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			Hello all,

			Come on in. My name is Jo Thomas. If you’ve read my other books, you know you’re in for a story about food and love, with a splash of sun, a dollop of fun stirred in and a cast of characters I hope you’ll fall in love with. If you’re new to my world, you’re very welcome. I hope you’re here to stay!

			I was once at one of my favourite restaurants in Puglia, Southern Italy, where I wrote my second book The Olive Branch. The owner brought around a bottle of limoncello, a wonderful Italian lemon liqueur, at the end of the meal with glasses for us all. As he pulled up a chair, he asked what kind of books I wrote. He didn’t speak any English and I didn’t speak much Italian, but I explained that my books were about food and love, because I have always felt that the two are intertwined. He told me that for him, life was all about the food that he and his family grew on the land, cooked in the kitchen and served on the table. He held out his arm to the olive grove surrounding us, gestured to the forno in the kitchen, where the burning wood was glowing orange and merrily pumping smoke out of the chimney, and slapped his hand down on the scrubbed, wooden table, la tavola. ‘For the ones we love,’ he told me as he held his hand to his chest over his heart. And this is exactly the kind of book I like to write: about the food we grow to cook and put on the table for the ones we love. So, pull up a chair at my table.

			This time we’re in Spain. I loved visiting Spain to research this book. It was spring when I visited with two other authors, Katie Fforde and AJ Pearce. On our second or third day there, everything suddenly burst into life, with all the colour, noise and vitality we think of when we imagine a Spanish fiesta. The sky was the most amazing cobalt blue the whole week we were there. The vines on the hillside all around us had sprung into life. What we thought were dead stumps when we arrived, suddenly had leaves unfurling. The many garden birds in the trees and shrubs courted each other loudly, flapping, flirting and arguing. The wisteria over the terrace blossomed and there were bees like bomber planes noisily flying from one bloom to another. Along the winding road to our villa, wild flowers all of a sudden splashed their colours, a riot of reds, purples and yellows. In the air was the lovely scent of the yellow broom shrub that covered the hillside we were on. The countryside around us looked like a flamenco dancer’s dress, bright, flamboyant and breathtakingly beautiful. The perfect setting for my novel! I do hope you enjoy this trip to my Spanish table set amongst the glorious cherry orchards there.

			Con amor,

			Jo

			xx
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			Prologue

			‘So, let me check I’ve got that right.’ I read the order back to the customer, who is dressed in a straw trilby, floral shorts and wraparound shades, despite it being mid-February. The airport is busy, noisy and positively buzzing with excitement, despite the rain coming down in stair rods against the big tinted windows, sliding down them like huge tears, almost masking the big white planes taxiing up and down the tarmac outside. But no one in the bustling terminal seems to be worried by the weather. Everyone is positively demob-happy, like the last day of school, as they prepare to jet off to some Mediterranean sunshine or some proper winter snow on sunny slopes where adventures await them.

			Some people love the winter. But not me, despite my name being Beti Winter. I love the smiles that summer brings. The hope of what’s to come. I love the feel of sunshine on my face, warming my skin. I look around at the excited, beaming faces of holidaymakers who will, in a few hours’ time, be lying on beaches, catching sunny rays and feeling invigorated by it. Then I sigh. The sort of sigh that comes from deep inside. So deep you didn’t even know a sigh could come from there.

			‘It’s a triple cheeseburger with bacon and extra cheese, but hold the onions and no gherkins?’

			‘And extra bacon. No lettuce. Who puts salad in a burger anyway?’ says the young man, late twenties, rummaging in his money belt under his flopping beer belly. ‘Couldn’t hold my pint, could you?’ He holds out a tall glass of lager.

			I glance up at the departures board clock. Only just eight o’clock in the morning. This is what constitutes ‘getting into the holiday mood’, I have discovered since working here. I take the pint as he struggles to retrieve his money.

			‘Come on, Tez! They’ve put up our gate!’ calls one of the lads standing behind him. The whole group are dressed in similar shorts, hats and sunglasses, and are all wearing T-shirts emblazoned with Al’s Big Birthday Bender on the front, and Al’s 30th on the back. ‘Come on!’ they call, jostling like boisterous bulldog pups.

			‘Got to get some soakage in!’ Tez banters back, finally digging out his bank card for contactless payment as I hand him back his glass.

			‘Birthday bash, is it?’ I nod at the T-shirt.

			‘Yes. We do it every year on our annual bonuses. Top computer programming sales team around!’ He raises his voice and his pint to his mates, who cheer raucously.

			‘Extra bacon, extra cheese, no onion, no gherkin and definitely no lettuce.’ I smile as I hand over his order.

