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			London

			From behind the front window of London’s most pretentious bar, I watch as my late father’s restaurant, Nicky’s, starts to stir for the evening shift across the street. The head chef, Leo Ricci, spins the handle to extend the black canvas awning across the eight outside tables. The little neon door sign my mother gifted my father for Christmas twenty-five years ago blinks intermittently beside the black front door. I feel a stab of deep regret and sadness. And wonder why the hell no one got the damn sign fixed.

			“Here you are, madam. The whiskey is served at a precise 65.35 degrees Fahrenheit,” says the sulky waiter as he hands me a double malt in cut crystal, elegantly withdrawing a stylish metal thermometer from my glass. He then slides a small bowl of smoked almonds with powdered Himalayan salt on the window bar in front of me. I paint on a smile before I briefly look up from under my baseball cap to thank him.

			His mouth sags. “Oh. It’s you.” He’s so deliciously bitchy, I laugh.

			“I’m not barred, am I?” I ask, raising an eyebrow playfully. “They haven’t got a mug shot of me hanging behind the bar?”

			“Just don’t let my manager see you,” the waiter replies, shrugging with indifference. “You’re public enemy number one round here.”

			I chuckle as he leaves. I’m a food journalist at The London Times, a free but very widely read paper that circulates on the Underground. About three issues ago, I wrote a several-paragraphs-long hit piece targeting this place—Temp—in a story entitled “Is This Effing Satire?” I’d hated the self-consciously gimmicky idea that all drinks must be served at a particular temperature with a bespoke thermometer. So, you get your Chardonnay at 48.1 degrees, your rosé at 51.8, and your Chablis Grand Cru at 55.4. And everyone can really taste the difference, apparently.

			Don’t get me wrong, it is nice to do things “properly,” but can we please be serious? This bar is frequented by bankers who only appreciate the quality of wine by its price. I also hated the way the proprietor, a software engineer turned bar owner, had talked down to my friend Ginny when she requested a cube of ice in her Sauv Blanc. “We are not a dive bar, darling.”

			“Olive!” Ginny and Kate arrive in a flurry of kisses and hugs. Ginny, an excellent interior architect with bouncy black curls, wide brown eyes, and a chic tan suit, and Kate, an ice-blond relationship therapist who exudes Scandi chic in wide-leg jeans and a designer sweatshirt.

			“Why on earth did you choose this place?” Kate asks. “Didn’t you call it a Tesla for oenophiles?” She drops her voice. “This is the tech-bro bar, right?”

			“It’s disruptive drinking for the biohack generation,” I reply, mockingly serious. “Kendall Roy would love it.”

			“Sweet returns, bro,” Kate snarls playfully.

			“I hope that awful owner isn’t here,” Ginny says, glancing around the restaurant.

			“I’ve not seen him. Yet,” I say, tugging down my cap, just in case. Ginny eyes the cap, somewhat despairingly.

			“You look…cute,” Ginny says, touching my slouchy gray hoodie and attempting to admire the ends of my fuzzy outgrown bob. Ginny is the friend who cannot lie.

			“It’s grief-core,” I say, laughing at her. “I look like shit, but I’m fine with it.”

			They pause, glancing at each other with concern.

			“I’m fine! Sit, I’ll explain,” I say.

			I wait for them to settle in their seats on either side of me, so we are three in a row, peering out the darkened window into the daylight like barn owls.

			“So, I went to the estate attorney’s office today and you’re seriously not going to believe it,” I say, pointing across the road to Nicky’s, where chef Leo Ricci has taken a seat at one of the outside tables and is going through paperwork. A cute red-haired waitress with a sleeve of tattoos comes out and slides a coffee in front of him.

			“Oh my goodness, Nicky’s! That’s why we’re here?” Ginny asks, mouth open.

			“He left you the restaurant?” Kate asks in breathless awe.

			“He left me the restaurant,” I confirm, still in shock myself.

			“Do you get that hot chef with it?” Ginny asks, pointing at Leo, who at that very moment looks up in our direction. He can’t possibly see us with the evening sun so low and bright in his eyes, so I indulge myself, staring as he runs his hands up through his dark hair, biceps popping as he rests them on his head for a moment before breathing out, eyes to the sky, and then returning to his paperwork.

			“All of it, yes,” I say, a strange sort of prickly feeling going up my spine before I pull my eyes from Leo.

