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About the Book

Katie Simmonds want to be an educational psychologist. Last week she wanted to be a teacher, and the week before that a film director. Katie isn’t short of ambitions, but none of her ambitions are to be a waitress.

Hassled by customers, badly paid and stuck with the boss from hell, Katie’s life isn’t turning out as she’d planned. And a career choice isn’t the only commitment she has problems with. But just when she thinks things can’t get any worse, the café where she works is taken over by the last man in the world she wants to see again.

Maybe Katie’s been waiting at tables – and waiting for Mr Right – for far too long . . .
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It was one of those parties that would live on in the collective memory, ripening over the years with significance and irony; a party that would launch a hundred favourite anecdotes and change lives. But to actually experience it was hell. It was full of tomorrow’s celebs and high-fliers, yesterday’s love affairs and embarrassments. The laughter was loud and the talk thunderous, the noise almost drowning out the din from the music deck but not making a dent in the clash of egos.

Katie sipped at her paper cup of sweet punch again because she’d forgotten how disgusting it was. Ex-boyfriend number three, Hugh, was bellowing at her over the thumping bass. She hadn’t seen him for four years, and was frowning so hard to hear him that she looked as if she was straining. Hugh did not have a naturally loud voice, but what he lacked in ability he made up for in motivation.

‘. . . but the annual bonus,’ he trumpeted, ‘you see, is a golden handcuff.’

‘A golden what?’

‘Handcuff. Uncouth to go into details, but they really know what they’re doing.’

‘Excellent. So, how is –’

‘I mean put it this way, we’re talking more than –’

And then he did an impression of a person whose trousers had been set on fire. Katie was impressed. He’d rarely been so interesting. As he re-landed, the grinning face of their hostess, Sandy, appeared beside him. It was Sandy’s engagement party and she was very, very drunk.

‘Hello everybody!’ she greeted them. ‘Hello Hugh-Poo. If I wasn’t a taken woman, you’d be in trouble.’

Hugh gave a tight smile. ‘Anyway, if you’ll excuse me.’ His voice was slightly pained.

‘Oh dear,’ said Sandy. ‘You’re not leaving on my account, are you?’

‘No, no,’ said Hugh. ‘I must just . . .’ As he limped off, Sandy turned to Katie.

‘It’s so hard not to do it to him,’ she whispered into Katie’s left eye.

‘I know.’

‘It’s his face.’

‘I know.’

‘How am I going to be mature enough to get married?’

‘Show me the ring again!’

Sandy extended her hand in glee and Katie ooh-ed at the beautiful diamond in its platinum setting. As she did so, Geraldine, Sandy’s flatmate appeared as if from nowhere.

‘Oh my God,’ she muttered. ‘You’re not still showing that thing off are you?’

They looked up at her.

‘Hello Gerry,’ greeted Katie. ‘Sprinkling happy fairy-dust all around, as usual?’

Ignoring Katie, Geraldine looked down at her flatmate. ‘People will think you’re getting married for all the wrong reasons, you know.’

Sandy gave a regretful look at her ring. ‘I just think it’s beautiful.’ She gave a little sigh.

‘It is!’ squealed Katie. ‘Let me see it again.’

Sandy, never one to stay unhappy for long, extended her hand again, as Geraldine tutted. ‘Have you been remembering to take pictures?’ she asked.

Sandy gasped, ‘Oh no!’ She rushed off on heels that seemed to have turned her ankles to sponge.

‘I knew it,’ Geraldine said to Katie. ‘All that money on the newest digital camera and she hasn’t taken one shot. Money to burn.’

‘You know, you should be careful,’ warned Katie. ‘People will think you’re jealous.’

It was Geraldine’s turn to gasp. ‘Me? Jealous? Are you mad? I wouldn’t marry that man unless he . . . I don’t know . . .’

Katie raised her eyebrows. ‘Proposed?’

Geraldine sighed. ‘Piss off.’ She took a gulp of punch and then grimaced. ‘I told her she put too much sugar in this. It’s like medicine,’ she said before finishing it in one. ‘I just assumed I’d get married before her.’

‘Do you want to talk about it?’ asked Katie.

Then Geraldine was off. ‘All the way through college – three goddam years – I had to listen to her pathetic relationship problems – that girl has the emotional maturity of a boohbah. I could become a relationship counsellor just off the back of being her flatmate. The hours I wasted listening to her waffle. And all the time,’ she took a deep breath, ‘I thought I was on to a sure-fire thing with that wanker. A man whose idea of commitment is to buy a newspaper. Mr Emotional-Retard.’

‘Well,’ sighed Katie, ‘you should have guessed from his name.’

‘And can you believe,’ squeaked Geraldine, ‘two years together and he chucks me during a Pizza Express meal – a Pizza Express meal – and then comes to the party tonight?’

‘Your ex?’

‘Yes. You know what he is, don’t you?’

‘An emotional retard?’

‘He’s a fucking emotional retard.’

‘So, where is he?’ Katie looked round the expanse of oak-floored room.

‘In the corner,’ said Geraldine. ‘Don’t look!’ She yanked the back of Katie’s halter-neck dress. ‘Jesus, Katie, I don’t want him to think we’re talking about him. He’s arrogant enough already.’

‘Did you invite him?’ choked Katie, rearranging herself.

‘Of course I did. We’re good friends. I’m completely over him.’

‘As long as no one looks at him.’

All right then Miss Smarty-pants. I’ll introduce you – and then you can tell me what an emotional retard you think he is.’

‘Ooh, I can’t wait. Lead on McMadwoman.’

Just as they turned round, Hugh blocked their path. He gave them both a big grin and Geraldine abandoned Katie to his monologue.

‘Right,’ he said. ‘Goolies all straightened. Now, where was I?’

Despite herself, after talking to Hugh for a while Katie remembered why she’d been able to stay with him for so long. Ten months and three weeks to be precise. There was a comfy solidity about him, a warm reassurance that seemed to emanate from his M&S cardi. And then he started to dance. As the drum and bass shifted to a new rhythm, he did things with his hips that reminded her of her Great-Aunt Edna trying to walk on a damp day. His pupils were now so dilated they looked as if they were in the last stages of labour.

‘So where’s Maxine?’ she asked.

‘Away on business,’ said Hugh, almost losing his balance and giving up on the hip movement. ‘She does a lot of travelling with her work. She’s doing very well. They’re talking promotion within the year. How’s your work?’

‘Brilliant!’

‘Really?’

‘Yep,’ nodded Katie firmly. ‘Decided what I’m going to do.’