			‘Cheers, love!’ He takes the burger, abandons the pint on a nearby table and greedily starts eating as his mates drag him towards the departure gate.

			‘Have fun!’ I say. Despite wishing I was the one heading for a holiday, I can’t help but smile as they bundle him off. I can just imagine the hot sun that will greet them when they land; the clear blue sky, the sparkling sea and the soft sand . . .

			‘Two kids’ meals, with matching toys, please.’ A harassed-looking Mum snaps my thoughts back to the here and now. She has two small children using her legs as a maypole, and is trying to keep them and the collection of bags around her feet close, like she’s herding cats.

			I quickly process her order and hand it over on a tray. ‘I’ll put in a couple of spare toys, just in case you’ve got those ones,’ I tell her, ignoring the glares from my boss, Stacey, who’s slightly younger than me, but with an extra star on her lapel reflecting her years of service.

			‘It’s one toy per meal,’ she whispers fiercely at me. ‘No exceptions.’

			‘Of course, Stacey.’ I nod, smile and chuck in the extra toys anyway, hoping it will bring the woman a bit of respite on her journey. Travelling with kids is exhausting. Not that I know first-hand. I don’t have children, and at thirty-two I’m doubting that will ever happen for me now. But I’ve seen the families rolling up, stressed at the start of their holidays, every day since I started here three years ago. I only took the job while I waited for something more suitable to come along. But that seems to be the story of my life so far.

			A roar swells above us and another plane takes off. I know the schedule practically off by heart. I look at the clock, counting the minutes until my break.

			‘A plain burger, with fries and water,’ says a smartly dressed businessman, putting down his case, unplugging his earphones and reaching inside his jacket pocket for his wallet.

			‘Enjoy your trip,’ I tell him as I hand over the paper bag.

			‘Thanks.’ He smiles back. ‘I’ll try.’ He puts his earphones back in and turns to leave. I sigh that deep sigh again as I watch him go, longing to escape this place for somewhere hot and sunny.

			‘You don’t need to engage everyone in conversation,’ says Stacey. ‘It’s fast food, not some bar in Benidorm. It’s not our job to make sure everyone has a brilliant time.’

			Frankly, I’d rather be working in a bar in Benidorm, I think as Stacey turns her attention to her clipboard. ‘Oh, and you can take your break . . .’ she looks at her watch, ‘now.’

			I rip off my hat, apron and name tag, grab my handbag and head out of the door at the back of the kitchen and into the crowded concourse. Everyone around me is carrying big bags or pulling cases on wheels. People are wearing bright colours, sparkling flip-flops and straw hats, and looking up at the departures board, eager to depart. There’s a crackle of anticipation in the air. Then a cheer goes up as the next gate is announced. Like a swarm of bees, they all move noisily in the same direction.

			It looks like everyone’s heading somewhere on this school half-term break. Everyone except me. I’ll be going back to the flat after my shift finishes, and the closest thing I’ll get to foreign climes is wondering which takeaway menu to order off. The same as most nights these days. But it wasn’t always like this. I look at the happy, eager faces around me. Will and I were like that with each other once. I’m just not sure when it changed. When he stopped noticing me.

			I take the stairs at speed, down to the shops, and dive into the nearest newsagent’s for a sandwich meal deal. I can’t help but wander past the shelves of magazines, the glossy covers selling me all sorts of stories of hopes and dreams. I’d give anything for life to be different right now. For something to give it a much-needed injection of excitement. My eyes automatically scan the wedding magazines. But I’ve got them all already. I’ve got the engagement ring, even if it was just my nan’s thin wedding band, the thick file of plans and the veil too. Just missing the crucial ingredient. A date.

			I let my eyes wander to the top shelf. Should I try and be a bit more like the babe on the front cover? Is that what I need to do? Just for a moment, I wonder if I could recreate that pose. No, I’ve bought enough new underwear I tell myself, thinking of my credit-card bill. My eyes wander to the parenting magazines. But I know we’re definitely not ready for that. In fact, I’m not sure it will ever happen for us now, especially as we practically live separate lives. I can’t remember the last time Will came to bed before I’ve fallen asleep – we barely even cuddle these days.

			As I scan the shelves, I’m drawn to an image of blue skies, wisps of white cloud, and toffee-coloured stone buildings spilling down a mountainside to the glorious beach and the sea beyond. A magazine about living abroad, a life in the sun, selling the dream. I pick it up as another plane roars into the sky overhead.

			‘This isn’t a library, you know. You’ll have to buy that now,’ the sales assistant calls over.