			My father died suddenly almost two months ago. I emerged from an underground bar and my phone sprang to life with seven missed calls and several text messages from both my father and a number I later learned was Leo Ricci’s. When I saw the sheer volume of calls, I just knew. But the speed at which he went downhill was dizzying. Some run-of-the-mill infection one day, sepsis and death the next.

			I feel as though I’ve been stuck in a state of shock, moving like a marionette through the responsibilities of being his only living relative. Go here. Sign this. Cancel that. Send this letter. Call the energy company. Call the energy company again. And again. Mum offered to help, but it felt weird having her reading through his personal effects; she’d just remarried, and Dad and she were divorced so long ago. I also felt it was right to try to protect his privacy, especially since he died alone.

			Dry, sardonic humor is one way to get through the sudden death of a parent. Booze is another. I lift my whiskey to my lips and tip it back like I’m taking a shot.

			“He left you Nicky’s?” Kate says again.

			“My god, Olive, when did you last even go in there?” Ginny says as her wine arrives, and she accepts it graciously.

			“I mean, maybe ten years ago?” I say, feeling the heat of shame creeping up my neck as I say it. “Longer?”

			It was definitely longer. I remember walking away and dramatically announcing I was never coming back. I was seventeen years old. That’s just about fifteen years ago. I’d seen my dad since for a birthday here, a Christmas there. We messaged. But it was Mum whom I stuck with when things fell apart. She was the wounded party, leaving when she could take no more of coming second to Dad’s obsession with Nicky’s. I still bristle at the memory of Mum crying at the bottom of the escalators at Angel station as we stood there with our bags, heading to live with my aunt until Mum found another job and we found another home. It was hard to love him after that.

			“Holy shit,” says Ginny, eyes wide, face grimacing. After a long period of silence, she perks up. “But also, I mean, what an opportunity. It’s yours?”

			“Mine,” I confirm.

			“You were kind of born for this, Olive.”

			I sink into my seat, deflated by Ginny’s misplaced excitement.

			People romanticize hospitality. It often shows up in books or movies as a cutesy job for creative, homely types. It looks like freshly baked croissants in mouthwatering piles on a table covered with homemade jam in a pretty shop on a sweet high street with plenty of middle-class foot traffic. It looks like chalkboard menus and handsome staff in stiff linen aprons with leather ties, and bench seating decorated with thyme and rosemary in tiny silver pots. And always, a tired but tenacious owner who is busy—yes—but deliriously fulfilled and with plenty of time to fall in love.

			What it actually looks like? Carnage. Like the scene of a crime. Bloody, sometimes. Chaos, always. Meeting the booze delivery truck at 6:30 a.m. and calling the rat guy and sneaking him in and out during lunch service. It’s sticky kitchen floors and hungover chefs who are fucking the waitstaff and waitstaff who are stealing from the till. It’s a mild coke habit if you’re under thirty and a mild drinking problem after that. It looks like high blood pressure, heart disease, couch-surfing exhaustion. It’s sixteen-hour days with no one in your life but the people you work with.

			Don’t get me wrong. My parents had it good for a long while. Nicky’s was a classic family restaurant, a simple and easy-to-execute Italian menu with a modest but comfortable turnover. A very good turnover for a time, when my dad’s TV cooking show aired. They had a rotation of competent chefs and enough staff who could steer the ship so we could go on an annual family summer holiday to Italy. A week in Sicily, staying with Dad’s friend and mentor Rocco in Catania, and another week somewhere on the north Riviera with his best friend, Roger. We’d see Rapallo. Cinque Terre. Portofino. Sunshine, sunscreen, and of course, plenty of eating.

			They also owned the property outright. Dad bought it long before the real estate boom in East London. And the restaurant was never just a workplace. It was our second home. I would sit at table 7 doing my homework while Mum ran the restaurant and Dad made slabs of olive focaccia in the wood-fired pizza oven. At our real home around the corner, I ate utilitarian cornflakes for breakfast, but in the evenings, I sat at the bar at Nicky’s eating truffle linguine with sparkling water in a wine goblet. And my parents? They were happy. Really fucking busy. But happy. And in love.

			It was pretty perfect, actually.

			Until it wasn’t.

			“I’m going to sell it,” I say. “Please don’t hate me, but that building is freehold.”

			“Holy shit,” says Ginny.

