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Chapter One

Steffi elbows her hair out of her eyes before grabbing a frying pan, splashing olive oil liberally into it and scraping the finely chopped onion into the oil. Ignoring the sweat running into her eyes, she spins around, hurrying over to the counter opposite, where Jorge is slicing spring onions.

“More of the green,” she says, peering over his shoulder, then leaning forward to show him. “Take it all the way up to there.” She runs back to the frying pan and shakes it hard, turning down the heat for the onion to soften, before pacing quickly to another chopping board and thinly slicing a giant portobello mushroom.

The rest of the world might be falling apart, but you’d never know it to look through the window at Joni’s on Twelfth Street, the tiny vegetarian restaurant downtown that is becoming almost impossible to get into.

The crowds come for the cozy atmosphere, the friendly staff and, mostly, the food, which garnered a rave review in New York  magazine the other week, and is solely because of their scatty but brilliant chef, Steffi Tollemache.

In the past year, Steffi has been astonished to see how busy the restaurant has become. It is her first proper job as a chef, and she knew, within days, that she had finally found her calling.

It wasn’t just the excitement of being given free rein to reinvent the menu that made it so perfect, but the people. For the first time,  Steffi felt part of a community, with most of the customers living in the hood and almost all becoming regulars.

 

The lunchtime rush is over when Steffi looks through the hatch to see Mason at a table by the window, immersed, as usual, in a manuscript, and sipping from a mug of coffee.

She owes him a thank-you—last week a box arrived containing advance copies of two new cookbooks that Mason had told her about, knowing she would be interested.

Wiping her hands on a towel and pushing the damp strands of hair off her face, she nudges the kitchen door open with her foot and walks over to the table with a smile.

The restaurant is almost empty. Just a table of four who are lingering over their mint teas and Middle Eastern orange cake.

“Are you the chef?” One of the table of four stops her as she passes, and Steffi nods.

“This. Cake. Is. Awesome.”

“It’s incredible,” the rest of the table chorus. “This is the most amazing cake I’ve ever had.”

One of the girls leans forward eagerly. “I’m a serious cook, and I would love to have the recipe.”

“Thank you for all your great compliments,” Steffi says and grins, catching Mason’s eye as he listens and looks up. “And yes, of course you can have the recipe. I’ll only have to charge you two hundred and fifty dollars for it.”

“What?” Their mouths fall open in shock.

“I’m kidding!” Steffi laughs. “Didn’t you ever hear the Neiman Marcus chocolate-chip-cookie story? I’m pretty sure it’s apocryphal, but I couldn’t resist.”

“Oh my God!” one of the group exclaims. “I’ve baked those cookies! I love them.”

“I know,” Steffi says. “Me too. I’ll have to write down the recipe for the cake. Do you want to give me your email address? That’s probably easiest.”

“That would be great,” the girl says. “Thanks!”
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“I think I underordered,” Mason says. “I clearly need some of that orange cake.”

“Everyone needs some of the orange cake!” Steffi smiles, turning to call to Skye, the waitress who’s hovering by the bar at the end. “Skye? Can you bring Mason an orange cake?”

“Do you have time to sit?” Mason gestures to the chair and Steffi gratefully sinks down into it, relieved to be finally off her feet.

Skye comes to the table bringing the cake for Mason, two spoons and a cup of Lemon Zinger tea (her favorite) for Steffi, who smiles gratefully and squeezes her hand after she sets them down, then shakes her head as Mason tries to foist the second spoon on her.

“Oh come on, you have to. I can’t eat all this by myself.”

“So eat half and take the rest home for Olivia.”

He splutters with laughter. “Olivia won’t eat this! She’s allergic to carbs, wheat and sugar. Oh, and dairy.”

“She is? Seriously allergic?”

“Of course not, but that’s what she says now because it’s easier than having to explain how she looks that fantastic after two kids. Mmmm. I have to say, she’s seriously missing out on the fun stuff.”

Is she ever, thinks Steffi, who would never dare say anything.

Mason and Olivia live with their perfect children, Sienna and Gray, in a perfect apartment on Park Avenue in the East Sixties. And not just any building on Park Avenue in the East Sixties, but a building that is considered to be one of the top three buildings in Manhattan.

She only knows the apartment is perfect because a few weeks ago, waiting to see the doctor after a particularly nasty cold that had left her with a wicked sinus infection (dizzy spells and loss of balance were not great while working in a busy kitchen), she picked up a copy of Elle Décor.