			‘What?’

			‘There’s nothing worse than buying a brand-new magazine that someone’s already read in the shop,’ he answers tartly, pushing his glasses up his nose. And actually, if he wasn’t so sniffy, I’d probably agree with him!

			I look at the price on the cover in horror. But even that can’t put me off buying it. Just looking at the photo gives me the lift I need.

			I pay for the magazine, and hug it protectively to my chest, along with a bag of wine gums and a meal deal, as I make my way to the seating area, where I plan to settle down to savour each and every one of its pages, pretending it really is me getting on a plane and going somewhere. I put my hat, apron and name badge down beside me and open my egg and cress sandwich, giving it a quick prod for freshness, then pick up the magazine, preparing to lose myself in its pages for the next twenty minutes. My sigh of sadness turns to one of contentment. I take a bite of the sandwich and slide down into the seat.

			I’m only three pages in when I hear it: a voice I’d recognise anywhere, shrieking with laughter. A shrill voice that cuts sharply through the noise of excited travellers filling the airport. I freeze, then bristle, gripping the pages of my magazine more tightly, peering over the top of it to see the familiar figure walking through the concourse in the middle of a small group of women. They all look to be in their late twenties, early thirties, and are carrying oversized handbags over their forearms and wearing expensive fake-fur bobble hats that I know I’ve seen for sale in the airport shops. My worst fears are confirmed. It’s my cousin Olivia and her friends. And they’re coming this way. My heart drops like a stone.

			I look around for a quick and easy escape. The loos are within sprinting distance. I start to stand and gather my sandwich, magazine and apron. But as I do, she spots me. Damn it! Should have stayed hidden behind the magazine. Wrong call. But it’s too late. There’s nowhere to hide.

			‘Bet? Is that you?’ she says, as if she is broadcasting through a megaphone.

			Olivia and her father, my uncle Paul, always insist on calling me Bet, despite me explaining time and time again that I’d rather be known as Beti. Uncle Paul and my dad have a difficult relationship. It goes back years – my uncle has never forgiven my mum for picking my dad over him, and he takes every opportunity he can to get one up on them; which includes putting me down whenever the chance arises.

			My heart thumping and my mouth dry, I stand up and hold the magazine to me, shielding my hat and apron. Olivia’s friends are staring at me as if waiting for me to say something exciting or funny.

			‘Small world,’ Olivia says, leaning in and bumping cheeks awkwardly with me. Hers are bony and sharp. Mine are cushioned and well hidden. ‘This is my cousin Elizabeth, but we call her Bet,’ she tells her friends.

			‘Hi!’ I nod at the group of women, then we stand and stare awkwardly at each other. I’m desperate for Olivia not to ask what I’m doing here.

			‘What are you doing here?’ she says with that familiar teasing glint in her eye. She flicks her hair over her shoulder.

			‘So . . . off somewhere lovely?’ I ask at the same time. It’s a ridiculous question. We’re in the departures lounge of an airport. Of course they’re going somewhere lovely. Everybody is. That’s why the place is humming with excitement.

			‘Iceland! Reykjavik!’ She doesn’t need asking twice to step into the spotlight. It’s always been the same. We grew up together, were pushed together at every family celebration and holiday. But we’re nothing alike. Olivia was always one of the popular girls, while I . . . well I wasn’t. I never really fitted in.

			She beams around at her friends, who all look exactly like each other. The long straightened hair, the fake-fur-trimmed collars, the thick foundation and outlined nude lips. At least the different-coloured bobbles on their hats are a distinguishing feature.

			‘It’s Georgia’s hen weekend!’ Olivia says. The woman in the black hat with the pink bobble positively preens in amongst the huddle, like she’s a precious jewel nestled in a bed of soft pastel-coloured feathers.

			‘Ah, the hen night,’ I say. Of course. They’ve talked about nothing else on Facebook for weeks, ever since the last party, a baby shower in a Scottish castle.

			‘Hen weekend! No one does hen nights any more,’ Olivia corrects me with pleasure.

			With an effort, I stretch my cheeks into a smile. ‘Well, have a great one. And congratulations!’ I add, hoping I can walk away with what’s left of my dignity.

			‘What? This is Bet, as in your cousin, the one who’s been engaged three times?’ says the woman in a fawn hat to match her foundation and a baby-blue bobble, pointing a gelled fingernail at me and looking me up and down. The others follow suit. My cheeks are suddenly burning, and I wish I could use the magazine I’m holding to fan at the flames.

			‘Ha, the very same!’ I try to joke, but inside I’m dying, actually dying. It’s not like that! I want to explain, but I can’t find the words.

