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Forget Me Knot


“Light and quippy, Margolis’s newest is perfectly agreeable.”

—Publishers Weekly




“A perfect beach read, with a warm heroine.”

—Parkersburg News and Sentinel




“Amusing … the story line is fun and breezy.… This is a fun inane frolic … fans of Sue Margolis will relish the cast’s antics.”

—www.genregoroundreviews.com




“A wonderful glimpse into British life with humor and a unique sense of style … the characters are vivid and as varied as you can get … as the characters work out their lives, it’s great fun to sit back and watch as they bumble through painful situations with humor … If you’re looking for a light hearted romance with original characters and lots of fun, look no further … This is one British author that I’m glad made it across the pond and I will definitely be looking for more of her books.”

—NightOwlRomance.com



Gucci Gucci Coo


“A wickedly prescient novel … Likeable characters and a clever concept make this silly confection a guilty pleasure.”

—USA Today




“It’s Margolis’ voice that separates Gucci Gucci Coo from other entries in the fast-growing chick-and-baby-lit category.… Her language … is fresh and original is a fast, fun read.… This is a great book for any smart girl who has ever had to attend a baby shower.”

—Chicago Sun-Times




“This popular British author keeps turning out fun and witty novels that readers will grab off the shelves.… Though her previous books have drawn many Bridget Jones comparisons, her writing may become the new standard for the chick-lit genre.”

—Booklist




“If you liked any of Sophie Kinsella’s Shopaholic books or Allison Pearson’s I Don’t Know How She Does It, you’ll like this British take on pregnancy and motherhood.… It’s a fun, entertaining read and a book you’ll pass on to friends.”

—Mamarant.blogs.com




“You’ll laugh out loud at Ruby’s humorous escapes … and relate to her many misgivings about her life and where it’s going. Ms. Margolis’ trademark witty, bright writing style shines through in Gucci Gucci Coo. Fun!”

—Fresh Fiction




“The absurd, good-humored mystery and a colorful array of secondary characters sets this bit of chick lit a notch higher than your typical girl-meets-doctor.”

—Publishers Weekly




“This humorous, personable tale has an added touch of mystery which makes for a fun and enjoyable read.… Don’t miss Gucci Gucci Coo. It’s the perfect book for the summer!”

—Romance Reviews Today



Original Cyn


“Hilarious … Margolis’ silly puns alone are worth the price of the book. Another laugh-out-loud funny, occasionally clever, and perfectly polished charmer.”

—California Central Contra Costa Times




“Delightful … Fans will appreciate this look at a lack of ethics in the work place.”

—The Midwest Book Review




“Has something for everyone—humor, good dialogue, hot love scenes, and lots of dilemmas.”

—Rendezvous




“A perfect lunch-time book or, better yet, a book for those days at the beach.”

—Romance Reviews Today



Breakfast at Stephanie’s


“With Stephanie, Margolis has produced yet another jazzy cousin to Bridget Jones.”

—Publishers Weekly




“A heartwarming, character-driven tale … a hilariously funny story.”

—Romance Reviews Today




“A comic, breezy winner from popular and sexy Margolis.”

—Booklist




“Rife with female frivolity, punchy one-liners, and sex.”

—Kirkus Reviews




“An engaging tale.”

—Pittsburgh Post-Gazette



Apocalipstick


“Sexy British romp … Margolis’s characters have a candor and self-deprecation that lead to furiously funny moments.… A riotous, ribald escapade sure to leave readers chuckling to the very end of this saucy adventure.”

—USA Today




“Quick in pace and often very funny.”

—Kirkus Reviews




“Margolis combines light-hearted suspense with sharp English wit Entertaining read.”

—Booklist




“A joyously funny British comedy … a well-written read that has its share of poignant moments … There are always great characters in Ms. Margolis’s novels. With plenty of romance and passion, Apocalipstick is just the ticket for those of us who like the rambunctious, witty humor this comedy provides.”

—Romance Reviews Today




“Rather funny … compelling … brilliant send-ups of high fashion.”

—East Bay Express




“[An] irreverent, sharp-witted look at love and dating.”

—Houston Chronicle
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Chapter 1

AMY WAS ABOUT to slide her front-door key into the lock when her date, the knee-tremblingly sexy, not to mention witty and amusing, Duncan, whom she’d been seeing for three weeks and who had just treated her to seared marinated loin of Scottish venison, celeriac remoulade, toasted hazelnuts, and Parmesan tuile at Le Caprice, drew her toward him, gently cupped her face in his hands, and began kissing her.

It occurred to her that somebody might see, but it was past eleven, and except for Perry Mason summing up at some volume inside old Mr. Fletcher’s apartment down the hall, there was nobody about. Amy made no attempt to pull away. As things got steamier in the kissing department, she was in no doubt that her first night with Duncan was going to be perfect. She’d certainly planned it carefully enough. Charlie, her six-year-old, was safely tucked up at his grandmother’s. There was Moët in the fridge, fresh linen on the bed, and Space NK jasmine candles on the nightstand.

By now they were giving off enough energy to heat a small town. “Let’s move this party inside,” he whispered. Just then, Amy’s mobile started ringing in her bag.

“Ignore it.” Duncan pulled her jacket off her shoulder and began planting kisses across her collarbone. “This time of night is way past the cutoff for calls.”

“I’m sorry,” she said between soft cries of delight, “but I really have to take it. It could be Mum. There might be something wrong with Charlie.”

He gave a shrug and leaned against the wall, arms folded.

Had she glanced at the number on the screen, she would have seen that it wasn’t her mother calling but her best friend, Bel.

“Hi, hon, it’s me. Sorry to phone so late, but …”

“Look,” Amy whispered, sliding her key into the lock, “this really isn’t a good time.”

“Oh, God, it was your big date tonight. I totally forgot. So are you and Dan in the middle of things?”

“Duncan. His name’s Duncan.”

“Sorry. ’Course it is. So are you?”

“Are we what?”

“In the middle of things?”

“Sort of.” Amy turned the key, but it refused to budge. Duncan saw that she was struggling and took the key from her. He started jiggling it in the lock but couldn’t make it turn either. “I think you need a new lock.”

“There’s a knack,” Amy said.

“Look, I wouldn’t have bothered you,” Bel continued, “but I’m frantic because I’ve got the attention-this-vehicle-is-reversing audition tomorrow.” Bel was an actress slash automated announcement artist, although she would be the first to admit that she hadn’t had any proper acting work in over a year. Bel’s most notable work—automated announcement–wise—was her “Mind the gap” heard at all London Tube stations where there was a space between the train and the platform edge. Then there was her highly acclaimed “Power on, select valid mode,” which had been taken up by vacuum cleaner manufacturers in nearly every English-speaking country in the world.

“It’s only one line,” Bel said, “but I can’t get the emphasis right. I need your help.” As a strict method actress trained in the Stanislavski school, Bel was always looking for her motivation or analyzing the emotional authenticity of a part. In Amy’s opinion, this would have been fine if she had been playing Phèdre or Ophelia, but surely such detailed introspection wasn’t necessary to deliver lines like “At the rotary, take the third exit.” There were people who thought Bel was a pretentious ham. Amy, who had known her since first grade, knew her needless overanalysis was due to a deep-seated fear of failure that had begun at school.

“Okay,” Bel continued. “Should it be: Attention, this vehicle is reversing … Attention, this vehicle is reversing … or … Attention, this vehicle is reversing?”

“I dunno,” Amy said. “What about putting the emphasis on all the words? I mean, it’s meant to be a warning.”

“You think? What, like a shouted exclamation: Attention! This vehicle is reversing!”

The volume of Bel’s voice, not to say its pitch, caused Amy to wince. “Yeah, something like that.”

“Hmm, that could work,” Bel said. “So you think that’s better than Attention, this vehicle is reversing, which I have to admit was my personal favorite.”

“I’m not sure. Look, Bel, you’ll have to work it out. I really have to go … That’s it, Duncan. Harder, harder, jiggle it a bit more. Yep, we’re almost there.”

“Omigod,” Bel said. “I’m thinking that you and I have seriously crossed a boundary here.”

“Behave.” Amy giggled. “Duncan is trying to open the door to my flat, that’s all. The lock’s jammed again. Listen, I really do have to go …”

“Okay, speak soon. Love you.”

“Love you, too. And good luck with the audition.”

Smiling and shaking her head, Amy put her phone back in her bag. She apologized to Duncan for the interruption and explained about Bel being a struggling actress with a heart of pure gold but one who was prone to frequent outbreaks of anxiety-driven neediness.

“It’s fine. Forget it,” he said, his attention still focused on the lock, which was refusing to budge.

“Here, let me,” she said. “I’m used to it.”

He stepped aside.

“The trick,” she explained, “is to pull the key out ever … so … slightly and then turn … There! Dunnit!” The door swung open.

“You know, I happen to find technically competent women incredibly sexy.”

“That’s nothing,” she said coyly, starting to stroke his cheek. “Charlie will tell you that I’m a whiz with Legos, and I do say so myself that I make the best Play-Doh green eggs and ham in the business.”

That made him laugh, and they started kissing again. Barely losing mouth contact, they managed to get into the flat, close the door, and take off their jackets. Finally, Amy kicked off her slingbacks and took his hand. “The bedroom’s this way,” she whispered.

They had taken no more than a couple of paces when the weird vocals started up in the living room. The door was closed, but they could clearly make out two voices, one male and one female, engaged in soft, perfectly synchronized atonal chanting: “J-lo’s bay-gel. Jay-lo’s bay-gel. Jay-lo’s bay-gel.” At least that was what it sounded like to Amy.

Since she recognized the voices, there was no gasp of fear. Instead, her eyebrows knitted in confusion. “What is going on?” Then came the flush of embarrassment.

Duncan seemed mildly amused. “This must be a first: burglars with a sideline in Transcendental Meditation.”

“J-lo’s bay-gel. Jay-lo’s bay-gel. Jay-lo’s bay-gel.”

Amy managed a thin smile. “I’m really sorry about this. It’s my mum and her new boyfriend, Trevor. He’s a shaman. They’re supposed to be looking after Charlie at her place and taking him to school tomorrow. I can’t imagine what they’re doing back here.”

“What’s a shaman?”

“A sort of spiritual healer. I don’t know much about it, but they’re very in touch with nature, apparently. And they chant a lot.”

“Fascinating.” Duncan couldn’t have sounded less fascinated.

Suddenly, the voices stopped. They were replaced by light rhythmic drumming. After a few seconds Trevor started chanting again. “I’malobster. I’malobster. I’malobster.”

Now Amy’s mum, Val, joined in: “I’malobster. I’malobster. I’malobster.”

AMY OPENED the living room door. Val and Trevor were sitting on her sea grass rug, legs crossed, eyes closed. Val was holding a drum—rather like a tambourine—which she was beating with a wooden stick. Trevor’s arms were at his sides, elbows bent at right angles, thumb and middle finger touching.

Trevor was tall and gangly but not unattractive for a man in his sixties—even with the ponytail. He was wearing his usual getup of loose-fitting burlap shirt over baggy cotton trousers. His feet were bare. Around his neck was a Native American turquoise choker with an arrowhead pendant. Amy could understand why her mother found him cool and interesting. While most of the retired men in Val’s circle spent their days on the golf course, Trevor went on astral journeys.