There, on page sixty-five, was a giant glossy picture of Mason and Olivia, with Sienna and Gray looking adorably cute, in their stunning apartment. They were described as a glamorous power couple, he the highly respected publisher who formed his own imprint  five years ago, and, thanks to three huge successes, is now regarded as a serious player in the publishing world.

His wife, Olivia, is a Bedale. Yes, from those Bedales. The super-wealthy Southern oil family. Steffi asked a friend who worked in publishing about them, and the money, it seems, the riches that funded their extraordinary apartment, is her family money. While he is now a player, that wouldn’t earn him anything like the sort of income that bought this apartment, and the art contained within it.

They are not the sort of people whom Steffi would usually know, but Mason works around the corner and comes in for lunch a couple of times a week.

Olivia met him there for lunch one day and Steffi was stunned. Though Olivia was charming to her, Steffi had never imagined Mason to be married to someone so . . . perfect.

Mason is always a bit of a mess. His hair is never brushed, he often has at least a day’s worth of stubble and his suits never seem to quite fit him, hanging off his lanky frame. There are times when Steffi wants to force-feed him, and although she knew, long before seeing the magazine article, that he was married, never did she expect him to be married to someone who looked like Olivia.

Olivia looks frighteningly high-maintenance. The day she walked in, on her own, waiting for Mason, Steffi happened to be at the hatch and she was tempted to run out and tell this woman she was clearly in the wrong place, then redirect her to somewhere like Café Boulud or the Four Seasons.

What was she doing at Joni’s?

A tiny symphony of blond and white cashmere, her diamonds cast pinpricks of light on the ceiling, a veritable disco ball, as she turned to see if Mason was there.

Who was she?

“Excuse me?” Her voice was light and lilting, clearly Southern, and she laid a hand on the waitress’s arm with a beaming smile. “I am so sorry to bother you when you are this busy, but I think we have a reservation?”

“We don’t take reservations.” Skye said. “But you’re welcome to wait in line for a table.”

Her face fell. “Oh. I’m certain my husband would . . .” She trailed off as the door opened and Mason walked in. “There he is!” she said in exasperation, as Skye raised an eyebrow at Steffi, still peering through the hatch, and winked at Mason to indicate she would seat him as quickly as possible.

They may not have taken reservations, but they still tried to look after their most regular and valued customers, and Mason was definitely one of them even though his wife was a . . . surprise.

As with all their regular customers, particularly the ones who, like Mason, arrive after the lunchtime rush, she has gotten to know them, has even grown to consider some of them friends.

“I totally meant to thank you.” Steffi picks up her tea and sips. “I can’t believe you remembered to send me the cookbooks.”

“Of course. What did you think of them? This, by the way,” he gestures to the cake, “is sublime.”

“Thank you. And I did look at the books. You were right about the slow-cooking one—there’s a lot of meat in it, so I had to look at it more carefully, but I loved the recipes, and I see how you could take the meat out and adapt them.”

“That was the point of my sending it to you,” he says. “I knew you’d like the vegetables.”

“I have to say, the chili is incredible. I made it the other day.” She sighs, barely perceptibly.

“You did? But doesn’t it have turkey in it?”

Steffi laughs. “Yes, but I made it for my sister’s birthday. We’re having a surprise party for her on Friday, so I made two batches, one with turkey for the party, and then I adapted it slightly for a vegan batch. Also, I added some allspice and cinnamon, which was gorgeous—made it ever so slightly sweet. And now,” she sighs again, heavily, “I have to make it all over again tonight.”

“It was that good?”

“No. Rob invited a ton of people over last night while I was at work and, several pounds of grass later, they all attacked the chili. Which would normally be fine, but I’d made it for my sister’s birthday party this weekend, and Rob knew that,” Steffi says in disgust. “Sometimes I think I’m living with a child.”

Mason laughs heartily. “I think all rock stars are a bit like that.”

“I thought it was all men?”

“That too.”

“Christ.” Steffi shakes her head. “And according to my dad I’m  still a child. How is it I’ve ended up with someone even more irresponsible than me?”

“I take it he isn’t the love of your life?”

“I can’t even talk about it,” Steffi says sadly, for she recognizes this feeling, and knows it is now just a matter of time. Talking about it, even with someone as sympathetic as Mason, would just make it real; giving voice to her inner feelings would mean she would then have to make a change, and how can she run when she doesn’t know where she’s running to?

“So tell me more about the cinnamon with the chili,” Mason says. “I love that idea. It’s very Moroccan, to mix the sweet and the sour. Interesting to do that with chili. It worked, I take it?”

“Apparently so. At least according to the stoners lounging round the apartment last night. You should try it,” she says and grins. “Or maybe I’ll add it to the menu.”

“Do that and you’ll have to pay me royalties.”

