the ones that bought a house and worked hard and saved money. They were the couple that were planning a family, a future. How dare he take all of that away from her? She still wanted it – and him – for many months afterwards. Even if he was an arsehole. She couldn’t help it. He’d been her arsehole.

			

			She’d come a long way in the nine months since signing the divorce papers, and now, here, in her restaurant, she finally felt strong enough to start spreading the word. She was back. She pulled out her phone and activated Instagram. New account.

			A few moments later, she shared her first post from Tutto Mio, albeit with a ‘new Italian restaurant coming soon’ type of holding caption. But she would add to her profile over the coming months and had major plans for the launch already. She wanted to use her social media expertise to create buzz and attract locals and those willing to travel for a good meal.

			Holding the phone in her palm, she stared at the screen for a moment, feeling a tug of sentimentality. The lure of her old life. Unable to resist, she clicked on her former profile picture, a happy circle of her beaming face, blue sky behind, sun reflecting on her sunglasses. She scrolled through some of her posts. Photographs of beach holidays and rainbows and reflections in puddles on muddy walks. Two pairs of wellies at the back door. A Christmas tree lit up in front of a window. Drinks next to each other on a pub garden table – one pint, one Pinot Grigio. Everything screamed happy. Pain stabbed through her. To think she’d believed that Daniel was going to be her ‘happy ever after’. She supposed she should be grateful now to know there was no such thing.

			

			The beep of a horn outside announced the arrival of the removals truck and brought her back to the present. She jumped off the counter and put her phone face down.

			Men. No wonder she wanted nothing to do with them.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			Etienne

			Etienne leaned against the door frame of The Bistro, watching the square, as he did every morning. He’d been for his usual morning run, a quick five kilometres around the town. He always hated it at the beginning but loved it by the time he’d been through the park and hit the river path. Especially at this time of year now the oppressive summer heat had passed. He’d showered and dressed, although he could still feel his heart rate was heightened under his blue shirt, and his hair was slightly damp. It was a good moment to take a breath, before the workday started. It was also a good vantage point to see the comings and goings of the town. He spotted Millie, blonde and tiny and who ran the local PR firm, on her way to the office, and gave her a quick hello. She blushed slightly as she waved back and he recalled the same flush of pleasure had spread across her cheeks when she’d unbuttoned her blouse in front of him a few weeks before. That had been fun. Now, watching the swing of her hips in her suit as she walked away, he considered a repeat performance. Fleetingly. But then pushed it aside. Nope. None of that. Better to keep things light, casual. A one-­night-­only performance. Always better that way.

			

			A clutch of market stalls were setting up along the south side of the square. The greengrocer, a fish stall, a family selling local gins, another with cheese and olives by the bucket load.

			A couple stood with their backs to him on the opposite side of the square. They were facing the old Keeper’s Café, which had been shut for the past couple of years. He had heard a rumour that someone was taking it on. Maybe this was them, the new owners.

			But something told him they weren’t a couple. They seemed mismatched. She had long hair tumbling down her back and black jeans that curved nicely around her hips. He had on a rumpled suit jacket and his scalp showed beneath his thin hair. He looked squat. She looked lithe. He watched them talking and then noticed the man’s clipboard, and the pass of the keys. Aha. Estate agent.

			So, it was her that was taking over the Keeper’s. His eyes flicked around the square, trying to spot if she had a partner, business or otherwise. But the only other people he saw were locals. He knew most of them by name, and some of the women by touch as well. So, she was alone.

			At that moment, the woman turned to face him. Etienne hummed in appreciation. Even from this distance he could see she was stunning. Her gaze was direct as she took him in. She tilted her head slightly, and her hair fell over her shoulder.

			He was considering going over to introduce himself when he heard his name called from inside the restaurant. He let his eyes linger for another moment and then raised a hand, saluting her. Welcome to the neighbourhood, babe. She lifted her hand to return his wave and his interest pricked.

			

			Time to get on with the day. And a frisson of anticipation was sometimes a good thing. Although, let’s face it, he didn’t normally have to wait that long before he got what he wanted.

