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Previously 

Sophie 
tuart’s face contorted with anger, but I was only just getting 
started. “Look, I’m not taking any more of this from you! 

You’re not better than me. The only reason you’re senior to me 
is because you’re Harry’s best mate from Uni; because he owns 
the company and did you a favour. And I won’t take you putting 
me down any more.” His eyes were like arrow slits. “We both 
know I can do this job standing on my head.” He was now an 
unsubtle shade of puce, hungry to retaliate, but I didn’t give him 
a chance, “I’ve had enough of you putting me down and making 
me look bad in front of Harry. You have broken so many laws 
with your behaviour.” 

I had to pause to breathe, which gave him a chance to butt in. 
After five months of taking his abuse, I had finally cracked. 

“What about your reference, Sophie? You’ll never get a new 
job if I give you a bad one. Remember the offer I made you?” He’s 
trying to make me give up. I won’t. I’m worth more than this. 

“Fuck that, Stuart! And, no, I won’t ever fuck you, no matter 
how hard you try to blackmail me into it. You repulse me.” 

I was yelling by now. Harry’s office door was ajar. Everyone 
had stopped working to listen. 

“I don’t need a reference from you!” 
He looked like he wanted to explode. His whole body was 

S 
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quivering. Everyone was staring. I wasn’t sure we had ever had 
entertainment like this in the office before. 

“And we both know I know you’ve been fiddling your 
expenses, which is why you had to leave your last job, because 
they caught you out. Just fuck off and leave me alone!” 

Stuart stared at me in stunned silence as we both saw Harry 
standing in the doorway. He had heard every word. 

I mentally picked up what remained of my dignity and 
walked back to my desk. “Morning, Harry! I wonder if you might 
have a minute for a chat later?” I smiled on my way out. 

 
 

Christof 
uca was itching for news, so I headed straight back to the 
office after my train got in to Milan, despite my late night 

stake-out in Naples meaning my body was screaming for sleep.  
“Great! I saw him. Watched him in action. I got the videos. 

The Client will be able to tell who it was and we should be able to 
trace the transactions to that computer terminal, now we know 
when it was used.” 

Luca grinned. “A complete success!” he laughed, looking 
happy and relieved, “I knew I could rely on you, Christof.” 

His smile dropped as he looked at my face. He knew there 
was something I wasn’t telling him. 

“What is it? What went wrong, Christof? Were you seen?” 
“Maybe.” I conceded, holding my hands still in my lap, trying 

not to let my nerves show with fidgeting. 
“Walk me through exactly what happened. Don’t miss out a 

thing.” 

L 
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I took him through the whole evening, up to the point where 
I had thought my bag was missing, but it wasn’t, and then got 
back to the hotel, following procedure by locking the camera in 
my room safe, before treating myself to a nerve-calming whisky 
or three. He didn’t mind that bit. 

“So, what’s the problem?” I still wished I knew the answer to 
that question. I had been racking my brain on it for the whole 
41⁄2 hours on the train. Something didn’t feel right. 

“I don’t know. Nothing, most likely. Just something feels off. I 
was even more cautious than usual for the stake-out, given the 
raised dangers on this project,” we both knew I was talking about 
the corpse count. 

I must have sounded defensive, because Luca rushed to 
reassure me. 

“I know you were careful, Christof. It’s just that we can’t 
afford to take any risks. I don’t want to blow this project and I 
don’t want you hurt.” Genuine concern showed in his face. 

“Let’s look at the videos,” he said, changing the subject and 
giving us both something practical to focus on. 

I pulled out the camera that had been untouched, safe in my 
jacket pocket for the whole of the journey. I couldn’t risk 
watching the videos on the train. It’s always exciting – that 
moment of slight stress as you hope the camera did its job and 
wonder what you’ll see. 

I pressed the play button and nothing happened. I wanted to 
shake it, like a child frustrated by a Christmas toy that doesn’t 
work without its batteries. I resisted. The screen was telling me 
that the memory card was empty. There were no videos on the 
camera. 

“Shit! The stupid thing didn’t work?” Luca was almost yelling 
with frustration. 

“No, that can’t be right. I did the usual test video before I left 
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the hotel. It should be there. I watched it a bit last night before I 
went to the bar, to make sure the camera had worked.” I pulled 
the camera back from him and desperately searched for at least 
the test video. It wasn’t there. 

“Are you telling me that the memory card wiped itself while 
you were asleep? You must have messed up the settings.” 

Luca tends to accuse without thinking when he’s stressed. I 
was half a step ahead as I pulled my phone out of my pocket to 
find the back-up photos. 

“Don’t worry. I took the back-up shots on my phone, as per 
procedure. They won’t be as good, but they should still be 
enough to identify our inside man.” 

I used my thumb to unlock the phone and scrolled through 
the recent photos in the viewing app. I’m careful to delete old 
photos as soon as they have been backed up. They can munch up 
storage space and you never know when you might need to 
record something important. The last thing I want is for my 
phone to tell me it’s full at a critical moment. 

The only photos in there should have been from last night’s 
stake-out, plus one of a weird pattern I saw in the lighting over 
my platform at Milano Centrale station yesterday, which 
appealed to my love of abstract designs. I quickly found that, but 
it was the only photo on my camera. 

That couldn’t be right, could it? 
Luca saw the dread in my eyes and instantly jumped to the 

right conclusion. 
“Gone, too?” 
My silent nod confirmed his fears. 
“Not even you, distracted as you are these days, would screw 

up both cameras. What else happened last night that you haven’t 
told me about?” 

I felt a sick cold rush through me. I didn’t want to have to tell 
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him the truth, but I knew I had no choice. I told him the briefest 
overview I dared of what had happened in the bar, but not about 
the events when I took her back to my room. That was private. 

“Yes,” I said, thinking back, scene by scene through my 
evening, “I checked the videos had worked last night, before I 
locked the camera and the phone in my safe. The camera had 
worked.” 

“What aren’t you telling me about last night, Christof?” 
Reluctantly I gave in and told him. 

“For fuck’s sake, Christof! That’s the oldest trick in the book! 
How did you fall for it?” 

I felt really stupid. A prize idiot. He was right. How did I 
manage to miss it? It should have been so obvious. 

“I’ve never done anything like that before,” I mumbled. It 
didn’t help. Luca was on a steam train with his anger by this 
point. Rightly so. 

“So… you were so drunk and tired that you slept through the 
beep of your safe being opened by the room key you no doubt 
left on your bedside table? And you left your thumb print lying 
around, so she could get into your phone?” 

I stared at my shoes. 
“And she followed you to your hotel, without you noticing?” 

Yes, probably. 
“How am I going to break this one to the client?” 
I shook my head, glad that wasn’t my job. 
“Look, it’s not all lost. You’ll be able to identify the person 

from the personnel records and you can still remember the name 
of the person whose desk they used?” 

I nodded, still not knowing what to say. 
“We’ll have our man and we’ll be able to trace the 

transactions, but we’ve lost our evidence. We can’t prove 
anything, unless you testify in Court, which means Denucci will 
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link you with the case and you would be at risk of taking a swim 
in a cement bath. Didn’t you think?” He was spitting with rage. I 
had no answers to give him. “We had to show that guy doing it, 
other‐ wise they could claim that someone stole their work ID. 
And you and I both know that’s the last time Denucci will use 
the pattern he’s followed for the past few months. Whoever that 
woman was will have tipped him off. There’s no chance of 
another stake-out.” 

I wanted the ground to open up beneath me. I couldn’t 
believe I had been so stupid. Luca pointed out what I already 
knew: “We’ve missed our chance to catch him in the act. And 
that means we’ve missed our chance to convince the police to 
take this seriously. Denucci is likely to get away with it – again! – 
all because you let your guard down. I’m disappointed in you, 
Christof. I hope she was worth it.” 



 

June  
 

Discovered 
 

a sunlit sparkle 

the thrill of discovery 
riches in the rocks 
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 was feeling irritable; I had been drowning in cherries all 
week with the festival… the heat; the smell; the sun; the 

crowds… so many strangers. I was longing to get back to the 
farm for a few days. Even going back to the stress of my ‘real’ job 
in Milan would feel relaxing after this.  

I’d had to smile at so many people that my cheeks felt tired, 
like a bridegroom at his wedding reception. Strangers’ faces 
blurred into one and it was getting harder to be polite to each 
person who asked for yet another ‘free taster’. 

Then there was the crumpled petrol station receipt I had 
found on the floor of my flat earlier this morning, from Naples. 
The thought of it made my heart race and the hairs on the back 
of my neck prickle. I looked around instinctively, with that eerie 
feeling that I was being watched. But there was no one there. I 
shrugged off my paranoia and allowed my feet to steer me 
through the empty streets. There were fewer people in this part 
of town –almost enough air to breathe, though I would have 
given half my crop for a fresh breeze. I had been forcing myself 
to pay attention as I walked up the cobbled steps; they were old 
and irregular and it would have been easy to misjudge them, 
falling flat on my face and providing an excited tourist with their 
next Instagram hit. 

Ouch! A random tourist had her head half in her bag, as she 
stumbled into me in the empty street. It was a wonder she hadn’t 
fallen and broken her neck on these old steps. I wanted to yell 
and ask her why she wasn’t looking where she was going. I bit 
my tongue. It wasn’t her fault I was fed up. 

“Sta bene?” I asked. No response. I tried English; always a 

I 
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good second guess.  
“Are you okay?” The traces of recent sunburn on her arms 

made it a likely bet that she was a tourist from somewhere cooler. 
She was loaded with bags that made it clear that she was either 
arriving or leaving – a rucksack and a scruffy holdall. Not exactly 
Italian flair, but also not American-traveller chic… more like 
Backpacker Brit. 