			“Wait. What’s freehold?” Kate asks.

			“She owns the actual building as well as the business,” Ginny explains, her eyes wide. “Christ, what’s it’s worth?”

			“I’d pay a lot of tax, but still, it’s a life-changing amount of money,” I say, feeling my cheeks redden. I’m really that bitch with an inheritance. The one time being an only child pays out.

			“You really don’t want to keep it?” Ginny asks, frowning.

			“The estate attorney says it’s practically a teardown. I’d have to mortgage it to renovate. The turnover is terrible, so it would be hand-to-mouth paying that back. I’d have to move in upstairs to avoid it being taxed as a second home. It’s complicated. Plus, there’s the small but obvious problem that I’ve not worked in a restaurant since I was sixteen years old.” I try to laugh, desperate to keep the conversation upbeat, but the girls are more subdued, nothing but a simple ha from Kate.

			“I think you’d be good at it,” presses Ginny. “You’ve worked in food for your whole adult life, Olive. It’s your literal job to know what makes a good restaurant. Plus, you’re very warm, when you can be bothered.” She nudges me in the ribs, and I smile, nudging her back.

			“I could sell it and finally help my mum out, and still have enough to buy my own home, Ginny,” I say, trying to get her on board. “That I’d own. Maybe even outright.”

			“That would be life-changing indeed,” says Kate, nodding.

			“The stuff of dreams,” Ginny says, wide-eyed.

			“Everything would be the same, but I’d be rent-free. Living in London. Can you imagine?”

			“Yeah. You can, like, keep doing the job you hate,” Kate says wryly.

			“But rent-free,” I say. I tip my head toward Kate. “Come on.”

			“You do hate your job,” Ginny agrees. “You spent most of the last year complaining about it. Like a shitty boyfriend you wouldn’t dump.” I catch the look of agreement on Kate’s face and realize I’ve been the subject of some breakout discussions.

			“But look at it this way, I’d have a lot of freedom to find something else. Maybe I’ll write a novel or something?” I say wistfully, as the girls both Mm-hmm, nodding in unison. “Which leads me to the catch.”

			“The catch?” Kate says, straightening up.

			“Oh boy,” says Ginny, reaching for her wine. I pause briefly to take a sip of my whiskey.

			“My dad was in the middle of writing a cookbook, and he wanted me to finish it.”

			“Ohhhhh,” Kate says thoughtfully. “I think that’s sweet.”

			“I didn’t know he was writing one,” I say, and then stare across at the Nicky’s sign again. “He always wanted to, you know. More than TV, he wanted to make a cookbook that sat on everyone’s shelf between The Joy of Cooking and Mastering the Art of French Cooking.”

			“Aw, that’s really sad he never got to finish it,” says Ginny. “No matter how you felt about him, Olive, you have to do it.”

			“I know. He was due to go to Italy for a few weeks next month to do the final push. So, the accommodation is booked and paid for and I’d just need to get the flight.”

			“Well, this is like the perfect way to say good-bye to him,” says Ginny; then she leans in, nudging me. “Perhaps you can put some of those regrets to rest?”

			I nod. So many regrets. I regret missing those last seven phone calls, for one.

			“Where in Italy?”

			“Back to Sicily for the first time in more than fifteen years, then somewhere in Tuscany, and finally Liguria,” I say.

			“Oh Jesus. Can I come with?” Ginny says, clasping her hands together.

			I spin the whiskey glass on the table as I analyze my feelings for the hundredth time. There are so many conflicting emotions I can’t yet communicate to my friends. But the one I feel overwhelmingly right now is that I do not deserve this huge gift from my father. I feel shame at his generosity. I hardly saw him in the last ten years, tucking myself away on the other side of the river, blaming him and resenting this restaurant for the end of my parents’ marriage.

			I look up from my drink and across to Leo.

			I should be where Leo is right now. I should have gone to culinary school just as we’d planned. Then I would have trained under my dad, preparing to eventually take over Nicky’s when he was too old to descend the wine cellar stairs or too forgetful to take an order. A quiet part of me thought I’d eventually come back. The child in me also thought my dad would live forever. But he didn’t.

			When I walked away, Leo Ricci stepped into my place. Dad poured all that love and attention into him. They even went on holiday together, I’d learned. Leo worked beside him for nearly fifteen years, and now I’m supposed to swoop in and take the spoils? Be Leo’s boss?