			He opened his phone and scrolled to the top group chat, Brothers from Another Mother. Etienne was so close with Fox, the silver-­haired games designer, and Walker, the local firefighter, they were quite often known as the ‘three amigos’ in town.

			Etienne: New girl in town, boys. Taking on the old Keeper’s Café.

			The ticks turned blue within a second.

			Walker: You introduced yourself yet and offered her one night of heaven?

			Etienne: Nope – just saw her getting the keys.

			Walker: Maybe I’ll swing by to check out her fire escape?

			Etienne: Could be a good idea. She’s hot stuff.

			Etienne cringed at his own bad joke.

			Fox: This information might be of interest if I had the time or the energy. But I have a deadline on the new game . . .

			Fox took a moment and Etienne could see he was still typing.

			Fox: Reggie has a school project to hand in on Monday where we have to make a bloody dinosaur . . .

			A pause. Typing again.

			

			Fox: And George has been projectile sick twice this morning already.

			Etienne grimaced. Fox’s boys were the best. Wild, funny, freckled dynamos that didn’t seem to stop moving until they were asleep. But they were a lot for Fox to manage on his own since his wife died.

			Etienne: Need anything, Fox?

			He knew Walker would be watching for the reply too. Because despite the banter, they’d do anything for each other. Had done before. Would do again.

			Fox: I’m good, man. Unless you fancy helping Reggie make a T-­Rex this weekend?

			Etienne considered his waiting staff rota for a split second.

			Etienne: Saturday afternoon? About 3?

			Fox: Lifesaver.

			Walker: Shift finishes at 4. I’ll join you then.

			Fox: Boys, you’re the best.

			Etienne clicked off the group chat and googled ‘how to make a dinosaur’ as he walked through to the kitchen.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			Isabella 

			A few days later, Tutto Mio was so busy with tradespeople that Isabella was lucky to get ten minutes on her own from the moment they turned up in the morning until they all left for the day. She had to fight to even have enough time to go to the toilet without being needed to answer a question. And usually, like now, it was on the loo that she’d find a minute to reply to her mamma’s messages begging for updates.

			Mia Famiglia WhatsApp group

			Mamma: How’s it going?

			Isabella: It’s going! Ten people on site today.

			Papà: Show them who’s boss, Isabella!

			Isabella: They already know, Papà!

			Mamma: Send me a picture?

			Isabella: I’ll send progress pics tonight.

			Mamma: Have you eaten?

			Isabella: Of course, Mamma. Don’t worry!

			

			She grimaced at the white lie, pocketed the phone again and grabbed a ciabatta roll on her way back downstairs.

			She’d spent the first few days, music speaker blaring, cleaning the flat above the restaurant from top to bottom. It was her new home. She washed walls, painted a few even, and steam cleaned the carpets. She had now moved her furniture in and although she didn’t have a lot, it was all her taste, her choice. She’d not wanted to bring the old sofa where she and Daniel used to snuggle, or their marriage bed where they slept and dreamed and made love. Once she’d calmed down enough not to want to set it on fire, she’d sold that on a local website, along with everything else Daniel left behind. She found that she didn’t have much emotional attachment to things when the heart had gone out of her marriage. The atmospheric pictures they’d bought together at a market on the Thames now looked bleak. The cabinet they bought in a junk yard and upcycled to look shabby chic now looked just shabby. Everything went apart from her clothes, her photo albums, her kitchen utensils, her TV and her portable speaker. The proceeds had been enough to start over and the flat upstairs was already homely, if a bit sparse. She’d added lamps and throws and cushions and rugs; the front room and the bedroom were comfortable, cosy. She sent photos to Jesse, who replied immediately with a thumbs up or a love heart. Not that she’d had any time to invite anyone around yet. But at least it was welcoming at the end of a long day when her back ached and she only had enough energy, ironically, to heat up a ready meal before falling into bed.