Val had known Trevor for a couple of years, ever since she’d started working with him at the local tax office. With his ponytail, he wasn’t your average-looking civil servant. Val was intrigued from the get-go. The attraction was mutual, but Val had always been adamant that they’d start dating only after she left Amy’s father. Trevor finally declared his love for Val—shortly before his retirement—at a disclosure of tax avoidance schemes seminar in Hartlepool. A couple of months later, he moved in with her.

Val, plumpish, barely five-four in her heels, was still in her work clothes: black pin-striped trouser suit, crisp white shirt. Her patent courts were lying beside her on the rug. Amy had never seen two people who professed to be a couple look less like one.

“Mum, is everything all right? What are you and Trevor doing here?”

Trevor didn’t react to Amy’s voice. Val, on the other hand, opened her eyes and looked up. “Ooh, I didn’t hear you come in. You made me jump. Trevor persuaded me to do some shamanic chanting with him. It’s really soothing. I must have been more relaxed than I thought. Don’t worry, I made sure that one ear was listening for Charlie.”

“But Mum, what are you doing here? And is Trevor all right? He looks like he’s in some kind of a trance.”

“He’s fine. Best not disturb him,” Val said with an almost maternal smile. “He’s just set off on one of his astral journeys. He won’t be gone long. A quick confab with Spirit and he’ll be back … Anyway, we’re here because we had a bit of a domestic crisis at my place. I had water pouring through my kitchen ceiling. Trevor went up into the loft and discovered the tank had burst. We’ve got no light or water, plus we’re not sure if the ceiling’s safe. There’s plaster all over the place, and it’s still coming down. In the end we thought it best to bring Charlie back here. He’s sound asleep. Hasn’t been a moment’s trouble.” Val began lifting herself up off the floor, letting out a heartfelt oomph as she went. “I did text you to let you know what was going on.”

“Don’t worry,” Amy said, bending down to pick up the drum and stick, which she handed to her mother. “My phone was in my bag. I didn’t hear it. I’m glad you brought Charlie back. Probably the best thing.” A beat. Then: “Mum, this is Duncan.”

“Hello, Duncan,” Val said, giving her daughter a “this one is gorgeous” grin. She shook his hand and said how pleased she was to meet him. Afterward she slipped on her shoes and sat herself down on the leather sofa. “So, Duncan,” she said, moving a scatter cushion into the small of her back, “Amy tells me you’re an electrician. You know, with this burst tank and water going into the electrics, I could really do with somebody to give the wiring the once-over after the plumber’s been. Maybe I could give you a call. What’s your hourly rate?”

To his credit, Duncan didn’t take offense. A smile hovered on his lips as he started to speak. He had barely uttered a syllable before Amy, cheeks burning, waded in. “Mum, I explained to you the other day that Duncan is a lecturer in electronics at Imperial College.”

Val considered this for a moment. “Oh … right. So he doesn’t do wiring, then?”

“No,” Amy said.

“That’s a shame.” Her face, which had fallen a second before, suddenly brightened. She turned back to Duncan. “But surely you don’t get to be a lecturer in electronics without knowing the basics. And what with the credit crunch, maybe you’d appreciate a bit of freelance work. I’m happy to pay cash.” She tapped the side of her nose. “No questions asked.”

Amy didn’t know where to put herself.

“That’s very kind of you,” Duncan said to Val, “but to be honest, household electrics isn’t my field. You really need a skilled electrician.”

“Well, if you’re absolutely sure you can’t do it. Such a pity. You seem so nice and trustworthy.” Val picked her handbag up from the coffee table. “And you don’t look anything like I’d imagine an electronics lecturer to look like. No horn-rimmed specs held together with Scotch tape. No ancient woolly full of holes.”

Amy watched her mother as she finished taking in Duncan’s trendy suit with drainpipe trousers and skinny necktie. “Now, then, don’t worry, you two; Trevor and I won’t hang around. We’ll be out of your way in a tick.” She gave Amy a knowing wink. “Trevor and I had a lovely evening. We watched X Factor, and since then he’s been seeing to my prana.”

Duncan seemed unsure where to look. Amy wanted the floor to swallow her and deposit her somewhere in the vicinity of the earth’s core.

“Ooh, no, it’s nothing like that!” Val said, suddenly hooting with laughter. “Good Lord no. Prana is energy. Trevor has been working on my energy levels.”

At that point, Trevor surfaced. He was apparently back from his astral travels. He took a moment or two to come to.

“Hi, Trevor,” Amy said, brightly. “You with us?”

He sprang to his feet. “I’m so sorry. You must think me terribly rude. It’s just that when you find yourself rising above body consciousness, it’s so hard to get back.”

“Ooh, I know,” Val said, giggling. “Happens to me all the time.”

Trevor laughed. “You may mock, but one day I will get you on that astral plane and you’ll see what I mean.”

“Well, only if I get to go business class.” Val chuckled. “I’m not slumming it in coach.”

At that point Amy broke in and introduced him to Duncan. For reasons that Amy suspected had more to do with politeness than with interest, Duncan seemed keen to engage Trevor in conversation about shamanism.

“Ah, well, you see,” Trevor said, lowering himself onto the sofa and picking up a sock, “the principal function of a shamanic practitioner is to invite the healing process.” His tone was gently avuncular, but there was no mistaking his passion. “We call this sacred midwifery. Then, using voice, sound, rattle, or drum rhythm, archetypes arise from the universal unconscious, transforming the splintered psyche into a consistent whole. These tonal substances work their alchemy within the corporeal entity, anointing it with sound—”

“Come on, now,” Val said, gently chiding Trevor, who was slipping his feet into leather sandals. “Fascinating as we find it, these two have got better things to do than listen to you going on about your sacred midwifery. I really think we should be off.”

“Mum, you and Trevor don’t have to go. Not if you don’t have any light or hot water. You can sleep here on the sofa bed.”

Amy caught Duncan’s look of alarm and then his instant relief as Val said she wanted to be at home in case her kitchen ceiling collapsed.

“Right, then,” Val said, putting the drum and stick into her outsize patent tote. “We’ll be off.”

Amy watched Trevor pick Val’s jacket up from the sofa and help her on with it. She couldn’t remember her father doing that for her mother. Phil was a lot of things, but gallant wasn’t one of them—at least not where Val was concerned.

“What a gentleman,” Val said, touching Trevor’s face. Her expression was one of pure pleasure and delight.

Their goodbyes and nice to have met yous said, Val and Trevor finally took their leave.

A few moments later, Amy was flopping down on the sofa beside Duncan. “I am so sorry about all that.”

“Forget it,” Duncan said, moving toward her.

“Mum means well, but occasionally she is inclined to get hold of the wrong end of the stick.” She paused. “I really ought to go and check on Charlie.”

“Hey, come on. What about me? Your mum said he’s fast asleep.” The next moment he was kissing her on the lips. Amy felt herself gearing up to a full-on make-out session when a little voice piped up.

“Mum, why are you kissing vat man?”

Charlie, eyes heavy with sleep, his two middle fingers in his mouth, his blankie trailing on the floor, was standing in front of them. He began scratching idly under his pajama top.

“Charlie Walker,” Amy said, her tone half-scolding, half-soothing. “You should be fast asleep. You’ve got school tomorrow.”

Charlie removed his fingers from his mouth. “I know, but why are you kissing vat man?”

“Charlie, this is Duncan. He’s a friend of mine.”

“Hi, Charlie,” Duncan, said, offering him a smile.

Charlie said hello and turned back to his mother. “Ben at school is my friend, but I don’t kiss him.”

“I know, but it’s different between men and women friends. Now, then, I think it’s time we got you back to bed … Say good night to Duncan.”

“But I don’t want to go to bed.”

“’Night-night, Charlie,” Duncan said, a slight edge to his voice.

Amy scooped up her protesting son and carried him to his room. She lowered him onto the bed and brought the Spiderman duvet up to his chin. “Now shut those eyes. It’s time to sleep.”

“My stomach hurts.”

“Oh, Charlie, come on … this is just delaying tactics.”

“It does hurt. Honest.”

“Tell you what, give it five minutes. I’m sure it’s just a bit of gas.”

He nodded. “I think I’ve godda fart. Yeah! Great big stinky fart.” She left him giggling and blowing raspberries under the duvet.

Amy returned to the living room. “Sorry. The sound of Mum and Trevor leaving must have woken him.”

“Hey, you don’t have to keep apologizing.” Duncan held out his hand and pulled her gently onto the sofa. “Now, where were we?” He pushed down the shoulder of her emerald satin dress and began planting kisses on the tops of her breasts. She let out a gasp of delight. Then his mouth went to hers. She parted her lips, felt his tongue probing hard in her mouth.

“Mum.”

Amy and Duncan sprang apart.

“I’ve puked all over my Spiderman cover. I said my stomach hurt. You didn’t believe me. And now I’ve puked.”

Amy saw Duncan take in Charlie’s vomit-spattered pajamas and grimace.

By then she was kneeling in front of her son. “Oh, darling, I am so sorry. You were right and I was wrong.” She felt his forehead, but his temperature seemed normal. In a moment, she would double-check it by taking it with the thermometer. “Come on, let’s get you out of these sicky PJs.” She glanced at Duncan, who by then was standing at the bookcase, going through Amy’s CD collection. This was clearly taking his mind off the barfy PJs.

It took the best part of half an hour to hose Charlie down, change his bed linen, load the washing machine, and get out of him that he had been sick not because he was ill but because earlier in the evening, while his grandmother and Trevor were watching TV, he had stolen a packet of sweets from the kitchen cupboard and gone back to his bedroom, where he had demolished the lot.

Amy finally settled him down by reading to him from his Book of Nonsense Poems. His favorite was “The Dong with the Luminous Nose,” which he insisted on her reading three times. She tucked him in, and for the second time she returned to the living room. She sat down beside Duncan.

“I’m sor—”

“Hey, come on. This isn’t your fault.” He put an arm around Amy’s shoulders. “We just need to think about Charlie and work out some kind of a plan.”

“Plan?”

“Yes. I think when two people are at the beginning of a relationship, they need to focus on each other.” His fingers were trailing over her cleavage. “You know, like now … So why don’t you think about farming Charlie out on the weekends? Then I can stay here or you can come to my place, and we won’t be interrupted. You’ve got loads of friends, and then there’s your mum and Trevor the shaman. I’m sure you won’t be stuck for people willing to take him.”

Amy couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “I’m sure I won’t,” she said with a faux brightness that was lost on him.

“Brilliant. We could put them all on a rotation.”

“Good idea. Then everybody would know where they were.”

“Precisely. So on the weekends we put him in Kiddie Kennels, and in the school holidays there are all these camps he can go to.”

“Gosh, how utterly fabulous. I need hardly ever see him, and you get it on whenever you want.”

Duncan seemed genuinely nonplussed. “What? No. You’ve got it wrong. I’m talking about us, not just me.”

“I don’t think so.” Amy removed Duncan’s hand from her cleavage and edged away from him. “Look, I agree with you that when a couple are at the beginning of a relationship, they do need to make time to get to know each other. That can take some organizing when one of them has a young child, but the point you seemed to have missed or maybe I haven’t made sufficiently clear is that Charlie is my first priority. You need to understand that he and I come as a package. Anybody who wants me has to want Charlie, too. Yes, I have a baby-sitter and my mum is happy to have him for the odd weekend, but he will never ever be farmed out. There will be no kennels and no camps.”