			‘We’ve heard so much about you,’ says a silver-bobbled hat, and I hear a snigger or two. Suddenly, I’m back at school, in the playground, being taunted by my cousin and her coven. I take a deep breath. I’m not going to let this happen.

			‘Have you? All good, I hope!’ I joke.

			‘So, Bet, what about the mysterious Will? Have you set a date yet? How long have you been together now?’ Olivia is practically licking her lips, like a cat teasing its prey.

			‘Er, let’s see, well, about five years,’ I say as casually as I can.

			‘Five years!’ the gaggle repeat, practically in unison.

			‘And not so mysterious really. You have actually met him, Olivia,’ I follow up firmly.

			‘Engaged! For five years! And no date set?’ says the bride-to-be.

			‘Um, no.’ My backbone wobbles a bit and I’m desperate for the flight to Reykjavik to be called. ‘Not an actual date as such. Yet.’ I swallow. ‘Still planning it. You know how exhausting these things can be!’ I straighten and appeal to the bride-to-be, who nods in agreement, like I’m a kindred spirit all of a sudden.

			‘Oh, Bet is always planning. She has whole folders of ideas. And she’s had plenty of practice, with three engagement parties!’ They all laugh. ‘She knows every florist and wedding favour supplier around,’ Olivia continues. ‘My dad used to joke that she should have her own parking space at those wedding fairs – do you remember, Bet?’ She laughs again, and this time a little bit of fury bubbles up in me.

			That’s the problem with living in a small town: everyone knows your business and no one ever forgets. Yes, I’ve been engaged before. But with Will, it’s different. We hit it off straight away, and saw each other whenever we could, even though he was living in Bristol and I was still at home in West Wales. We just couldn’t get enough of each other in those early days. He asked me to marry him in a roundabout kind of way, and we just went for it. Despite everyone telling me it was too soon, it felt wild, exciting and impulsive. Just what I needed after my nan died, after all that sadness. Not long after that, I moved in with Will in Bristol, and I’m still there.

			My first engagement was when I was just sixteen, to my first boyfriend Rhys. We got engaged at the end-of-school party and planned to marry in two years’ time, after his A levels. I checked out the registry office and decided to have a barbecue in my parents’ garden afterwards. Everything was to be done as cheaply as possible. But by the following summer, he was making plans for university and I was left in Swn y Mor, broken-hearted, the wedding plans hidden in a bottom drawer with my other childhood memories.

			Then, in my early twenties, there was Tom. I thought he was the one. Tom was a chef, and was working in one of the big hotels on the seafront. We were happy. And I think that’s what annoyed Olivia the most. I’d found happiness on my doorstep, and Olivia always wanted what other people had. So she took him, and when she realised she still wasn’t content, she dumped him. We attempted a reconciliation after that, but it didn’t work. I could never really forgive him. We tried, but in the end, we wanted different things. He wanted to run a restaurant in Glasgow, I dreamed of a bar in Spain, and we finally called it a day.

			Then I met Will and realised that everything about him was just what I’d hoped for. Everyone loves Will. What’s not to love about him? He’s outgoing, friendly, funny, intelligent and holds down a good job. Not to mention his looks: dark-haired and fit . . . his arms just ripple. He even plays lead guitar in a band in the local pub. He’s like Danny O’Donoghue from The Script. OK, he’s not Irish, but he has that same twinkle in his eye. When he arrives at a party, it gets going. That’s why he was such a great holiday rep when I met him. He made everyone feel special. And when he used to look at me, he made me feel like I was the only person in the world.

			‘Still no date set for the big day then?’ Olivia cuts through my thoughts, her eyes sparkling mischievously.

			‘Well, we’ve had a lot on,’ I lie quickly. We haven’t had anything on, apart from get up, go to work, come home from work, eat, sleep. Somehow, despite being engaged six weeks after we got together, we’ve never actually finalised a date.

			Will’s mum was in hospital with pneumonia, and we went to visit her the first day she was taken in. It was all a bit touch and go. That evening, after a microwave macaroni cheese and a quick cuddle on the settee, Will asked me if it would be OK if he told her we were engaged. He thought it would help lift her spirits. I agreed. It felt spontaneous and exciting. And it did lift her spirits. He promised me a proper proposal once she was better, the full down-on-one-knee somewhere romantic, and I could have free rein planning the wedding.

			I threw myself into wedding plans to reassure myself that it would actually happen. Keeping my file reminded me of the fun times that were to come, as real life slipped into a more mundane routine. His mum loved hearing about my plans, but the full proposal never actually happened, nor did setting the date. We just slipped into the ‘engaged’ zone. Will thought we should wait until we were ‘sorted’. Whatever that meant. Now we are well and truly stuck in a rut. And I’d do anything to get us out of it.