			The team’s focus today was on clearing the cabinets and sorting the new electric sockets in the kitchen. Isabella would start stripping wallpaper, a steamy, sticky job. She pushed her hair into a messy bun on the top of her head and secured it with a bright blue scarf. She wore an old cropped white T-­shirt and faded jeans that were already paint speckled, perfect for the job. She snapped a selfie for Gabi, flexing her muscle as she held the wallpaper steamer in the air.

			

			Gabi: Girl power!

			Isabella: You know it.

			She couldn’t wait to see the back of the floral paper. And she needed it done now so that the plasterer could come next week to skim the walls. Walls first, then reclaimed wooden flooring, then décor. The list was endless. She fired up her steamer, turned on the radio, picked up her stripping knife and got to work.

			An hour in, she’d found a rhythm. It was a strangely satisfying job. When the music stopped between tracks, she heard someone shout from the kitchen. Then another voice joined in, then swearing and more shouting. She slammed the off button and ran towards the noise.

			The door opened to chaos. Water sprayed from a pipe on the wall at waist height. One builder was already soaked and trying to remove electrical tools from the area, while another guy in overalls was trying to block the hole with his thumb, which just made the water jet in different directions. It was him that was swearing like a trooper. He stopped when he saw her and said, with a shake of his head, ‘Hit a pipe taking out the cabinets.’

			The third tradesman had his head in the cupboard under the sink, the crack of his buttocks showing where his jeans hung low.

			

			‘It’s not here . . .’ he shouted before pulling his head out and spotting Isabella. ‘Ah! Where’s your stopcock, love?’

			Isabella frowned for a second, trying to think where she’d seen it. Then splashed across the wet floor tiles and yanked open the door to the utility area, where the washing machine used to be for the café. She opened the cupboard in the corner and pointed triumphantly. ‘There.’

			Phil slip-­slid his way towards her, belly hanging out the bottom of his T-­shirt, and once more stuck his head in a cupboard with a spanner. She heard him grunting with effort and then, ‘FUCK!’

			The stopcock had split in half. Water sprayed out directly at Isabella, a jet that soaked her T-­shirt and her face. Great.

			‘What now?’ she asked his upturned bottom. He withdrew his head and the water sprayed straight at her again, full on. He tried to block it with a cloth, but it was no good. Water was everywhere. Even dripping off her chin.

			‘Call a plumber, I guess, love. An emergency one at that. Unless you know where your mains stopcock is.’

			Isabella stared at him for a split second in disbelief then stalked back into the restaurant.

			She picked up her phone and googled ‘where to find your mains stopcock’. She scanned the top few listings and they all concurred: mainly outside, sometimes shared with a neighbour. Can be on the pavement outside the home rather than inside the premises. It was worth a try.

			Isabella ran out onto the square. The chill of the September morning hit her skin and she realised how flushed her face was from steaming the walls. She checked immediately in front of the restaurant, but wasn’t even sure what she was looking for. A tap? No. A cover on the ground with a tap beneath it? Probably.

			

			There was nothing to the right of the door under the windows, and she ran to the other side. The weeds had taken hold there and she had to pull up a few handfuls of straggly grass to get a proper look. Yes. That could be it. A square metal cover, like a mini manhole. She prised her fingers in the side but there was no way of lifting the lid. She needed a tool. Dammit.

			Knowing that every minute this took to resolve, the more damage was being done to her restaurant spurred her into action. She shouted back in through the front door.

			‘Anyone got a crowbar? Or a lever?’

			Muttering, and more muttering, and she could hear someone looking in a toolbox, but the shout came back as a no. She turned around again in frustration, looking for help. A movement caught her eye.

			The guy in the restaurant opposite was in his doorway again, watching. Isabella decided that now was the time to meet her neighbour, but it wasn’t a cup of sugar she needed. She sprinted across the square towards him and saw his eyes flash wider as she approached.

			‘Hi. Don’t suppose you’ve got a crowbar, or a lever of some kind?’ He blinked and then shook himself as though trying to concentrate. ‘I need to turn off my water at the mains before I flood the whole place!’