She looked briefly round the room, so as to avoid Hugh’s reaction. When she heard him say ‘Good for you,’ enthusiastically, she felt as if she’d just told him that today she’d learnt how to count to ten and spell ‘fish’.

‘I’m going to be an educational psychologist,’ she informed him.

There was a pause.

‘Oh by the way, we’re moving into your area,’ said Hugh.

‘Really?’

‘Yeah. Time to move out of the flat and into a house. You can get so much more for your money out your way. How’s your little flat?’

‘Fine.’

‘And the waiting?’

Katie frowned. ‘Waiting?’

‘I mean, being a waitress. The waiting at table.’

Katie shrugged. ‘It pays the bills. Until I get trained up as an educational psych—’

‘Oh yes, that’s right,’ interrupted Hugh. ‘So what happened to your dreams of running your own restaurant?’

Katie pushed the memory of confiding this to Hugh in bed one Sunday afternoon to the back of her mind. ‘Ah, those innocent dreams,’ she smiled. ‘After a few years of work you realise why it was so easy being idealistic as a student. Because you hadn’t worked yet.’

‘Tell me about it,’ said Hugh. ‘Mind you, I’m not doing too badly. Bonuses are amazing. Guess how much –’

‘Oh my God!’ whispered Katie, staring beyond Hugh’s shoulder. ‘Look!’

Hugh looked and turned back, unimpressed. Standing behind him was Dave Davies, champion oarsman, part-time model and lead role in all the best plays during their years at Oxford.

‘He’s come out, you know,’ said Hugh. ‘Completely and utterly gay. His boyfriend’s called Kevin.’

Katie gasped. ‘You’re kidding!’

Hugh sighed. ‘Yes. But a man can dream.’

Then, before she knew it, Katie was enjoying herself with this man who had threatened to do something silly all those years ago when she’d told him It Was Over. Of course, she hadn’t taken Hugh’s threat seriously, but sure enough he did go and do something silly, almost immediately. He went and found solace in the form of Maxine White – and four years on, he was still with her. Maxine White, she of the pointless questions in lectures, she of the stick-thin legs, no bottom, and shoulder-blades like pistons, she of the shiny lipstick and no lips. She of the figure a pencil would be proud of.

Maxine White had been one of Katie and Hugh’s favourite in-jokes for their entire ten months and three weeks together – Katie had been especially proud of the nickname she’d given her: Karen D’Ache – so it was only natural that, almost instantly after their abrupt break-up, when Hugh started taking Maxine seriously, Katie had taken such disloyalty personally.

However, after he had stayed with Pencil for the first year – longer than he’d been with Katie – Katie began to entertain the thought that he might not be doing it to make her jealous. It took until she spotted them introducing their parents to each other at graduation to finally acknowledge that their relationship was probably not a sub-plot in the oeuvre that was Katie’s Life. It took her another six months to regain confidence in the powers of the petite, hourglass figure over the long tall stick look.

Ever since then, whenever she’d seen Hugh at college get-togethers he was with Maxine. In fact, now Katie thought about it, this was the first time she’d seen him on his own, without Maxine in gobbing distance, since that fateful night when he’d dreamily told her that their first son would have to be named after his great grandfather who’d died in the First World War. Until then, as far as she could remember, they’d been happy enough, but his casual reference to the assumption that one day she would be the proud mother of one Obadiah Oswald caused such a strong reaction in Katie that she had yet to fully recover.

The thought of that night still gave her shivers. There they’d been, cosily entwined under his Thunderbirds duvet, when he’d started talking about The Future. She hadn’t known blank terror quite like it since seeing the child-snatcher in Chitty Chitty Bang Bang. She’d completely panicked and, there and then, chucked her longest-surviving boyfriend faster than she would have chucked a pinless grenade that had plopped into her lap, and with about as much finesse.

And that was it. They were never alone again.

Since then they’d both discovered all they needed to know about each other through the grapevine. She’d discovered that he blamed her for being a heartless bitch and he’d discovered that she was too busy enjoying herself to blame him for anything. The next thing he was dating Maxine White.

In recent years, the grapevine had withered and died and she’d forgotten about him. She’d also forgotten that if you gave him time, he became a very sympathetic listener.

He concentrated as she listed the merits of becoming an educational psychologist. He nodded earnestly when she told him This Was It, the career she’d been looking for, the reason she’d been ‘waiting’ – yes, in both senses of the word – before choosing the right path. Only last month she’d thought she wanted to be a teacher, but an educational psychologist was the natural progression – and of course, she already had the right psychology degree. It seemed this was meant for her. Most importantly, he laughed at her jokes and even made some good ones of his own. It was nice. Not nice enough to lose all reason and agree to name your first son Obadiah Oswald, but nice none the less.

They both blinked as a flash went off in their faces.

‘Gotcha!’ cried Sandy, waving a digital camera the size of a compact in the air. ‘I’ll print it out later and e-mail it to you.’

‘Don’t you dare,’ said Hugh. ‘Maxine’ll kill me.’ He turned suddenly to Katie. ‘Not that – she’s just . . . you know.’

‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Anyway, I really should find my friend, she doesn’t know anyone else here.’

‘Right. Fine.’

‘She was a bit nervous.’

‘Absolutely. Right. I have to . . . you know . . .’

‘OK.’

They turned away from each other in one swift, concluding move only to land facing each other again. Hugh then did the decent thing – gave Katie a firm, nodding grin and turned back into the living room, oozing decisiveness.

Katie almost dived to the safe sanctuary of her best mate, Sukie and her flatmate, Jon. They always stayed in the kitchen at parties. If Jon had had the choice, he’d have climbed into the oven, but they were using it to heat pizzas. If Sukie had had the choice, she’d have climbed on the table and sung Waterloo, but they were using it to serve drinks.

Katie pushed her way through the crowd, stopped occasionally by the obligatory catch-up chat (Are you still a waitress? You’re not going to believe it, but I’m engaged/married/divorced . . . ) and joined them by the sink. Sukie was sitting on the sideboard, cocktail in hand and Jon was leaning against it mixing a new one. They greeted her with obvious delight.

‘Katie!’ greeted Sukie. ‘Jon’s just created the best cocktail in the world! We have to think of a name.’

‘No, we have to go,’ replied Katie. ‘This is the worst party I’ve ever been to.’

‘But everyone here’s so successful,’ said Jon. ‘They’re all frightfully clever.’

Katie and Sukie turned to him.

‘So are you,’ reminded Katie. ‘Mr First.’

‘Classics doesn’t count,’ he mumbled, swaying alarmingly.

