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Chapter One


Anne Marie was sweeping the bathroom floor of Flat 10, The Moorings, and imagining she was Cinderella, when a text came through on her phone, which was in the pocket of her overalls. She didn’t bother checking it because the only messages she’d had lately had been from her service provider updating her on their latest offers or telling her that she could now check her bill online. (So good of you to think of me so often, O2. Thank you very much!)


For a moment she allowed herself to fantasize that the text was from a mysterious stranger asking her out to dinner. He wouldn’t actually be asking her out – obviously: he wouldn’t know who she was at that stage. It would be a misdial. But by the time she had called him to tell him it was a misdial, which seemed only fair in the circumstances, and they had chatted for a while and had realized they were actually soulmates, well, by then they really would be going out for dinner.


Where would they go? Calypso’s, probably. It was the classiest restaurant that Little Sanderton had to offer. Although on second thought there were a few upmarket gastro-pubs too. Perhaps best to start with one of those. That would be more casual than a full-on dining experience, especially for a first date.


Occasionally she went to Ocean Views with one of the girls from the reading group. That might even be better. What could be more romantic – in a casual way, of course – than the ocean stretching out behind you while you tucked into a pint of prawns?


No, maybe not prawns: they had their tails on and could get messy. A prawn leg stuck in your teeth was not a good look either. Soup, then? They did a great clam chowder at Ocean Views, served with homemade bread and tiny pats of butter on individual dishes with a sprig of parsley to garnish. Very classy.


She blinked a few times. Where on earth had all that come from? She wasn’t even interested in dating. She was way too busy. A man would mess everything up. She needed a man like . . . she frowned, hunting for a suitable analogy . . . like she needed unreliable cleaners.


Sophie Smith, her youngest and prettiest member of staff, was supposed to be cleaning this flat, but she’d phoned in sick this morning so Anne Marie had been obliged to do it herself. Not that she’d had far to come. She lived in the same building. Four floors above, to be precise. She had the penthouse, thanks to Daddy. The Moorings had been his previous project.


To be honest, she could have got someone else to clean number ten, but she’d been curious. It was interesting seeing what other people did to what was basically the same footprint of rooms. This flat was a lot smaller, of course, than hers: only two bedrooms, and much lower spec – it had laminate for a start instead of proper wood floors, but it was still very interesting.


And it wasn’t such a bad thing to keep your hand in. Even if you were the boss. Never let it be said that she wasn’t prepared to pitch in and get her hands dirty – she could do humility with the best of them.


Her phone pinged with another text and Anne Marie paused. She was cleaning the sink now. The taps needed descaling. She found the appropriate product in her bucket and sprayed it on thoughtfully. Not the phone company, then. They only ever sent one text at a time. It might actually be someone who wanted to speak to her. Hopefully not someone else phoning in sick.


It pinged again.


She hooked it out of her pocket and discovered that all three texts were from the same person: her long-time friend and confidante, Manda Crippins.


The first was long and began: You are invited to the wedding of Jack Taylor and Manda Crippins on 28 January 2017, to be held at St Augustan’s Church, Stamford Green, Ashmore at 3.00 p.m.


Then it said ***incomplete text***


Flaming phone.


The rest of the invitation came through separately with a PS at the bottom: Sorry for text invite. Proper invite to follow. Cock-up at printer’s. Please reserve date.


Anne Marie raised her eyebrows. No wonder they’d texted: 28 January was only three weeks away. It was the fifth now! And it was the first she’d heard of any wedding – it was clearly last-minute.


The last text was a personal one to her, also from Manda: Darling, please come, it’s your fault we’re getting married. I’ll phone you later. Mwah, mwah.


Anne Marie smiled. This was a lot better than fantasy. This was Proper Romance, Romance with a capital R, and Manda was right: it was all down to her. She’d introduced them, hadn’t she? They’d met at her twenty-first birthday party last August. So they’d met, fallen in love and were getting married inside six months. And she was responsible. She felt a little glow of pride.


Clearly she should be in the matchmaking game. Maybe she should organize a speed-dating event at Little Sanderton. That might be fun. A lot more fun than organizing a troupe of cleaners anyway. (Was that the right collective noun?). And it wasn’t as if she didn’t have the skills – Daddy was always saying what a good organizer she was.


Less charitable people might call it meddling. People like her first – and, as it turned out, only – boss, but as Manda had pointed out when Anne Marie had been sacked, the woman was probably just jealous because Anne Marie was blonder, prettier and thinner than she was.