She had dropped her floppy straw hat when we bumped into 
each other. I bent down to pick it up for her, a reflex reaction. I 
didn’t notice that she was bending down, too. Bang. Heads 
collided. Ahia! Ouch. Again. I reached out and picked up the hat, 
handing it to her, rubbing my forehead with my free hand. 

“Your hat,” I said in English, still hopeful it might be a 
language she spoke. Then I hoped it wasn’t, because I just 
sounded like a complete prat. Of course it was her hat! Who 
else’s would it have been? She pulled it back on, catching her 
long hair messily under it, to give space for a breeze on the back 
of her neck. Now I was grumpy and an idiot – great first 
impression. I’d really had enough of this festival. I was glad the 
street was empty, so there was no one to tease me about this 
later. 

She was rubbing her head where we bumped, totally 
preoccupied. She still hadn’t spoken. Maybe I could still get away 
with this. Time to leave. I’ll forget about a ‘thank you’ if I can 
escape with some dignity intact.  

I was still half-crouching as she started to walk away. She 
turned back and looked at me with confusion in her eyes. Crazy? 
Drunk? Sunstroke? Concussed? Early thirties – too young for 
dementia. Her sunglasses reflected my sullen mood back at me. 

“Wait!” she shouted, grabbing my shirt sleeve, to stop me 
from leaving. She was scanning my face with an intensity usually 
reserved for school nurses with nit combs. “It’s you!”  
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he words were out of my mouth before I realised how 
bonkers they sounded. “It’s you!” But I couldn’t believe it 

was him. Chestnut eyes… That smile… Mr Clafoutis! Then I 
remembered he would have no idea who I was or how I might 
know him. He was looking at me, confused. I was grabbing hold 
of his sleeve. Maybe he didn’t speak English? But of course he 
did — that’s why he’d been interviewed by the BBC for the travel 
show that had lured me to this cherry festival. Duh! 

I could see cogs whirring as he tried to get his head round my 
behaviour. 

“Ah,” he said slowly. “You saw the TV interview?” He had the 
slightest trace of an Italian accent. I caught myself wondering if 
he knew how incredibly sexy that was. Then I thanked my lucky 
stars I hadn’t thought that out loud. 

“Yes, the travel programme interview… about the festival. It’s 
why I came. I was already coming to Italy and I love cherries so 
much that I decided I couldn’t miss it. My friend Anna – I sleep 
on her sofa – thought it would be really funny if we met and fell 
in love and got married and had a family. But I really came for 
the cherries. And we met once – in Paris – and you let me have 
the last slice of clafoutis!” 

That. Was. Out. Loud. Ground, swallow me up. How quickly 
can I get away from here?  

His face made it clear that he had no memory of meeting me 
in Paris last year. Why should he? We had been in a queue in a 
boulangerie and he let me have the last slice of my favourite treat 
– clafoutis. When I had seen him on the travel programme it had 
earned him the nickname Mr Clafoutis with my flatmate, Anna. 

T 
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It was clear that my confession had made him even more wary of 
me and he looked like he was about to walk away. He couldn’t 
have made it more obvious that he had more important things to 
do. The chill of my disappointment surprised me. 

But I was lost and my bags were so heavy, and it was so 
unbearably hot, and there was no way a taxi would 
spontaneously show up in these empty streets, so I had to walk. I 
knew my hotel must be nearby. I was staring at my hiking boots 
– another stupid decision. I wanted to ask him for help but I felt 
I had done enough blushing already in the past few minutes. 
Maybe if I ignored him he would just walk away. Then I could 
walk purposefully up a side street and hide in the shade until he 
was gone. 

“Well, you’ll certainly find plenty of cherries here. You’ve 
come to the right place. Me… I’ve had enough of them for 
today.” He hasn’t run away yet. Why not? 

“I’m Christof,” he said, offering me his hand to shake. How 
very English he seemed when he did that. “I’m afraid I don’t 
remember the clafoutis, but I hope you enjoyed it.” 

Awkward silence. Oh, yes, it’s my turn. 
“Err… yes… It was lovely. Hi… I’m Sophie. I’m from 

England.” I felt like I should follow it, AA style, with a confession 
about something I was addicted to. Putting my foot in my 
mouth, perhaps? 

“I guessed that,” he replied. 
“What? That I’m called Sophie? How?” 
“No. The England bit.” 
Really, ground, swallow me up now. Big hole. Gone. Please. 
I could feel my cheeks turning as scarlet as the day when I was 

thirteen and Miss Montague caught me with a poster of Robbie 
Williams in my school locker, in nothing but his boxer shorts. 

“Are you lost? It’s just that we don’t get many tourists in this 
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part of the town. Can I help you?” 
Would he please stop being kind? Can’t he tell I just want to 

run and hide behind the nearest bin until it’s dark and I can stop 
making a fool of myself? Okay, deep breath. I am lost.  

He seemed to know this place. The BBC wouldn’t have 
interviewed him, if he were a psycho, would they? I wasn’t sure 
that was a good enough metric, but I had no idea where my hotel 
was and I needed a shower. And to ditch these bags. They had 
doubled in weight since I got off the train, half an hour ago. 

Should I trust him? Hmmm… Trust and men – not two words 
that normally go together in my world at the moment. But I’m not 
sure what other options I have right now. I don’t speak much 
Italian. He speaks English and he has offered to help. 

“Yes, I’m lost. I’m looking for my hotel.” The words made the 
decision for me as I scrabbled in my pocket, which was where I 
suddenly remembered I had left the crumpled piece of paper that 
wasn’t in my bag. Hunting for it in my holdall had been the 
reason I had bumped into Mr Clafoutis. I handed the paper to 
him, with its scribbled and smudged address. Ooh, I’m making a 
great impression again: elegant, sophisticated Sophie with her posh 
luggage and perfect hair… I hadn’t expected to need to make a 
good first impression on anyone. 

“It’s just around the corner. Let me help you.” He sensed my 
reluctance. “Please?” He gave me a smile that caught me off-
guard, after his distant attitude so far. Its warmth spread 
crinkling lines around his eyes. I found my annoyance melting 
with relief at his offer of help, but I really didn’t want to add 
‘weak at the knees’ to my current list of unimpressive skills. It 
must have been the heat… and exhaustion. 

I decided that keeping my mouth shut was the best option, so 
I tried a smile, which felt more like a grimace, and gave him a 
nod. 



WHAT’S NEXT?   |  13 

 

“Let me take your rucksack.” 
He reached for my bag and my anti-theft instincts kicked in. 

Not on your nelly, mate! I clung to my rucksack for dear life. 
“No!” I yelled, slightly too loudly, my voice echoing around the 
shady street with its tall terraces of houses. The dark green 
shutters on a nearby building, closed for the siesta, opened just 
wide enough for a curious elderly lady to watch the impromptu 
street theatre. 

“Okay, have it your way!” he smiled at me. It was turning into 
a grin. Now I could add ‘ludicrous’ to the list of adjectives he 
would be using to describe me to his friends by the evening. 
“You can carry the bags, but I can still show you the way.” 

It wasn’t far to my hotel, but I wished I hadn’t been so pig-
headed about the rucksack. It was all uphill over cobbled steps 
that looked like they had been there for hundreds of years. They 
were just the wrong height and length for normal walking with 
legs as short as mine, and I soon found myself doing a double-
walk on one step only to trip up the next one in what must have 
looked like an incompetent attempt at skipping. I could see he 
was finding this quietly amusing. I will NOT allow myself to feel 
stupid. 

“Breathe deeply, let it go and smile!” Oh, how I wanted to kick 
the woman who had written that book. What the bleep did she 
know, anyway? It was one of the many that my godmother, Jem, 
had given me last month when she had stepped in to rescue me 
from the ocean of self-pity I had been drowning in because my 
now-ex-boss was a shit. I had thrown that book back at Jem and 
she was probably the only person on the planet who could get 
away with telling me that the book had ‘pressed my buttons’ and 
I ‘wasn’t ready for it yet’. Distracted by my thoughts, I hadn’t 
noticed the progress we were making through the streets. 

“Here you are,” Christof said, pointing at an old wooden 
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door, faded blue, with my hotel’s name above it in white, flaking 
paint on a sign that had long since given up hope of anyone 
caring for it enough to repair it. I wasn’t sure this boded well, but 
all I wanted was a shower and I didn’t care if the water was stone 
cold. 

“Thank you,” I mumbled, as I reached for the door handle, 
relieved that this was nearly over and I would never have to see 
this guy again. Eye contact again. I realised I had managed to 
avoid it after the unfortunate head-banging-hat-picking-up 
moment. The deepest chestnut brown. Anna was right. He is a 
hefty dose of eye candy. Yes, I know I’m not supposed to say that. 
But he can’t hear me. I reached out to shake his hand and say 
goodbye, half-expecting him to have already turned his back and 
be walking away. 

But he was still standing there, looking at me, smiling. He 
didn’t notice my hand. I let it fall by my side, pretending I had 
been using it to swat away a non-existent, annoying fly. He 
looked at his watch. “Would you like a coffee?” 

“No! I’d like a shower!” I blurted, heartfelt, before I could 
edit. A hint of disappointment flashed across his face. “Oh. 
Okay. Well, enjoy your holiday… and the cherries.” He started 
to turn to walk away. 

Hang on, I like this guy. He was lovely on the telly and he’s 
even better in real life and he just asked me for a coffee and I have 
no idea where the nearest café is. I’m turning him down. Why? 