“Please tell me you’re joking.”

Mason throws up his hands. “Okay, I’m joking. So when are you going to write a cookbook for me?”

“When I can think of an angle that will sell it.”

“I asked you ages ago to start thinking.”

“Are you sure we really need an angle?”

“Yes. But when you’re ready come and see me and we’ll talk.”

Steffi sighs again. “I must be the only chef in the country who is being offered a publishing deal and is too busy to take it.”

Mason laughs. “I haven’t actually offered you a deal . . . yet. I just said come and talk to me when you have a good story to tell.”

“Isn’t being a rock chick and vegan chef in a vegetarian restaurant enough?”

“Sadly, no,” Mason says. “Hey, there was something I’ve been meaning to ask you.”

“Ask away, but quickly.” Steffi checks her watch, and notes that Skye is getting itchy feet, clearly wanting to leave.

“So we’re moving to London . . .”

“What?”

“We just bought a publishing house in the UK and we’re merging the two businesses, so I have to spend some time over there to get this company going.”

“I can’t believe we’ve been sitting here talking about chili when you have this huge news. That’s great! It’s great, right?”

“It is great, and we’re all really excited. Olivia’s there now, working with the decorator to get the apartment ready. But here’s the thing: we can’t take Fingal.”

“Fingal?” Who is Fingal, Steffi wonders. Butler? Driver?

“Our dog. Fingal.”

“Oh!” She laughs. “I thought it was a butler.”

“Don’t be ridiculous!” Mason shakes his head and winks. “The butler’s coming with us.”

“Tell me that you’re joking now.”

He shrugs. “I know. It’s really ridiculous. That we have a butler.”

“It’s insane! What are you even doing here? You’re much too posh for this restaurant.”

“It’s not me!” He suddenly sounds like a little boy. Plaintive. “It’s Olivia. This is how she grew up, I guess.”

“Wow. So let me ask you a question.” There is a twinkle in her eye as Steffi leans forward. “If you have a butler, how come your suits are always so horribly pressed? I think you should fire him.”

Mason sinks his head into his hands with a shrug. “I can’t help it. When I put them on they’re perfect, but everything I wear looks like I’ve slept in it within an hour. It drives Olivia nuts. She makes me change my clothes every couple of hours when I’m at home.”

“She does?” Steffi is astonished.

“I know. But anyway . . . Fingal. He can’t come with us—no dogs allowed in the apartment in London—so we need to find him a home. Do you by any chance know anyone?”

Steffi’s eyes glaze over for a moment as she realizes what a dangerous conversation this is for her to be having. She loves dogs. She has always wanted a dog. She is known in certain circles as the dog rescuer, and has never been known to leave an animal rescue center without a dog in tow.

The problem, she has repeatedly discovered, is that her life is simply too busy for a dog; and by the time she finishes work, the whole schlepping up the stairs to the apartment, getting the dog, going back down for walks, and all the rest of it, is just too much. Every dog has ended up being rehomed, usually with friends of her mother.

There was McScruff, the West Highland terrier, who now lives with Florence, her mother’s hairdresser, in Maine. There was Poggle, the Maltese, who was the product of a divorce, and no one mentioned to Steffi that he wasn’t house-trained. He now lives with Arthur, her mother’s lawyer. And last year there was Maxwell, the eight-month-old golden retriever she fell in love with at the rescue center.

She brought him home, only to discover that the reason a beautiful pure-bred golden retriever was in the animal rescue center in the first place was because he was crazy. He was the most high-energy dog she’d ever known, manic, in fact, and within a week every single pair of her shoes had been converted to chews, and not the expensive Jimmy kind.

Maxwell had been shipped out to cousins on a forty-acre farm in Milbrook, where he has apparently decided that the sheep and donkeys are his playmates. They are, understandably, not terribly impressed, but Maxwell is beloved by his new family, and so Steffi considers herself something of a good Samaritan.

But a dog! She has always wanted a dog. Something small and cuddly who would love her to pieces. Or large and scary, like a Doberman, who would actually be a pussycat and her best friend. A companion. Man’s Best Friend—isn’t that what they say?

And wouldn’t this perhaps be a perfect solution? It wasn’t permanent, but would break her in gently.

“How long for?” Steffi finds herself asking.

“A year.”

“Wow. That’s a long time.”

There is Rob to consider. Rob hates dogs. Never trust a man who doesn’t like children or animals. But what does it matter, given that they have neither? But she loves dogs. She wants a dog. She wants this dog. Even though she doesn’t know what it is.

“What kind of dog is Fingal?”