She wished she was thinner now. Not that she was actually fat, but the festive season had landed her with an extra half-stone she could have done without. She glanced at her reflection in the mirror that took up one wall of the luxury bathroom. The sunshine-yellow overalls didn’t help. They would have made anyone bigger than a size eight look enormous, especially when worn over jeans and a chunky jumper. Well, so what? It was cold today!


As for the huge logo, Clean Living, emblazoned across her breasts in shocking pink, it had probably been a bit OTT, even for her. She should have gone for a more stylish uniform when she’d set up the company, but there hadn’t been a lot of choice in the Corporate Clothing catalogue. And she’d liked the colours. Yellow was cheery, friendly and outgoing, just like her.


Anne Marie stopped looking at her reflection and thought about the man who owned this flat Dominic Peterson, his name was. She’d met him only once, when he’d first contracted her company. He’d be out at work when they cleaned, he’d told her. He was a sales rep. For Jaguar, she thought. She’d spotted a whole pile of brochures on the bureau in his lounge when he’d been fetching his bank details to pay her. It was handy to know what your clients did for a living. Made it easier to strike up a conversation and, of course, check that they were solvent.


Yes, a speed-dating event in Little Sanderton would be just the thing. She could even invite Dominic! He was single. He deserved someone nice. His current – soon to be ex – girlfriend was a two-timing minx. Anne Marie knew this because just after she’d got there today she’d heard a message come through on the answerphone. It was the type of machine that plays the message aloud as it’s being recorded.


She’d been in the kitchen when the phone had rung but she’d dashed through to the lounge in case it was important. She’d been just in time to hear a woman’s voice: ‘Dominic, I’m sorry, it’s over. I’ve met someone else. Bye.’


That had been it. Just like that. A sharp, brief message followed by the flat line of the disconnection tone. Nothing else. Anne Marie had been outraged on Dominic’s behalf. Dumping someone by answerphone message was seriously crappy. Worse than dumping them by text.


Never mind. She’d invite him to her speed-dating event where he could meet someone lovely.


She should probably finish cleaning his flat first.


A moment later she grabbed her phone and texted Manda back. Yay. Of course I’ll be there. Speak soon. Mwah, mwah.


Everyone else put kisses on a text for obvious reasons but she and Manda had trained their predictive text so that Mwah came up as soon as you typed a capital M. Could be entertaining and on occasion embarrassing if you forgot to read through your texts before you sent them.


Oh, it would be so nice to see Manda again. She hoped that Jack wasn’t going to drag her too far away from Little Sanderton. Not everyone wanted to live in a sleepy little coastal village. Jack rented a house in Dorchester. Still, that wouldn’t be too bad. Dorchester wasn’t a million miles away.


Just the floor mopping to do now. She put some dance music on her iPod and turned up the volume. Getting fit and losing the half-stone she’d put on over the festive period were two of her new-year resolutions.


Now she had some extra motivation. A wedding in three weeks’ time. How exciting was that?


Another of her resolutions was to read the classics, which she hadn’t bothered with before because they were so tedious (apart from Far From the Madding Crowd, which they’d had to do for GCSE at school). But, thanks to a decision they’d made at Reading Group a couple of months ago, that resolution was already in hand too. Hurrah!


*


It was Reading Group tonight. They met on the first Thursday of the month. Anne Marie hummed as she got ready. She hoped January’s novel would be exciting. Preferably something that was on television, in case she was too busy to read it. The speed-dating event was going to take a bit of organizing, that was for sure.


It had been handy to read The Christmas Carol in December. Because, as Serena who had chosen it had predicted, it had been on television a couple of times. It was Kate’s turn to pick January’s novel. Kate was clever and sassy. Maybe she’d choose something amusing.


Anne Marie grabbed the keys to her Mazda as she dashed out of the door. Reading Group was great. Not because of the reading bit – she wasn’t a big reader – but because of the friendship, the female solidarity. They were a really solid gathering of women. It was like having a whole bunch of extra sisters. She only had one older sister, whom she hardly ever saw, and no brothers. Mum had died when she was tiny and Dad had never remarried.


Bless his cotton socks. She ought to go round and see him soon. He had a house on the cliffs. A great dark Gothic monster with about sixteen bedrooms and four bathrooms. Well, actually they were classrooms, not bedrooms – the place had once been a primary school. He’d bought it as an investment a few years ago and was living in it until he got planning permission to knock it down and build a block of flats.