			Does Leo even know?

			I grimace into my empty glass. I have to sell it, and sell quickly.

			“Duck!” Ginny shouts as she spots Temp’s owner arriving in his three-piece suit with bright-white trainers and a trilby.

			We sink our heads in unison; Ginny arranges the wine list (which is irritatingly sorted by fucking temperature) to hide our faces.

			“Well. A lot to process, Olive. But I think a few weeks in Italy doing this for your father will really be a good thing for you,” Kate whispers from behind the menu, in her practical way.

			“Sun. Sex. Sangria,” Ginny begins.

			“Sangria is Spain,” Kate interjects.

			“I’m sure you can get sangria in Italy,” whispers Ginny stubbornly.

			“We have to get out of here,” says Kate, craning her neck. “Let’s go sit in the Book Bar instead.”

			“Yes, let’s go,” I say, throwing a twenty-pound note on the table just as the owner spots me. “Quick.”

			As we spill out onto the street, I pull them down the road and between two parked vans, out of the glaring view of the owner, who is waving a fist and yelling down the street. “You suck, Olive fucking Stone!”

			“Oh my god,” I say, cringing.

			I glance at Leo, who is on the phone now but looks up to see what the commotion is about. Ginny starts to laugh, but my heart beats hard in my chest, and I hold a finger up to my mouth to shush her.

			“Tech bro is gone,” whispers Kate as she peers around the van.

			“Damn,” I reply, panting. “I’m a serious liability.”

			“You’re a very rich liability,” Ginny reminds me, pointing back at Nicky’s.

			“Shit. I haven’t finished explaining the catch,” I say, following her gaze, and we all turn to get a better look back at the restaurant.

			“He’s a catch, all right,” says Ginny, swooning at Leo.

			“The thing is,” I say, putting a hand on both of their arms as we peer around the van like a trio of comedy government spies. “Because I’m not a chef myself, and can’t really do the recipe part of the book…” I take a deep breath and point across to Leo, who is about to head back inside Nicky’s and begin the evening shift. “Part of the deal is that the hot chef over there—Leo Ricci—he has to come and do it with me.”

			“You have to spend a month in Italy with him?”

			“My nemesis,” I say.

		

	
		
			2

			
				[image: ]
			

			I feel like this is illegal. Or it should be. Like I’m breaking the law just standing here. And if not illegal, it certainly feels immoral to be holding the keys to my father’s restaurant.

			My restaurant.

			My heart has kicked up and my palms are sweaty. It’s been a week since I heard the news from the estate attorney, but it’s barely sunk in. And so here I am, at almost 1 a.m., the full legal owner and yet too afraid to step in. Not just afraid, if I’m honest: unworthy.

			I gaze up at the flickering neon sign, irritated to see the N barely glows, making the name of the restaurant appear to read icky’s. Which—and I cannot stress this enough—is a terrible name for a place where anyone might want to eat food.

			“Here we go,” I say under my breath.

			And then I slide in the key.

			It’s dark inside, but the familiar smell of garlicky earthiness with a nose-tingling hit of lemony floor cleaner hits me like a punch to the nose. Smell is the most visceral of senses, and I am transported back in time. I catch a glimpse of my mother twisting her hair into a bun. I hear flashes of my father shouting “Order up!” while he winks at her. Rowdy, drunken laughter at table 5. Glasses clinking. Later, tempers flaring between my parents over a forgotten order. Mum crying on the back steps after a particularly grueling shift. I breathe through the memories, which flash before me like an old photo carousel, until I can ground myself here in the present.

			“Hello?” I say, the sound echoing into darkness. But there is no reply.

			I reach, instinctively fumbling for the light switch. But then I stop myself, allowing my eyes to adjust and the yellow-orange light of the streetlamps outside to guide me. Better to keep on the down-low.

			I move through the tables, sliding my body left and right, gently touching the plastic lamination on the red-and-white cloths covering the chipped Formica. The same tables. I touch the chrome frame of one of the chairs with its red-leather cushioned seat. The same chairs. I look ahead to the bar, its long oak-topped counter with the rounded carved edging, and I place both hands on the cool wood, resting my bum against one of the fixed round stools that sit underneath.

			I feel an ache in my heart as I picture my father there behind the bar. I lean into the memory as though it were yesterday.

			Afternoon light fills the restaurant.