‘Oh no.’ Katie turned to Sukie. ‘You’ve let him get drunk, haven’t you?’

‘I’m a talentless git,’ moaned Jon, his chin dropping to his chest.

Katie slumped. ‘I have to go home with this, you know,’ she grumbled to Sukie.

‘He’s only just turned,’ said Sukie. ‘I promise.’

‘And nobody cares,’ Jon told the floor.

‘I care,’ Katie told him, rather sternly. ‘I’m the one who’ll have to listen to you all bloody night.’

‘Ah Katie,’ smiled Jon tearfully, putting his arms round her neck. ‘You’re my best friend.’

The flash made them all blink.

‘Ooh that was lovely!’ cried Sandy, waving her digital camera perilously close to their faces. ‘I’ll round robin it by snail. I mean –’

‘I’ve got a machine back at the flat,’ belched Jon. ‘Email it to us.’

‘Excellent!’ said Sandy. ‘Well done Jon!’

‘It’s all I’m good for,’ Jon told her. ‘An e-mail address.’

‘I think it’s time to go home,’ Katie told Sandy. ‘I’ll just go and get my coat, it’s in the other room.’

‘Right,’ said Sandy, ‘Jon, what’s your e-mail address?’

Katie squeezed out of the kitchen and into the wide living room. Geraldine and Sandy’s flat – soon to be just Geraldine’s – was vast for London living. Geraldine’s parents had bought it in the mid-80s’ property drop and then taken heavy rent from her friends. Sandy was the third to be leaving. The crowd was thinning slightly and Katie saw a very nice-looking sight approaching. Just before it reached her, Geraldine appeared suddenly.

‘Katie!’ she almost yelled. ‘Have you met Dan? He’s my ex.’

Katie smiled up at Geraldine’s ex and stopped. He smiled back and stopped too.

‘Hello,’ she grinned, as her pelvic floor tightened.

She wasn’t sure if the drink had suddenly hit home, or if she’d been swallowed whole by a Magic Eye book, but as far as Katie was concerned, everything else was suddenly a blur around the sharply focused vision smiling down at her. So this was Dan, she thought. This was Geraldine’s famous ex. The mysterious ex-Oxford student, now rich city slicker, who had come to visit Geraldine every fourth weekend of the month for two years, whom they’d all thought was a figment of her imagination. No wonder she’d kept him to herself. He was a humdinger. A cappuccino-crème-brulée of a man. A warm-out-of-the-bag Peshwari Naan of a man. And she should know, she was a waitress.

Later, she couldn’t remember how the conversation had started, or exactly when they’d sat down together on the beanbags in the corner of the room, or how they’d ended up discussing their various hopes and dreams. All she could remember was the feeling she had while she was with him and that semi-vague, semi-distinct sensation that he was feeling it too.

‘So,’ she said, after he’d sat back down with more drinks for them both. ‘Who do you know here? Apart from Geraldine, of course.’

‘Ah yes. Apart from Geraldine.’

‘You’re good friends now, I hear.’

‘Is that what you hear?’

Katie grinned.

‘Yes,’ said Dan. ‘For the record, it was fine going out with her when I saw her once a month. As soon as I was seeing her every week it all sort of . . . petered out. You know.’

Katie nodded, wondering which she should be more worried about: Geraldine’s contradictory version or the fact that he used phrases like ‘for the record’.

‘What was the question again?’ asked Dan.

‘Who else do you know here?’

‘My mate,’ said Dan, indicating a friend with a nod of his head. ‘He’s the one over there in the lurid green shirt underneath that girl with the pigtails.’

Katie looked over and could just make out the form of two people playing human jigsaw on a sofa.

‘He looks nice.’

‘He is nice,’ sighed Dan. ‘Unfortunately, so’s his girlfriend.’

‘She looks nice too.’

‘She’s in Mauritius.’

‘Oh dear.’

‘I was under strict instructions to keep him occupied – he’s been known to do this before – but I got a bit distracted.’

Katie grimaced. ‘You can get back to him if you want.’

‘Well, between you and me and probably everyone else in this room, I think it’s a bit late now.’

‘Yes.’

‘I mean, there’s only so much hiding from the truth you can do, isn’t there? If it wasn’t this party it would have been another. I love him like a brother, but just not a brother I’d let my sister date.’

‘Do you have a sister?’

‘No.’

‘Phew.’

‘And anyway, there’s only so much you can listen to about quantum physics at a party.’

‘Are you going to tell his girlfriend?’

‘She’ll find out soon enough,’ said Dan flatly. ‘He’s snogging her best friend.’

They watched the couple for a moment.

‘So,’ said Dan suddenly. ‘Who did you arrive with?’

‘My flatmate Jon, who’s in the kitchen getting depressed because that’s what he does at parties and Sukie, my best friend, who’s in the kitchen getting loud because that’s what she does at parties.’

‘How long have you and Jon been flatmates?’

‘Since college. He’s actually my landlord; his parents helped him make an investment in London. We’re like brother and sister.’

‘Like the brother and sister from Flowers in the Attic?’

‘No.’

‘Good. I hated that book.’

‘We’re nothing like that. Jon’s not blond.’

Dan nodded thoughtfully. ‘Excellent.’

Just then Katie saw Sukie out of the corner of her eye, looking at her questioningly. When Katie gave a tiny frown and turned back to Dan, she sensed Sukie returning to the kitchen.

‘So,’ she said to Dan. ‘What have you been up to since Uni?’

Dan smiled a wide smile that created a crease in his cheek Katie was tempted to ask to borrow. He inclined his head towards her.

‘Well, I suppose I’m what you’d call “something in the city”.’

‘Ooh, what? A skyscraper?’

‘But, you see . . .’ Dan now shifted round so he was facing her and leant towards her intently. She met him halfway. She noticed that one of his eyes was deep blue, the other, deep blue with a dash of hazel. She didn’t know which one to look at first. Happily, her inebriated state meant that in passing moments she could see both at the same time, just before his nose joined them and she had to blink. ‘My dad always said that the best thing a man could do for himself was set up his own business.’

‘Wow,’ said Katie, concentrating on which was fuller, his upper lip or his lower lip.

‘That’s what he did,’ said Dan. ‘A self-made man, my dad. Brought up on a council estate.’

‘Wow.’ Lower lip was fuller. Just.

‘One day I’d like to do that.’

‘Wow.’

‘And settle down and have a family of course.’

Katie was deciding what to say instead of wow, when Dan gave her another creasy smile.

‘Wow,’ she said.