She is thinking: small, terrier type. Big brown eyes. Loyal. Loving.

“Scottish deerhound. But he’s terrifically low-maintenance. Do you want to see a picture?”

“Sure.”

Scottish deerhound? What the hell is that? Steffi hasn’t even heard of a Scottish deerhound.

Mason flicks through the photos on his iPhone and hands it over.

“Jesus Christ!” Steffi yelps. “That isn’t a dog. That’s a horse!”

“He is quite big, but he looks much bigger in that picture because he’s with the kids.”

“He’s not with the kids. They’re riding him.”

“That was just a joke. They don’t really ride him.”

“I couldn’t take care of a dog that size. He’d eat me for breakfast.”

“Actually he’s very lazy. He could eat you for breakfast if he could be bothered, but trust me, he couldn’t be bothered. Mostly he just lies around on sofas all day.”

“Always good to have a dog that’s trained to stay off the furniture.” She peers at Mason. “How does Olivia feel about having a dog lying around on the sofas all day?”

“Not happy. He’s only allowed on two sofas, and she’s covered them with special throws so his fur never actually touches the Fortuny fabric, heaven forbid.”

“Heaven forbid, indeed. God, Mason. I . . . I mean, I was going to say I’d take the dog, but he wouldn’t even fit in our apartment. And he looks like you’d need to walk him eight miles five times a day.”

“He doesn’t.” Mason shakes his head excitedly. “He just needs to be run. He’s basically the same type of dog as a greyhound, so he needs a couple of short bursts of really intense exercise. And you wouldn’t even notice him in the apartment. He’s incredibly quiet and mellow.”

“Really?” Steffi looks at the picture dubiously.

“Really. And you would absolutely love him. He’s the coolest dog in the world.”

“I guess he’d be something of a man magnet,” Steffi muses, handing the phone back to Mason.

“Why would you care? You have a boyfriend.”

“I won’t have if I come home with Fingal. He hates dogs.”

“Oh. Never trust a—”

“Yes, yes. I know.” Steffi sighs. “So here’s the deal. I’ll meet him. Which doesn’t mean yes, it just means I’ll meet him.”

“That would be fantastic!” Mason says. “You’ll love him and, honestly, I would feel so much better about his being with someone I know. You could feed him chili spiced with cinnamon! He’d be in dog heaven!”

“What were you going to do if you didn’t find someone?”

Mason’s face falls. “Olivia thinks we’re going to adopt him out. Permanently.”

“Would you?”

He shakes his head. “I wouldn’t want to. I love Fingal. He’s my dog.”

“Hey, given that I probably won’t have a boyfriend to come home to if I decide to look after Fingal, you wouldn’t happen to have a spare apartment I could live in as well?” Steffi is joking.

Half.

Mason looks at her curiously. “I don’t have an apartment—we’ve already signed a year’s lease with a couple from Belgium who are moving to New York, but . . . are you serious?”

“It depends. What are you thinking?”

Mason sighs, looks away, then back at her. “You know what? Nothing. It’s silly. You live and work in New York. Forget it.”

“What? Tell me. Now I have to know.”

“I do have a house. Not an apartment, but a wonderful old farmhouse in Sleepy Hollow.”

“Cooooool.” The word stretches out as images of roaring fires and long leafy walks flutter through Steffi’s head.

“I’ve had it for years,” Mason continues. “It’s very old, but beautiful, and with twenty acres. Olivia hates it, so I just keep it rented out. However the last tenants scooted out early and it’s empty. I was waiting to rent it out after Christmas, but . . .”

“Would I like it?”

“I have no idea—I hardly know you.” Mason smiles. “But I love it.”

“Sleepy Hollow’s right by my sister, Callie. She’s in Bedford,” Steffi muses out loud. “It would be amazing, to be near her. One more question . . .” Steffi looks around and lowers her voice. “Do you happen to know if there are any vegetarian restaurants in the area that might be looking for a vegan chef?”




Almost Flourless Orange and Almond Cake with Marmalade 

Ingredients

1 orange 
3 eggs 
1 cup confectioners’ sugar 
¼ cup plain flour, sifted 
1 teaspoon baking powder 
1 cup ground almonds 
½ cup marmalade 
Confectioners’ sugar for dusting 
Optional: small carton whipping cream, rind of 1 orange



Method

Preheat the oven to 350°F. Grease an 8-inch springform cake tin and line it with wax paper.

 

Put the orange in a pan, cover with water and simmer for 1 hour (or nuke in a microwave for around 25 minutes) until soft. Cut the orange in half, remove the seeds and puree in a food processor.