I sensed I had only a microsecond to fix this before he walked 
out of my life forever. Again. My gut told me I didn’t want that. 

“I mean, I’ve been travelling for hours and I just want to get 
showered and changed. If you know anywhere good for a coffee, 
I could be ready in about half an hour. But I’d prefer an ice 
cream.” 

His face lit up. “I know the perfect place. You’ll love it. I’ll see 
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you back out here in half an hour. Enjoy your shower!” 
I couldn’t decide if he was being polite or creepy, as I turned 

to the hotel door and entered the stiflingly hot lobby. I didn’t 
look back. 

 

 
ell, that was a surprise. I couldn’t put it down as one of 
my best ever first impressions, but the fact that Sophie 

had agreed to meet me for ice cream showed it hadn’t been as 
bad as I thought. I needed the distraction and she seemed 
interesting. It wasn’t often I found an English woman roaming 
the streets of this town on her own, and I was curious to find out 
more. 

But first I had to phone my solicitor, to make sure everything 
was still on for 3 p.m., when we were due to meet with 
Francesco, to save the farm from his disastrous loan. It felt like 
an anti-climax, now I was so close to sorting out the mess, after 
months of lying awake all night, worrying that we would lose the 
farm. I had given up pulling out the new grey hairs. 

Francesco is the cousin of Pietro, who manages our cherry 
farm. Shortly before the car crash that killed Dad, which I 
survived, Dad had taken out a massive loan to go into business 
with Francesco, to open a hardware shop in the quietest part of 
our town. No payments had been made for over a year and I only 
found out about the loan when the bank threatened to repossess 
the farm. Finding out about that last month had been a real 
shock. 

To make things even more interesting, the title deeds for the 
shop only showed Francesco’s name and there was no way of 

W 
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proving that Dad had provided the finance. My work in Milan 
meant I was used to finding hidden tracks left by money 
transfers, but I couldn’t prove anything other than that Dad had 
gifted the money to Pietro, who had then given it to Francesco. I 
couldn’t find any agreement to go into business as partners or to 
split the profits.  

Through the miracle of Nonna’s – my grandmother’s - 
networks, she had persuaded Francesco’s mother, Marisa, a 
woman who had always looked on Nonna as an ‘honorary aunt’, 
to apply pressure and force him to come back to town today, to 
sign documents handing the shop premises over to the farm and 
confirming the agreement he and Dad had made. This was in 
return for us legally promising never to press charges of any 
form. But I was nervous that he might not show. And even once 
everything was signed, I would still have to find a way to clear 
the loan. Doing a quick sale on the shop would generate a 
massive loss in the current market and the farm had no funds to 
pay next month’s loan instalment, unless I could get a good price 
for the cherry harvest, which I should have sold back in January. 
Things were not looking great.  

So much was hanging on the negotiations I was doing this 
week. I was grateful for my experience of high-pressure projects 
at work, tracking down fraud and theft for large businesses. This 
meant I was able to stay practical and ignore the emotions that 
were now making my stomach tie itself in knots. 

It was vital that Francesco couldn’t sense my panic and fear, 
or he might change his mind about the deal his mother had 
agreed to. People can always smell desperation. 

I looked at my watch: an eighteenth birthday present from 
Nonna and Dad. I had time for half an hour with Sophie before I 
had to go to the solicitor at three. I might as well enjoy it.  
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ne seriously cold shower and a fresh change of clothes 
soon had me feeling human again. I had worn my Italian-

train-air-conditioning-defying trousers and top for the journey 
from Florence, because otherwise I’d have frozen. Good tickets 
on long-distance trains come with ferocious air-conditioning 
and you really need it in the Italian summer. It was hot, even for 
June. Local stopping services often have broken air-conditioning, 
leaving travellers gasping for air at minuscule windows, which 
the guard usually keeps locked for some reason that will remain 
one of the Universe’s eternal mysteries, turning everyone into 
buckets of sweat by the time they limp out of the train at their 
final destination. For today’s four-hour trip from Florence, 
changing to a chug-along from Milan to the town here, I had 
chosen the refrigerated option for as far as I could, donning 
enough clothes to protect me from inevitable freeze. 

As a result, having wandered for over half an hour from the 
station on foot, I was soaked with sweat by the time I had lugged 
my bags to the hotel, feeling completely overdressed for the 
weather. It felt such a relief to wear a lightweight summer dress 
and slip on my sandals again, instead of my hiking boots, which 
would have tipped the weight of my rucksack into the ‘unliftable 
zone’, had I worn my sandals on the train. I would also have 
risked losing my toes to frostbite. 

I was really looking forward to my ice cream and hoping that 
it wouldn’t be too weird enjoying it with a total stranger. I could 
hear Mum now: “Do you know anything about him?” No! “Why 
are you going to wander through the back streets of an unknown 
town with him? He could be a rapist! Or a murderer!” Or a really 

O 
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nice guy. I guess she sees it as her job to worry. 
My room at the hotel was simple, but clean. There was a desk 

fan instead of air-conditioning and a large window, which 
probably wouldn’t do much other than let the mosquitoes in, 
given how close the buildings were in this street. But at least my 
room wasn’t facing the extractor fan from the hotel’s kitchen, 
like it was in my last place. I chucked my valuables into the room 
safe and grabbed my small bag, with enough cash for today and 
my passport, and I was ready to go. 

I wondered what flavours they would have at this ice cream 
place. I felt so much lighter without my heavy bags that I half-
skipped down the hotel stairs. I handed my heavy, antique room 
key in at reception, dying to ask how they coped without even a 
desk fan in this tiny, stuffy space, but my Italian wasn’t up to it 
and I figured a game of impromptu Charades might take too 
long. I went outside to wait for Christof, who was already there. 

“Great. Let’s go, then!” 
Not much of a greeting. Maybe small-talk wasn’t his thing. 

But I could always run, once I had guzzled my ice cream, if he 
turned out to be a weirdo. It wasn’t like we were on a date or 
anything. 

He handed me a tourist map of the town and I noticed two 
routes marked in red. I looked at him, silently asking him what it 
was for. 

“It’s the way to the ice cream place. This area is like a rabbit 
warren and there aren’t many signposts, as you’ve already 
worked out. I wanted to make sure you can find your way to 
your hotel afterwards. I’ve got meetings this afternoon, so I 
won’t be able to escort you back.” 

“And the second line?” 
“Wait and see!” he replied, tension showing on his face. He 

quickly replaced it with a smile. 
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“Thank you. That’s kind of you,” I said, slightly miffed that 
this not-a-date might only last fifteen minutes. 

“How do you know words like ‘rabbit warren’?” I asked, 
intrigued. “That’s a bit obscure for Italian schoolboy English, 
isn’t it?” The smile froze. 

“English mother, Italian father, lots of Beatrix Potter at 
bedtime. But I grew up here. This way!” I could feel him 
changing the subject and my market research experience meant I 
knew better than to push for more. He was wearing the face that 
told me to ‘let this one rest for now or I’ll clam up and the 
interview is over’. Years of persuading people to tell me their 
deepest secrets, so I could brief the team in our advertising 
agency on marketing concepts, had taught me that pushing my 
way along conversational dead ends meant I would get nothing 
useful from the interviewee. I risked wasting the client’s fee – 
and getting in trouble with my boss, when they listened to the 
recording of the interview. 

“Tell me, why do you love this ice cream place so much that 
you’d share it with a visiting Brit?” I asked, noticing relief in his 
face at me going along with the subject change, and using my 
hyper-cheery voice. 

I realised slightly too late that I had made eye contact with 
him again. That was a really bad idea. My insides did a pirouette 
each time he smiled at me and I was not interested in men right 
now. The latest fiasco with my ex – Jamie – had left me doubting 
my judgement when it came to romance. And with my new job 
next week – a promotion to be a planner in an advertising 
agency – starting next week, I didn’t want any distractions. 

“It does real ice cream, not the powdered stuff most places 
sell. It was set up by a friend of Nonna, my grandmother, about 
fifty years ago and the family still uses the traditional recipes. It’s 
the only place in town that does. Plus, I’m biased because they 
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use our cherries in their cherry ice cream. And given that you 
said you had come here for the cherries, I figured you might like 
to try it.” 

“You grow cherries?” 
“Yes, my family owns a farm near here. Remember the TV 

interview?” 
I refused to allow myself to blush again. 
“Sorry, I shouldn’t tease. It’s just that you made quite a fuss 

about that interview when you met me less than an hour ago and 
I’m not used to strangers grabbing me in the street. It wasn’t 
broadcast out here, thank goodness, or I would never have been 
able to show my face at work again.” 

We had moved beyond the treacherous stone steps and were 
onto a cobbled street. Right and left turns passed me by and I 
was glad I had my map for later. 

“You mean at the farm? Why would they make fun of you?” 
“No. The farm belongs to my family. My real job is in Milan. I 

work for a business consultancy firm. Here we are!” he 
announced, before I had a chance to ask him any more. 

We arrived at a tiny shop that was more of a counter than an 
ice cream parlour. A handful of colourful bar stools stood, 
unused, along one side. Christof was greeted with a torrent of 
friendly Italian by the man behind the counter. Hugs were 
exchanged, hands were shaken, and I realised he had introduced 
me. 

“Ciao, Sofia!” I heard as I, too, got to join in the hug dance, 
with added double kisses. “Gelato alla ciliegia? Con le ciliegie di 
Christof?” 