Duncan responded to her speech with a shrug. “Okay, it’s your choice, but if you ask me, you’re in danger of turning him into a spoiled brat.”

“I wasn’t asking you. And while we’re on the subject of brats, it takes one to know one. Now I think you should leave.” She paused. “For good.”

“You’re finishing with me? But I really thought we had something going.”

“So did I.”

“Okay, if that’s how you want it.” He headed for the door. After a few paces, he turned around. “Look, it really seems a shame to let this go. I really like you. Maybe we could meet up for the odd shag.”

“What? I don’t believe I’m hearing this. Duncan, just go.”

“Why don’t you just think about it? I mean, it could suit you, too. You can’t get that many offers with a kid in tow.”

“Bloody hell! Will you please leave?”

Another shrug. He turned to go. A moment later she heard the front door close.

AMY WAS too angry to get upset. She was furious with Duncan for being such a jerk, but she was even more furious with herself. She couldn’t believe that she’d gotten him so wrong, that her asshole antennae had failed her so completely. On the other hand, maybe she had ignored what they had been telling her. Maybe she had been so bowled over by this charming, handsome, sexy guy that she had chosen to overlook things she didn’t want to see—like how on the odd occasion when she mentioned Charlie in conversation, he always changed the subject.

She wandered into Charlie’s room and looked down at her sleeping child. His middle two fingers were back in his mouth. He had come into the world sucking those fingers.

Bel and her mother had been with her throughout the ten-hour labor, holding her hand, feeding her crushed ice cubes, urging her like a Greek chorus to breathe and push and then to stop pushing and start panting instead. Her dad had preferred to pace outside. Finally, the midwife placed Charlie in her arms. Her mother and Bel both started to blubber. Her dad called him a “smashing little chap” and a “real bruiser.” Amy just gazed at her perfect son. As the process of falling in love with him began, she wondered, as she had during her pregnancy, if it was an act of supreme selfishness to bring a child into the world with only an anonymous sperm donor for a father.

Months turned into years, and he never complained that he had to play soccer in the park with his sissy mum—or occasionally his granddad, who tended to get a bit puffed these days—while the other boys were kicking around with their dads. Even the boys in Charlie’s class whose parents were divorced had fathers on the scene who one day would teach their sons about hard drives and electric drills and how to oil a cricket bat.

Back when she was planning to get pregnant, Amy had convinced herself that she could be both mother and father to her child. After all, millions of women brought up children alone and did a great job of it. But as Charlie grew from toddler to boy, she found herself wishing he had a dad.

Of course Amy didn’t date men purely to find a father for her son. She wanted somebody for herself. In her twenties, she’d fallen in love twice—with men who had loved her back but weren’t ready to commit. The others—the ones who were ready to commit—she hadn’t wanted.

Since having Charlie, she’d been on plenty of dates. Once or twice it had even looked as if she was on the brink of a relationship, but even the most decent guys struggled with the thought of taking on a child that wasn’t theirs. On the other hand, not one of them had suggested farming him out or putting him in kennels.

She bent down, picked up Charlie’s blankie, which had fallen on the floor, and tucked it under the duvet beside him.


Chapter 2

“WEBBED FEET?” AMY raised her voice, partly to be heard over the whiz-rattle of the industrial coffee grinder and partly to register her astonishment. “You’re planning to end it with Maddy because she has ever so slightly webbed feet?”

“And hands,” Brian said. “Don’t forget the hands. I can’t believe you haven’t noticed. We went out to eat last night, and each time she reached into the bread basket, all I could see was this opaque webbing at the base of her fingers. It was like having dinner with a duck-billed platypus.”

Brian Potter, runner-up Barista of the Year, 2009, and owner-manager of Café Mozart, which brackets London and the South East, turned off the coffee grinder, opened the lid, and inhaled. “Whoa! … Get a load of that aroma.” He took out a scoop of coffee and held it under Amy’s nose. “You should be getting a smoky top note with just a hint of caramel.”

“Um, very nice.” She had been working for Brian and receiving his expert tutelage for almost a year but still didn’t know her Indonesian Kopi Luwak from her Jamaica Blue Mountain. If she was honest, she drank coffee out of habit or to be sociable and could pretty much take it or leave it.

“Nice? That’s it? That’s the best you can come up with? Amy, this new roast is magnificent. It is the Bentley of beans, the Cristal of coffees.”

She decided to stop him before he got to the Saint Laurent of stimulants.

“I cannot believe you dumped Maddy,” she said, pulling the cellophane sleeve off a newly delivered tray of croissants and pastries that were still warm from the oven. “She’s pretty. She’s bright, and judging from the couple of times I’ve spoken to her, she seems to be crazy about you.”

Brian shrugged. “I know. You don’t have to tell me.” He began spooning the dark roast into what Amy now knew to refer to as the portafilter and not “the metal basket thingy.” “But I can’t get beyond the webbing. Last night I stayed over at her place for the first time, and in the middle of things she asked me to suck her toes. I totally freaked out.”

“So what did you do?”

“I didn’t know what to do,” he said. “I just lay there, frozen. In the end I told her I thought she had a plantar wart.”

“Good thinking, Batman. That must have gone down well.”

“Actually, she didn’t take it too badly.”

The portafilter was now full. Meticulously, Brian leveled off the ground coffee with his index finger. First north to south. Then east to west. This was called “grooming the dose.”

The “dose” was made from a bean called Crema Crema Crema, a newly created Arabica grown high in the mountains of Indonesia (“The higher the growth, the harder the bean, the better the roast” was Brian’s mantra). It had been developed to produce the ultimate crema, one that contained the perfect balance of vegetable oils, proteins, and sugars and that trapped the coffee aroma better than the crema of any other bean. Recent articles in the trade magazines had been steeped in superlatives. In the United States and Europe, newspaper lifestyle pages had eventually picked up on the “Crème de la Crema” story. There was now a two-month waiting list on both sides of the pond. That included Hollywood A-listers, many of whom, according to the tabloids, were furious at having to line up along with everybody else willing to pay eighty bucks for a pound of coffee. Even at that price, it was selling by the ton.

Brian’s order for Crema Crema Crema finally had arrived a few weeks earlier, but he refused to sell it in Café Mozart until he had “fully familiarized” himself with the bean. This meant that each day after closing time he would stay on at the café for a few hours, determined to turn the coffee into the best possible espresso. The following morning he would furnish Amy with a comprehensive update on his progress. Sometimes he reported that the grind was a bit off and it was a slow pour. Occasionally he got the brew pressure wrong. Amy listened and tried to show interest but didn’t pretend to understand the technical details. Finally, this morning, Brian announced that no more experimentation was required. Crema Crema Crema espresso was ready for its debut at Café Mozart. At seven quid a cup, not everybody was going to order it. Brian was relying on his small band of coffee aficionados, the dozen or so customers who shared his passion for the bean and had encouraged him to order it.

Amy, who was now transferring the pastries onto a large stainless-steel platter, paused for a moment.

“While we’re on the subject of dumping people, I gave Duncan the heave-ho.”

“You’re kidding. You really had the hots for him.”

She brought him up to speed on the previous night’s events. “He actually used the word ‘kennels.’ I couldn’t believe it. Hearing him talk about Charlie that way … it was awful.”

Brian grimaced. “What a piece of work. You’re well rid of him.”

“I know, but …” Her voice trailed off.

“Come on, Ames, there is somebody out there for you. I promise. You just have to hang in there.” Amy’s boss, who had also been her friend for fifteen years, abandoned the espresso machine to give her a hug.

“Bri,” she said when they’d finished hugging.

“What?”

“You know, sometimes I wonder if I did the right thing, bringing Charlie into the world the way I did.”

“You knew it was never going to be ideal, but what choice did you have?”

“I could have taken my chances.”

By that she meant that she could have gambled on not starting menopause at thirty-two as her mother had. Val hadn’t been too troubled by her early menopause, an event that her doctors had told her was rare but by no means unheard of. By then she had Victoria and Amy and wasn’t planning any more children. Val’s sister, Penelope, who had started her menopause even earlier, at thirty, wasn’t so lucky. She didn’t marry until her late twenties, and by the time she started trying for children, it was too late. Her husband divorced her a few years later and went on to father four children. Auntie Pen fell into a deep depression and never recovered.

The image of a sobbing Auntie Pen being comforted by Val after her husband had walked out never left Amy.

By the time she reached her teens, she was absolutely certain that she wanted to become a mother one day. By her midtwenties, the pressure was on to fall in love, marry, and get pregnant. Victoria, who was five years older, didn’t share her sister’s anxiety. After leaving Oxford with a first in economics, she’d walked into a job at the treasury. Determined that one day she would rise to permanent undersecretary, she lived and breathed her job and hadn’t the remotest interest in having children.

At twenty-nine and with another commitmentphobe on the way out, Amy made an appointment with a fertility specialist. He confirmed what her mother had told her, that because of her family history there was a good chance she, too, might go into early menopause. Since Amy had pretty much known this for years, she’d had time to come to terms with it. Val, on the other hand, shed a few tears and said how guilty she felt about this being her legacy to her daughters.

The specialist said there were two options. Amy could freeze some of her eggs or get pregnant while she still could. Freezing her eggs made the most sense, but she was petrified that something might go wrong. What if the eggs deteriorated for some reason? Suppose the lab where they were being stored burned down and her eggs were destroyed? In the end she decided to get pregnant. She supposed she should have frozen some eggs as a backup, in case she wanted a second child, but she couldn’t think beyond this first pregnancy.

She and Bel spent weeks going through sperm donor catalogues looking for the perfect father. “Ooh, what about this one?” Bel would pipe up as if she were in Mac choosing a new shade of lippy. “He sounds megabright. Ph.D. in engineering. Member of Mensa. School spelling bee champion. Hobbies include Sudoku, cryptic crosswords, and trying to solve the Riemann zeta math hypothesis.”

“I’m picturing a science nerd with one of those Amish beards with no mustache who probably has advanced Asperger’s … Next.”

In the end, Amy must have read a hundred profiles. Nobody seemed to possess the genes she wanted for her child. There were the sports jocks (big heads), the wannabe literary novelists (even bigger heads), the trainee corporate lawyers (money heads). The more profiles she read and rejected, the more frustrated she became. She didn’t want to be choosing sperm donors from catalogues. What she wanted was to meet a man, fall in love, set up a home, and in time make babies the way normal people did. She didn’t want to select her child’s father on the basis of his health records, vital statistics, and CV. But that was all she had.

In the end she chose a six-foot blond, blue-eyed, rock music– and comedy-loving marathon runner who was studying for a Ph.D. in political science. She guessed he seemed to tick all the boxes. He was tall and athletic, which meant he was healthy. According to his medical notes, his family had no history of inherited diseases. He was pursuing a Ph.D., which meant he was smart. It was in political science, which meant he thought about the world and had views on how it was run. Of course he could be a fascist Holocaust denier, but that was the chance she took. She hoped that since he was into rock music and comedy, he was pretty gregarious. On the other hand, he could be a sad loner who lived with his parents and spent his free time in his childhood bedroom playing air guitar and watching Mork & Mindy reruns. There was so little to go on. It was impossible to know this person. What sort of mother didn’t know her child’s father? There were times when what she was planning seemed like the height of irresponsibility. Maybe she was being selfish, putting her need to be a mother over her child’s right to have a father—or at the very least to know his identity. What emotional problems was she storing up for him or her? She’d often heard it argued that people didn’t have the God-given right to a child. Maybe they didn’t.