			Dad has thick brown hair, which always looks a bit wet from the cream he uses in it. He is handsome, and very expressive—a twinkle in his big brown eyes and a wide, welcoming smile. He loves sun, shown in fine lines everywhere on his face, but he looks jolly with it, rather than weathered. He wears the same thing to every shift: black suit pants and a black chef’s jacket.

			The memory is so real, I hear him.

			“Up you get, sweetheart,” my dad says as he pats the bar.

			I scramble up. I must be nine years old, the bar still too tall for me to peer over without climbing onto one of those stools.

			Dad is watching Jamie Oliver on the TV behind the bar, and he’s teaching me how to make tortellini.

			“It’s called The Naked Chef. I’m checking out the competition.”

			Dad always wanted to be like those TV chefs, but Jamie Oliver wound him up because he was successful so young.

			“Though look at him using mascarpone. He’s not even Italian.”

			“He trained at the River Café and that’s Italian food.” My mother.

			I remember her smoothing her spaghetti-strap dress and fixing an apron around her middle. I thought Mum was the most beautiful woman in the world. But in this memory, I see a jittery anxiety I didn’t recognize back then.

			Mum was trying to keep the restaurant viable because all their money was tied up in it, and Dad never took her concerns seriously. I don’t want to pretend Dad was some kind of creative airhead, or that Mum was some all-business robot, but it was clear where their strengths lay: Dad was the cook and Mum was the coin.

			Dad shows me how to fill and fold tortellini, but my young fingers are clumsy and the results are misshapen.

			“It’s perfect,” I hear my dad say. “Non tutte le ciambelle riescono col buco.”

			“Not all doughnuts come out with a hole,” I say, giggling, as I roll another collapsing tortellini.

			Mum fills out the specials board, and they haggle over the prices. Then Mum leans over the bar and they kiss.

			“So, what do you reckon, Olive, darling?” Dad says. “Reckon your old dad could be on TV like Jamie Oliver?”

			“More like Gary Rhodes,” says my mum with a laugh, as she slides in the till tray full of change, before opening the reservations folder and double-checking the table settings. “Isn’t it more like a travel show they want you to do, Nicky? Gone six weeks at a time?”

			“Papa?” I gasp. But not at him being gone. About the excitement of him being on television.

			“It’s time, Nicky,” Mum says with a soft smile.

			She always said that just before opening. It’s time.

			“This is going to be the start of something big, Olive,” Dad says, starting to clear up. “A little six-part series, then a guest spot on morning television, a string of new restaurants, and then, hopefully, that cookbook!” Dad beams in a slightly unhinged way, which makes me giggle.

			I smile at the memory, as a warm feeling wraps around my heart. There were good times, I think.

			“I’m sorry. I’m sorry I took so long to come back,” I say softly, eyes closed, the sound echoing into darkness.

			“Hello?” A man’s voice.

			My eyes shoot open, heart racing.

			“Hello?” the voice says again. “Olive?”

			I snap my head around, and there, standing in the dimly lit kitchen entrance, is Leonardo Ricci. He takes a step forward and his movement triggers a motion sensor light in the back so his tall body falls into silhouette, and I cannot make out the features on his face. I hold my hand up to shield my eyes from the light.

			“Yes,” I say. “Leo?”

			“Yeah. Hi. Sorry to give you a fright. What…what are you doing here?” he says. “It’s after one.”

			“What are you doing here?” I shoot back, sliding a hand up to my heart as if to slow it. As my fingers graze the cotton of my sweatshirt, I realize the state I’m in. A hastily tugged-on outfit after a fitful attempt at sleep. There have been many sleepless nights lately.

			“I forgot my house keys,” he says, moving out of the light and walking behind the bar to retrieve them. I step backward from the bar, creating even more distance between us. Leo pauses, holding his keys aloft as evidence. “I’m sorry to disturb you, I didn’t expect…”

			His voice trails off. Does he know yet?

			“I picked up the keys today,” I say, feeling him out.

			“Right. Of course,” he says, nodding slowly.

			Maybe he does know.

			“Just wanted to take a look,” I explain, turning my head toward the dining area. “I see nothing’s changed.”

			I don’t mean to sound disparaging; it just comes out that way. But it really hasn’t. In fact, the only change is the clear degradation of the fittings. The little nicks I could feel on the once high-polished bar top, the scuffed floor, the chipped paint I can clearly see with the light on in the kitchen.