I looked at him blankly.  
“He’s asking if you’d like the cherry ice cream that has my 

farm’s cherries in it.” 
“Si, per favore,” I managed, my face producing a display of 
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instant-sunburn red, wondering whether there had been any 
point in the Italian evening classes I had taken last year. A few 
moments later a waffle cone with the biggest scoops of cherry ice 
cream ever was thrust into my hand. Christof had the same. 

“On ze house, bella Sofia!” sang Christof’s friend. He and 
Christof exchanged a few moments of what sounded like rapid-
fire Italian to my struggling ears, there was no way I could keep 
up, before another round of handshakes and hugs, with more 
double kisses for me. I moved towards the bar stools. 

“No, not inside,” said Christof. “There’s somewhere else I 
want to show you.” He led me out of the ice cream shop, through 
another maze of back streets until we found an ornate metal gate, 
almost hidden by a coral-red honeysuckle, drooping lazily over 
the iron fence. 

“In here,” he said, as he opened the creaking gate, revealing a 
small park that looked like something out of The Secret Garden. 
It took my breath away, full of scented blooms and shady 
corners. He walked towards an old wooden bench, under the 
shade of a lilac tree. No one else was here. 

“It’s a part of the town that tourists never find, because we 
fought hard to keep it off the tourist map. We had to petition the 
mayor. That was years ago now, but the exemption is still 
working. It’s just for us, the locals. On a day like today it’s empty, 
because everyone is at the cherry festival. But I wanted you to see 
it. You’re welcome to stay here after I go to my meeting. Just 
make sure you close the gate behind you.” 

“Thank you. And wow!” was all I could say. 
We sat next to each other on the bench, but not too close, and 

I licked up the cherry ice cream drips from my cone. He was 
right. It was good. Really good. Rich and creamy with a strong 
hint of fresh vanilla; the real thing, not ‘essence’. The half-
cherries were juicy and not too sweet and there were streaks of 
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thick cherry syrup, like raspberry ripple, laced through the 
vanilla. It was too good to interrupt with talking. 

It felt so easy sitting next to him, not feeling the need to chat 
– to keep up conversation. I felt my body relax, sitting there in 
silence, even though we were practically strangers. His company 
was nearly as delicious as the ice cream. 

“So, what do you do, when you’re not assaulting accidental 
TV stars in Italian back streets?” he smiled, in a pause in the 
silence. 

“I’m in market research. I specialise in advertising. I start my 
new job next week, so I thought I’d take a holiday between jobs. I 
needed a break. It can get pretty intense in London: lots of late 
nights with focus groups, asking total strangers about their most 
intimate secrets. Wine always helps, but there’s a bit of skill in 
there, too.” I thought back to the fateful evening with the semi-
naked male models and the deodorant campaign last year, in my 
old job, and decided to leave my answer where it was. I also 
decided not to mention the drama that had driven me to quit my 
last job and was relieved when Christof distracted me with 
another question. 

“You know how people tick?” he asked. 
“I suppose so. Or at least the people who pay me think I do. I 

know which questions to ask and how to listen to the meaning 
beneath the answers.” 

He looked intrigued. “Do you think you could figure me out?” 
It almost felt like a challenge. There was more to that question 
than he was saying in words. From what I knew of him so far, it 
was a definite no. But there was something about him that made 
me curious. 

“Maybe,” I replied, deciding to play it as coy as he was. “But 
would you want me to?” 

He smiled. Then he looked at his knees, as though lost in 
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thought. Okay. He wins. I want to figure him out. Right now, I 
want it even more than cherry ice cream. And that’s saying 
something. 

His phone beeped. He didn’t look at it, as though he knew 
who it was. He checked his watch. “I’ve got to go now: cherry 
business. World-changing stuff, obviously. The second red line 
takes you from here to your hotel. I wanted to give you both 
options, because I wasn’t sure if you might ditch me at the ice 
cream parlour.” He was smiling, but I could sense a fragile tone 
in his voice, hinting that he had feared rejection. 

“But if you don’t already have plans, I’d like to take you to 
dinner tonight. There’s a great little place you might enjoy. I 
could meet you at your hotel at eight?” 

I smiled at him but didn’t answer. He took it as a yes. 
“Eight then,” he smiled back, “and you might want to bring a 

shawl. It can get breezy by the river.” 
He walked away without looking back, closing the gate 

behind him, leaving me to finish my cherry ice cream with just 
the flowers and the birds for company.  

 

 
hat happened there? I had never taken anyone to the 
garden before, not even Isabella. I tried to kid myself 

that I had no idea why I’d done it, but secretly I knew it was 
because I wanted to impress Sophie. I wanted her to notice me. 
Or maybe I just wanted the distraction? I felt bad about having to 
rush off to meet my solicitor and the invitation to dinner had 
surprised even me. 

The negotiations for selling the cherry crop weren’t going 

W 
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well. It was the hardest year since I’d first got involved on the 
sidelines, back in my teens. I missed being able to ask Dad for 
advice. I wished he had handed the negotiations over to me a few 
years earlier; let me cut my teeth while he was still around to 
help. The familiar pang of guilt at surviving the crash that had 
killed him reminded me how much better a job he would have 
made of protecting the farm that I was now managing. 

Being back at the cherry festival I had visited every summer of 
my childhood made me miss Dad so much more. But I had to 
keep bottling up the past year’s emotions, or I’d never stay level-
headed enough to run the business – or negotiate this 
afternoon’s deal with Francesco. I’d hated this week, with so 
many people telling me how much they missed Dad, as though 
the grief was theirs and theirs alone. Of course, it was great that 
they cared, but every well-meaning comment stabbed at me, 
threatening to puncture the defences I had so carefully built up. 

I had my standard response now: “Thank you,” smiling a 
smile I didn’t feel inside. “I think he’d have been proud of the 
crop this year, don’t you?” It seemed to turn the conversation 
back to business and gave me a reminder to pull myself together. 
It was autopilot now. Not an emotion in sight. 

I was off to see Giovanni this evening. I’d known him for as 
long as I could remember; for as long as Dad had been bringing 
me to the cherry festival. He and Dad had been great friends and 
Giovanni was determined to find me a decent buyer for the crop, 
now that my usual leads had done a runner. I had no idea why. It 
would be a great crop, as long as the rains held off for another 
couple of weeks. And the price we were asking was fair. But I was 
running out of time. We’d normally have had this sorted months 
ago, but when the first buyer backed out, things had been heating 
up with my work in Milan on the Denucci case and I had lost 
track of time. Not having sold the crop at this late stage didn’t 
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count in our favour for price. 
Giovanni had texted me while I was in the garden with Sophie 

to say that he’d got news for me today, but he was cagey on the 
phone when I called him back and wouldn’t tell me what it was, 
other than that it wasn’t an offer yet – something else. He said he 
had to tell me in person. I had a bad feeling about it. But I also 
knew that if it was a problem, Giovanni would have answers. I 
knew I could trust him. 

I was glad Sophie was there to distract me, to stop me from 
fretting or imagining the worst; someone to entertain, to 
experience. She was quite an experience: confident and shy in 
equal measure. 

I allowed myself to daydream about earlier, sitting on that 
bench under the lilac tree watching the sun sparkle on her light 
brown hair like ripples in a rocky stream. Relaxing. Mesmerising. 
She’s bringing out my long-repressed inner poet. Need to watch 
that one, before I embarrass myself.  

I was glad she’d be leaving in a few days; she’d be a high-risk 
adventure otherwise. The way she looked at me when she smiled 
gave me butterflies, like going too high on a swing. It made me 
wonder, though, if she were hanging around, where I might land 
if I jumped. I didn’t even know if she had a boyfriend already. I 
was surprised to find that I cared. 

I scuffed my way through the heaving streets, being jostled by 
oversized bags that people seemed to forget they were carrying, 
as they squeezed through non-existent gaps. I was dawdling, 
reluctant to get to the meeting with my solicitor. I walked on 
autopilot through rows of town houses rose so high that the sun 
never reached the road between them, except at the very peak of 
the day. Green shutter after green shutter rested half-closed for 
the siesta, like a poorly disciplined army. The only difference 
between them all was the age of the paint. 
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I took a final left turn and found myself in the street with my 
solicitor’s office, its big, black front door with its gleaming brass 
knocker reminding the world of the level of fees that stepping 
through the entrance would require. My insides tightened, 
knowing how much rested on the next half-hour, having to trust 
that all would be well. It was in moments like this that I hated 
being the ‘grown-up’, running the farm I had never asked to 
inherit. I longed to go back to being the little boy, hiding up a 
cherry tree, beating the birds to the ripest fruit. I felt my heart 
pounding my rib cage and took a deep breath to calm and steady 
myself, as I lifted the door knocker and waited to step into the 
meeting that would have to save the jobs of everyone who 
worked at the farm. 

 

 
 sat for ages in the secret park, shoes off, feet enjoying the 
deep coolness of the thick green grass where the lilac tree had 

sheltered it from the burning sun, listening to birds going about 
their day, mopeds screeching past, praying that their brakes 
would outlive the steep, cobbled streets, feeling the warmth of 
the afternoon on my face, thinking about the strange half-Italian 
who’d just bought me ice cream. I even remembered to do some 
of the mindfulness stuff Jem had been teaching me before I came 
to Italy. The sensations of scrunching my toes up in the soft 
grass, smelling the lilac blooms, and truly hearing the birds were 
delicious. Time stood still. 

After a while I noticed my bum had gone numb; a sure sign 
that it was time to get moving again. I reluctantly put my sandals 
on and shifted myself back up to standing, easing the stiffness 

I 
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out of my lower back. I picked up my bag and dawdled back to 
the overgrown gate, drinking in the honeysuckle’s farewell, 
noticing a trail of blood-red roses tumbling over a wall and a 
flood of regal purple clematis, as big as handkerchiefs, crawling 
lazily over a terracotta roof. 