Whatever the rights or wrongs, her mind was made up. She was being driven by her body, her biology, her hormones. She needed to parent a child.

Her mum and dad supported her decision but fretted about how she was going to manage as a single parent.

On the day of the insemination, Bel came to the clinic with her. The whole thing was over in a few minutes. Bel suggested to the male doctor that the least he could do was offer Amy a cigarette. He rolled his eyes—but not without humor. He’d clearly heard it a thousand times before. As Amy lay on the bed with her legs raised “to help the sperm along,” the first twinge of excitement hit her. “Omigod, Bel. Do you realize that I might have just made a baby?”

She had. Forty-two weeks later, Charles Alfred Walker came into the world, sucking the middle fingers on his left hand. By the time he was three, he was asking Amy why he didn’t have a father.

When Amy explained about the mummy’s “baby-making egg” getting mixed with the daddy’s “baby-making seed” he was clearly confused.

“But I don’t have a daddy.”

“I know, poppet. That’s because the daddy is usually the mummy’s husband. I don’t have a husband. Instead, a very good and kind man gave me his baby-making seeds and they helped to make you.”

“So I do have a daddy.”

“Yes, but not one who is part of our family.”

“Why didn’t he want to be part of our family? Were you nasty to him?”

“Oh, no, darling. I wasn’t nasty, and nor was he. Like I said, the man who helped make you was a very kind man. He gave away his seed to help me become a mummy, but he has his own family.”

“Will he ever come and visit?”

“No, darling. He won’t.”

“But I want to show him my drawings. He wouldn’t have to stay. He could go home again. I wouldn’t mind.”

Hearing him say this always reduced her to tears. Then she would kneel down and hug him. “I know you wouldn’t, sweetie, but seed-giver daddies don’t visit. That’s just the way it is.”

During those conversations Charlie became thoughtful and sad, but only for a few minutes. Being six, he was easily distracted. Amy knew this wouldn’t last. The day would come when he would turn on her and blame her for not providing him with a proper father.

BACK IN the café, Brian was kissing Amy’s forehead. “Okay, here’s an idea. How’s about we make one of those pacts where we agree to marry if we’re still single at forty? I mean, you’re a beautiful woman. I could do a lot worse.”

She gave his arm a playful slap. “Idiot. You’d run a mile if I said yes, and you only suggested it because you know full well I never would.”

He turned down the corners of his mouth and pretended to be hurt. Then he grabbed a pain au chocolat off the tray and bit off a massive chunk.

Although Amy had worked at Café Mozart only since Charlie had started school, she’d known Brian since university. They’d both majored in English at Sussex and had shared a grotty student house with three others in Brighton just off Lewes Road. One night during the first term, finding themselves alone in the house, they’d gotten drunk and ended up naked on the sofa. Despite being young, good-looking, and horny as hell, their activities fell short of penetration. It wasn’t simply that Brian had been too pissed to rise to the occasion. Deep down, they both knew that although they clicked personalitywise, there was no real sexual chemistry between them and that they were destined to become friends rather than lovers.

Amy’s thoughts returned to Maddy. “You know, Bri, you can’t go on like this. You’ve dumped four women in as many months. Each time it’s the same story. One minute you’re telling the world you’ve found the love of your life; the next you’re ending it because she has a mole or big nostrils.”

“I know,” Brian said, clearly exasperated by his own behavior. “You think I don’t get it? I mean, it’s not like I’m exactly God’s gift.” He ran his hand over what had lately become a noticeable gut.

“Oh, behave,” Amy chided gently. “You are a great-looking bloke. You just need to lay off the pain au chocolat and spend some money on yourself, that’s all.”

At that point they both joined in with what had become a familiar chorus: “All my money goes back into the business.”

If Brian found it hard to understand what women saw in him, Amy didn’t. Despite plumping up ever so slightly, he could still pass for a decade younger than his thirty-six years. His round fresh face, brown puppy dog eyes, and hamster nest hair made him appear boyish and vulnerable. There was a certain type of woman who loved to mother him.

Brian adored being adored. He made no secret of it. These days he was in therapy, and he had come to understand that his neediness was tied up with his parents’ deaths. They had been killed in a car crash when he was thirteen. Brian’s father had been driving them to their accountant’s office in Greenwich. They had been called in for urgent talks about their printing business, which was about to go bust. Friends and relatives suggested that they committed suicide, but the police reports ruled that out. Their deaths had been an accident. Brian received a decent insurance payout but no inheritance.

He admitted to Amy that his parents’ screwing up their business and failing to provide for him had left him angry but determined to succeed.

Amy suspected that it was the loss of his mother that had affected him the most. Even though he was now a grown man, in some ways he was still a boy looking for his lost mother. It occurred to Amy that this might be one of the reasons his sartorial choices hadn’t changed as he’d gotten older and he still dressed like a grungy teenager. Today, for example, he was wearing his usual uniform of low-slung jeans, tatty Converse with fluorescent green laces, and a zip-up hoodie over a Vandelay Industries T-shirt. Years after the series had ended, Brian remained a Seinfeld nut and had all the shows on DVD. One of a handful of people in Britain who had taken to the series, he had spent the whole of 1997 tagging “giddy-up” to the end of his sentences and perfecting Kramer’s style, skidding to a stop at room entrances and demonstrating his moves to his baffled friends.

Some women loved Brian’s style. Lucy—two girlfriends ago (continuous eyebrow)—confessed how much she loved smelling Brian’s hair and running her fingers through it. In Amy’s opinion—not that she had shared it with Brian for fear of upsetting him—his sweet-scented thicket needed thinning and layering by somebody other than Jack Dash of Tooting Broadway (police informant slash coiffeur), who charged clients a tenner for a cut and finish. When she looked at Brian’s locks, it was clear that Jack always got called away on police informant business before actually finishing his hair.

Having unpacked and arranged all the pastries on platters, Amy began slicing one of the lemon drizzle cakes. She swallowed as her taste buds responded to the citrus aroma. At the other end of the counter, Brian had just picked up another coffee-making apparatus: the tamper. This was a metal disk with a red-painted handle. Amy watched him press down on the coffee in the portafilter. Thirty pounds was the requisite pressure. He had practiced this maneuver so many times that she would have put money on it being precisely the correct pressure. Apparently, tamping eliminated any “voids in the coffee bed.” Amy had learned that there was a debate among baristas about whether to tap the side of the portafilter between tamps. Some believed it had the beneficial effect of dislodging a few coffee grains that may have gotten stuck to the sides. Brian, on the other hand, believed tapping could break the seal between the coffee and the portafilter. He was an impassioned nontapper and made no apology for it.

Ever since Amy had known Brian, he’d been a man of enthusiasms and passions. While other students were merely “in to” Karl Marx, Brian became totally immersed. Late into the night, Pink Floyd blasting from his room, he read and reread Das Kapital and The Communist Manifesto. He could quote lengthy sections with the zeal of a Bible-bashing evangelist. “‘Capital,’” he would proclaim to his housemates, who were usually sprawled out in the living room watching daytime soaps, “‘is dead labor, which, vampirelike, lives only by sucking living labor, and lives the more the more labor it sucks.’ It’s so simple. I can’t believe I never saw it before.” When he failed to get his friends’ attention beyond “Shuddup, Quincy’s just getting to a good bit,” he would stomp off, muttering, “Lackeys of the bourgeoisie,” as he went.

In the third year, the didgeridoo arrived. Brian had spent the previous summer backpacking in Australia and claimed that the three-foot-long wind instrument made from the hollowed-out wood of a eucalyptus tree had been conferred upon him by an aged, leather-skinned Aboriginal wise man whose family had used it for generations to summon up the healing spirit of the Light Dreaming Man. It wasn’t until years later that Brian confessed to having bought it at the airport gift shop.

Not only was he overcome with the desire to play the instrument, he wanted to play it like an Aboriginal. Among other things, this meant perfecting “circular breathing,” which enabled him to make a continuous sound without giving any indication of having taken a breath. Brian went to great lengths to find books on didgeridoo playing and spent his last year at university, when he should have been studying for his finals, honing his skills. The low blasts could be heard from the street. Passersby must have thought somebody was keeping a farting hippopotamus in the house. Brian always ignored his housemates’ pleas to pipe down. They got back at him by regularly going into Brian’s room when he was out and confiscating the didgeridoo. On his return, he would be reduced to hunting for it under beds and on top of kitchen units like a truculent five-year-old who’d been punished for vrooming his toy cars too loudly.

“My shrink says I have intimacy issues,” Brian continued now, alluding to his decision to dump Maddy. He reached for another pastry. Amy attempted to slap his hand, but he dodged her and grabbed a prune Danish. “She reckons that my parents dying when I was so young means that I’m reluctant to get close to women in case they abandon me. Instead of hanging around to see what happens, I find an excuse to end it before they leave me.”

“But your gran brought you up after you lost your mum and dad. She never abandoned you.”

“No, not until she died last year.” He took a bite of the Danish and started chewing. “As an adult it’s really hard telling people that you’re pissed off with your poor, sick old gran for dying, but I was furious with her.”

Amy nodded. “I can understand that,” she said gently. “So that would explain why your problem with women began so recently.” She paused. “Okay, how about this for an idea? Now that you know what’s causing you to end relationships before they even start, maybe you should try going on a few more dates with Maddy and see if you can get over these feelings.”

Brian swallowed. “That’s what my shrink said.”

“I think she’s right.”

“But they’re such powerful feelings. Do you really think it’s possible to overcome them?”

“Who knows? But I think you should at least give it a try.”

He wrinkled his face and shoved what remained of the pastry into his mouth. “I dunno …”

“Oh, come on. You’re being asked to spend a few more hours in the woman’s company. Nobody’s suggesting you marry her.”

He shrugged. “Okay. Why not? I’ll give it a try. I’ll carry on seeing Maddy and see how I feel in a couple of weeks.”

“Great. You won’t regret this.”

“I wish I had your confidence,” he said, latching the portafilter onto the espresso machine and switching on the pump. After a few seconds, dark viscous droplets of coffee were falling into two tiny cups.

“Just look at it … the color of a monk’s robe.”

Now he was examining the crema and smiling with approval. It appeared that the hallmark of a great espresso was as it should be: a light golden foam. He cut through it with a spoon, and it immediately came back together. He handed Amy one of the white porcelain espresso cups, optimum storage temperature forty degrees Celsius. “Taste that,” he said, triumph in his voice. “What do you think? Tell me honestly.”

She took a sip. “Um, well, it’s definitely very coffee-flavored.”

“Omigod, eight months under my impeccable tutelage and the woman still has the palate of a plankton. How am I ever going to make a barista out of you?” He brought his cup to his lips and closed his eyes. Amy watched as he swirled the liquid around in his mouth before swallowing. “Full, velvety, smooth texture, slightly acidic. No bitter aftertaste … a flavor that lingers. Truly magnificent.”