			She flashed a smile, trying to show she was friendly but in desperate need and he jumped into action.

			‘Hold on,’ he said and turned inside, returning a moment later with an assortment of tools that might do the job. He held them in his hands for inspection and she threw him another smile.

			

			‘Thanks.’

			‘Come on,’ he said, pulling a hoodie on over his head. ‘I’ll help.’

			She was surprised by the offer but didn’t have time to decline as he set off in front of her across the square. Men! Always needing to be in charge.

			They knelt on the ground side by side, but she budged him slightly, putting her hand out for a tool. This was her job to do. The cover came up easily and, sure enough, the stopcock was beneath. The restaurant guy pushed a wrench towards her and she managed to clasp the tap in her hand and turn it closed. When she was sure it was firm, she ran to the front door and called through.

			‘Has it stopped?’ There was a split second of silence inside followed by cheers, and her shoulders dropped as she breathed a sigh of relief. She turned, beaming to the restaurant guy.

			‘Done!’ she said triumphantly, walking back towards him. ‘Thanks so much for your help.’

			‘I didn’t do anything,’ he said. ‘You did it all yourself.’

			He stood, brushing his jeans at the knee. As he faced her, his eyes widened again, the same look he’d given as she ran across the square towards him. A flash of appreciation. It made her feel curiously naked. In a good way.

			‘But without your tools, I’d be flooded by now.’ She extended her hand. ‘I’m Isabella.’

			A slow smile spread across his face, making his eyes crinkle at the corners. Shit. He was extraordinarily attractive. Green eyes and dark brown hair were a striking combination. Not that much older than her. Nearer forty and all man.

			

			‘Etienne,’ he said. ‘I own The Bistro.’ His hand dwarfed hers as they shook, holding it momentarily before they both let go. Steady there, girl, Isabella thought, tucking her hand back into her pocket.

			‘Have you been here long?’ she asked.

			‘About four years,’ he said. ‘It’s a good spot. Near the theatre and bang in the middle of town. I saw the planning permission for this place. So – a new restaurant.’

			‘You worried by the competition?’ Isabella challenged.

			‘Nope.’ Etienne chuckled and it made her smile in return. ‘I think it could be a good thing for the square. Bring more people in for the evenings. So, is it your family taking this on?’

			‘Nope, just me.’ This time she was not frustrated by the question, because some part of her wanted him to know that she was single. That there was nobody else in the picture. He raised an eyebrow again and she felt a flush on her neck.

			‘Well, there’s a good social scene in Honeybridge if you fancy it. Depends on what you’re into?’

			Isabella considered for a second. A single social scene. A whole new ball game. Oh God, it wasn’t the best to be thinking about balls with this gorgeous man in front of her. He carried on.

			‘The Bolthole is the best bar in town and does theme nights which are fun if you want a night out. The Lit Lounge bookshop has a book club if you like reading. The gym is always organising events if you’re into fitness. The rowing club has a monthly party . . .’

			

			It was exactly what she’d hoped for. A vibrant, fun place to live. But not yet.

			‘Sounds perfect – for when I’ve got a bit more time on my hands.’

			‘How’s it going then?’ he said, indicating the front door. ‘The renovation?’

			She laughed.

			‘It was going well until now! But the workmen accidentally hit a water pipe and then the stopcock broke. Honestly, it’s like Niagara Falls in there.’ She ran her hand over her cheeks, still feeling the moisture on them. For the first time she wondered what she must look like, half her hair still up in a messy bun, no make-­up, flushed from the steaming, wet from the flood. Especially when he looked so good, like fresh laundry and just out of the shower good. She bet he smelled good up close. God, he was distracting. ‘The kitchen’s soaked, the utility is soaked, I’m soaked . . .’

			He lowered his eyes and nodded slowly.

			‘Yes, I can see that . . .’ he said with another smile, raising an eyebrow. That look again. The one that made her feel undressed. Like he was looking right through her clothes.