The handle on the gate was hot from the sun and the hinges 
creaked as I let myself out, feeling grateful to Christof for letting 
me in on the magic of this place. I pulled the gate closed behind 
me and rummaged Christof’s map out of my bag. When I was 
walking with him, the route had seemed so easy, but now I was 
alone the streets all looked the same, with the occasional 
launderette or tobacconist on corners, shutters down for the 
afternoon siesta, but none of it marked on the map, just like the 
Secret Garden. 

Eventually I found a corner with street signs and took the 
next left, down the hill to the town. 

A sparrow caught my eye, as it dug for bugs in a crack 
between the cobbles, returning my stare as though daring me to 
a game where we would see which of us had to look away first. I 
paused and watched him until he decided he’d rather find his 
snack elsewhere, away from the curious eyes of a tourist, and he 
fluttered away into another street. 

I was in no hurry as my knees and shins told me the downhill 
was getting steeper. My calves warned me they’d get their 
revenge on the way back up. As the streets widened I saw the 
first cars, and the hustle and bustle of the festival intensified, as 
though someone was turning up the dial on a crackly radio set. 

Before long I was in the market square, packed with stalls and 
people; cherries everywhere. My love affair with cherries had 
started when I was tiny, trying to race the starlings to the crop on 
my grandfather’s huge old tree in his back garden. I had been so 
excited when I’d managed to climb up and reach some, 
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balancing on bins and boxes to get high enough to find a branch 
to sit on. Grandma used to say I was single-handedly responsible 
for giving her white hair over it. Grandpa said he was proud of 
me for showing initiative. And he taught me how to tell when the 
cherries were perfectly ripe, so that Grandma wouldn’t have to 
sit up all night nursing me with tummy ache. 

Cherries had become a symbol of adventure and freedom and 
winning against the odds for me, because the starlings were 
pretty thorough. They only ever left me with the fruit that was 
hiding behind the long, jagged green leaves – the cherries you 
could only see from underneath. 

Then, as I got older, it became a ‘thing’ in our family – like 
‘received wisdom’ or an urban myth reincarnated – that ‘Sophie 
likes cherries’, and I happily played along. The thought of 
cherries in the early summer had got me through many a grey, 
dull, drizzly British winter. The earliest fruits would arrive in 
bubble-wrapped boxes from Turkey, around late April or early 
May. One day I did the maths and worked out the cost per 
cherry – almost as much as chocolate. But I always knew which I 
would rather have. Those Turkish cherries felt like an indulgent, 
forbidden treat, smearing near-black juice over my fingers as I 
pulled at a stalk and then gently split the cherry in half, tearing it 
with my fingers, flicking out the stone so I could enjoy the whole 
cherry, without being distracted by it. 

When I was younger, Mum would buy them for me as a 
special reward. I would sneak to the fridge and steal them when I 
thought she wasn’t looking. Later she would ask me if I knew 
where the cherries had gone. “Nooooo!” I would reply, shaking 
my head vehemently. She always smiled back at me and 
suggested it must have been the pixies. It was only years later 
that she told me my face had always held tell-tale signs of the 
purple-black juice. I was grateful to her for playing my game. 
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Then the French and Spanish cherries would arrive in the 
shops, less pampered than the Turkish ones, which had seemed 
like royalty in their careful packaging, leading the summer’s 
procession. Within weeks the first English cherries would arrive, 
with a raspberry tinge in their redness, very different from the 
Turkish purple, and often white inside; quite a distinct flavour. 
As the English summer threatened to turn to rain, the cherries 
would arrive in bigger and bigger boxes, crammed in tightly like 
passengers on a budget airline. 

Then suddenly they were gone for another year and I would 
watch the leaves on Grandpa’s tree turn brown at the edges, still 
green in the centre, before they withered and fell to blanket its 
roots, while it slumbered the winter away, ready to burst with 
pinky-white blossom again in the spring. 

Until the year that it didn’t. 
It broke my heart when they cut down my cherry tree. It had 

a fungal infection, they said, or some kind of virus, and it died. 
Trees shouldn’t die. Not my cherry tree. But it was unsafe, they 
said, too close to the house, and it would look ugly and bare-
branched in the summer. Better to cut it down and let more light 
into the kitchen, they said. But I cried. And I stole a twig when 
they weren’t looking, keeping it with me all the way through 
university, until it got lost in yet another house move. 

Grandpa died the following winter and Grandma followed 
not far behind. Their house was sold. The new owners would 
never know that beautiful cherry tree. 

“Ciao, bella!” I was woken from my memories by a friendly 
old man holding out a plate of deep red fruit, tempting me to try 
one. I wanted to, but I had no idea how much he would want me 
to pay and so I shook my head, and gave him a little smile, so he 
didn’t think I was being rude. 

“Un regalo. A present,” he said, holding the plate out to me 
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again. I took one and said thank you. He watched me taste it, full 
of anticipation, wanting approval, but already knowing how 
delicious his fruit was. He was right. It was tasty: firm and fresh 
and sweet with just the right level of juiciness. He pointed to a 
bucket and I realised that was where he wanted me to spit out the 
stone. I laughed at his directness. In England, we struggle with 
cherry stones – and with olive pits. We chew them and swallow 
the flesh, whilst trying to work out how to dispose of the stone 
without causing offence. To take it out of your mouth with your 
fingers is simply not done; to spit it onto a fork risks following it 
with the flesh of the fruit, which would be horrendously bad 
manners. I found myself wondering what the correct procedure 
was back at home, as I gratefully spat my cherry stone into his 
bucket. Another grazie and I moved on, to walk round the other 
stalls. So much abundance. A family’s livelihood in each harvest. 

Sun-browned old ladies sat chatting behind their cherry-
laden tables, waiting for visitors to decide what to buy, ignoring 
them until the “Scusi, signore” reached a volume that competed 
with their gossiping. 

Beautifully wrapped packets of dried cherries shared table 
space with cherries in syrup, cherry brandy, cherry tarts and 
cherries in mascarpone, even cherry panettone, which surely 
should be waiting for Christmas. 

I had met with my new boss shortly before I came on holiday 
and he had told me one of my first projects was going to be for a 
company wanting to bring cherry brandy and other products to 
the UK market. I meandered away my time, hoping to pick up 
some ideas that would impress the new client with my 
understanding of their market in our first meeting. It was one of 
the reasons I had used to justify my impromptu decision to come 
to the cherry festival, after I heard about it on the TV travel 
show. But really, I had just come because I love cherries so much. 
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The atmosphere was relaxed and welcoming, but I didn’t feel 
in the mood for buying. My brain was nagging me to do some 
more research for my new client. I didn’t want to. There was 
time for that tomorrow. I felt so glad I had come here. My 
holiday in Italy had been just what I needed to put Stuart’s 
bullying behind me, so far as I could, and to press my inner 
‘reset’ button, so I could go back home and start my new job. 
Right now, I wanted to soak up the sunshine. I sat on the low 
wall of a fountain, with statues of cupids frozen in play, enjoying 
the cool water mist on my face, watching the world go by.  

 

 
he town clock struck three in the distance and a smart 
woman in her sixties opened the door, her silver hair was 

pulled tightly into a bun, as though attempting an impromptu 
facelift. Her white blouse was perfectly ironed and tucked into a 
neat, grey pencil skirt. She didn’t smile as she gestured me inside. 

The thumping of my heart grew louder. I was about to meet 
Francesco, the man who had conned my Dad into loaning him 
money, without a contract or any kind of paper trail, for a 
project he didn’t have the guts to see through; the man who held 
the future of our cherry farm and the livelihood of its workers in 
his power; the man whose ‘yes’ could change my life and give me 
back the ability to sleep without the 3 a.m. sweats that made it 
hard to concentrate at work the next day. 

The secretary glided towards another shiny, black door with 
sparkling brass fittings and knocked twice with a calm firmness 
that showed she wasn’t to be messed with and small-talk was 
pointless. “Entra!” 

T 
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She opened the door and gestured to me to go inside, 
remaining to close it behind me. 

The solicitor’s office was full of leather-bound books on 
shelves that started at the floor and reached the ceiling, complete 
with an old-fashioned, wooden library ladder that I suspected 
was rarely used; the collection looked like it had taken 
generations to build and I hoped, at the rates he charged for his 
time, that my solicitor kept the most important books 
somewhere more quickly accessible. 

“Good afternoon,” he said, looking at me over the top of his 
glasses, barely lifting his glance from the papers on his desk. 

“Is he here?” I asked, without taking the time to return his 
pleasantries, I had been so worried that Francesco might not 
show. 

“They both are.” 
“Both?” I asked, confused. But before he could answer, the 

door opened again and a tired, gaunt man who might once have 
been tall and proud ambled into the room. His hair was greying 
and years of smoking had aged his face beyond the forty years I 
had been expecting. He looked at me with a snarl on his lips, 
letting me know that the deal was not as ‘done’ as his mother, 
Marisa, had led Nonna to believe. 

Then I noticed another figure: Pietro, our farm manager, 
walking in behind the ‘defendant’. I wasn’t fast enough to hide 
the shock on my face and Pietro at least had the decency to look 
sheepish. 

“What are you doing here?” I half spat at the man I had called 
an honorary ‘uncle’ for as long as I could remember, “With 
him?” 