Given the choice, Amy would always choose hot chocolate over coffee. To her, the bitterness of coffee didn’t compare to the sweet, heady aroma of really good hot chocolate.

Sometimes, on a damp, slate-sky winter’s afternoon, when it was too cold and miserable to go out, she would make hot chocolate for herself and Charlie. First she would melt the very best unsweetened dark chocolate with a couple of tablespoons of water so that it didn’t stick to the pan. When it was thick and glistening, she added full-fat milk and sugar. The smooth, chocolaty brew was so thick, you could almost stand a spoon up in it. Then came the bit Charlie loved best—the spraying of the whipped cream. Now that he was old enough and had the strength in his fingers to press down on the aerosol squirter, Amy let him do it on his own. They would both collapse with laughter as he inevitably lost control and the cream spurted over him, over her, over the worktop—over everything except the hot chocolate.

After she’d wiped Charlie down, the two of them would curl up on the sofa with their mugs and a large bowl of marshmallows and watch Toy Story or Chicken Run.

UNTIL AMY came to work for Brian, he had always refused to serve hot chocolate. He looked down his nose at any beverage that came in instant, powdered form. He even had no time for the fuller-flavored, less sweet upmarket brands of hot chocolate. On the other hand, parents kept asking for it on behalf of their children, particularly in winter. So, one morning when things were quiet, Amy went out and bought a couple of bars of her favorite French chocolate. “Okay,” she said to Brian after she’d performed her magic and turned it into a thick, velvety brew, “try this. We are talking ninety percent cocoa solids here.” After the ritual inhaling and mouth swirling, Brian was forced to admit it wasn’t half-bad.

Amy even persuaded him to add whipped cream (he insisted on it being nonaerosol) and sprinkles and call it Bambinocino. The kids adored it, and so did their parents. To make it more sophisticated for the adults, Amy stirred in freshly ground cinnamon and nutmeg.

As a result of Brian’s supreme effort and dedication—not to say obsession with producing the perfect espresso—people flocked to Café Mozart. Proud as he was, he freely admitted that running a neighborhood café was his plan B and that it didn’t come close to fulfilling his ultimate dream.

Brian’s plan A was to open a trendy, upmarket coffeehouse in Soho. He’d first attempted this at the beginning of 2009, but even in a recession, leases in central London cost a fortune. Brian still had a few thousand left from the insurance payout he’d received after his parents died. The bulk of it had gone to pay for his private education and university. Brian’s gran had also left him some money in her will, a little over fifteen thousand pounds. There was no money tied up in her house because it had always been rented. The inheritance, together with his own nest egg, meant Brian could finally give up his job in logistics—which had never been a match for his talents—and set up his own business. Had the economy been booming, he would have sunk all his money into his dream, but since there was a good chance the project could go belly up, he needed to keep some money back as a buffer.

In the well-to-do inner London suburbs south of the river, commercial property still didn’t come cheap, but it was just about affordable. So it was that in June 2009, Brian pitched his tent in Richmansworth, aka Nappy Valley, an urban village full of thrusting young bankers and lawyers (their thrust apparently undiminished even in these troubled times), their skinny blond, Ugg-booted wives, and their gorgeous straight-toothed, glossy-haired children.

Compromising on location meant Brian was forced to do the same thing when it came to branding. Café Mozart wasn’t a proper coffeehouse. That is to say, it didn’t resemble those hardcore London coffeehouses the likes of which Brian dreamed of presiding over, where funky, edgily coiffed Japanese baristas dressed in black presented customers with a cup of espresso on a little wooden tray with a glass of water to freshen the palate and, for afterward, an exquisite froufrou pastry so tiny that it was almost invisible. A family neighborhood—even a discerning one like Richmansworth—couldn’t have sustained such a niche business. Instead, Café Mozart was a traditional café-boulangerie that served the best breads, pastries, and coffee for miles around.

But as Brian was always telling Amy, he hadn’t given up on his dream. Because it was the only decent coffee and cake place in the neighborhood and because it was in a great position, only a few hundred yards from the Tube station, Café Mozart was weathering the recession rather well. When the business had made enough money, Brian planned to leave it in the hands of a manager while he set up his new, intimidatingly trendy coffeehouse in Soho or maybe somewhere in the East End.

“Wow, I can see it all,” Amy would tease him. “A glass and steel twenty-first-century salon, nameless save for your signature elegantly carved at the bottom of the heavy, rough-hewn wooden door, filled with writers, artists, and intellectuals composing haikus on their MacBooks while engaging one another in earnest discourse about the state of the planet.”

“You may mock,” Brian said, smiling and wagging his finger, “but when Potter’s Coffeehouses take off in London, Manchester, and Edinburgh, you will be laughing on the other side of your face.”

Amy could hear the certainty, the familiar determination in his voice, and decided he might well be right.

CAFÉ MOZART was part of a row of Victorian shops that overlooked the common. Like the rest, it had an ornate fascia, which had been immaculately restored and painted. It was sandwiched between the organic butcher—catering to a clientele that even in a recession thought nothing of spending the best part of a hundred pounds on a piece of sirloin—and a gift shop specializing in Cath Kidston flowery wellies, Alessi kettles and juicers, and cashmere cardigans for newborns at seventy quid a pop.

The café had been there since the eighties. Since then, the place had been bought and sold maybe half a dozen times, but nobody had ever changed the name. This was probably because it was such a well-known local landmark that changing it was considered bad for business. Brian had seen no reason to break with the tradition.

Decorationwise, he had done very little to the place beyond giving the interior a lick of white paint and installing a fancy-schmancy espresso maker.

Brian was less than keen on the interior. The last people to own Café Mozart had run it as an organic vegetarian restaurant and had decorated it in a way that reflected their wholemeal lentil ethos. He summed up the stripped wooden floors, pews, and pine dressers in one word: “hummusy.” It was all a million miles from his ultimate steel and glass fantasy. Whereas Brian couldn’t wait until he had enough money to update the interior, Amy, to her surprise, found that she rather liked it. For Amy, interiors weren’t so much a hobby as a passion. She was always fantasizing about how she would redesign and decorate her flat if only she could afford it. Her style, like Brian’s, veered toward high-tech minimalism, but every instinct told her that that wasn’t right for Café Mozart. This wasn’t Soho. This was a family neighborhood, and people were looking for a place that was warm and inviting. In Amy’s opinion, the old wood gave the café precisely that feel. She loved the mellow yellow stripped and polished floorboards, the original white marble fireplace. She saw character in the scratched and dented stainless-steel counter that ran down one side of the room. She particularly liked the mix of old wooden tables, pews, and chairs, not one of which matched. “At least people don’t feel intimidated coming in here,” she’d said to Brian. And it was true. From half past eight in the morning until five when they closed, the place was buzzing.

Amy would get to work around eight, having dropped Charlie off with Ruby, the child minder. Ruby would take him to school, along with the six-month-old baby girl she looked after and her own children—twins who were the same age as Charlie and in his class. Ruby was an amply bosomed earth mother type who treated Charlie like one of her own. Even though Charlie adored her and loved playing with Ed and Flora, Amy hated not being able to take him to school in the morning and pick him up at the end of the day.

But she had no choice. The only way she could support herself and Charlie was by working.

Now that Charlie was at school full time, she could have gone back into PR and earned a great deal more than what Brian was paying her, but she was adamant that she wanted a job that meant she would be home each day by half past five. That way she got to spend a full two hours with Charlie before bedtime. A couple of hours wasn’t much, but if she’d taken a job in PR similar to the one she’d had before she’d left the business, she would hardly have seen Charlie at all.

As a senior PR executive at Dunstan Healey Fogg, one of the country’s top public relations firms, Amy had earned a six-figure salary, plus a commission on the new accounts she brought in. For that she put in ten-hour days and attended after-work dinners, launches, and events, one or even two of which happened most nights. Even on the weekends she was going to parties and networking in an attempt to land juicy accounts. It wasn’t unusual for her to get home from an awards do at midnight on a Friday and be on a flight to Nice first thing the next morning. A few hours later she and a hundred other guests would be sipping Cristal on some oligarch’s yacht that looked like it had been interiored by Paris Hilton and Liberace’s ghost. The following day, having charmed the pants off a dozen CEOs, she and her BlackBerry would be on a flight home, ready to start the whole process again on Monday morning.

When she was a teenager, Amy’s plan had always been to get her degree and then find a job with a charity. When she and her sister were growing up, their parents had always impressed upon them the importance of “giving something back.” Amy’s mum did her bit by volunteering a couple of afternoons a week at a local charity shop and gave it up only when she started working full time. Even now, one Saturday a month, her dad stood outside Marks & Spencer on the High Street and shook a Save the Children Fund charity box. Amy couldn’t remember a time when she wasn’t aware of Third World poverty and hunger.

When she and Brian were students and he was going through his Marxist phase, she frequently would accuse him of ignoring the fact that many of the people dying from hunger and dirty water lived under so-called Marxist regimes. That was a red flag to Brian’s Marxist bull. Suffice it to say that he didn’t take kindly to her analysis.

After graduating, Amy started looking for a job, but it seemed that money was tight and few of the big charities were taking on new staff. She applied for anything that came up, only to be told over and over that there were twenty applicants for every job and most of them had previous experience, even though none was required. She didn’t get a single interview.

Then a friend from uni who had a job in PR told her that Dunstan Healey Fogg was looking for a junior account executive. The job appealed to Amy because the company had several charities on its books, for which they acted pro bono. At her interview it had been made clear that if she was offered a job with DHF, they would allow her to assist with some of those accounts. Two years after starting work with the company, that still hadn’t happened. When she asked why, her bosses said that since she was showing huge promise, they weren’t about to waste her talents on accounts that generated no revenue.

Instead they used her talents to counsel apparently happily married male celebs who had been caught in bed with a couple of rubber-clad rent boys with pink ostrich feathers sticking out of their G-strings on how to handle the media. When she wasn’t doing that, she was planning the launch of another Hollywood A-lister’s insipid new fragrance or exercise DVD.

She often thought about leaving, but it was hard. It wasn’t the money, although she had to admit to her shame that she had grown accustomed to expensive haircuts and being able to buy a pair of shoes or a bag simply because it took her fancy. The real reason she found it difficult to leave was that she was very good at her job and enjoyed the praise that came with that. What was more, the job involved writing, and that was something she had come to love.

Until she came to DHF, Amy had no idea how good a writer she was. While she was at Sussex, she’d penned several pieces for the student newspaper on famine and the need to abolish Third World debt. After each piece appeared, students and tutors alike complimented her on her clear thinking and well-constructed arguments, but nobody mentioned the actual writing. Then, when she started work at DHF and hard-nosed journalists who usually made a point of binning press releases on receipt began seeking her out at press launches to congratulate her on her witty, attention-grabbing missives, it occurred to her that she might have a flair for writing.

She also had a flair for coming up with wacky, offbeat ideas for media campaigns and launches. Amy’s “blue-sky thinking” was legendary at DHF. Pretty soon, she was rising through the company at a rate her bosses all agreed was extraordinary.

Then DHF got into financial difficulties. One of the directors started taking out huge loans, which he used to invest heavily in the stock market. That wouldn’t have been a problem had he not used his shareholdings in DHF as security. No sooner had he been sacked than three of the fledgling companies he’d backed went bust. This meant that the bosses at DHF were forced to honor their former partner’s bank loans to the tune of several million pounds. It was inevitable that redundancies would be made. Since Amy was one of their most highly favored employees, they held on to her as long as they could, but in the end she was just too expensive and they had to let her go.