			Curious, she followed his gaze and looked down at herself. She was drenched. Not just her face, but her clothes. Top, jeans, the lot. She hadn’t felt it in the urgency of the situation. And she had completely forgotten that she was wearing a thin, white T-­shirt, which was now completely transparent. Her nipples stood proud and dark through the wet material in the early autumn air, and they were the focus of Etienne’s slow smile. She gasped, clapping her hands to her front, cupping her own breasts. She could feel her nipples pebbled against her palms.

			

			A commotion sounded at the restaurant door behind her as the builders piled out and leaned on the front of the building, starting to roll cigarettes and sip tea from mugs. Obviously, it was time for tea break.

			‘Oh God,’ Isabella said to herself, knowing now that she looked half naked and so keeping her back to them. Which kept her front to Etienne. He grinned and allowed himself a quiet laugh as he looked from her to the builders and back again. Then he shook his head, regretfully, as he seemed to make a decision.

			‘Here,’ he said, pulling his hoodie off over his head, flashing her a tiny glimpse of taut stomach with a trail of dark hair heading downwards as his T-­shirt lifted. He passed it to her and she grabbed it and clutched it to her front. ‘I have to say I’m enjoying the view, but I think maybe it’s not for public consumption.’

			She knew she was blushing as she pulled the hoodie over her head and covered her badly behaved nipples that seemed to be quite enjoying the attention. The rub of his sweatshirt against them almost hurt.

			‘Thanks,’ she managed, and then laughed self-­consciously, pulling the hoodie around her. It smelled of his cologne, deep and woody.

			‘Wouldn’t have missed it for the world,’ he replied and then walked back across the square, whistling. ‘See you soon.’

			She realised she was still holding his wrench in her hand as she watched him go, thinking about today’s date. Months stretching out in front of her.

			 

			The next evening, about six, when all the workmen had left for a pint and a packet of crisps, there was a ring on the doorbell. Isabella’s first thought was that it might be him, Etienne. She wasn’t interested or anything, but she stopped to check her teeth in the mirror and toss her curls over her shoulder as she headed to the door. When she glanced at the Ring camera and spied two women on the doorstep, she wanted to laugh at herself.

			

			‘Hi!’ The shorter blonde woman smiled, eyes twinkling through oversized tortoiseshell glasses as Isabella swung open the door.

			‘Hello,’ the taller, more willowy redhead said simultaneously.

			They both held out a bag towards Isabella.

			‘Welcome to Honeybridge,’ the blonde said.

			Isabella stared blankly, unsure as to whether they were a welcome party or a sales delegation. Did they want her to buy something? Sign a petition?

			The redhead saw her confusion.

			‘Sorry, I’m Wren.’

			‘And I’m Rosie.’ The blonde nodded.

			‘We own The Lit Lounge.’

			‘The bookshop.’

			‘And we wanted to welcome you to the neighbourhood.’

			‘So we bought you this.’ Rosie, the blonde, pulled out a tourist information guide to Honeybridge from her bag.

			‘And this,’ the redhead, Wren, said, pulling a bottle of white wine from her bag, followed by a bottle of rosé.

			‘We didn’t know what you drink!’ They both laughed.

			‘Both!’ Isabella opened the door wide and welcomed them in.

			Within ten minutes, one of the bottles was open, Isabella had found a family bag of crisps to share, and Wren and Rosie were sitting on the sofa, feet tucked up under them, like they had been there a thousand times before.

			

			‘So, what’s your story?’ Rosie asked.

			‘Sorry?’ Isabella said.

			‘Don’t worry about her,’ Wren said. ‘To her, everything is a story. She’s the biggest book nerd I’ve ever met. That’s why we run a bookshop.’

			‘I can’t help it,’ Rosie said. ‘I find it fascinating – the stories of people’s lives.’ Both women focused their full attention on her.

			‘Well . . .’ Isabella wasn’t sure where to start. Primary school? Going to uni? How far back did they want her to go? She cleared her throat but nothing came out.