 

Beat the eggs and sugar until pale and thick. Fold in the flour, baking powder, almonds and orange puree. Pour into the tin and bake for 1 hour.

 

Melt the marmalade in a small pan, then pour through a fine sieve, pressing to get all the juice out. Spread the rind-free juice over the cake.

 

When cool, sift the confectioners’ sugar over the cake. Mix whipped cream with the orange rind and serve alongside.






Chapter Two

The phone startles Steffi. She reaches for it blindly, then stumbles out of the room so as not to wake Rob.

“Shit.” She trips over her flip-flops outside the bedroom and kicks them viciously out of the way, collapsing on the sofa and rubbing her ankle.

“Lo?”

“Steff ? Did I wake you?”

“Oh hey, Callie. Yes, you woke me. What are you doing calling so early?”

“Early? It’s ten-thirty.”

“TEN-THIRTY?” Steffi shouts. “Oh shit.”

“What?”

“Oh God. I overslept again. I had meant to go to the farmers’ market this morning to get lettuce and peas for the menu tonight.”

“So . . . can’t you go to Gristedes instead?”

“That’s what I keep doing, and then I end up paying for it out of my own pocket. Dammit. I can’t believe I overslept again. And I’m supposed to be at work in half an hour. I’m never gonna make it.”

“Do you want me to call you back later?”

Steffi sighs. “No. I’m going to be late whatever. A few minutes talking to you won’t make any difference. How are you, sis? What’s up?”

“Steff, I’m worried about you. You can’t afford to lose another job. You have to be careful.”

“I know, I know. But they love me. I’ve totally changed the menu, and we’re getting amazing crowds. I may drive them nuts with my lateness, but they would never fire me.”

“That’s what you said the last time.”

“Right. But I was getting really bored there. It was time to move on.”

“So how do you feel about Joni’s?”

Steffi hesitates. “Bored.” She breaks out in a peal of laughter.

“You are a disaster,” Callie says, laughing. “What’s the record for holding down a job? Six months? Seven?”

“Nooo. That’s not fair.” Despite being on the phone Steffi pouts, just as she has always done when teased by her big sister. “Almost a year at the Grain Market.”

“A year? Are you sure?”

“Okay. So it was nine and a half months, but you always round up for your résumé. And actually, I was kidding about being bored. I’m not bored, I love it. But if a new challenge presented itself, I’d be willing to look at it.”

“Right now you’re going to have to start praying for a new challenge,” Callie says sternly. “And what about Rob? How’re things going with him?”

Steffi drops her voice to a whisper. “Would you be surprised if I said it wasn’t going particularly well?”

“No.” Callie tuts. “It’s what I would expect. Oh Steff. When are you going to settle down?”

“Callie!” Steffi reprimands. “Now you sound just like Dad. You’ve always been my supporter. Don’t start giving me a hard time now! Anyway, this isn’t my fault. I’m just getting fed up with the whole rock-chick lifestyle, and frankly, if I were to settle down, it wouldn’t be with someone like Rob. Plus, I’m only thirty-three so I’ve got plenty of time. Just because you were married at this age doesn’t mean that’s the right path for me.”

“You’re right. I just . . . I guess I just want to see you happy.”

“I am happy,” Steffi says. “It’s just not the same kind of happiness as you, with a perfect husband, two perfect children and a perfect house.”

“If it makes you feel better, the husband is never home, those children ain’t so perfect—the daughter, for example, is soon to turn nine and is developing a serious attitude that is making my hair stand on end—and the neighbors’ septic tank has just exploded all over our yard.”

Steffi cracks up. “I totally shouldn’t say this, but yes, that does make me feel better. So I guess things aren’t any different with Reece?”

“Different, as in does he get home before nine at night and does he ever stop traveling? Nope. Things are no different.”

“But you love it, right? The independence?”

“Yeah. I do. I guess I’m more like Mom than I realized.” Callie drifts into silence as she thinks about her solitary evenings, when Reece is still at work and the kids are in bed.

It is a time she loves. The house is entirely peaceful, and she can drift in and out of her office, Photoshopping pictures if she chooses, making herself tea, curling up on the sofa to watch some TV. It has become her favorite time of day—the hours when the phone doesn’t ring, other than Reece to say what time he’ll be home, and no one is demanding anything of her.

“How about the kids? Are they like you, or Reece?” Steffi smiles, thinking of the niece and nephew she adores.

“Eliza’s just as strong willed and stubborn as I am, and moody as hell. God, Steff, I don’t remember ever being this rude to Mom when I was young. Sometimes it just takes my breath away.”

“My perfect niece is rude? Seriously?”