They laughed together. Nice teeth, one slightly crooked.

‘Anyway, enough about me,’ he said. ‘What do you do?’

‘Oh, I’m going to be an educational psychologist.’

His eyes widened.

‘Wow!’ he said.

By the time the camera flash went off in their faces, they’d had enough beers not to really notice or care. They turned slowly to face Sandy.

‘Lovely!’ she beamed. ‘I’ll e-mail it to you both.’

‘Perfect,’ said Dan.

‘It may be a bit blurry,’ said Sandy. ‘Or is that me?’ She had hysterics before turning her attention to the couple on the sofa taking full advantage of their mutual friend being in Mauritius.

‘You do realise,’ Katie heard Dan say quietly in her ear, ‘that once I have your e-mail address I may pester you for a date.’

Katie looked up at him. Their noses were almost touching.

‘I should think so too,’ she murmured.

And then, hey presto, they were kissing.

If Katie were the type of girl to be into Lists, this Kiss would have had all the necessary components to make it a Top Kiss. Her limbs went limp, her closed eyes saw sparks and her organs spoke. They said ‘Thank you.’

By the time she left the party, she had a date for next weekend, a spring in her step and a warm glow where it mattered.
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By the next morning, the warm glow where it mattered had transformed into a thumping great pain where it hurt. By Monday morning it had developed into a dull ache all over.

Katie had a morning shift at the café, and as everyone in the café business knows, morning shifts are the pits. They’re almost as bad as afternoon shifts, which are nearly as horrendous as evening shifts.

She woke up edgily, her first conscious thought being that she wanted to be asleep again. Then she remembered that she had a date with Dan and knew all was right with the world. Then she realised she had a dull ache all over her body and the date would probably be a disaster.

It was going to be a long day.

She ripped herself untimely out of bed and was so traumatised that her entire body went into hibernation mode, huddling against itself for warmth. Her teeth were chattering so loudly she could almost make out what they were saying.

Wrapping herself tightly in her ancient towelling robe, she tiptoed down the hall, past Jon’s closed door and into the shower. Twenty minutes later, she came out clean, refreshed, as awake as she was going to get, and now late for work. After diving into her work clothes – the nearest things that were clean and comfortable – brushing her hands through her urchin hair and setting off for work, most of her optimism had faded.

The walk into work was usually a pleasant-enough interlude. Katie craved routine and she made a point of taking the same route every day. It grounded her and gave her a sense of context. Unless she was so dramatically late or exhausted that she needed to take the bus, she liked to pop into the grocer’s to pick up something healthy to eat on her way to the newsagent’s where she bought her usual chocolate bar.

Today, however, was a bus day. She kept her eyes down and her head supported. She didn’t read, she didn’t make eye contact, she didn’t smile. She fitted right in.

Porter’s Green was what up-and-coming people called ‘up-and-coming’, and what its oldest inhabitants called ‘shot to pieces’. Its borders touched the borders of an already up-and-come part of north London, which boasted borders abutting an area so up-and-come it had blue plaques splattered on its houses like bird-droppings.

The process of an area ‘coming up’ included a rapid change in local shops, people and events, which spoke to its newest inhabitants of buzz and excitement. And word spread. Eager potential home-owners would first feel disappointment at not being able to afford even a bijou garage near a blue-plaqued property in central London, and then dismay at not being able to afford a good-sized flat on the borders. Finally, they’d find a spacious, family home in Porter’s Green and discover that not only were the amenities superior, the shops more practical, the people less pretentious and the atmosphere more cosy, but, even better, within the next few years it was all going to change.

And so an entire set of New-Labour voters moved in next-door to Old-Labour voters and set about transforming their old Victorian houses into up-dated Victorian pads with more mod cons and fewer internal walls. At weekends, they’d drive into the neighbouring up-and-come village to take brunch in the cafés that had yet to arrive in their high street. Meanwhile the oldies, who had woken up one day to find themselves living in an unrecognisable, overpriced village where you couldn’t get a decent cup of tea any more but could get 150 different types of coffee, made the bus journey in the opposite direction to find the bargains they could now no longer find in their own high street.

Katie’s bus dropped her off about twenty yards from the café where she worked. She could see it from here, but usually tried not to. Her workplace, the thirty square yards where she spent up to sixty hours a week, was called, unsurprisingly enough, ‘The Café’. One had to be inside to fully realise the leap of imagination that had created such a name.

She opened the door, her entrance heralded as usual by the tired jangle of what passed for a bell but sounded like a cat being slowly strangled. The same instant, a stifling warmth and sticky smell invaded her nostrils and pores.

Head down, she focused on her shoes as they stuck to the discoloured lino, unsure whether it was the fluorescent lighting making her feel sick or just the fact that it was Monday morning.

‘Oh look! It’s Herself!’ came a reedy voice from the darkest corner.

She glanced up at the grimy clock-face above the coffee machine. Damn. Three minutes after seven.

‘Morning Alec.’

‘Only just.’

She looked over to where her boss was sitting and gave him a full beam, taking in his greasy hair and ever-present half-moustache. ‘How was your weekend?’ she asked.

Alec’s right eyebrow twitched. ‘Get your pinny on and help Sukie with the coffees.’

Katie walked past the coffee machine through the staff door into the kitchen. She stuffed her coat under the worktop, took out the pinny she’d washed on her Sunday off and wound the fraying belt several times round her waist. She barely noticed that Matt, the dishwasher, wasn’t here yet and there was already a pile of dirty coffee cups waiting. She walked back into the main part of the café.

The sense that no one in The Café wanted to be here, but through no fault of their own had ended up here, seeped into one’s consciousness via the plastic seats and Formica tables. Usually Monday mornings made Katie want to go straight to the meat knives and commit hara-kiri. Luckily they were blunt.

It was hard to believe that three years ago, she’d popped into The Café on a whim one sunny afternoon. She’d just moved into Jon’s flat nearby, straight after her year of travelling had ended. When she got the job she’d thought she was on the first rung of a ladder she wanted to stay on forever, and they’d even celebrated that night with a bottle of wine. One day she’d get a manager’s job in a respectable London restaurant and from there start her journey towards owning her own restaurant franchise. With the waitressing job to pay her rent, she’d have time to go for interviews, money to buy an interview suit and relevant experience to discuss.

At first it had felt heaven-sent. There she’d met Sukie, an out-of-work actress, and they had clicked immediately. Katie’s flair for cooking blossomed and she often came up with inspired and delicious menu ideas that her boss was happy to let her make as well as serve. She liked her employer, a circular Greek woman who called her Sweetie and gave her delicious home-made leftovers that she and Jon would devour. But then her boss’s husband became ill and she sold the café quickly to become his full-time carer. The farewell party was sad yet not without hope. That was because they hadn’t met their new boss yet.