What the directors at DHF never knew was that Amy, while by no means delighted to have been sacked, wasn’t quite as devastated as she might have been. Her substantial payoff combined with her savings meant she could put her plan into operation. She could have a baby.

She moved to a cheaper part of town and bought a ground-floor garden flat in a Victorian house. At the same time she started cutting back on expensive clothes and luxuries. By doing this, she had gotten by for over six years.

By the time Charlie started school, she had set her heart on becoming a journalist. Time and again she wished she had gone into the profession straight from university, but back then she’d had no idea that she could write.

If she hadn’t been so set on getting pregnant, she would have tried breaking into journalism after leaving DHF. Back then it wouldn’t have been so hard because she still had all her media contacts. In the last half dozen years they had disappeared. The journalists she once knew had moved on or lost their jobs in the recession. There was nobody to schmooze over lunch and ask if he’d put in a good word for her with his features editor.

She realized that without contacts it would be well-nigh impossible to get her foot on the journalistic ladder. On the other hand, she had nothing to lose by trying.

After Charlie started school, she spent the first few months scouring the local papers for stories that might interest the nationals. She followed up articles on dodgy time-share deals and Spanish property developers conning people by selling them nonexistent apartments on the Costa Brava. She wrote a piece about debt collectors terrorizing the ill and the elderly, who it often turned out weren’t even in debt. This piece had been based on her elderly neighbor Mr. Fletcher, who had spent months trying to convince British Gas that he didn’t owe a preposterous two thousand pounds for three months’ worth of gas. Despite letters going back and forth from poor old Mr. Fletcher to British Gas, the company had “sold” the debt to a firm of debt collectors, and he was now being pursued and threatened by, as he put it, “shaven-headed yobs built like brick shithouses.” The fear had taken its toll, and he was taking pills for his nerves.

The Mr. Fletcher story almost made it. The Daily Mail even sent a photographer to take his picture. Then a weather girl Amy had never heard of gave birth to quads, and Mr. Fletcher was forgotten.

She carried on pitching ideas. Some editors replied to her e-mails. Most didn’t. The ones who did usually said she was thinking along the right lines. The only reason they weren’t using the piece was that they had covered the story a few weeks earlier. Then Amy would feel stupid and kick herself for not keeping herself up to speed with what was appearing in the papers. Occasionally they paid her for a tip or idea but refused to let her write the piece. The Daily Mirror, for example, loved her idea for a feature on the pros and cons of breast-feeding but insisted it be written by some woman who had recently given birth on Big Brother.

Occasionally, when she submitted an on-spec piece, an editor would get back to her to say how well written it was. This at least made her feel she hadn’t lost her touch writingwise. Then came the “but.” “But families living on the breadline is so boring.” “But the whole antifur thing just is so 2001.”

She was earning nothing and her savings were dwindling, as was the romantic image she had of herself as a freelance journalist who spent school hours penning meaningful pieces on social injustice.

When Brian mentioned that one of his staff had just left and asked if she fancied coming to work for him, she practically bit his hand off. The hours were perfect, the traveling time was minimal, and with what remained of her savings she could just about manage on the money Brian was paying. She decided that she would continue bashing away at the journalism in her spare time.

ZELMA ALWAYS got in at the same time as Amy. Their first job was to unpack and put out all the pastries, cakes, and breads, which were delivered fresh every morning from Konditorei Wiener, along with thick, rich deli-style pizzas and savory French tarts. Next they would start filling baguettes and ciabbatas. Ripe fig and Gorgonzola was Amy’s favorite filling, closely followed by farmhouse pâté and cornichons.

Each morning until eleven, pots of homemade jam, marmalade, honey, and organic butter were left out on the counter so that customers could help themselves. Since the café was self-service and there was no hot food to prepare, the three of them could cope. Brian was the full-time barista, but when things were quiet, he would happily pitch in with Amy and Zelma, serving food, clearing tables, and loading the dishwasher.

BY NOW Amy had finished slicing the lemon drizzle cake and had turned her attention to the richly frosted carrot cake.

“Where’s Zelma?” she said to Brian. She had just looked at her watch and seen it was a quarter past eight. “Not like her to be late.”

Brian didn’t seem too bothered. “Her bus probably got stuck in traffic.”

Mrs. Zelma Cohen had been with Brian virtually since Café Mozart had opened. A Help the Aged representative had been visiting small businesses in the area, trying to persuade them to take on retirees. Brian didn’t hesitate. The café had been open a few weeks, and he’d taken on two gap-year students to help run it. It turned out that both of them preferred sleeping to showing up for work and were clearly aiming at a gap life. Having decided to let the students go, he found himself warming to the idea of employing somebody older and reliable who possessed a decent work ethic.

Since a true lady never revealed her age, Zelma kept hers strictly to herself, but Amy and Brian agreed she had to be seventy. A tiny, birdlike woman, slightly stooped, she would arrive every morning dressed to the nines. Anybody passing her on the street would have said she was off to take morning coffee at the Savoy. Her honey-gold bouffant ’do was always immaculately frosted. Clotheswise, she favored Chanel-style suits with tiny jackets and pencil skirts, the kind that once had demanded a pillbox hat to set them off. The soft knitted, round-necked jackets were edged in braid and had chunky gold buttons on the breast pocket and down the front. They did up courtesy of tiny chains. Underneath she always wore one of her trademark chiffon blouses with a pussycat bow. She accessorized the suits with good patent shoes and matching, roomy handbags. Her lips were always precisely the same shade as her nails, which were painted every week by “a wonderful girl who comes to the house.”

Since the sixties and until she retired a few years ago, Zelma had worked in the same Marble Arch dress shop—Maison Sandrine in Seymour Place. With a faraway look in her eyes, she never tired of telling Amy how she had “met them all, darling: Lauren Bacall, Grace Kelly, Judy Garland—even the chief rabbi’s wife … the one we had decades ago, not the one we’ve got now. Now, she was a real lady … a bit saggy on top, but she looked a knockout once we got her into a decent bra.”

Zelma had no need to work. Her late husband, “My Sidney, God rest his soul,” had left her well provided for, but Zelma was bored at home. She missed “going to business.” “It would be different if I’d been able to have children,” she would say, looking soulful. “Then there would be grandchildren to visit and spoil, but it wasn’t to be.”

She had been perfectly honest with Brian about how she knew next to nothing about the catering industry, but Zelma turned out to be a quick learner, not to mention a great saleswoman.

When a customer—usually a young woman—ordered a skinny cappuccino and nothing else, Zelma would step in. “Excuse me, miss,” she would pipe up from behind the counter. “If you don’t mind me saying so, you look like you could do with a little something inside you.” Only Zelma—because she was old and motherly and utterly charming—could get away with this.

The woman wasn’t allowed to take her coffee and sit down until Zelma had taken her on a tour of all the wonderful bready comestibles on offer. “Now, then, what about one of these cream cheese bagels, maybe? I tell you, these aren’t your usual supermarket bagels. Oh, no. These are the old-fashioned traditional bagels. We have them brought in every morning from Golders Green. I call them the real McOy-veh!” At this point she would pause for laughter, but none ever came because Café Mozart, being south of the river, wasn’t exactly overrun with Jewish customers. “You’ll have one? Good girl. With a slice of smoked salmon, maybe? You need your fish oils. It’s brain food … Yes? Excellent. Now, then, let me show you our coffee and walnut cake. I tell you, darling … this … this is to die for. Melts in the mouth. It’s like angels dancing on your taste buds. You’ll have a slice? Wonderful. A slip of a girl like you can afford to put on a few pounds. What are you, a size six?”

And she wasn’t even on commission.

BY NOW ZELMA was forty minutes late. Brian and Amy were starting to get worried. “Two years she’s worked here,” Brian said, “and she’s never been late. She’s such a stickler for punctuality.” He paused. “God, what if something’s happened to her? I mean, she’s not getting any younger.”

Just then there was a tap on the door. They could both see Zelma’s agitated outline through the frosted glass. Brian went to open the door.

“Darling, I am so sorry I’m late,” Zelma gasped, barely able to catch her breath. “I’ve run all the way from the corner.” She paused for a moment, hand clamped to her chest, before stepping inside. “I tried phoning your mobile, but you weren’t picking up. I can’t bear letting people down. Not when they’re relying on me.”

Brian said his phone was probably on silent. “Zelma, it’s okay. Take it easy. You haven’t let me down. You’re only a few minutes late.”

“No, I’m not. I should have been here forty-three minutes ago. You should have opened up by now, and I’ve made you late. You’re losing money because of me.”

Brian told her not to be so daft, and Amy took her arm and led her to a chair. “Now sit down and tell us what happened,” she said.

Zelma lowered herself onto the chair. “Bus strike.”

Amy and Brian both looked out the window at the stream of buses passing by.

“No, there isn’t,” Brian said. “There are plenty of buses.”

“I know. I know. You don’t understand. When I woke up this morning, I turned on the wireless, and the announcer said there’s a one-day bus strike, so I decided—since I don’t live near the Tube—that I couldn’t get to work. I thought about phoning for a cab, but I didn’t bother because I assumed they’d all be booked solid. Anyway, after breakfast I pottered about for half an hour or so. When I went back upstairs to get dressed, the radio was still on, and this time there was a different announcer talking about this bus strike. I started listening because I was waiting for Thought for the Day to come on—they’ve got Rabbi Goldman from my synagogue on all week—when the announcer says the strike is in … Warsaw. I was listening to the World Service instead of Radio 4. I don’t know how it could have happened. I’m so sorry. I wasted all that time messing around at home when I should have been on my way here.”

Amy and Brian immediately started hooting with laughter and agreed that it was one of the funniest stories they’d heard in ages.

Zelma seemed perplexed. “But Monsieur Etienne at Sandrine’s would have sacked me for something like that. Back in the sixties, us shop girls used to have to clock in, and if we were more than five minutes late, that was it. You were out on your ear.”

“Well, this is not Sandrine’s and I am not Monsieur Etienne. You are totally forgiven. Now, how about a cup of something before you get started.”

Zelma said she’d have a milky tea—coffee gave her palpitations—but if it was all the same to Brian, she’d prefer to get started straightaway. With that she took off her pink tweed suit jacket and pulled her neatly folded overall out of her bag. “So,” she said to Amy as she slid an arm into the sleeve of her overall. “How did it go last night with that new man of yours?”

Amy explained. Zelma sighed and patted Amy’s hand and told her not to worry, as there was plenty more kasha in the knish. Amy laughed and said she didn’t have the foggiest what that meant but she got the picture.

Zelma patted her hand. “Every lid has a pot,” she said before calling out to Brian, who was in the kitchen. “So, darling, how you getting on with Maddy?”

“Not so good.”

She exhaled heavily. “So what is it this time? A big nose? Bandy legs?”

“Webbed feet,” Brian came back.