“Not for the past couple of days, thank God. She’s liking me this week because I just donated a family photographic session to the school auction, and apparently she overheard one of the ten-year-olds saying her mom was desperate to have me take their pictures. So this week I’m cool again. Jack, on the other hand, bless his soul, still adores me unreservedly. God,” she sighs, “I love that boy.”

“Favoritism!” Steffi points out. “And by the way, despite what Eliza may think this week, you’re not cool,” she says. “You’re a total Stepford Wife.”

“Steff, if you weren’t my sister, I’d kill you.”

“But it’s true. How many times do I have to tell you there are wardrobe choices other than Gap shorts and FitFlops?”

Callie laughs. “How do you know I have FitFlops?”

“I don’t, but I took the train out to stay with Lila a couple of weekends ago, and every single woman I passed on Main Street was wearing those damned things. It’s obviously some weird suburban Stepford thing.”

“Bedford isn’t the suburbs, it’s the country.”

“That’s just what you tell yourself to make yourself feel better. Hey, by the way, this guy who comes into the restaurant may let me use his farmhouse in Sleepy Hollow. Wouldn’t that be awesome?”

Callie lights up. “Sleepy Hollow? That’s so close! That would be amazing. What would it be, a weekend place for you or something?”

“Something. Not sure yet. I haven’t seen it but I’ll keep you posted.”

“Hey, how is Lila, anyway? And how come you went out there? That’s just sad. She’s my best friend and you get to see her more often than I do.”

“I totally don’t, but this boyfriend of hers, Ed, had his son staying, and the boy’s a fan of Rob’s so we came out to meet him.”

“That’s adorable! She never told me!”

Steffi sniffs. “Some kind of best friend . . .”

“No, it’s my fault,” Callie says guiltily. “I’ve been so busy with life, I’ve barely had a chance to speak to her, and she’s terrible at email. So did you meet Ed? What did you think?”

“Yes. He seems like a great guy.”

“I think he is. In fact, for all the times Lila has said that this time she’s met the one, this is the first time she hasn’t actually said that. It seems more real than the others. Very measured and balanced. I think she may actually have found the guy.”

“She seems happy. They do seem right together, and she was calm around him.”

“That’s exactly it,” Callie says excitedly. “He calms her down, and that’s what was always missing. Lila always got so completely amped up about her boyfriends that you knew it couldn’t last.”

“Also, he does have that amazing English accent.”

“I know!” Callie giggles. “If I close my eyes I can think of Hugh Grant.”

“So,” Steffi says, “although, darling sis, I would love to talk to you all day, they might very well kill me if I’m more than about twenty minutes late, so did you just call to chat or is there a reason?”

“Both. I called to chat, and to say that I’m kind of worried about Dad.”

“You are? Why? Is he sick?”

“God, no! Nothing like that. It’s just that he’s started calling me every day, which, as you know, isn’t like him at all, and I just worry that he’s really lonely.”

“That’s because he’s a bad-tempered old bastard and the minute all those lady friends realize it, they’re off.”

“I don’t think he has any lady friends right now. I think that’s the problem. He’s never been great at friendships, has he? And now he’s sixty-nine and on his own, and I’m just worried about him.”

“So what should we do? Go up and see him?”

“That would be a start. Or maybe you could invite him to stay in New York with you. He loves the theater and the opera and he probably wouldn’t even be at the apartment much.”

“Callie? Have you been to this apartment? Dad would hate it here. And he totally wouldn’t understand Rob’s hours. It would drive him nuts that Rob stays up all night and sleeps all day. He’d probably shove him out of bed at six a.m. and force him to go for a run or something. Why don’t you have him stay with you?”

“In Bedford? What’s he going to do here? He’d have a much better time in the city.”

“So suggest he come in and stay in a hotel. I’d take him out. I just don’t think I can have him at the apartment. But anyway, it doesn’t solve the larger problem. If he’s lonely, what can we do?”

“I suggested online dating services but he freaked out, which I guess is still the aftermath of Hiromi. Then he just said he’s not the  slightest bit interested in dating anyone. I even joked that he didn’t have to date them, he could just sleep with them.”

“Ew. Gross. Do you have to bring that up?”

“Sorry. I was kidding.” Callie laughs.

“You know what I wish?” Steffi says. “I wish that he and Mom would somehow find a way to be friends.”

“No you don’t,” Callie counters. “You wish that he and Mom got back together.”

“Not really. I mean, there’s a part of me that always wanted that when we were growing up, but now I just think they’re both on their own, neither of them is exactly a spring chicken, and it would be so nice if they became, I don’t know, friends. Wouldn’t it be great?”