The first thing Alec did as owner was open up The Café two hours earlier each morning to catch the city commuters who set out every morning from the station directly below. Then he cut his staff by half, doubled the price of coffee, shrank the menu and only cooked fresh food twice a week. After that, the next step was easy – make customers spend their money and then leave.

Katie couldn’t remember when she stopped looking in the papers for a new job. Was it after she got scared of going for interviews because she knew she’d be too tired to do herself justice? Or after she realised her interview suit was out of fashion, and she couldn’t afford another one and refused to ask her parents for a handout? Or after she realised she’d have to give a convincing answer to why she’d worked at a crappy local café for so long?

Whichever it was, it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that she had to get out of here.

Back in the café, she joined Sukie who was already attacking the coffee machine with gusto. The first commuter queue had started. The 7.14 into Euston was notoriously unreliable. It either came in late or smack bang on time but at the wrong platform, so that fifty knackered commuters had to race over the bridge to catch it. There was usually no tannoy announcement, so they had to be alert to spot whether it was their train or the 7.24 straight through to Brighton. Their morning coffees were not a luxury, they were a necessary tool in making it into the office instead of to the south coast.

If The Café staff resented making coffee for tired, ungrateful and often surly commuters, the commuters resented buying it, with knobs on. For a start, they would rather be in bed. Then there was the flickering fluorescent light that always pissed them off. And what did they have to look forward to? A crowded, over-or under-heated train where they probably wouldn’t get a seat, followed by a job that didn’t even pay them enough to be able to live near the borders of a place splattered with blue plaques – and that was if they were lucky and didn’t catch the Brighton train.

‘Double espresso, two sugars.’

Sukie took the change from one customer, nodded to let the next one know she’d heard him and whizzed back to the coffee machine. Katie joined her and spoke to commuter number three in the queue.

‘Good morning! How can I help you this fine day.’

‘Black coffee.’

‘Black coffee coming up. It’ll be my absolute pleas—’

‘Excuse me,’ cut in commuter number five, a man whose face seemed to have been pummelled in the night. Number four in the queue had overtaken him on the stairs up to the café and he wanted to knife him. ‘Some of us have got trains to catch.’

‘Right,’ said Katie and she turned to the coffee machine.

‘Will you spit in his coffee or shall I?’ muttered Sukie without breaking from her task.

‘Someone’s already trodden on his face,’ muttered Katie back. ‘Give the guy a break.’

They both whizzed back round, coffees in hands, smiles on lips and continued with the queue until it had finished and the last train from Porter’s Green to the city had left (the 8.54: only two minutes late, right platform, but minus two carriages), its commuters stuffed into each others’ armpits, dreaming of Friday.

The sudden dip in custom on a Monday morning was usually Katie’s lowest point of the week. This was when she had time to face the reality of her working day. Alec would approach them and, summoning up a spirit of excitement and eagerness for the week ahead, would command the same thing every single Monday morning.

‘Right. First day of the week girls, first day of the week. Here we go. Salads out front, chip oil frying in back, make your boss a nice cup of coffee.’

And Sukie and Katie would reply the same thing every single Monday morning.

‘Make it yourself, you lazy bastard,’ from Sukie.

‘You’ve got hands, haven’t you?’ from Katie.

And Alec would make himself a cup of coffee, while expressing his doubts over their parentage with imagination and spirit.

Today, though, Katie did not feel swamped by the usual onslaught of misery and failure. Today, the rudeness of the commuters, the miserable fug of the café and the dismal attempts at leadership from Alec had the opposite effect – all because of what had happened to her late on Friday afternoon.

For she had had an epiphany. She was going to become an educational psychologist.

It all happened during a double-shift that had gone so painfully slowly that she thought she must have actually died and gone to hell. She’d started chatting to a customer. It wasn’t the done thing – it was hard to chat freely with Alec around – but he’d been oppressing someone in the kitchen at the time and the customer had been at table 18, right by the door, so it had felt a fairly safe risk.

The woman had had a quiet Friday at work and had popped in for a quick coffee before getting home to a house full of overtired children and an underpaid nanny. She’d started chatting to Katie about the weather and somehow Katie had found herself telling her that she was considering becoming a teacher. This thought had occurred to her only the week before, after she’d seen a reality TV show about an inner city school where a teacher had got locked in the girls’ toilets and had escaped through a window. It seemed like an adventurous job. It just so happened that the woman had been a teacher once, a while ago, before she’d started training to be an educational psychologist. Once you’d been a teacher for two years, all you needed was a masters degree and voilà! An educational psychologist. Much better for pulling at parties, the woman told Katie, and better still, you didn’t have to wait for a bell to go to the toilet.

Katie was reborn. Not only did she already have the requisite psychology degree (from Oxford no less) but she’d always liked children. They liked her too – she had an affinity with them. By the time she had deposited the warmed croissant on a plate and taken it to the woman, Katie’s new future was set; restaurant franchises were a dim and distant memory. This woman was meant to come into the café that day, and she, Katie Simmonds, had been meant to see that TV programme the week before. It was destiny.

So here she was, starting the first week of the rest of her life. Which was why today, The Café’s usual Monday morning depression didn’t seep into her bones and numb her; instead it reminded her – as if she’d already mentally escaped this place – of what she’d left behind.

‘Table 8 wants serving.’

Katie turned to Alec, who was still sitting by the till, the steam from his coffee cup mingling with the smoke from his hand-rolled cigarette. He nodded briefly over at table 8. He always sat in the near corner by the till because he said it gave him a good view of everything in The Café as well as the window-front. By happy coincidence, it also gave a good view of any passing policemen who might want to check his kitchen for illegal substances and any passing traffic wardens who might disagree with him that laziness was a disability.

Katie walked over to where two men were having a morning meeting, both pretending that their self-made careers were going excellently and that they were content to be in a café rather than a pub.

‘Two English breakfasts and two coffees,’ said one man, returning the menu to Katie without looking at her.

‘One decaffeinated,’ added the other, briefly examining her chest.

Katie walked away, muttering, ‘I’m going to be an educational psychologist, I’m going to be an educational psychologist.’

Keith the ‘chef’ had just arrived, a man not driven by demons as much as devoured by them. He had so many phobias it was a wonder he made it from his flat down the street into the café. He was telling Sukie about his weekend. Katie could tell this, because she kept hearing Sukie’s regular murmurs of ‘Oh dear.’