“I think we should get started, gentlemen,” my solicitor 
reminded us, indicating to Pietro and Francesco to take the two 
spare chairs. “Remember, I charge by the hour,” he chuckled, 
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reclaiming the power in the room. He had rightly sensed that 
conflict was about to break out. He gathered together the papers 
on his desk and picked them up, tapping them on the large 
leather writing pad to neaten them. I noticed his name embossed 
in one corner, next to a carefully placed Mont Blanc fountain 
pen, black with gold highlights, hinting at what happened with 
his clients’ fees. He held the papers out to Francesco, who made a 
point of ignoring them, so my solicitor placed them on the desk 
in front of him. 

“I think you’ll find it’s all in there, as agreed. You confirm 
that you were lent money to buy the shop as part of a business 
partnership and the cherry farm was collateral. You had agreed 
to make the loan repayments, but these ceased after the second 
payment. By signing this document, you are agreeing to sign the 
title deeds of the shop and any remaining stock over to my client 
and, in return, he will not pursue you for damages.” 

Nonna had been told by Marisa that Francesco had agreed to 
all this, but the Thor-like thunder in his expression made it clear 
that was no longer the case. He stuck out his chin and his black 
eyes narrowed as he laughed – an ugly sound that carried the gift 
of killing happiness, not spreading it. My pounding heart nearly 
stopped in its tracks as I heard him reply, “And what if I don’t 
sign?” He pushed the papers back across the desk to my solicitor 
with an air of laid-back confidence. 

This had never occurred to me. I had thought this deal was 
done and that, as long as we could actually get Francesco to show 
up, everything would be fine. 

“I put months of work into this project and I think I deserve 
something in return, don’t you?” he stated, with a calm 
confidence that showed he was convinced he was right. My usual 
cool had long left me as panic flooded my brain and took control 
of my mouth. 
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“What you get in return is us not dragging your stinking arse 
through the courts and telling the whole world what a shit you 
are; how you cheated my father and kept quiet about it after he 
died, even though you knew we risked losing the farm, and –” 

“I think that’s enough, Christof,” came the steadying voice of 
my solicitor, gently resting a hand on my arm. I felt the rage I 
had been holding back ever since I found out about the loan, 
desperate to explode, like an overheating pressure cooker. I 
gritted my teeth so hard it hurt my jaw as I waited for what my 
solicitor might say next. I had to trust him. I couldn’t trust 
myself any more. My fingernails were close to drawing blood in 
my clenched fists. He turned to Francesco. 

“I think you will find that our offer is a generous one. On this 
paper,” he pulled one from the middle of the pile, “you will find a 
list of the actions we would be forced to take, should you refuse 
to sign. I believe that waiving our rights to pursue you for the 
losses you have caused is more than generous recompense for 
the time you put into the project.” 

Francesco held the paper with the tips of his fingers, as 
though it were distasteful to him, and the grimace slid ever so 
slowly from his lips. His eyes scanned the document and he 
glared at me, “You wouldn’t dare!” It was a hiss, more than 
words, and I forced myself to use my best poker face, because I 
had no idea what was on the piece of paper. Francesco passed it 
to Pietro who glanced down it, skimming its content. 

“Oh, I think you’ll find we would,” replied my solicitor, the 
calm in his deep voice adding certainty to the document’s 
threats, “but it’s –” 

“But that’s not how it’s done round here!” interrupted Pietro, 
making me jump as I remembered he was there, siding with the 
opposition. 

“It is now,” I found myself replying, fully aware that how I 
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handled this meeting would have implications for my future 
working relationship with Pietro; I needed him to manage the 
farm while I was in Milan, but his siding with Francesco in this 
meeting, having hidden the secret of the loan from me for nearly 
a year, was a mountainous betrayal of my trust. 

Silence serenaded the stalemate as I locked eyes with 
Francesco. I could see he was a bully; his bravado was a front, but 
I also knew he held the future of our farm in his hands and I had 
no idea whether my solicitor’s threats were real. Even if they 
were, maybe they would take too long and the bank would 
foreclose the loan as they had threatened, repossessing the farm. 

“What about your reputation Christof?” Francesco 
demanded, in a clear attempt to wriggle his way out of the mess 
he could finally see he was in. 

“What about yours, Francesco?” A flash of white rage in his 
eyes told me I had hit home. He knew in an instant that I didn’t 
care about the cost to my reputation of taking him to court. After 
all, I was a city boy, as Pietro would often complain to his friends 
in local bars. But he also knew that my solicitor wasn’t bluffing: 
we could put together a case that would make sure nobody 
would ever trust Francesco again, and that would hurt him more 
than me. 

“I’ll give you half the shop. I put time and effort into the 
project. I deserve something back.” He was standing up now, his 
palms planted firmly on the desk’s leather surface. Somehow, I 
knew my solicitor would have the desk thoroughly cleaned after 
we left. 

My solicitor pushed the papers across the desk to touch 
Francesco’s fingertips, making them unignorable, and handed 
him a pen – not the Mont Blanc – pointing to the space for him 
to sign. With his other hand, he pushed his metal-rimmed 
glasses up onto the bridge of his nose, reminding Francesco who 
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was in control of the meeting. 
I held my breath, waiting for what felt like forever for his 

decision, feeling the future of the farm perched on the knife-edge 
of Francesco’s choice. He batted away the pen my solicitor was 
holding out to him. My heart sank. It was over. I felt tears of 
frustration threatening to win and I sank my head in my hands, 
my elbows on the desk, despite knowing how such a movement 
would trash my negotiating position. 

“Thank you,” I heard my solicitor say, as Francesco pushed 
the papers towards him, putting his own, battered pen back into 
his pocket. Before my brain had a chance to catch up, I found 
myself accepting the offered pen, signing on autopilot where my 
solicitor was pointing, and giving the papers back to him. 

“The locksmith is already waiting at the property and I will 
call him now to change the keys. Good afternoon, gentlemen. 
Christof,” he looked at me, noticing my trembling hands, “I’d 
like you to stay for a few minutes. I have something I want to 
discuss with you.” 

I couldn’t bring myself to shake hands with Francesco or 
Pietro as they skulked out of the office, back to the sunshine. I 
felt weak with relief and so angry with Pietro. I couldn’t think of 
any reason why he would have changed sides. But dealing with 
him would have to wait for another time. 

My solicitor closed the door behind them and came to sit next 
to me, rather than behind his desk. “You now own a shop, 
Christof,” he said, trying to make me pay attention to what had 
just happened. His voice was a bucket of cold water, bringing me 
back to my senses. 

“Yeah,” I responded ungratefully. “One that nobody wanted 
to buy, which is why Francesco got it so cheap. And it could take 
months – or years – to sell. It doesn’t fix anything. I still have the 
loan to repay.” 
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“Yes, it does, Christof,” my solicitor soothed. I looked up into 
his pale brown eyes and remembered he had been the one Dad 
used to turn to for help. I had sat in this very chair, not long after 
the car crash, asking for advice on death duties and how to keep 
the farm running after Dad died. Now wasn’t the time to be 
churlish. “I’ve taken the liberty of making an appointment for 
you, for ten o’clock tomorrow morning, with the debt manager 
at the bank. He has provisionally agreed to transfer the security 
for the loan to be the shop, instead of the farm. It will be subject 
to a valuation, which can’t happen until at least next week, but it 
is progress. And he has also provisionally agreed to extend the 
term of the loan, to make the repayments more realistic and 
manageable.” 

He was right. This could work! It would buy me time and 
then, even if we defaulted, we would lose a shop we didn’t really 
want, instead of the farm. But would the valuation be enough? 

My solicitor could see the questions racing through my mind. 
He shook his head and smiled, “There’s plenty of time for 
answers, for decisions,” he said as he walked behind his desk, 
reached for a crystal decanter and poured two glasses of a deep 
orange-red liquid, handing one to me. “First, we celebrate. It 
could have gone either way today. I was not aware of his change 
of heart. But we did it. Salute. Your father’s cherry brandy. I got 
it out specially for us today.” 

I took a sip and felt it burn my throat. 
“I would suggest you consider applying to turn the property 

into flats. Then you can sell them or rent them and that will 
cover the loan repayments. It will never make much money as a 
shop. Converting the upper floors should be easy to get 
permission for, because they were previously accommodation for 
the old shop owner, about ten years ago. The ground floor may, 
however, require some influence,” he said, raising an eyebrow 
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and smiling, to let me know he knew who might be open to 
being influenced. “But we don’t have to think about that today.” 

“I don’t know how to thank you,” I managed, feeling the 
enormity of what we had achieved – saving the farm and 
everyone’s jobs – yet realising how far we still had to travel. 

“That’s easy. Pay my invoice and make sure the farm never 
ends up in a mess like this again!” he chuckled. 

“I promise!” And I meant it. But first I had to find a buyer for 
the crop – my next job. I was meeting with Giovanni at 7 p.m., 
before I took Sophie to dinner. 

 

 
inner was in a tiny little restaurant by the river. It was the 
kind of place it would be easy to miss. There was nothing 

to see except a subtle sign above what looked like a normal front 
door. Inside and up a flight of old stone steps, worn by 
generations of feet, the first floor had just six tables, already 
bustling with the evening’s dinner guests. It looked like the front 
room of someone’s apartment. It probably was.  

Christof was greeted enthusiastically with back-clapping hugs 
and handshakes. I stood nervously, like an uninvited wedding 
guest, as I was introduced with more double-cheeked kisses and 
smiles. I felt thoroughly welcomed in this secret restaurant. 