“Except you’re forgetting that Dad’s a starched right-wing, rigid, grumpy bastard who likes everything done his way, and Mom’s a laid-back, left-wing, scatty free spirit who floats through life like a fairy.”

“She’s on Planet Mom.” Steffi laughs.

“Yup. Still.” Callie sighs. “All these years later and she still lives on Planet Mom. Or Planet Honor, as Dad calls it. She still loves her Chinese medicine and natural supplements. She’d drive him nuts. It’s never going to happen.”

“Does he still hate her as much as ever?”

“Put it like this: when he talks about her, he still refers to her as ‘your mother,’ with a sneer in his voice.”

“God, you’d think that two marriages and one longtime relationship later he’d get over it.” Steffi shakes her head.

“I know. I think he still loves her.”

“And if by love you mean hates her passionately—absolutely.”

“I’m still amazed they didn’t screw us up more.”

“Speak for yourself. I’m the younger one and, according to Dad, I’m a total mess.”

“He doesn’t think you’re a total mess. He just thinks you’re completely irresponsible and still a child.”

“Thanks for the support.”

“I didn’t say that’s what I think,” Callie protests. “That’s what Dad thinks.”

“So what do you think?”

There’s a pause. “Pretty much the same,” Callie says, and they both burst out laughing.

“So maybe Reece and I will treat Dad to a stay in a hotel in New York for his birthday, then,” Callie continues. “You’re right about the apartment. Dad would think Rob was a disaster and it would put him in a permanent bad mood. Let me talk to Reece and see if he could get some time off work so we could all go out and do stuff together.”

“Time off work? Your husband?”

“I know, I know, but a girl can dream.”

“I’ve got to go,” Steffi says. “Love you, Callie.”

“Love you too, baby.”

They put down their respective phones, each with a smile on her face.

 

Callie sits at her desk in her home office and grabs a pad and pencil. There is so much to do every day that the only way she can breathe is to make lists and systematically tick off each item as she gets it done.1. Walk Elizabeth. Elizabeth is their devoted black lab, who is now the size of two black labs because, despite Jack’s pleading for a puppy and swearing that he would walk her every single day, no one walks Elizabeth anymore, and flinging a tennis ball from a plastic orange ball flinger in the garden twice a day doesn’t seem to be making much of a difference. The vet now says Elizabeth has reached critical size and must be walked at least twice a day in the dog park, where she can jump and play with other dogs.
2. Register Jack for baseball; and sign Eliza up for drama classes, in a bid to channel the drama into something constructive, rather than the weeping and wailing when, say, Callie cancels a sleepover as a consequence for Eliza’s backtalk.
3. Return the phone calls from all the sleepaway camps that have been leaving forced-cheerful messages on the answering machine for weeks. Oh how she wishes she’d never asked them for information in the first place. She had no idea quite how much they would want her . . .
4. Grocery shop. There is nothing in the fridge except drawers full of wilting vegetables, which is what happens when you try to be clever by buying tons of food in the desperate hope that you won’t have to hit the grocery store again for at least another week, and your husband doesn’t get back until nine p.m. every night and has usually grabbed a pizza on his way home.
5. Cook. Callie is hosting Book Club tonight, and has completely forgotten about it until this very second. She can’t just serve ready-bought food. No. She can’t. The girls would never let her hear the end of it. She’ll make Steffi’s tomato tarts with puff pastry—easy and impressive. That’ll keep the girls quiet.
6. Aaaargh. Run to the liquor store and get bottles of wine, and then to the gourmet food market for snacks. Having Book Club at her house tonight is also a problem because whoever hosts it has to introduce the book and give her opinion and some constructive thoughts as an opener, and Callie hasn’t had time even to open the book. She does like the cover though, although she’s not sure that’s enough.
7. Get to the gym. She’s been feeling extraordinarily tired lately, and she’s convinced it’s because she’s let her exercise routine slide. There’s no question that when she’s working out every day she is filled with an energy she doesn’t otherwise have.
8. Check for paper plates in the pantry. An email had gone out last week asking for volunteers to bring things in for Eliza’s class performance of their Colonial Williamsburg project, and by the time Callie had gotten around to responding, all the good stuff—cupcakes, biscuits, lemonade—was gone, and the only thing still left on the list was paper plates. She’s pretty sure they’ve run out because no one’s used them since the summer and she doesn’t recall seeing any, so she will have to remember to add them to the shopping list.
9. Organize Eliza’s birthday party. It may not be until next year, but Eliza’s planning it already, and Callie figures it’s better to get it organized this far in advance. She has decided she wants a karaoke party, having heard about someone’s big sister’s bat mitzvah extravaganza in New York City at an actual karaoke club, but given there are no karaoke bars in Bedford, Callie is having to use her imagination. Eliza has point-blank refused to have a party at home, and so Callie has found a Japanese restaurant with a private tatami room, available on the night of Eliza’s birthday, and she has the number of Kevin the Karaoke King, who will apparently turn up with the machine, the video and the books. At what point, Callie wonders, did her daughter discover sushi and karaoke? What happened to mac ’n’ cheese and disco dance parties in her bedroom?
10. Register Jack for football and basketball. She had meant to do this weeks ago, but couldn’t face all the additional driving. No one ever told her that motherhood meant you would spend three-quarters of your day as a chauffeur. She made a decision not to overschedule the children, and now feels guilty because every boy in Jack’s class is doing football, basketball, tae kwon do, baseball clinic and music. She draws the line at music because she just doesn’t have the energy.
11. Copyedit the ad that’s going in the local paper next week, and call back the journalist who’s writing an editorial feature on her—an amazing coup that is likely to bring in a lot of new business—plus call back the three people who have called this week to make an appointment for photography consultations.