‘Two fried breakfasts,’ interrupted Katie.

Keith turned to her. ‘Morning Katie,’ he said. ‘I was just telling Sukie my neighbours are trying to drive me out of my flat.’

‘Oh dear,’ murmured Katie.

Sukie and Katie made brief eye contact before Katie went to make the coffees and give them to the men at table 8.

‘Are you sure that’s decaffeinated?’ asked one, examining her chest again.

‘Yes.’ Katie smiled at his bald patch.

He smelt it warily.

‘I can smell coffee.’

‘Well,’ said Katie gravely, crossing her arms so he couldn’t give it back to her. ‘That’s because it’s so good.’ She turned away and walked back to the kitchen, muttering, ‘Believe me, if I wanted to put something in your drink, it wouldn’t be coffee.’ Then she repeated under her breath, ‘I know the names of everyone in the Cabinet, I know the names of everyone in the Cabinet.’

As she walked to the kitchen, Matt appeared. He was seventeen and working as a part-time dishwasher while studying for his A-Levels.

‘Matt!’ greeted Katie.

Matt grunted.

‘Nice to see you too,’ she answered.

He grunted again and followed her in.

‘I’ve got something that will cheer you up,’ said Katie. She went to her bag and pulled out an A-4 sized piece of paper. Because of Sandy’s software package, there were four pictures from Saturday’s party, which she’d e-mailed the day before. It had only taken her five attempts and two hours. There was a photo of Jon, Sukie and Katie, all a little worse for drink, one of an unnamed couple in a clinch (the man in an almost luminous green shirt), one of Hugh and Katie chatting and one of Katie in deep conversation with an unknown man.

‘Ta-da!’ trumpeted Katie. ‘My new date.’

Keith, Sukie and Matt all approached and Sukie took the piece of paper out of Katie’s hand. They all studied Dan and made approving noises. Then Sukie performed the now cherished ritual of adding the latest photos to the dairy fridge. Both fridges were covered with beaming glossy faces of various members of staff in poses with friends, partners, lovers, exes, but the meat fridge door was entirely filled with photos of Katie with men. It was titled ‘The Ones Who Got Away.’

Sukie coughed loudly.

‘May I have everyone’s attention please? I hereby call this relationship . . .’ she stared at the photo, as if for inspiration, ‘Doomed.’ She Blu-Tacked it with all the other staff photos. It had become a bit of a standing joke just how fussy Katie was with her men. In fact, Sukie had hardly been surprised to discover that last weekend’s party had been so full of Katie’s exes. She’d been highly amused to see that Katie hadn’t even recognised some of them because she’d extricated herself from the relationships so quickly.

‘I have a feeling this one will last,’ insisted Katie.

‘Really?’ said Sukie. ‘And I have a feeling Matt will lose his virginity before next year.’

‘Piss off,’ said Matt.

‘Don’t talk to me about sex,’ began Keith.

‘OK,’ chorused Katie and Sukie.

‘Oh go on,’ said Matt.

Alas, just then Alec came in and the chef’s sexual anecdotes had to be left for another occasion.
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Even though Katie now knew she wanted to be an educational psychologist, she was glad that today she had a job that didn’t need any concentration. She’d have found it hard to concentrate, what with her mind replaying every nuance of her conversation with Dan and planning and re-planning what she should wear for her date with him.

Every time the café door had opened to the bizarrely welcoming sound of a strangled cat, she’d had a very silly daydream that did no one any good at all. Briefly, the daydream was that she would turn round to find, standing there in the doorway, surrounded by a halo of light and accompanied by a brass fanfare and choral blast, Dan. Their eyes would meet, their hearts would explode, etc etc etc. Well, it kept a girl going.

Every time she remembered certain key points about Dan, such as the way his cheek crinkled when he smiled, the way his legs stretched all the way up to his bottom and the undeniable look of keenness in his eyes, she felt invulnerable. He was on her mind so much that had he suddenly appeared – wham! out of nowhere – it would have felt more like witchcraft than coincidence.

After their shift was over, Sukie and Katie went home to live their lives of wonder, fulfil their dreams and see what was on TV. They ambled up Asherman’s Hill together.

‘So when’s the date then?’ asked Sukie.

Katie closed her eyes in little girl glee.

‘Sunday night.’

‘Interesting,’ considered Sukie, nodding slowly. ‘A Sunday. OK. Not too obvious, but still keen.’ Katie took in this new opinion like an expert taster swilling a new wine round her tongue. ‘I once got asked out on a Wednesday morning,’ continued Sukie. ‘Not a good sign.’

‘What happened?’

‘I ended up helping on his dad’s market stall.’

‘How old were you?’

‘Fourteen. It was the summer holidays.’

‘I think that’s sweet,’ smiled Katie. ‘A way of getting to know you.’

‘Oh, he wasn’t there,’ said Sukie. ‘It was just me and his dad. He was off skateboarding with his mates.’

Katie nodded. ‘Actually,’ she said eventually, ‘Dan suggested Saturday, but I’m away at my folks this weekend so I’ll come home early for the date. It was that or wait till the following weekend because I’m too knackered midweek.’

‘That’s completely different,’ said Sukie. ‘He’s desperate.’

‘Excellent. What shall I wear?’

‘It doesn’t matter. He’s after what’s underneath.’

‘But how do I make what’s underneath as alluring as possible?’

‘Turn up.’

They parted at the top of the road.

‘What you up to this afternoon?’ asked Sukie, putting on her old, brightly coloured, woolly gloves.

‘Re-writing my CV,’ replied Katie, blowing into her hands. ‘I’m hoping I can get Jon to help me. Have you got any auditions today?’

‘Nope. Going to see my agent.’

‘Oh good, why?’

‘Because I’m not depressed enough already.’

They said their farewells and parted company.

Twenty minutes later, Katie opened her flat door, picked up all the post, twitched her nose like Mole smelling his home, and knew from all the signs that either Jon’s writing was going well today, or he was still sleeping off last night’s bar shift. If it was the former, she was in with a chance of getting first-class help with her latest CV.

She knocked on his door and at the murmured greeting, opened it into a rank writing den. Jon was sitting at his laptop, tapping away, wearing a dressing gown that could have sat up and probably written its own novel by itself.

‘Want a coffee?’ she asked, breathing through her mouth.

Jon blinked his intense black eyes up at her through his glasses.

‘Hello,’ he said. ‘Left work early?’

‘No, Jon. It’s three o’clock. Children are leaving school. The sun is nearly going down. Please wash that dressing gown.’