			“Oh,” he says, shoving his keys into his pocket.

			The motion light snaps off and we are plunged back into darkness; it takes a moment for our eyes to adjust. When they do, Leo leans forward and rests his elbows on the bar, his arms crossed. His T-shirt pulls tight at his biceps, his shoulders round with muscle and wide. He looks so completely at home behind that bar, his black hair falling forward into his eyes from a cresting cowlick, his eyes framed by long lashes and his jaw strong, but not overly so. In fact, he’s incredibly sexy in this light.

			“Can I get you a drink or something?” Leo says, nodding toward the pint glasses stacked up high next to the beer taps. “Although I’m not sure if it feels right to celebrate as such.” I see a muscle tick in his jaw.

			“No drink,” I say quickly.

			Leo nods, biting the inside of his cheek, as he considers his next words.

			“Well, this is strange,” he says finally.

			“I know,” I reply, balling my hands together, rubbing them nervously. “Hopefully not for long.”

			“What do you mean not for long?” he asks, tipping his head to the side.

			“Well. I’m selling,” I blurt out. I don’t mean to say it, and I cringe at how callous it sounds, but I can’t take it back now. Ginny warned me that in the ranking of awful conversations to have with a person, telling Leo I was going to sell fell somewhere between “We’re restructuring, and we don’t see a position for you in the new org chart” and “I stole your boyfriend, and then I shot him in the nuts.”

			I sigh. At least it’s done.

			“What?” he says.

			“Selling. I mean, you understand, right?”

			“Why?” Leo’s body tenses in the dim light, and he stands up, his arms falling back against his chest, still folded. He’s elevated behind there, just enough to feel towering in the dynamic of this conversation. “Why would you sell?”

			“What do you mean why?” I ask, straightening up a little myself.

			“You don’t mean it,” he says, tipping his head slightly.

			I let out a small laugh. “I do mean it,” I say, my tone challenging.

			“You can’t sell!” he says, throwing his arms open. “No. What? You can’t do that. After all these years, after everything. This is his legacy. This place is all that’s left of your dad.”

			My mind flickers to the urn I am supposed to pick up from the funeral home. “Miss Stone, could you please come and collect your father,” as if he’s had one too many at the local wine bar.

			“It’s not all that’s left of him,” I mutter.

			“What?” Leo leans in, stretching his neck to hear me.

			“Nothing. Sorry. I have to sell,” I say, lifting a hand to pinch the bridge of my nose. I didn’t want to do this, this way. I wish Leo wasn’t here. Fuck him for being here.

			“No, you don’t,” he snaps, taking a moment to settle his breathing.

			“Excuse me?”

			I narrow my eyes a little at Leo, standing there behind the bar, just like my father used to. Just like he owns the place. A stab of anger passes through me, but it’s quickly replaced by guilt at what my decision means for him, and then finally embarrassment that I’m even in this position for no deserving reason. Only blood. Truly, a whirlwind of emotions have been swamping my brain since Dad died.

			“I have to,” I say again, my voice small but steady. “Sorry.”

			“You don’t want your own restaurant?” Leo asks, almost confused, as if it must be every single human being’s lifelong dream. It’s clearly Leo’s dream.

			Oh god, this is a nightmare.

			“I don’t understand,” he says, incredulous. “How can you just sell it? Without talking about it?”

			“Talking to who?” I shoot back, frowning. He can’t mean I should run the decision by him.

			Leo shakes his head, his mouth open.

			“I don’t want to own a restaurant,” I say, spelling it out for him. “I didn’t ask for it. I don’t want it.”

			Leo’s eyes fix on me, hard.

			“Why would I want it?” I challenge. “I’ve seen the books. The estate attorney shared them. This place is a fucking sinkhole.”

			I shouldn’t have said that either. It’s true, but I should not have said that. Leo has put his whole adult life into Nicky’s. He started here not long after I last stepped out the door. Dad, by all accounts, loved him like a son. He was the apprentice I might once have been and I’ve just said the worst thing I could about the place he obviously loves. I want to take it back. I want to grab the words like they’re on a length of rope and tug them back in.

