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Chapter 1 — The Announcement

Sunday mornings are supposed to be peaceful — tea, toast, maybe a bit of quiet self-loathing. Mine, however, began with my mother announcing that she had found me a husband.

Not a boyfriend. Not a casual date. A husband.

I was halfway through buttering my toast when she said it, her voice echoing dramatically across the kitchen like she was hosting a live broadcast of my personal doom.

“Emma,” she said, her tone a mixture of excitement and divine revelation, “I’ve found you a husband.”

I blinked at her. “I’m sorry, what?”

Margaret Collins — sixty, retired English teacher, professional meddler — beamed at me. She looked so proud of herself I half expected her to pull out a ring and shout surprise.

“He’s absolutely perfect,” she said, waving her phone like it was evidence. “Works in finance, owns a flat in Hampstead, and has a golden retriever named Winston. You’ll adore him.”

I nearly spilled my coffee. “You’ve spoken to him?”

“Of course not,” she scoffed. “But his mother has. She plays bridge with me on Thursdays. Lovely woman. Says her son’s just waiting for the right girl.”

I stared at her, torn between horror and admiration. “Mum, please tell me you didn’t give her my number.”

She hesitated — which meant yes.

“For heaven’s sake!” I groaned, dropping my knife. “Do you realize how insane this is?”

“Insane?” she repeated, pretending to look offended. “I call it initiative.”

“Mum, you’ve tried this six times already!” I said, counting on my fingers. “The crypto guy, the one who only spoke in gym metaphors, and — oh yes — the man who brought his mother on our date.”

Her eyes lit up at the memory. “Oh, that one was charming.”

“He introduced me as ‘my future daughter-in-law.’ On the first date.”

She tutted and reached for her tea. “You’re far too picky, darling.”

“I’m traumatized,” I muttered.

My mother sipped her Earl Grey with the grace of someone who believed she was single-handedly saving her daughter from eternal solitude.

To be fair, Margaret wasn’t cruel — just catastrophically loving. Since my Dad passed away three years ago, she’d devoted all her spare energy to my “romantic rehabilitation.” According to her, my twenties had been wasted on men who either “needed therapy” or “owned too many video game consoles.”

I glanced at her now — hair neatly curled, lipstick immaculate, wearing an apron that said Kiss the Cook (She’s Single!) — and sighed.

“Mum,” I said softly, “ I’m fine. I like my job, my flat, my life. I don’t need a man to make it better.”

She gave me a look. “Emma, no one needs a man. But it’s nice to have one who brings you tea when you’re old.”

I rolled my eyes. “I’ll buy a robot.”

“That’s what you said about getting a cat,” she replied. “And then you killed the cactus I gave you.”

“Cacti are deceitful.”

“Men are too,” she said with a smile, “but at least they talk back.”

That was my cue to leave. I stood, grabbed my bag, and kissed her on the cheek. “I have to get to work.”

“You’re working on a Sunday?”

“I’m avoiding emotional damage.”

“Tell your husband I said hello!” she called after me.

“I’ll tell him at the funeral,” I shot back.

As I stepped out onto the quiet London street, the air was cool and fresh, carrying that faint smell of rain and roasted coffee. My flat was just above a bakery, and the scent of croissants drifting up every morning was probably the only reason I hadn’t moved yet.

The neighborhood — North London, slightly chaotic but charming — was waking up. A bus hissed to a stop at the corner. Pigeons strutted like they owned the pavement. Somewhere, a toddler was already crying.

I put my earphones and walked toward my usual stop for caffeine salvation: Bloom & Brew, the local flower shop slash café run by David Turner — childhood friend, part-time philosopher, and accidental heartthrob of half the neighborhood.

He looked up as I entered, grinning. “Morning, Collins. You look... tense. Did your mum declare war again?”

“She’s found me a husband,” I said flatly.

David laughed, brushing flour off his apron. “Again? What’s this one’s tragic flaw?”

“Unknown. So far, he only exists as ‘someone’s son who owns a golden retriever.’”

“Could be worse,” he said, handing me my usual flat white. “Last week, my aunt tried to set me up with her dentist.”

“At least dentists have steady hands.”

He leaned against the counter. “Want me to pretend to be your boyfriend again?”

I groaned. “You enjoyed that too much last time.”

“Maybe,” he said with a teasing smirk. “But your mum did stop emailing my mum for two months.”

I smiled despite myself. David had that infuriating calm energy — the kind of person who looked like he actually read all the way through instruction manuals.

“Thanks, but I’ll handle this one myself,” I said, taking my coffee.

“Brave choice,” he said. “Text me when you need rescue.”

“Or bail money,” I muttered, heading for the door.

Outside, my phone buzzed.

Unknown Number: Hi Emma! Your mum gave me your number. Fancy dinner tonight? — Liam.

Oh, perfect. It had begun.

I typed a reply, deleted it, then sighed and shoved the phone into my pocket. I’d have to call Mum later and stage my own fake death.

***
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By the time I reached the park, the city was properly awake. Joggers ran past with determination I’d never understand, couples walked dogs that looked happier than most humans, and somewhere a busker was playing “Your Song” on an out-of-tune guitar.

I sat on a bench, sipping my coffee, watching a little girl chase pigeons. She laughed when they scattered, free and fearless.

Maybe my mum wasn’t entirely wrong — maybe she just wanted me to feel that kind of joy again.

But still, I thought, there had to be better ways than matchmaking through bridge clubs.

My phone buzzed again.

Mum: Don’t forget dinner tonight at Bella Notte. 7 PM. Wear the blue dress. He likes classic women.

I blinked. She’d already confirmed the reservation.

“Mum, you’ve lost your mind,” I whispered to no one.

The pigeons didn’t disagree.

***
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That evening, I stood in front of my mirror, staring at the infamous blue dress. It wasn’t bad — simple, fitted, mildly deceptive in the right lighting — but it felt like a costume for someone else’s story.

I groaned, grabbed my bag, and handed out.

Bella Notte was only ten minute away — a small Italian restaurant with fairy lights, romantic music, and waiters who probably knew more about my dating life than I did.

When I arrived, the hostess smiled. “Table for two? Your friend’s already here.”

Of course he was.

I spotted him near the window — dark hair, nice suit, a smile that was a little too confident.

“Emma!” he said, standing up to shake my hand. “Your mum told me so much about you.”

“Then you know I’m here under duress,” I replied.

He laughed awkwardly. “She said you were funny.”

The date was... tolerable, at first. Liam worked in finance (tick), love dogs (tick), and talked about his gym routine (yawn). But things took a turn when he proudly showed me picture of his pet turtle.

“His name’s Winston,” he said. “Just like the dog I want one day.”

“Great,” I said. “You’re starting a collection.”

He didn’t get the sarcasm.

Halfway through dessert, he received a call — from his mother. He answered it.

“Yes, Mum,” he said, smiling. “She’s lovely.” He looked at me. “She says hi.”
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