‘I’d love a coffee thanks.’

He stretched up and gave a big yawn, and Katie backed her head out of the room.

‘I won’t make you one unless you shower first,’ she said. ‘I’ll make you some white toast and chocolate spread too.’

‘OK, you win,’ grinned Jon. ‘I was just about to finish for today anyway. It’s going to be a brilliant book, even though I say so myself.’

‘Excellent!’ Katie felt a warm glow wash over her. All was well, Jon’s book was brilliant, she was going to be an educational psychologist and Dan was in the world.

‘Are you doing a shift at the bar tonight?’ she asked.

Jon looked at his clock. ‘Yeah, but much later. I’ve got till twelve.’

‘Fancy helping me with my CV?’

Jon left a beat. ‘What do you want to be this time?’

‘Educational psychologist.’

She could see his mind beginning to whirr.

‘Why not?’ he grinned. ‘I’m feeling creative.’

Meanwhile Sukie’s bus journey was taking even longer than she’d expected. At each stop there was another old person who took up precious Countdown time heaving themselves and their wheelie shoppers on. The driver was one of those types who felt he’d made his contribution to world peace having waited for them. She wouldn’t have minded if she was sure the little trip was going to be worthwhile, but deep down, she knew this agonisingly slow journey was a self-deceptive ploy to make her feel she was doing something positive in the tidal wave of negativity that was her career.

She was a living, breathing cliché: the out-of-work actress who worked as a waitress. How did she get here? Most people at least went to LA for this humiliation, but she hadn’t even managed that. She sighed and rubbed the condensation on the window with her gloved hand. She leant her forehead against the cold glass and watched busy shoppers bent in the cold until her eyes shut.

It had seemed, at one point, as if she was going to be one of the lucky ones. She had gone straight into a fringe production out of drama college. It wasn’t West End, but it was paid work. She got her Equity card with that first job and her agent was always ringing her with auditions. Before long, she was a regular on the fringe circuit. Then things went quiet. To tide her over she got a waitressing job. The next year, she started getting things in mainstream theatres. She started becoming a regular. But now she felt she couldn’t return to the fringe, so, when she had ‘resting’ periods, she worked as a waitress again – reliable money, good tips and she wasn’t risking ruining her climb up the ladder by stepping down a rung or two. The third year though, things weren’t quite as regular. It was a bad year for actresses: a couple of theatres closed down and, by coincidence, others took on plays that had few or even no parts for women.

She knew it was bad when she could no longer watch television without wanting to throw things at it when the acting was bad. That was when she and her agent decided they had to change tack. They would re-invent her. She would become a telly actress instead of a theatre actress. Then, once she had made her name, she could return to her first love as a safe-bet for strapped theatres. However, it didn’t seem to be working and sometimes she couldn’t risk watching EastEnders or she might smash her telly for good.

The bus journey finally approached its end. She jumped up and rang the bell.

She felt calmer and more positive almost as soon as she turned the corner of her agent’s street. The big red door beckoned to her like a beacon of hope. She knew she could have phoned, but seeing Greta face-to-face was always so much better. She needed to know that for the short moment Greta was talking to her, she was actually thinking about her too.

After being buzzed in and asked to wait in Reception, she was eventually summoned into the biggest office in the place.

‘Sukie!’ greeted Greta, arms outstretched.

‘Greta!’ Sukie practically ran to her arms.

Greta came out from behind her desk, resplendent in a vermilion woollen two-piece with matching hair and lipstick, and clasped Sukie to her bosom like a long-lost child. Sukie fought the tears.

‘How’s my Vivienne Leigh?’ soothed Greta.

‘Fine,’ gasped Sukie.

Greta released her, sat back down behind her desk and intercom’d her receptionist. ‘Two coffees, my love, strong and sweet.’ She winked at Sukie, stood up, opened a sash window behind her – ‘Let’s let the room breathe’ – and sat back down behind her desk, shifting piles of Spotlights, CVs and scripts out of the way, so that she could still be seen.

Sukie sat upright on the edge of the deep leather couch framing the office.

‘I was just passing and wondered if there was anything I should know about, or . . .’

Greta’s phone went. She thrust her hand up in the air, ceasing all talk, and picked up.

‘Greta.’

A pause.

‘Darling!’

Sukie stared, transfixed. As snippets of Greta’s conversation wafted over, (‘I have just the boy . . .’, ‘don’t be put off by his accent . . .’, ‘marvellous as Romeo at Guildford . . .’), she ruminated on what it would be like to be Greta’s only client. Sometimes she felt like one of hundreds of infants in an orphanage where Greta had come searching for the perfect child. Which may have explained why she often had the unnerving compulsion to curl up on Greta’s lap. While Greta made all the right noises into the phone, her receptionist brought coffee and biscuits. Sukie ignored the biscuits – she was a good-looking actress, and there weren’t many parts for good-looking actresses turning to fat. She started the hot coffee without enthusiasm. After serving fresh ground coffee with different forms of heated milk all day, it always irked her to be given instant with cold milk.

Just as she finished it, Greta put down the phone.

‘National’s new assistant,’ she explained. ‘They’re doing a new Eldridge.’

Sukie leant forward eagerly with the expression of a stray cat in the rain.

Greta gave her a smile so sympathetic it was almost another hug. ‘Darling,’ she murmured, ‘it’s not for you.’

‘Why?’

‘Because they’re looking for a thirty-year-old black male. Trust me. I know what I’m doing.’

Sukie tried to smile.

‘Now now, do I detect a soupçon of dejection in that lovely, Greta Garbo face?’

‘It’s been two months,’ said Sukie in a small voice. ‘Christmas is coming.’

‘I know, sweetest heart, I know.’

‘I was working more when I was doing fringe.’

‘Darling,’ said Greta, launching into one of her speeches. ‘I’ve never seen a Beatrice like yours. Such passion, such fire. And your Titania at the Open Air Theatre when you got drenched in the hail – exquisite poignancy. And your Rosalind – such spunk, such sensitivity, such humour. I cannot wait for the call from the National to say they’re doing Macbeth and need his lady. You’re the next Judi Dench, my dear. You are standing In. Her. Wings.’

Sukie drank it all in.

‘The trick is my love,’ continued Greta, softening her tone slightly, ‘you have to relive those moments when it counts.’

‘What do you mean?’

Greta came and sat next to Sukie on the couch, took her hand in hers and placed it in her small lap.

‘Television directors are different from theatre directors.’

‘I know.’