Zelma gave an exasperated shake of her head and turned to Amy. “I’m telling you, that boy needs to find a new head doctor, because the one he’s seeing isn’t doing him any favors.”
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TEN MINUTES after opening, Café Mozart was filling up fast. It was the same every morning: foggy-headed folks on their way to work queuing for large, double-shot espressos to bring them around. The men would also take a croissant or pain au chocolat to go. The women might have an organic smoothie or, if Zelma had worked her magic on them, a slice of buttered wholemeal toast. A few people would sit down with their coffee and grab one of the newspapers off the rack. Café Mozart provided The Times, The Guardian, The Independent, and The International Herald Tribune.

Mega-earning alpha mummies with four children under eight, a house refurb, and a UN peace deal on the go would dash in, their Burberry cashmere coats flying. Somehow they managed to order coffee and search through their purses for the right change while conducting frantic conversations on their mobile phones, usually with the nanny. “Look, Tracy, I’ve just this second realized that I’ve forgotten the going-home bags for Oscar’s birthday party tomorrow. Be a darling and pop into John Lewis and pick up thirty Nintendo games. Get whatever you think the kids are into. I’ll send a courier over to you with my charge card.”

THERE WERE a fair number of Café Mozart regulars. First there were the authors, journalists, and other media types who worked from home and came in after the early-morning rush with their MacBooks and sat sweating over articles and TV proposals. Several took a real interest in the coffee. They were lavish in their praise of Brian’s espresso and often broke off from what they were doing to ask him about the provenance of this or that blend. Like him they referred to “complex” noses and “astringent, lingering” aftertastes.

Amy couldn’t help noticing how the journalists—inevitably on a deadline—stabbed the keys on their laptops far too hard and kept looking at their watches, after which they always muttered “fuck” or “bollocks.” She could almost feel their adrenaline and couldn’t help feeling jealous. She’d approached a couple of them for advice about breaking into journalism, but each time the message was the same: With the recession, freelancers were struggling across the board. Payments were lower now than they had been ten years ago. A couple of them were kind enough to give her the names of people she could speak to about doing the odd shift. She e-mailed and left voice mail messages, but nobody got back to her.

OF COURSE, it was the mothers who kept Café Mozart going. Without Richmansworth’s stay-at-home mummies, Brian couldn’t have survived. They arrived each morning, after the school run, in small posses. Some would be minus children, having deposited their entire brood at the school gates. Others were accompanied by babies and toddlers. The toddlers always made a dash for the play area in the corner, which Amy had created and filled with books, puzzles, paper, and crayons. Part of the wall had even been covered in blackboard. Brian had needed a good deal of persuading to give up a table for six and turn over the space to children, but he didn’t regret it. The play area had proved so popular that the mothers stayed longer and spent more money.

As the women chatted and fed pastries to their squawking offspring, they rearranged the furniture to make room for more mothers, nannies, and their buggies. Pretty soon—courtesy of the buggies, tricycles, and dolls’ prams—it was practically impossible for Amy and Zelma to squeeze between the tables. They had to wait until everybody was gone before clearing all the coffee mugs, plates of half-eaten croissants, and plastic water and fruit smoothie bottles—not to mention the bits of baby detritus that got left behind: beakers, feeding bottles, dummies, barf-covered muslins.

The mothers and babies were gone by just after eleven. Then Brian would put something soothing on the DVD player—Greig, maybe, or Tchaikovsky. Cue the arrival of arty media types. There was another rush at lunchtime, followed by a brief lull. Then, just after half past three, the mothers were back. This time, though, they were accompanied not only by babies and toddlers but by their irritable school-age children in desperate need of a sugar fix in the form of hot chocolate and a piece of cake.

It was then that Amy missed Charlie even though she knew that at that very minute he was probably blissfully happy watching Nickelodeon with Ned and Flora and stuffing his face with Ruby’s homemade brownies.

AMY KNEW most of the mothers by sight and often got to chatting with them while she was taking orders or clearing tables. To look at, Richmansworth mothers weren’t much different from the women she’d made friends with since moving to Debtford. They tended to be the type of nicely brought up English girls who had been taught that it was vulgar to flaunt one’s money. To that end they wore the same Gap jeans, T-shirts, and Converse sneakers as Debtford mothers. It took a second glance to spot the clues to their wealth: a Tiffany diamond heart necklace here, a Burberry tote there, a Joseph cashmere poncho, albeit bobbly and covered in baby barf. Their hair might be in need of a wash and scragged back into a ponytail, but a closer look confirmed that the blond highlights were subtle and expensive-looking. Their Ugg boots were always genuine and never cheap imitations.

Their conversation was another clue. They chatted about summer holidays, which were taken in rented villas in Brittany or Tuscany. They skied at Easter. Their vehicle of choice was a seven-seater SUV. They all knew these vehicles used too much fuel and discharged filth, but hello—how else were they going to get the whole family plus luggage down to the Devon manor house they were renting for the school holidays? They attempted to make up for their yeti-sized carbon footprint by using organic cotton shopping bags that declared “I Am Not a Plastic Bag.”

In Amy’s part of South London, there wasn’t much money and Tiffany was just a girl’s name. Anyone conducting a social survey outside Charlie’s school would have found young single mums living on state benefits, unemployed dads, and young professional couples, many of them working in lower-paid public sector jobs such as nursing and social work. There was also a smattering of Labor MPs who took the view that if one represented the working classes in Parliament, one should live among them.

If you discounted the hippie-dippy women with their waist-length graying hair and children called Windsong and Patchouli who had fried their placentas with onions after giving birth and never went anywhere without their Rescue Remedy and Gingko biloba, on the whole Debtford folk were down-to-earth types who holidayed under canvas or in rented RVs and served spaghetti Bolognese and bottles of Tesco £3.99 Sauvignon at their dinner parties.

It wasn’t just money that separated Debtford women from their Richmansworth neighbors. In Debtford nobody criticized a working mother for leaving her children with a baby-sitter or at a nursery. It was assumed that she needed to work to pay the bills. By the same token, nobody accused women who chose to stay at home of not fulfilling their potential or letting down the sisterhood.

It wasn’t like that in Richmansworth. There, as in many other middle- and upper-middle-class areas, stay-at-home mothers and working alpha mothers were practically at war.

A stay-at-home mummy—role model: Angelina Jolie, motto: “The best academy, a mother’s knee”—believed that by being permanently available, she was raising well-adjusted children who would blossom into delightful, angst-free adolescents and emotionally stable adults. So she devoted her time to finger painting and making low-sugar wholemeal cupcakes with her brood. She fed them a careful balance of carbs, protein, and vitamins. She was also a firm believer that small children shouldn’t become overburdened by too many after-kindergarten activities. Her kids were encouraged to pursue destressing pastimes such as kiddie yoga, Kindermusik, and tending the plants at the Tots Herb Garden.

An alpha mummy—role model: the former prime minister’s wife, Cherie Blair (lawyer, author, mother of four), motto: “In it to win it”—believed that by combining motherhood with a high-flying career, she was achieving the goals that her teachers and university tutors had set down for her. Moreover, she was proving to the next generation that it was possible for women to have it all. “Discipline” and “determination” were her watchwords. The first thing an alpha mummy did after giving birth was phone her CEO. These days she was on the treadmill by six, making shopping lists at half past, and on the phone to the Shanghai office by seven, checking the Far East markets. These mothers lived to work. Their offspring—twin boys being coached for Eton, a pretty girl with a part in the new Harry Potter film—were simply another project, to be managed and organized with the same steely efficiency and determination that they used to pull off a takeover or merger.

Because an alpha mummy believed that free time was wasted time, her children were made to fill their after-school hours with mind-improving activities. The nanny was constantly ferrying them between Mandarin, chess club, and Suzuki violin.

Amy assumed that apart from school functions, alpha mothers and stay-at-home mothers rarely met. Their paths certainly didn’t cross at Café Mozart since the alpha mothers were already at their desks by the time the stay-at-home mothers arrived. Their mutual loathing was, of course, well known. God forbid the two groups should ever lock horns. Amy imagined naked mud wrestling with briefcases and breast pumps flying.

Of course, it went without saying that jealousy was responsible for the groups hating each other. Amy would have put money on there being nights when both sets of women cried themselves to sleep, each craving what the rival group had. She had no doubt that despite the day and night nannies, the gardener and the housekeeper, life for alpha mothers wasn’t as remotely glamorous as it was thought to be. Alpha mothers knew that “having it all” came at a price. That price was permanent exhaustion, and guilt about abandoning their children.

Amy suspected that the SAHMs cried because they were bored. After another day spent attempting to soothe cracked nipples and tantrumming toddlers, they surely craved the intellectual stimulation that work provided.

She knew from listening in on their conversations that many SAHMs felt they had let themselves down by abandoning careers that as women they’d often had to fight for. These women had hung on for as long as they could before getting pregnant. Now they were knocking on forty. If they stayed at home until their babies started secondary school, they would be fifty—far too late to pick up their careers.

Amy had no intention of waiting until she was fifty. She was aware of how important it was to break into journalism now, before it was too late. And if she freelanced, she would have the luxury of being able to work from home and set her own hours.

By a quarter to twelve, there was only a handful of customers left in the café. Things would stay quiet for twenty minutes or so. Amy was in the kitchen, wiping down surfaces. Zelma was next to her, loading the dishwasher. She held up the bottle of detergent. It was almost empty. Amy said she would nip out and get some more.

“You sure, darling?”

“Positive. I need to pick up something for supper, anyway.”

Amy pulled on her jacket and took her purse out of her bag. As she walked through the café, she noticed that Brian was sitting at one of the tables with a chap in a fashionably crumpled linen suit. They were having an intense discussion about Crema Crema Crema. There was much sipping and swirling and uttering of superlatives. Amy decided that Brian wouldn’t thank her for interrupting him to ask if she could have some petty cash to pay for the dishwasher detergent. She would pay for it, and he could refund the money later.

The early summer breeze felt warm on her face. Underneath the car fumes, there was a hint of freshly mown grass. She turned her head toward the common and saw a chap in his shirtsleeves driving one of those sit-on motor mowers. She watched him for a few moments phut-phutting over the grass while mothers and dog walkers called out to their charges to keep out of the way. Aware that she was squinting in the bright light, she thought about going back for her sunglasses, but she couldn’t be bothered. Instead, she set off down the road. She paused at the posh organic butcher and looked in the window. She had a hankering for lamb chops. Then she saw the price and moved on. They would be far cheaper at the supermarket. On the other hand, there was a deli a few doors down. Maybe she would get a couple of portions of lasagne. That and beef casserole were Charlie’s favorites. She smiled as she remembered the first time she had offered her son dumplings with his casserole and he had refused them on the grounds that it was cruel to the ducks. Months later, she was still having to reassure him that baby ducks weren’t called dumplings.

She decided she would pick up the dishwasher detergent and call in at the deli on the way back. As she set off again, it occurred to her that she hadn’t spoken to her dad in days. She really ought to give him a call and see how he was doing.

Even though it had been months since her parents’ breakup, Amy still found herself moved to tears when she thought about it. Ashamed as she was to admit it, she was upset mainly for selfish reasons. Despite her being a grown-up, her “child within” felt bereft. As a couple, Phil and Val had always been strong and united. With a few exceptions, which had had more to do with Victoria’s upbringing than with hers, they had been great parents. They had always been her soft place to fall. Of course, as individuals they would always be there for her, but it wasn’t the same somehow.