Photography has always been something that Callie has loved. As a little girl, she would grab her mother’s camera and snap away at people. It was clear, even then, that she had an eye.

Without any sort of training, she instinctively knew how to frame a shot, and one fine art degree plus several photographic courses later, she had learned about shutter speeds, apertures, lighting, developing.

For a while, after Eliza was born, she devoted herself to being  a full-time mother. They were living in the city at the time, on the Upper East Side, having left the apartment in Chelsea, and she would push Eliza in a buggy back and forth to Central Park, weaving through the nannies in a desperate attempt to find another mother, to find a friend.

They moved to Bedford for more space, and Callie jumped straight into playgroups and preschool volunteering, figuring that was what you were supposed to do when you were a full-time mother, that this was now her job, and one she would take seriously.

But she could never put down the camera. It was always in her bag, and she captured every change in Eliza and Jack’s life. When the kids were in school, or on playdates, or there were other children around, she captured them too, and people quickly started to ask her for shots, then offered to pay her for formal shoots.

The thing was, Callie didn’t like formal shoots. She didn’t like anything posed, preferring to get to know her subjects, even if only a little, and to hover in the background and snap discreetly. She liked catching the true essence of a child, and, as time went by, of their families too.

Soon the wealthiest people in Bedford had huge, grainy, black and white Callie Perry prints of their families hanging on either side of the imposing stone fireplace in the drawing room.

“Who did those?” guests would inquire enviously. “They’re stunning.”

And Callie’s business took off.

It is, she often thinks, the perfect job. She is at home for the kids whenever they are home, and yet has something that is wholly hers. She loves the excitement of downloading the pictures onto her computer, of scrolling through to pick the perfect shots, and of changing the shadows, the saturation, the exposure to make each one even more perfect than it already is.

There was always something so meditative for her about exposing photographs the old-fashioned way, in a darkroom. About holding the sheet of paper between the tweezers and moving it gently through the chemicals, watching the image slowly appear,  holding your breath with anticipation and excitement because you were never sure how it was going to come out.

And yet, although it isn’t the same, she is surprised at how much she loves Photoshop, how much she loves the extent to which you can change a picture, improve it, correct mistakes with just the click of a mouse.

If only it were this easy with husbands. She picks up the phone to call Reece, but remembers suddenly that he is traveling, and she puts it down with a sigh. She thinks back to when they first met; his job was smaller then, and, although he was already traveling, when he wasn’t away on business he would come home early from the office, would have dinner with her. But then the opportunity to shoot the car ads in South Africa came up and it was a huge career jump, far too good to turn down, bringing with it more travel, and later nights.




Tomato Tarts with Puff Pastry 

Ingredients

1 package puff pastry 
2 red onions, finely sliced 
Olive oil 
Balsamic vinegar 
1 tablespoon sugar 
4-6 tomatoes, finely sliced 
Package feta cheese 
Basil leaves, finely sliced



Method

Preheat the oven to 350°F.

 

Roll out the puff pastry and cut out circles, roughly the size of saucers. Score each circle (lightly track it with a knife) around 1 inch in from the edge.

 

Sauté the onions in the oil until soft and caramelized (should take around 30 minutes on low heat). Add a generous splash of vinegar and the sugar after about 15 minutes.

 

Heap the onions in the middle of each circle, with the tomatoes in a circle on top.

 

Place in the oven for 15 minutes.

 

Crumble the cheese onto the tarts, drizzle with oil and sprinkle with basil leaves and serve.






End of sample
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