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Rave reviews for Love You, Mean It:

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

Lana Harper

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

Publishers Weekly
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From duelling delis to fake dating . . .

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

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

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

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




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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Of course.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

And yet, salami.

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

“That’ll be five ninety-two.”

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

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

“Can’t wait, Mrs. Pinsky.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Bella rolled her eyes, repressing a grin.

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

“Take the compliment, Bell.”

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

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

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

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

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

“Bella, she asked for five samples.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Her royal highness of ham?” Bella retorted.

“You girls are so strange sometimes.”

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

“Did you think to bring—”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Who do you mean, dear?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“He’s trying to bring in Mangia.”

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

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

“That’s the one.” Mimi nodded grimly. “And if they pull it off, mark my words, it will mean the end of Greco’s Deli.”
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