‘There are a lot of new, young TV directors out there who think Judi Dench is actually Queen Victoria. They think a British Classic is a re-run of Dr Who. And unlike in the theatre, they don’t give you a chance to shine because, bless their little hearts, they don’t know how to. They think if they can capture you on tape, they can capture your soul.’

‘Greta, just tell me what to do.’

Greta took a deep breath and began.

‘The audition is not a time to be yourself,’ she said slowly. ‘It’s a time to be who they want you to be.’ She closed her eyes. ‘Lose yourself. Give yourself over to the Muse.’ She opened her eyes again and they shone at Sukie. ‘Start performing before you’ve opened the door.’

‘I thought I was.’

‘They have said “Action” before you have walked into that room.’

Greta sighed the sigh of a movie star and Sukie caught a glimpse of the young, lithe actress inside her agent. ‘My dear,’ began Greta. ‘First impressions count more than anything, especially in this business. It’s a fact.’

‘You mean pretend to be who I’m not,’ repeated Sukie dully.

Greta flinched dramatically. ‘I mean act – perform –’

‘Lie –’

Greta clasped her hand to her heart. ‘Inhabit the role before you walk in.’

‘Pretend I’m a hardened Northern pathologist before I walk in –’

‘Yes –’

‘Pretend I’m really a Victorian lesbian music-hall star?’

‘Yes – well –’

‘They’re idiots.’

‘Yes! Now we’re getting somewhere.’

Sukie grimaced.

‘Darling,’ another squeeze of the hand, ‘you re-think your definition of lying and I will have another look at some of the scripts on my desk with you in mind, with the beautiful, exciting knowledge that you will be as sublime in the auditions as you can be on stage.’

‘OK,’ said Sukie firmly.

‘OK, dearest heart.’

‘I can do it.’

‘I have every faith.’

Sukie nodded.

‘Meanwhile,’ said Greta, returning to her desk, ‘I’ve got a lovely voice-over audition, 5 p.m. today, for an Anusol advert on Essex Radio with your name on it.’

While Jon squinted at the screen at her previous CV, Katie stood by the printer watching her new one emerge, thinking of Dan.

‘What was this old one for?’ asked Jon. ‘I’ve forgotten.’

‘Teacher. How lame was that?’

‘What was the one before that?

‘Film director.’ She laughed.

‘And the one before that?’

She thought hard. ‘Dentist I think. Weird.’ She shivered.

‘And the one before that?’

‘Can’t remember.’ Katie made herself comfortable on his bed.

Jon gave her a long look.

‘What?’ she asked him impatiently.

He shrugged. ‘It’s just . . . are you sure we aren’t wasting our time? We could be watching Pop Idol. I taped it.’

Katie pointed at his computer. ‘You said you’d help me.’

‘But you’re only going to change your mind again.’

‘I am not!’

‘Do you realise my folder of Katie’s CVs is almost as big as my book? Two great works of fiction.’

‘Thanks!’ She laughed. ‘Just because we don’t all have a vocation like you.’

‘Hmm.’

‘Mr Tortured Writer.’

‘All right. Point made.’

They sat in silence for a moment before Jon spoke.

‘If I don’t get an agent I don’t know what I’ll do.’

‘You will get an agent. It’s only a matter of time.’

Jon shook his head.

‘Yes you will,’ insisted Katie. ‘They keep asking to meet you after just reading three chapters.’

‘Yeah and then I’m too terrified to meet them because I know I’ll spill my coffee or laugh too loud or fart, or just . . . I don’t know, spontaneously combust.’

‘You just need some assertiveness training.’

‘I just need a stunt double.’

‘Maybe you need a makeover.’

Jon looked up at her. ‘Oh cheers!’

‘I just mean . . .’ she came towards him, took off his glasses, swept his hair aside, undid the neck zip of his fleece and pushed him in front of the mirror.

‘What do you think?’ she asked him.

‘Where’s everything gone?’ he squinted.

She put his glasses back on him. ‘Image is everything Jon,’ she told his reflection. ‘Contact lenses, a new hairstyle and a trip to the shops – you’ll have an agent.’

‘And then spill my coffee, laugh too loud and fart.’

She pointed at him in the mirror. ‘Ah yes, but it won’t matter because you’ll look so good. Now,’ she said, giving his shoulders a squeeze. ‘Let’s get going on my CV, then I can go to the library and get some prospectuses.’

‘Or watch Pop Idol.’

‘Or watch Pop Idol.’

That evening, student and The Café’s dishwasher Matt was sitting in his bedroom, staring at his A-Level French book. His school counsellor had told him that this stage of his life would probably be the hardest time ever, and it had only just occurred to him that the word ‘probably’ meant that it might never get better than this.

The truth was that Matt didn’t know what to be depressed about first: the unpredictability of exam questions, the predictability of acne, the fear of turning into a commuter and, worst of all, the terror of his virginity becoming a fact of life rather than a phase he’d grow out of.

These were just some of his favourite musings. Global warming, the risk of being wrongfully imprisoned for murder, being buried alive and his unruly hair were some of the others. The fact that his body (once a haven he’d felt totally at home in, now an enemy that could attack when least expected) didn’t seem satisfied with being six-foot and was intent on making him the tallest boy at college, the fact that all his mates seemed to have been ‘doing it’ since they were twelve, and the fact that his mother had a tendency to ask his friends questions like ‘Boys, enlighten me, what’s a golden shower?’ were a few of the minor leaguers. On the way home from The Café this afternoon, he’d realised that if he got run over and killed today, he would actually die a virgin.

Darkness was now falling mid-afternoon and Matt stared out of his bedroom window at the silky red snake of sunset filling his aluminium-framed square of sky. For a few seconds, he had an out-of-body sensation of contentment. At moments like this he could believe he was just another normal bloke and his life was going to be fine. His body would stop growing, all the other boys’ bodies would catch up, his mother would lose her voice and he’d get a shag. Then, all too soon, the sun had set and he was stuck in his harshly lit room staring at his French vocab. As he glanced back up at the blue-black sky, he heard his mother’s voice calling him for dinner. He turned off his lamp, shut his book and went downstairs.

By Friday morning, Katie was in such a state of nervous excitement about her date with Dan on Sunday, she could barely eat. Tomorrow she was off to spend the weekend with her family in Glossop, Derbyshire, but she’d be coming home early for the date. She usually took the train, but, because there was work on the track now for the foreseeable future, she was taking the car. All she had to get through was seven hours of café hell before the fun commenced.

It had been a long week. Christmas shopping had begun in earnest in Porter’s Green and
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