We were shown to the only table on the balcony, reserved 
especially for us, a handwritten card with ‘Christof’ on it in the 
middle of the tablecloth, with just enough space for two chairs. 
They were next to each other on adjacent sides of the small 
square space, giving us both a beautiful view of the river and the 

D 
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hills beyond it. It was already set with long-stemmed wine glasses 
and pristine linen napkins on a thick, white linen cloth. In the 
centre stood a small glass vase with a cluster of red honeysuckle 
that reminded me of the overgrown gate to this afternoon’s 
secret garden. 

The waiter brought us our menus, handwritten with the day’s 
specials. Typed Italian was one thing. Local freestyle was 
another. I was hoping I wouldn’t embarrass myself in front of 
Christof again by not being able to read it – or by ordering 
something I couldn’t bring myself to eat. There was no way I was 
getting my dictionary out. Not knowing what I was ordering 
here made me nervous, reminding me of a school trip to France 
with a surprise portion of snails. 

We were asked about our drinks. We already had water. We 
agreed on red wine. “The usual?” asked the waiter. Christof 
smiled and nodded, “Si, per favore.” 

It made me wonder who else he had brought here… and how 
often. I reminded myself it was none of my business and that I 
had no right to feel the pang of jealousy that had just popped up 
to play. I didn’t realise I had fallen into the trap of hoping I 
might be somehow special. 

There were only a handful of dishes to choose from and 
Christof guided me gallantly through them, describing them like 
the local that he was, and telling me stories about the fellow 
farmers who had produced the ingredients. He was funny and 
interesting, but preoccupied, in a way that he hadn’t been earlier. 
I wondered what had changed. Something in this afternoon’s 
meeting? 

The wine flowed. The food was delicious. And it felt 
wonderful to be with someone who was genuinely interested in 
me. It dawned on me that Jamie had always been more interested 
in Jamie. How could I not have noticed that he never asked me 
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about me, or my day, or my dreams? Did I sleepwalk my way 
through that relationship? Probably. I started to wonder why, 
but was jolted back to Italy, sitting next to Christof, by the arrival 
of our starters. I uninvited Jamie from our dinner date and gave 
my full attention back to Christof. 

I had played it safe with an insalata tricolore: locally grown 
tomatoes with fresh mozzarella cheese, drizzled with homemade 
pesto, made with basil from a local farm, topped with cracked 
black pepper. Christof pointed out that the salad included three 
types of tomatoes, all traditionally grown in this valley. It was 
early in the season, he said, so they weren’t as sweet as they 
would be. The pesto was such a bright green that it surprised me. 

“We have a secret ingredient here,” he explained, “to stop it 
from going brown-green, like the pesto you get in shops – fresh 
lemon juice from the winter harvest in the south. You don’t need 
much or it spoils the flavour, but it helps the leaves to keep their 
bright green colour. And this is fresh, not pasteurised like the 
shop-bought jars, which kills the taste.” 

I cut a small slice of tomato and mozzarella and added a little 
of the pesto. Christof watched me, without breathing, as I tasted 
it. The surprise on my face said it all and he grinned at my 
approval. Of the recipe? His choice of restaurant? His valley? Of 
him? I wasn’t sure. 

We were barely aware of the waiter clearing the plates. I felt as 
though we were the only people there. I loved watching Christof 
talk. His eyes lit up and his excitement was contagious. I hadn’t 
really noticed quite how handsome he was before, yet he didn’t 
seem to know. When we first met, I was too busy trying to not 
die of embarrassment to pay him much attention. Then this 
afternoon the cherry ice cream had been my main focus. But this 
evening he was drifting dangerously close to Dream Man 
territory. 
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His eyes were soft and kind, but with a sadness about them. 
His hair was dark Italian brown, at the longer end of ‘short’, so 
that he could run his fingers through it, but a long way from a 
Hugh Grant ‘fop’. He skin was tanned and he had a soft crease 
between his eyebrows – the start of a frown line – as though he 
had been worrying too much. He was probably about six feet tall 
and his legs seem to go on forever in his dark blue jeans. He had 
broad shoulders, but they looked tired, slouching slightly, as 
though he didn’t want to own his height. His hands were smooth 
and strong; they don’t look like he did much of the work at the 
cherry farm. His long fingers looked like they should belong to a 
pianist, and the red cherry stains gave away what he has been 
doing for the past week. I wondered how long the stains would 
take to disappear. 

By the end of the meal we had talked about everything from 
market research for eco toilet cleaner (don’t ask) through to 
endemic tax fraud in Italian black-market businesses – a staple of 
the investigations Christof’s firm led. The sun was setting and 
the red sky promised another day of sunshine tomorrow. I was 
grateful to Christof for suggesting the shawl though, as the 
disappearing sun made it quite clear that summer wasn’t here 
yet. 

Tomorrow was my last full day before going back to London, 
to Anna’s lumpy sofa… and my new job. The thought was like a 
cold shower, drenching the happy contentment I had been 
bathing in. I pushed all of that out of my mind and concentrated 
on being here, now, fully experiencing being with this lovely 
man, watching this stunning view, and enjoying the delicious 
food, which I had barely noticed myself eating. 

But everything about the evening had been entirely 
professional, as though we were friendly business colleagues, 
eating out after a long day of meetings. We were both being 
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reserved; slightly polite; determined not to flirt. It was easy to use 
the view as an excuse not to look at each other, saving us from 
putting on too much emotional armour. I was still having to 
avoid making eye contact with him, so he wouldn’t cut straight 
through my defences. 

The wine was divine. Being local, the restaurant owner 
bought full barrels of it, so it arrived at the table in a simple 
pottery carafe, lightly chilled from his cellar. We were on the 
third of these by the time we finished our meal. And, of course, 
dessert had to have cherries in it.  

Except that it shouldn’t, the owner told me, as Christof 
excused himself to take an urgent call on his mobile. The locals 
were sick of them by this point in the week-long festival, so the 
restaurant never served them cherries, for fear of a revolt. It was 
the one week of the season when cherries were off the menu. But 
when Christof had come to book our table for this evening, not 
only had he insisted on the balcony view and the honeysuckle he 
had brought with him, but he had also asked the owner to make 
sure there would be cherries for me to enjoy. I was sworn to 
secrecy. “He must really like you,” said the owner, with a wink, 
as he cleared yet more plates away before Christof came back. 

The thought of a stranger going to so much effort, behind my 
back, was a new one for me. In fact, having someone making this 
much effort at all was a new experience.  

Dessert was poached cherries in red wine with homemade 
vanilla ice cream. It was so good I could almost have cried. The 
red wine balanced the cherries’ sweetness, giving the dessert 
more body, and the ice cream was nearly as good as the one from 
this afternoon. 

We had nearly finished it when Christof’s phone rang again.  
“Sorry,” he said, “I wouldn’t normally have it with me, but 

we’re at such a delicate stage of the harvest negotiations. It’s 
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Giovanni again. I wouldn’t take it otherwise.” 
I was fine with him going off to take the call. It gave me peace 

and quiet to really enjoy my dessert. 
Christof came back to the table and we finished the wine, as 

he apologised and said he had to leave. He had some big meeting 
in the morning and couldn’t afford to be tired. He needed to be 
on top form to get the best deal. But he said he still had plenty of 
time to walk me back to my hotel. 

We said goodbye to the wonderful staff at the restaurant and 
headed back down those old stone stairs, through the heavy front 
door and out into the bustling street. 

We walked along the riverbank; close, but not touching. 
Actually, being really careful not to touch. Electricity was flowing 
between us. I knew it was a cliché, but I could feel it, and I sensed 
that he could too. 

“Your hotel’s up this way,” he said, as he turned left up a 
steeply sloping side street. We walked for a while in silence; easy, 
comfortable, companionable, highly charged silence, charged 
with what was not being said. I was relieved not to have to talk. I 
was pretending not to be out of puff. The hill was steeper than it 
looked. London-living and late-night focus groups had taken 
their toll on my fitness regime. 

The houses were getting closer together. The air was thick 
with the smells of family mealtimes and a hundred TV shows 
battling for attention. I found myself looking at the front doors – 
the only sign of individuality along a row of identical homes. 
Most looked like they had been turned into flats, with beautiful 
Italian names handwritten in faded ink on white card under 
curved plastic covers, next to doorbells and postboxes. The door 
knockers gave a sense of the personalities within. Some of the 
steps were spotless. Others held the day’s rubbish in black bags, 
tied up to keep out the local wildlife. 
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Christof breathed in deeply and murmured my name, almost 
with a sigh. Then it was as though he realised he had said it out 
loud and there was an expectation that he would follow it with 
something. 

“I was wondering if you’re free tomorrow afternoon? I’ve got 
a few hours between meetings and maybe you’d like to go on a 
picnic?” He paused, half-waiting for an answer. “There’s a 
gorgeous place that’s about thirty minutes’ walk from here, 
where you get a great view of the town. I can sort the food and 
stuff. I could meet you at your hotel at two?” 

I realised he had stopped walking. I had been too distracted 
by my daydreaming to notice. I turned back to face him. He 
looked nervous, like in the TV interview. I sensed that we were 
moving into date territory and my insides couldn’t decide 
whether to sink or fly. I was due to leave Italy in 36 hours. But we 
had just spent a wonderful evening together; one of the best I 
could remember in a very long time. The last thing I needed was 
to fall for someone in another country. And what was the point 
in a date if you weren’t open to it turning into something deeper? 

I realised he was waiting for an answer, as I was busy chatting 
with myself. Did I want to go on a picnic with him tomorrow? I 
surprised myself with the certainty of my answer. I didn’t want 
him to know that my ‘yes’ was a no-brainer, so I played it casual, 
“That would be nice. Thanks.” 