			“Olive…,” Leo says, almost in a whisper. He stops himself from continuing. Then he turns, looking at the back wall of the bar, where dozens of Italian aperitifs and digestifs line the mirrored shelves. Another jolt of heady nostalgia rockets through me as I see my dad reaching for a bottle above the shelf. “On the house,” I hear him shout over his shoulder.

			Leo lifts a hand to his face, and I watch as he slowly drags it from his forehead to his mouth, dropping it as he tilts his head back and stares up at the ceiling. His broad shoulders rise and fall and he remains still for what feels like minutes.

			The guilt returns. The shame follows.

			He can get another job. Kate’s counsel is on repeat in my head like a mantra. You didn’t ask for this. And what are you going to do? Give him a whole fucking restaurant? No.

			I take a step back in anticipation of his…anger? I don’t know what’s coming.

			Leo turns, hands on his narrow hips where his jeans hang a little low.

			“And if it wasn’t a sinkhole?” he says slowly.

			“I’d still sell,” I say, hearing the crack in my voice as I say it.

			“Please reconsider,” he says, more firmly.

			“No,” I hit back sharply, teetering very close to tears. The tiredness. The just…not wanting this important conversation to happen like this. Now.

			Leo flinches, a crease appearing between his brows as he leans forward and pulls a beer out of the fridge, knocking the top off on the edge of the bar.

			He glances at me and then back at the beer. “I always pay for them,” he says quickly. “There’s a list under the till and we…”

			I hold my hand up, shaking my head. “I really don’t need to know.”

			“We’re going to Sicily in seven days,” he says. “Could you keep an open mind? Could we talk about it on the trip?”

			No. It isn’t fair on anyone to drag this out.

			“No expectations,” he says. “Just. Wow. I can’t quite bear the idea this is over without so much as a discussion.”

			I feel annoyed. I drag my eyes from Leo toward the dark kitchen. I wanted to go to Dad’s office. I wanted to see if he kept his gelato in the freezer at the perfect height for a kid to sneak in and scoop it out into a paper cup without Mum noticing. I wanted to see if I felt anything other than the years of resentment I’d carried for this place. Although…I already have that answer.

			“I’m selling,” I say, exhausted by the questioning. “Sorry. I didn’t ask for this.”

			I see a glimpse of something like disgust in Leo’s eyes. And I stiffen, my anger sharpening as I feel a bit like a criminal giving a statement under duress.

			“I’m going,” I say. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have come. I should have waited until…”

			My voice drifts off and I frown at Leo, who watches me intensely. Too intensely. I turn quickly and walk out the door.
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			“I can’t believe I have to be there for four fucking weeks with him,” I call out to Ginny.

			Worse still, in Tuscany I’m supposed to be staying at his family’s home—there will be no escape from Leo.

			“You can book a hotel in Florence if you’re still mortal enemies by the time you get to Tuscany,” Ginny calls out, as if she’s heard my thoughts.

			“I have not packed for Italy in fifteen years,” I call back to Ginny as she finishes putting away the dishes from our boozy good-bye lunch. “And now I’m doing it after a glass of wine.”

			“Beach clothes,” Ginny calls back, the clatter of cutlery startling me as it’s tossed back into the drawer. I’m so on edge: a heady mix of anxiety and excitement.

			“But I’m not sure I’ll be at the beach much,” I reply, holding a strapless silk dress before tossing it into the maybe pile. I glance at my phone, wondering if I should just grow the hell up and call Leo back, but the idea of another confrontation with him makes my palms sweat. The tone of his text messages has gotten increasingly impatient.

			
				Leo: Olive. I think it’s important we have a plan ahead of the trip, don’t you? Shall we meet for coffee?

			

			The next day.

			
				Leo: Or a call if it’s easier?

			

			And yesterday.

			
				Leo: We can just arrive and try to figure it out, but that sounds like the least sensible option.

			

			Dad’s unfinished manuscript and the urn carrying his ashes are sitting on my bedside table. I only just collected them yesterday, a job I’d put off until the very last minute. I haven’t read the manuscript yet—another reason I wasn’t ready to see Leo. The mere thought of it feels like tearing open a crusty wound. I want to feel calm when I read it, in control. I will feel much more mentally prepared once I’ve touched down and checked in and have a glass of wine in my hand. Or maybe I’ll never feel ready.

			“It feels wrong to put Dad in the luggage hold,” I call out, lifting the polished silver urn, which is surprisingly heavy. “I can’t put him in the hold, can I?”