			‘What brought you here?’ Rosie asked. Her eyes were wide and interested behind her huge glasses, which she pushed up her nose with amazing frequency.

			‘I got divorced,’ Isabella said, which made Wren sit forward and Rosie look like she was going to start taking notes.

			‘Sorry to hear that,’ Wren said.

			‘That’s a shame,’ said Rosie.

			Isabella took a second, shrugged, then sighed.

			‘Turns out he’d been having an affair for a couple of years.’

			‘Bastard!’ muttered Rosie and Wren together.

			‘So I kind of feel like I’m the mug.’

			‘Never.’ Both women rolled their eyes.

			‘I didn’t see it coming,’ she went on.

			‘He hid it well then?’ Rosie rested her elbows on her knees like she was watching a gripping film.

			

			‘I thought we were happy,’ Isabella said. ‘We’d just booked a holiday when I found out.’

			‘Unbelievable!’ Wren chipped in.

			‘And once I saw the text message, he still tried to deny it.’

			‘Arsehole,’ they said together and collapsed back on the sofa.

			Isabella laughed. They were right. And in the time it had taken to drink half a glass of wine together she felt like she’d found new friends.

			‘So why are you here, though?’

			Isabella took a deep breath, topped up their glasses and started to talk. Telling Wren and Rosie the abbreviated version of her marriage, her divorce, her hopes and dreams. As she talked, Rosie tucked herself casually against Wren, who laid an arm behind her on the sofa, and Isabella realised their double act was more, much more, than a working relationship. The way that they touched, finished each other’s sentences and frequently shared smiles reminded her of how she and Daniel were a million years ago. The memory stabbed at her with a second of loss. But that thought led to wondering how many times he’d sat next to her on the sofa with his phone in his pocket, waiting to feel the thrilling vibration of his lover’s text message. Or how many times he’d arrived home with flowers ‘just because’ when he meant they were ‘just because I’ve been shagging my work colleague over the photocopier all evening’.

			‘Anyway, so now Honeybridge is my home and this restaurant is my future.’ She finished her glass of wine in one gulp and went to refill but the white was empty. She crossed to the fridge and pulled out the rosé, holding it up towards them in question.

			‘Why not?’

			

			‘Definitely.’

			She already loved their enthusiasm for stories and now it seemed they shared a passion for wine too. Things couldn’t be better.

			‘We don’t normally drink in the week,’ Wren said as she held out her glass for a top-­up.

			‘But it’s our night off,’ Rosie finished, waiting her turn with the pour.

			‘Riley goes to her daddy on a Wednesday night.’

			‘Riley is our daughter.’ Rosie flashed her phone screen towards Isabella, and there was a grinning three-­year-­old with the same shade of red hair as Wren, wearing a baseball cap on backwards and a smudge of dirt up her cheek.

			‘She looks like a handful,’ Isabella said, laughing.

			‘You’re not wrong,’ Rosie said, looking at the image herself before putting the phone away.

			‘She’s a character all right.’

			‘So, you used a donor?’ Isabella asked Wren. ‘To get pregnant?’ She settled back in her chair, intrigued to now hear their own story.

			‘Oh, I didn’t get pregnant!’ Wren said. ‘Everyone assumes that. Because of Riley’s hair. And they’re not wrong – she is my child. But I didn’t carry her.’

			Isabella frowned, slightly confused and not wanting to say the wrong thing.

			‘I did,’ Rosie said proudly and Wren pulled her in close for a squeeze before explaining.

			‘My egg – fertilised by our friend Toby – was implanted into Rosie. She carried the pregnancy and gave birth to Riley.’

			

			It made perfect sense. The couple that finished each other’s sentences, why wouldn’t they also finish each other’s pregnancies?

			‘So, you’re her biological mother’ – she nodded to Wren – ‘and you’re her birth mother’ – and she tipped her chin to Rosie.

			They both grinned.

			‘Bingo.’

			‘And the dad?’

			‘Our old friend Toby, who has been the most wonderful man through all of this, although I think he’s a bit disappointed Riley’s not interested in letting him play hairdresser.’