			Bing bong, goes the tannoy. I strain my ears, hoping for the Reykjavik call to come, but it’s just a customer announcement. A passport left at security, no doubt.

			‘So, Bet, what are you doing here?’ Olivia looks around expectantly, no doubt for signs of Will. ‘You’re not still working here, are you?’ she practically snorts.

			I can’t tell her that yes, I am still working here. I’m thirty-two years old, for God’s sake! Is this it? A job flipping burgers and watching everybody else’s lives moving on, literally? I look up at the departures board and scan down the departing flights. Her friends are watching me like vultures waiting for roadkill.

			‘Working here? God, no.’ My jaw tightens with my lie. ‘Actually, I’m off to Spain. Malaga.’ I nod up at the board. ‘A um . . . research trip.’

			‘Don’t tell me you’re finally going to do it! You’re going to get that bar of yours! Bet’s always talked about living in Spain, owning a bar,’ Olivia tells her friends. It’s true. It’s always been my dream, ever since I first holidayed out there. ‘Where is Will?’ she adds, looking around.

			‘Toilet,’ I lie again, feeling my head begin to pound. What am I saying? Just tell the truth!

			‘She keeps him well hidden,’ Olivia says with raised eyebrows. And who could blame me after last time? ‘She and Will met in Spain. He was a holiday rep,’ she explains to the coven, who are hanging on her every word. ‘I mean, you’d be great at running a bar.’ She smiles at me and the flames of fury die down a little.

			‘Do you think so?’ I reply, letting my guard down just a tiny bit.

			‘Bet really knows how to organise a party. Spreadsheets, costings, themes . . . well, with three engagements, she’s had plenty of practice!’ They all guffaw with laughter, and the flames of mortification in my cheeks and the ones of fury in my belly flare up again.

			And then the call comes over the tannoy for the Reykjavik flight, and relief washes over me, despite realising my break’s nearly over and I’ve barely started my sandwich.

			‘That’s us!’ the bride-to-be squeals, her shriek going right through me.

			‘Nice to meet you, um, Bee,’ says another woman.

			‘Hope you get your bar sorted!’ adds a third, and they all nod in agreement as they start to move towards the departure gate almost as one.

			‘Is that really where you’re going now? To find a bar?’ Olivia’s eyes are wide with admiration and a fair amount of disbelief.

			‘I am,’ I say firmly, surprising myself. I look up at the board, and a little spark of excitement lights up inside me. Why shouldn’t it be my turn? I remember the young Beti, with her hopes and dreams, and a feeling of determination rises in me like a bear woken from hibernation.

			‘Let us know on Facebook, we’ll come and see you!’ And with that they practically run in the direction of their departure gate, riding on the excitement of their next adventure, their lives moving onwards. ‘Three engagements and never made it down the aisle?’ I hear one of them ask Olivia, and then they all giggle.

			I open the magazine, and there, right in front of me, is a list of bars and restaurants to rent in Andalucía. My name badge falls to the floor and rolls under the wheels of a cabin case. I look up at the departures board again, then back at the advert. What if I could just get on a flight and rent a bar? Isn’t that what people do? Would my nan approve of me using the money from the china cow she left me? I was planning to use it as our wedding fund. I chew on my bottom lip. But without a wedding date, what’s the point?

			Isn’t this exactly what Will and I need to get us out of our rut, remind us of the couple we used to be? A place of our own? A fresh start? Bugger the new undies and chicken biryani I was going to order tonight. What we need is an adventure. We need to go somewhere! And as soon as we get to Spain and get settled, we’ll be able to set a wedding date and plaster it all over bloody Facebook, I just know it. This is what Nan would have wanted me to do. And it’s what I’m going to do.

			I stuff my apron and hat under my arm and watch as my name badge is spat out from under the wheels of the case, battered and twisted. I listen to the roar of another plane as it takes off, and the little spark in my tummy suddenly roars into life with it.

			I look at the adverts in the magazine again. One in particular leaps out at me – the Butterfly Bar. It’s right on the harbour, and within my budget too. I text Will and tell him to meet me after work. Will is good at his job, but really he just wants to play guitar in a band. And where better than in our own bar, in sunny Spain?

			I bend down and pick up my name badge. Where I’m going, everyone will know my name. ‘Are you going to Beti’s bar?’ I imagine holidaymakers asking each other. Yes, I am! No more flipping burgers for me. Beti Winter is finally going somewhere.
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