“Just nice?” he asked, his gaze was locked on mine, one 
eyebrow raised in an expression that got my somersaulting 
insides throwing around cheerleaders’ pompoms. I felt relieved 
that I couldn’t see the depth of the brown in his eyes in the 
evening light or I’d have been a lost cause. He stepped towards 
me. 

“Really? Just nice?” We were standing so close I could feel his 
breath on my cheek as he whispered the words, almost too 
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quietly to hear. His eyes smiled, as he tried to figure out whether 
he would get away with teasing me. 

I felt scared he might hear the “no, it would be bloody 
brilliant” conversation, going on in my head. 

I closed my eyes as his lips brushed mine, so softly I could 
barely feel it, but I could still tell that he meant it. Something 
inside me screamed, “NO! No more men!” But the rest of me 
melted into a yes. 

“Really, just nice? Are you sure?” he breathed, as he kissed me 
again. My heart was doing a tango and I wanted to make the 
clocks stop. 

“Well, maybe a bit more than nice,” I conceded. 
I felt him smile, as we kissed again. I could taste the memory 

of the fabulous red wine. 
“This is your hotel,” he said, gesturing behind me. I hadn’t 

noticed us arrive. The shabby sign was unlit and I could have 
walked past it ten times without noticing it. “I’ll meet you in the 
main square tomorrow at two, by the cupid fountain. Do you 
think you can find it?”  

I smiled and nodded. He smiled back. And faded into the 
night. 

 
 hadn’t meant to kiss her. Three times. It felt so good. Like 
the first hot chocolate of winter - you don’t know how much 

you have missed it until the time is right and nothing else will do. 
Just like I hadn’t meant to ask her out for dinner. And I 

hadn’t meant to ask her to join me for a picnic. But I couldn’t 
help myself. When I’m with her, everything else melts away. It’s 
just me and Sophie: no cherry farm; no embezzlement 

I 
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investigations; no worrying about Nonna; no thinking about 
Dad. The knot in my stomach softens when she’s around, like 
I’m letting go of something. I’m not sure what. 

I caught myself walking in time to the song in my head. I 
hadn’t noticed it was there. ‘Good Vibrations’ by the Beach Boys. 
Where did that one come from? I don’t even own a copy. But it 
was how I felt; like being with Sophie was lifting the heaviness, 
the weight I’ve carried for as long as I can remember.  

The song took me back to a lecture on materials science I had 
taken as an option, one semester at university. Our elderly 
professor had walked in with a 1980s ghetto blaster, waited until 
we were all seated and proudly pressed play. He made us listen to 
the whole track before he would tell us why. He got our attention 
alright. The rest of the lecture was on some horrendously tricky 
maths you could – allegedly – use to predict whether hitting 
something would just cause it to wobble and come to rest, or if it 
would trigger it to vibrate itself to bits. He told us how it had 
been used in computer modelling for skyscrapers, before they 
built them, to work out whether freak winds would cause them 
to fall apart.  

I was still walking in time to the music. I wondered which 
track would pop into my head next, as I allowed myself to 
daydream about Sophie and pushed aside the worries and 
stresses that were vying for attention. 

Neither of us had made the greatest of first impressions today, 
but it didn’t seem to matter. Watching her totally absorbed by 
eating cherry ice cream under the lilac tree had thawed 
something inside me that I had forgotten had frozen, decades 
ago, perhaps as far back as when Mum left.  

I wasn’t sure I was ready for unfreezing yet. It had come as a 
bit of a shock. 

I was on autopilot, walking through the streets in the oldest 
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part of town, my feet knowing which turns to take, heading 
towards our family apartment. Mum and Dad had bought it 
when they first got married and we’d kept it ever since, even 
though we rarely used it. But it was useful for doing business in 
town and the annual cherry festival. And we let friends and 
family use it, when they were in town. I was still hoping that was 
how the petrol receipt from Naples had got onto my kitchen 
floor. 

Ever since the stake-out-that-went-wrong back in April I had 
jumped every time I saw the word “Napoli” – Naples. Someone 
had known I was going to be there that night, but Luca, my boss, 
and I still had no idea how. I had been watching my back ever 
since, even though Luca had taken me off the case, so finding a 
one-week-old receipt from Naples in the apartment, in front of 
the larder I rarely used, rang major alarm bells. I had meant to 
visit my neighbour this afternoon, to ask her if anyone had been 
staying in the apartment last week, but meeting Sophie had taken 
up my spare time. Maybe I didn’t really want to know the 
answer. 

Giovanni had tipped me off this evening about Signor Perillo. 
That was what his cryptic message had been about. Perillo had 
come up from the south, the Naples area. Napoli. My heart had 
skipped a beat as I remembered that receipt again. He had come 
to the cherry festival circuit, looking for farms to buy. And 
apparently someone had told him ours was a good bet. With Dad 
gone, Nonna well beyond retirement and me travelling so much 
with work, he’d been tipped off that we would be open to an 
offer. It wouldn’t be the first time. About ten years ago, when we 
had a terrible summer that almost ruined our cherry crop, 
people had assumed we were about to fold and would take 
whatever we could for the land. They had misjudged us then and 
they were doing the same now. 
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But Giovanni said Signor Perillo didn’t play his game above 
board. He’d been going around the buyers, warning them that he 
had inside intelligence on the quality of our harvest that it wasn’t 
as good as usual, because we didn’t know the tricks that Dad 
used to use; the trees were dying; that Dad didn’t pass his secrets 
on to us. Obviously, none of that was true. Pietro had worked 
with Dad for decades and he knew the closely guarded secrets 
that made our crop thrive, but it was why the usual buyers had 
pulled out, back at the end of the winter, and I still couldn’t get 
anyone else interested. And it was why I’d been left, empty bowl 
in hand, begging for whatever Giovanni’s last-minute buyers 
might offer. 

Perillo was trying to make sure no one wanted our crop, so 
that we were on our knees with gratitude when we finally met 
and he offered me a pittance for the land. I wasn’t supposed to 
know any of this. Giovanni was risking more than his reputation 
by telling me – he only did so because he and Dad went back so 
many years and he didn’t want to see us being bullied into giving 
up. 

Giovanni had told me about a farm down in Umbria which 
wouldn’t accept his offer, where the orchard burned down in the 
middle of the night, in a ‘heat wave’. There was nothing they 
could do to save the trees. Perillo went back and offered them a 
quarter of what he had offered before, and they had been forced 
to accept.  

I shuddered at the thought of it, of Nonna and Pietro at the 
farm on their own and what Perillo might try. But I refused to 
consider it. We would sort something out. Giovanni had 
promised to call me if he heard anything new. 

The old discussions started going around in my head again. 
Could I manage the farm remotely? It wasn’t fair to give any 
more responsibility to Nonna, especially not now her heart was 
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playing up. Pietro was doing an excellent job of managing the 
day-to-day running of the place, but strategic decisions were 
now down to me. And it’s hard to find the time to think things 
through when I’m so busy at work trying to gather invisible 
evidence of tax fraud from shady business owners who make 
Signor Perillo look like a fluffy kitten. Giovanni had warned me 
to be careful. Properly careful. But my gut told me he was 
overreacting. 

I was nearly at the apartment now. And I had the picnic to 
look forward to tomorrow! I made a mental note to ask Pietro’s 
brother, who runs a deli in town, to put together the picnic 
basket for us. I could pop by to see him before my meeting with 
the bank manager in the morning. I was enjoying daydreaming 
about what the picnic might include; how Sophie might react; 
what it would feel like to get to spend the whole afternoon with 
her. It felt so good to imagine it. Like stepping into someone 
else’s world. I was surprised by how much I wanted to make a 
good impression.  

What the…? Out of nowhere, something heavy crunches the 
back of my head. My kneecaps scream against the cobbles as I 
land.  

A loud grunt from somewhere nearby and then another hit. 
This time on the side of my head, just above my right eye. A fist. A 
big one. I hear it a split second before the pain arrives.  

I’m dizzy. I fall sideways, arms stretched out to stop myself 
hitting my face on the ground. Too slow. I’m bleeding. I try to get 
up, to turn around and see who hit me, maybe even to run? A 
heavy stick catches the back of my knees and I’m flat on my face 
again. Then a foot in my stomach. Too quick after the knees for it 
to be the same person. Wrong angle. The world is spinning. I force 
down vomit. ‘Good Vibrations’ fills my brain, like a stereo on full 
volume in a tiny room, drowning out my thoughts.  
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Not now! I need to think. 
Too winded to cry out for help. How far will they go? They’re 

not looking for my wallet. I’d give it to them in a heartbeat. What 
weapons do they have? Just fists? Knives? This area’s too quiet for 
them to use a gun. Pain. Screaming pain. My lungs are on fire. It 
hurts to breathe. Did that kick break a rib? 

Is this just a warning? Or is this it? Ice cold floods my body, 
despite the stagnant heat. Not now. Please not now. It would finish 
off Nonna. 

I try to curl up small. I wait for the next hit. Where it will come 
from? Where it will land? I know I can’t escape before it arrives. 
My heart pounds against my ribs. I hold my breath. I tense up to 
resist what is coming. I wait. But it doesn’t come. 

“Ecco, signore,” says a deep, strong accent, not from round 
here. A small white business card floats down next to my face. 
“Next time you won’t be walking away.” 

 
Heavy footsteps disappeared into the distance. Two sets of 

them, I thought, maybe three, but it was hard to tell in the 
darkness. My body screamed as I reached out to pick up the card. 
But I already knew whose name would be on it. And then I 
passed out. 
 

Read the rest of the story now: 
 

www.ClareJosa.com/firsttellnolies/buynow/ 