It was one of the very few projects that wasn’t going well. He was a savvy property developer-cum-landlord. He owned quite a few places in Little Sanderton. It was down to him that she’d set up Clean Living. He bought the flats and let them. Her company cleaned them. In fact, it had been his idea that she start the company. He’d helped her set it up through Companies House and register it as a limited company and all the other boring stuff like that.


*


She was the last to arrive at Reading Group. Everyone else was already in the snug, enjoying the warmth of the log burner and a glass of red. Kate, who was closest to the door, handed her a glass. ‘Hello, lovely. We’re on mulled wine as it’s still kind of the festive season. How are you?’


Anne Marie breathed in the scents of spice and cinnamon. She felt the warmth of the room and the camaraderie of her friends and she beamed. ‘All the better for seeing you guys. And I’m definitely up for extending the festive season. Do you think we can get away with it till the end of January?’


‘Well, at least until the end of tonight, angel.’ That was Jojo. She held out a plate of mince pies.


Anne Marie took two. They were only tiny, after all, with little pastry stars on them, and was that edible glitter? Yum. Besides, if they were extending the festive season then technically the new year hadn’t started yet. So the diet could begin tomorrow.


There was a lot to catch up on.


Grace told them that Harry, her little boy, was doing really well. ‘No more scares. He’s still in remission. We’ve had the best Christmas ever,’ she said, ‘And it’s mostly thanks to all of you.’ Her eyes went a little starry as she spoke.


‘And on a somewhat more mundane note, Anton’s finally agreed we can get a new kitchen,’ Kate said. ‘We’re going to look at units in the January sales. We might even get a breakfast bar’


‘And I’m going to start a new business,’ Anne Marie announced. ‘I’m going into match-making, starting with speed-dating events in Little Sanderton.’


Her news did not bring quite the roars of approval she was hoping for. In fact, she thought she saw Serena and Grace exchange a quick look of horror. But she was probably mistaken about that. Why would they?


‘I have the organizational skills, don’t I?’ she added. ‘And there are plenty of singles in Little Sanderton.’


‘Yes, but most of them are over eighty,’ Jojo said, with a frown.


‘Over-eighties deserve a love life too,’ Anne Marie said, waving a hand. ‘Maybe I’ll do a knitting speed-dating evening for them.’


Serena seemed to be choking on her mince pie. That was odd, but then again those little pastry stars were quite small. Anne Marie paused while Grace patted Serena on the back and refilled her glass. Then she went on, ‘I know I did get it wrong with that couple down the road, but you have to admit, they did seem a perfect match . . . apart from the age difference, I mean. And big age differences can work. In some cases. It was a shame it ended so badly.’


‘And there was the woman on the checkout at Waitrose,’ Serena pointed out. She seemed to have recovered from her coughing fit. ‘The one you tried to set up with a customer – remember?’


‘Well, yes, but how was I to know the guy was a shoplifter? That wasn’t really my fault. I have had a major success, though,’ she went on blithely, and told them about Manda and Jack’s wedding.


‘Well, I think it’s . . . um . . . a lovely idea,’ Grace said diplomatically. ‘Anyway, a commercial enterprise is different from ad-hoc matchmaking, isn’t it?’


‘I suppose so,’ Serena said, taking another sip of wine. ‘Well, good luck with it, Anne Marie. Now, moving swiftly on to the main business of the evening, our classic novel. Over to you, Kate. What are we reading this month?’


Kate had gone a little pink, Anne Marie noticed. She wondered why. Maybe they were reading something saucy. Oh, she did hope so. She clapped her hands in expectation.


Kate was shuffling around in her bag. ‘I can’t seem to – er – find it,’ she said. ‘How odd.’


Jojo bent down and hooked out a book that had been accidentally kicked half under the chesterfield. ‘Looks like you’d dropped it, Angel. Here we are.’ She handed it back to Kate with a smile.


‘Ah, thank you.’ Kate didn’t look too happy, but she held it up to the group. ‘We’re going to read Jane Austen’s Emma,’ she said. ‘I hope you like it. Now, I must just nip to the loo.’


‘That’s one of her later ones, isn’t it?’ Jojo said. ‘What’s it about?’ Kate had already fled so Jojo held up the book and read out the blurb on the back. ‘Emma Woodhouse is the character Austen was sure no one would like. She delights in meddling in the romantic lives of others . . .’ She tailed off.
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