			“Carry-on for sure,” Ginny calls back.

			“Carry-on for sure,” I repeat, placing the urn in my tote. I frown seeing the bulk of it; there won’t be room for much else.

			I hesitate, then put the manuscript in my check-in suitcase, along with a beach towel, a red bikini, a green one-piece, a pair of espadrilles, several T-shirts, my running shoes, and then a couple of fancy going-out dresses.

			“Just in case,” I say quietly, imagining Leo and me sitting down to dinner together. Not an entirely unpleasant vision, so long as we don’t talk much.

			“In case of what?” Ginny asks, shooting a damp tea towel into the laundry basket in the corner as she enters my room.

			“A couple of going-out dresses,” I say, grimacing. “In case I go out, I suppose.”

			Ginny looks at me with a mixture of love and pity.

			“You’re going to be fine, Olive,” she says, glancing at her watch. “Don’t let this guy unsettle you. Focus on the job. You really don’t have to spend twenty-four seven in each other’s laps.” Ginny looks at me and grimaces. “Although it’s a very attractive lap—”

			“Ginny!” I shake my head, tapping her gently on the arm. “He’s not just some guy, though, is he? He’s spent over a decade with Dad. God knows what Dad’s said about me. She never calls. She abandoned me. She’s an awful person.”

			“You had your reasons. He could have called you more. And besides”—she waves at the keys to the restaurant sitting on my dresser—“he obviously still cared, Olive.”

			I look at the bikini in my suitcase and then back to Ginny. I throw my arms around her. “I will be fine,” I say. “Thanks for being here.”

			Earlier, Kate and Ginny pep-talked me over lunch, which I’d prepared for them as a distraction from the stress of tomorrow. I’d needed my friends; also, the meditative nature of cooking for other people has always been my happy place.

			Ginny requested “something vegetarian” and I had delightedly obliged.

			“You know where you can be vegetarian and still eat like a king?” I’d asked.

			“Italy,” they’d replied, eye-rolling back at me in unison.

			Cringe. My dad used to say that all the time, and now, apparently, so did I.

			I’d prepared burrata with a sweet onion and cherry tomato salad, my signature overnight focaccia, and a risotto with wild mushrooms and in-season wild garlic, and finished it all off with lemon, almond, and ricotta cake for dessert.

			Kate called it “three courses of delicious responsibility avoidance” before she hugged me good-bye, scolded me for not speaking to Leo yet, and headed back to work.

			“At least you’ll know people in Sicily,” Ginny replies, pulling back so she’s holding both my shoulders.

			I nod. I’ll know my dad’s old mentor, Rocco; his wife, Isabella; maybe even their grandson Luca if he’s still around. I’ll know their restaurant. Their family home. And as awkward as it feels to be “the estranged daughter,” at least they’ve invited me for lunch. I feel a wave of anxiety at the thought of seeing them. It will be fine. Who knows what memories will be roused by the smells, the tastes, and the views of that beautiful southeastern coastline.

			“I want to do a great job,” I say, biting on my lower lip.

			“Dude,” Ginny says, frowning. “You’re going to be writing about food. It’s what you do.”

			My phone buzzes and I glance at it as it vibrates against the pale floral bedsheets. Mum.

			“I better take this. She’s jittery as hell about everything,” I say apologetically.

			“I have to go, anyway,” Ginny says, grabbing her handbag from the floor as I reach for my phone. “Call me. Anytime. Any. Time.”

			“I love you,” I say, as I take Mum’s call and Ginny disappears into the hall and out the front door.

			“Have you got everything you need? Put the chèvre down over there, darling, on the cheese board. No, the other one. The smaller one. That’s it. With the honey.” She’s having a two-way conversation between me and her lovely new husband, George.

			“Olive?” she says back into the phone.

			Mum remarried last year and it was a weight off my shoulders. She has rebuilt her life in a small rural village in Yorkshire. After a decade of unfulfilling jobs, she finally found her place as a buyer at a local farm shop five years ago, before meeting George, the sweetest beekeeper and all-round good egg. It took a long time, but I think she’s really happy again.

			“Is the honey still sweet in Yorkshire?” I say, with enough sass to make my mum laugh.

			“We’ve got friends coming over and it’s a whole thing,” she says. “George is in a tizz and I’m trying to keep him calm. I know you’re not used to entertaining, George, but I can do
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