			‘Yes, she hasn’t got time to sit still for that sort of thing.’ Rosie’s smile was soft.

			‘But he has her every Wednesday night without fail and every other weekend too.’

			‘Which means we get wine and grown-­up time, if you know what I mean.’ Wren was grinning at Isabella, but the look that she flashed at Rosie was something else entirely. A glint in her eye told Isabella everything she needed to know about what the girls would be up to later. And it didn’t include Scrabble.

			‘I know what you mean,’ she agreed with a sigh and a glug of wine. ‘But I’m definitely not getting any of that.’ She stretched her arms above her head and let them fall to her sides.

			Rosie and Wren straightened up again, flirting on the back burner till later.

			‘Why on earth not?’

			‘You’re stunning. I’m sure the men are falling over each other for a chance with you.’

			‘It’s not so much them as me.’ Isabella took a gulp of her wine and told them about her self-­imposed sex ban. Rosie’s eyes grew wider and rounder behind her glasses, until she looked like a beautiful blonde owl.

			

			‘A whole year?’ Wren exploded. ‘I mean, I get your reasoning, I do, your last partner was a lying no-­good cheat, but a whole year without sex?’

			‘I’ve done over nine months already . . .’ Isabella said. ‘Only two months and twenty-­three days to go.’

			‘Not that you’re counting!’

			‘I guess it’s like a palate cleanser between courses?’ Rosie suggested. ‘Give yourself a bit of time to get over the bad taste left by the last one?’

			Isabella laughed and shrugged.

			‘It’s that and it’s the fact I want to prove to him that I can do this on my own. I can be single and successful. I don’t need anyone else.’

			‘But I guess you own a good vibrator.’ Wren wasn’t asking a question. It was a statement of fact.

			‘Several,’ Isabella agreed and all three women nodded.

			‘So, have you not seen anything to tempt you since you got here?’ Wren asked, still in disbelief.

			Isabella thought of the way she’d felt as Etienne’s eyes burned into her yesterday.

			‘No.’ She shook her head. ‘But I’ve hardly had time to venture past the supermarket and the DIY store.’

			 ‘Well, you never know, you might find some of the men in Honeybridge are irresistible.’

			‘No, thank you. Not until after my year is up and this restaurant is open.’

			

			‘We’ll see,’ Wren said, lifting herself off the sofa and helping Rosie up afterwards. ‘We’d better be off.’

			‘Now that we’ve drunk all your wine! Sorry about that!’ Rosie said, not looking sorry in the slightest. In fact, looking happy and mildly drunk.

			Wren handed her phone over. ‘Pop your number in for me. I’ll set up a WhatsApp group.’

			Rosie hiccupped. ‘And you’ll love our friend Amber. She only moved here a year or so ago too. We normally go to The Bolthole every few weeks if you fancy it?’

			Isabella did.

			 

			After the front door had closed, Isabella picked up her phone.

			 

			Mia Famiglia WhatsApp group

			Isabella: I made some new friends!

			Papà: Great! Who?

			Isabella: Rosie and Wren. They run the local bookshop.

			Papà: Other local businesswomen! A great start.

			Isabella: They wrought bine with them.

			Mamma: Do you mean brought wine?

			Isabella: Yes. They’re lovely!

			Mamma: Drink some water, Isabella. Have you eaten?

			Isabella: Don’t worry, Mamma.

			She licked the empty packet of crisps as she went to bed.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four

			Etienne

			Etienne’s phone buzzed as he jogged back from the gym. A text from Mile End Mickey, the chef, asking for fresh dill. Etienne pocketed the phone and detoured to the farm shop on the high street.

			As he browsed the shelves and selected a bunch of the freshest herbs, his phone vibrated again, this time with a notification from one of his dating apps, telling him he’d matched with several women. Now, that could be important. He scrolled quickly through their profiles, making a mental note to look at them in more detail when he got home. But something more interesting caught his eye as he recognised the new restaurateur, Isabella, browsing the olive oil shelf beside him. She was lost in thought, holding two different bottles in her hands, comparing the labels on the back of each.