Val had left Phil on the grounds that he never really spoke to her, took her out, or told her he loved her. According to Val, he was interested only in the business, his newspaper, and watching football. “One of the things that attracted me to your dad,” Val told Amy shortly after the split, “was the way he cared about all the injustice in the world, but in the end he didn’t care about the person closest to him.”

Val had always owned a tiny terraced cottage in Clapham. She used to live there before she married. Until recently she had rented it out, but when her last set of tenants moved out in January, she moved in.

The other day when Amy went to visit Val, she’d heard her on the phone to her best friend, Stella. Apparently, prior to her leaving Phil, they hadn’t had sex in months. “And when we did do it, there was never any foreplay. It was a case of brace yourself, Val, I’m coming in.” Amy had cringed and hotfooted it into the kitchen to make Charlie’s lunch.

There was no doubt in Amy’s mind that her father had treated Val badly. In recent years, she couldn’t remember her parents having a proper conversation. She was aware that Val tried to engage Phil in discussions about things she’d read about or heard on the news, but mostly—probably because he considered her interests trivial—he just grunted from behind his paper. Their conversation rarely went beyond Val asking him what he wanted to eat, which of them was going to phone the bloke about the guttering, or whether those briefs and socks strewn on the bedroom floor were destined for the wash or another wearing. Amy couldn’t help thinking that if she’d been Val, she’d have walked out, too. But Phil was still her dad. She loved him to bits. He’d always taken a massive interest in her life—without interfering—and wanted to know her news. They had proper conversations. Whenever she walked into the living room, he would immediately put down his paper or turn off the TV. His face would light up at seeing her. If she had a problem, he made time to listen. He was exactly the same with Victoria. It always upset Amy to think she had such a good relationship with her dad while he neglected Val, but if her mother was jealous, she never said a word.

Now that he was on his own, Phil was pretty much living on takeaway curries and KFC. The last time Amy visited, they’d sat in the kitchen. The area by the back door was covered in empty beer and wine bottles. Amy asked him if he missed Val. “I’ve been missing her for years,” he said, desperate sadness in his voice. “Ever since she went back to work when you and Victoria were teenagers. From then on, she became so independent, always out with her friends from her book club. She didn’t need me anymore. I know I treated her badly. I admit that and I’m sorry, but I just couldn’t get over this feeling that I was superfluous to her requirements.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Amy said, trying to be gentle. “Of course she needed you. She wanted a companion, somebody to talk to and make a fuss about her, tell her she was still beautiful, show her he loved her.”

“Well, she’s certainly got that now.” He took out a boil-in-the-bag kipper and dropped it into a pan of water.

AMY TOOK her phone out of her jacket pocket and tried Phil’s mobile. When there was no answer, she tried the office. Phil Walker owned a builders’ merchant. As a young man, he’d had no plans to go into the family business. Instead, he went to university, studied sociology because it was trendy, and planned a career working with deprived inner-city children. Then his father had a heart attack and died. It was the mid-1970s and the country was in recession, with most of the population on a three-day working week. Even though the business was struggling, Phil didn’t have the heart to wind it up and sack the staff, who had been loyal for decades. He took it over, sat tight, and prayed.

Back then it was a small business on the outskirts of a pretty Surrey village. In the early eighties the village expanded. It began to draw soap stars, C-list TV presenters, soccer players, and their wannabe model actress wives—all of them in urgent need of bricks, cement, and mock Grecian pillars for their new McMansions. The word on the new gated developments was that Walker’s was the place to go. Phil was earning several times what he would have made as a social worker, and by then he and Val had a huge mortgage. (For some reason, maybe because even then she saw it as a potential bolt-hole, Val refused to sell the Clapham cottage.) It was too late to follow his dream. He was never going to “make a difference.” He relieved his guilt by giving up a Saturday morning once a month to rattle a collecting box in the High Street. It wasn’t much, but by then things were so busy at work, he was putting in twelve-hour days. It was the best he could do.

“Hello-Walker’s-Chantelle-speakin’-how-may-I-help-hew?” Another ditzy, singsong temp on reception.

“Oh, hi, this is Amy, Mr. Walker’s daughter. Is my dad there?”

“Can I ask with what it’s in connection with?”

“Excuse me?”

“Can I ask with what it’s in connection with?”

“I’m his daughter, Amy. That’s the connection.”

“Oh-right-I-see. Bear with me. Trying to connect you.” Cue “Greensleeves.” “Sorree, Mr. Walker isn’t at his desk at present. Can I be of help to yourself?”

Suddenly Phil came on the line. “Hello?”

“Oh, you are there. It’s me, Ames. Nothing important. I was just ringing for a chat and to see how you are.”

“I’m fine. Really good. Listen, sweetheart, it’s sweet of you to phone, but I haven’t got time to talk. I’m on my way out and I’m running late for an important meeting. I’ll speak to you later. Love you.”

The phone went dead. That was odd. Her dad never had meetings. His accountant came twice a year to go over the books, and that was about it. She’d temped at Walker’s often enough during her university vacations to know that his day involved e-mailing or phoning suppliers. When he wasn’t doing that, he was dealing with builders who came in; ordered fifty kilos of cement or bricks; trashed the Prime Minister, the state of the economy, or the latest Russian oligarch to acquire a newspaper or soccer team; paid cash; and left. Where could he possibly be going? Still, he sounded remarkably chipper. That made a change.

Tesco was just off the main drag, opposite the Tube station. A few doors down was the old Odeon cinema, its elegant geometric Art Deco facade faded and flaking. Having been closed for years, the building was being redeveloped. It was covered in scaffolding, which butted out onto the pavement. This meant that pedestrians were forced into a narrow covered walkway in the road. As Amy stopped to let through a woman pushing a twin buggy, she noticed a sign attached to the scaffolding. It was the familiar brown and cream coffee bean logo that caught her eye. BEAN MACHINE COMING SOON, the sign read. What? This was the first she’d heard of it, and she was certain Brian knew nothing about it. He would be up in arms if he did.

Amy wasn’t just shocked. She was mystified. Everybody knew that the old Odeon building was being developed as office space. The town council had sent the plans to all the local businesspeople and invited them to raise objections. As far as she knew, there had been none and the plans had been approved. This had happened months ago. Contracts would have been signed with the office developers. How on earth had Bean Machine been able to claim the space? Amy could only assume that the original developers had pulled out, leaving Bean Machine free to march in and make the council a financial offer it couldn’t refuse.

However it had come about, the imminent arrival of Bean Machine was the worst possible news. Amy was no doom-monger, but there was a recession on. Café Mozart was doing okay because the coffee and food were so good. But it wasn’t cheap. She had no idea how the café would fare, faced with competition from a corporate coffee giant whose prices were so much lower.

By now the woman pushing the buggy had gone by. Amy emerged from the scaffolding tunnel. As she reached the entrance to the old cinema, she slowed down. The building was massive, she thought. Way too big for a coffee shop. It made no sense.

Just then she noticed a man about her own age standing in the doorway, his gray suit accessorized by a yellow hard hat. He was carrying a clipboard and jotting down notes. Amy went up to him. “Excuse me, I’m sorry to bother you,” she said, happening to notice that he was writing on paper with a Bean Machine letterhead. “But is Bean Machine really opening here—in this building?”

He looked up at her. “Yes. Underneath the new offices.”

So Bean Machine was sharing the space. That made sense. “Bloody hell,” Amy murmured. Talk about the perfect spot. Not only would Bean Machine cater to all the office employees upstairs, its position opposite the station meant it would grab all the commuters. Brian would lose all his early-morning trade. And since the mighty Bean Machine could afford to undercut Brian’s prices by miles, it would probably steal most of his other trade, too.

Amy asked, “Do you happen to know when Bean Machine is due to open?”

“A few weeks. The moment the builders move out, the shop fitters move in.”

“I see. As soon as that.”

She must have looked troubled because the chap asked her if she was all right.

“Yes, I’m fine.” She offered him a meek smile and carried on toward Tesco.

She bought the dishwasher detergent, but in her rush to get back to Café Mozart, she completely forgot about picking up lasagne from the deli.

In the end, she decided to wait until the lunchtime rush was over before telling Brian about Bean Machine.

By half past two the place was empty. Brian was standing behind the counter, talking on his mobile. He was trying to get through to the biscotti people to find out why the weekly order hadn’t arrived. Zelma was sweeping the floor. She never did it when customers were around because she felt that it put them off their coffee and cake.

Amy hovered, waiting for Brian to finish his call. Eventually he flipped down the lid on his phone.

“Bri, have you got a minute? I need to talk to you.”

“Sounds ominous,” he said, shoving the phone into his jeans pocket.

When she’d finished telling him, he seemed confused more than anything.

“But I’ve had no letter from the council. If another coffee shop were opening so close, I might well have the right to raise a formal objection. Are you absolutely sure about this?”

Zelma, who had been eavesdropping, came across and said he should get on to the “authorities” and demand to speak to the “head one.”

“Look,” Amy said, “the guy I spoke to was from Bean Machine. Surely he should know. And there was a bloomin’ great sign up.”

Brian ran his hand through his thicket of hair. “Bean Machine is a huge multinational. They can undercut us by at least twenty or even thirty percent. We’re fucked.”

“Excuse your French,” Zelma said, “but why don’t you just undercut them?”

“I can’t afford to,” Brian came back. “I only buy the best fair-trade organic beans. They don’t come cheap. My profit margin is as low as I can get it.”

“Look, darling, if it would help, I have a few thousand I could lend you. Then you could bring down your prices.”

Brian managed a smile. “Thanks, Zelma. I really appreciate the offer, but it would take more than a few thousand quid to compete with Bean Machine.”

“But an organic, ethically sourced product matters to some people,” Amy piped up, desperate to say something reassuring, even if she didn’t really believe it. “We might lose a few customers, but the rest will stay loyal, I’m sure. And our food is fantastic. Have you ever tasted a Bean Machine cheese food and Marmite panini?”

“Come on, Amy, get real. There’s a recession on. People are only interested in the bottom line.” He rubbed his hand over his chin. “God … and it’s opposite the Tube. We’ll lose all our early-morning trade. That’s it. It’s over. I may as well sell out now. Bloody hell, I’m going under, just like my parents did.”

“Brian, you are not your parents. Believe it or not, going bankrupt is not genetically inherited. Look, I admit things don’t look great, but you have to stop panicking. Something will work out. Why don’t you phone the council and check if you have the right to appeal?”

The next moment he was back on his mobile, dialing information to get the number of the council’s planning department. While he waited to be connected, he disappeared into the kitchen. Five minutes later he was back.

“They said that everybody has been informed that the ground floor of the old cinema is being given over to Bean Machine. I never got the letter. Not that it matters because the council’s position is that even in a small neighborhood like this, there is enough trade to go around.” He paused. “So … short of Bean Machine pulling out of this deal, we are stuffed.”

“Nonsense,” Zelma declared. “You mustn’t even think of giving up. I mean, what would have happened if the hemorrhoid people had stopped at Preparation G?”

“Or … or … Chanel had stopped at No. 4?” Amy added.

Brian wasn’t about to be jollied along. He looked as if he might burst into tears. “God would never let me be successful. He’d kill me first. He’d never let me be happy.”

“That sounds vaguely familiar,” Amy said. “It’s a famous quote, isn’t it? Who said it? I bet it was Nietzsche or one of those other miserablist philosophers.”

“Nope. George Costanza.”
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