			‘Hi?’ he said and she started. Shock flickered lightly across her face and then the hint of a blush as she recognised him.

			‘Hi,’ she replied.

			

			‘How’s it going? Any more floods?’

			She laughed.

			‘Not so far, thanks to you. I must pop your wrench back over to you – and your top!’

			That messy bun, those eyes. The image of her with her T-­shirt as see-­through as if she were wrapped in cling film flashed through his mind. He grinned. He’d relish the thought of unwrapping that dish.

			‘Shopping for supplies?’ he asked, and she nodded.

			‘I can’t seem to find my normal brand of Italian olive oil.’ She weighed the two bottles in her hands. ‘So I’m trying to figure out which of these is best.’

			‘There are testers round the corner on the counter,’ he said, thumbing over his shoulder. ‘I’ll show you.’ He took her by the elbow to lead the way. She smelled softly of lemons, fresh and light.

			The sample table was laden with a dozen small bowls of oil arranged around a basket of bread. Colours ranged from almost clear to golden syrup, and some had additional infusions such as chilli or garlic.

			‘Great range in this shop,’ Isabella said.

			‘Here are the Italian ones,’ Etienne said, indicating two bowls on the back row.

			Isabella peered at them both, then lifted the edge of the bowls to see the way the oil moved. He watched her face, intense with concentration, and noticed a small beauty spot beside her mouth as she pursed her lips in consideration.

			‘Here,’ he said, offering her the bread basket. ‘Try them.’

			She lifted a finger of bread and held it in the first bowl for a few seconds, letting the oil soak in before taking a bite. She chewed and nodded at him, before doing the same with the second one.

			

			‘What do you think?’ he said.

			‘Both good,’ she admitted.

			‘So, which one do you prefer?’ he asked.

			‘In Italy, the consistency is just as important as the taste,’ she said. ‘We do the skin test to see how fast it absorbs.’

			He cocked his head, intrigued.

			‘Never heard of that!’

			‘The only problem is, I have hand cream on, so it won’t work.’ She held her two palms up to him as if in defeat, but then grinned as if with a flash of inspiration. ‘But I could use yours?’

			‘My hands?’ Etienne said, surprised.

			‘Just for a moment,’ she said and took his hands in hers, holding them flat at waist height, palms down. ‘If you don’t mind?’

			‘You know me, happy to help.’ Etienne wasn’t sure what he was helping her with, but was happy to go along with it, her small, smooth hands supporting his.

			‘Good, you’re not too hot or too cold . . .’ she said, almost to herself, surveying the backs of his hands.

			‘And you don’t have any cream on?’ She looked up at him under black eyelashes. He shook his head, and she nodded in return. ‘Perfect. Now, keep them flat.’

			She carefully held the first bowl above his left hand and tilted it just enough to let a drop escape and fall on his skin. She repeated the procedure with the second bowl onto his right hand. The two drops glistened against his tanned skin, perfect beads of oil. She took his hands in hers again, letting his palms rest on her palms, leaving her thumbs free to smooth the oil into his skin. Her movements were rhythmic and gentle. He liked the intensity on her face as she watched how the oil sank into his skin. He didn’t mind this type of experiment at all.

			

			‘Look’ – she lifted her eyes – ‘this one is better.’ She raised his left hand. ‘See how the oil has immediately been absorbed?’

			He touched the point she had been stroking and found it soft and moisturised. He raised his gaze again to her and was caught by the truest blue of her eyes as she smiled at him. Their hands remained entwined and his skin felt warm from her touch.

			His phone buzzed.

			‘I’ll leave you to that,’ she said, releasing him and stepping away. ‘See you around.’ She selected the biggest sized bottle of olive oil available and headed off up the aisle.

			He watched her turn the corner before sliding his phone out again, expecting it to be Mile End Mickey with another request. He froze when he saw the name on his screen. One he’d been waiting for four years to see again.
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