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			Prologue

			Books had saved her life when she was a child. Was that too dramatic? No, she didn’t think it was. Reading had taken her away from the pain of being born into a family that didn’t understand her. A family into which she had never truly fitted.

			That’s why she had started the Reading Group. She had wondered for a while if the other women felt the same way. Maybe not, although she did know that all of them – Jojo, Grace, Kate and even little Anne Marie – loved the monthly escape to her house on the cliffs. It was a time out of time. Somewhere they could leave the stresses of their daily lives behind and just be themselves for a couple of hours.

			When she was a child reading had transported her into worlds where anything was possible. Worlds where the baddies always got their comeuppance. Worlds where there were always happy endings . . . even if they did sometimes take a while.

			Serena stood in her orangery and looked out at the sunset that was beginning to pink the sky. Wouldn’t it be wonderful, she thought, if real life were a little bit more like fiction?

			She pressed her fingers to her forehead and smiled at her foolishness.

			One could always hope, she thought.

			One could always dream.
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			Chapter 1

			Anne Marie was sweeping the bathroom floor of Flat 10, The Moorings 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 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 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 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.

			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. 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 Augustine’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. 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. Manda was right: it was all down to her. She’d introduced them, hadn’t she? 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. 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 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. 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.

			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 once they were married. Not everyone wanted to live in a sleepy little coastal village . . . 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.

			Another of her resolutions was to read some classic novels, 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.

			*

			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. This speed-dating event was going to take a bit of organizing, that was for sure.

			It was Kate’s turn to pick this month’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 nine 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.

			*

			Anne Marie 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 who had been sick with cancer, was doing really well. ‘No more scares. He’s still in remission,’ she said.

			‘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 to the group. ‘I’m going into matchmaking, 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. ‘There are plenty of singles in Little Sanderton,’ she added.

			‘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. 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. 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. ‘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. Maybe they were reading something saucy? 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.

			Anne Marie frowned. Why was everyone looking so uncomfortable? She shook her head. It sounded like a really fun book to her.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			When Anne Marie rang her father’s doorbell the next day there was no answer. She let herself in through the front door, and was greeted by the smell of dogs – and then by an actual dog. Digby, Dad’s wet springer spaniel, had clearly been swimming.

			He wagged ecstatically as she bent to stroke him, flicking water everywhere.

			‘Where is he, then?’ Anne Marie asked Digby, though she knew exactly where he’d be – in his office at the back of the house. She was pretty sure he slept in there sometimes, workaholic that he was.

			‘Dad!’ she called, as she walked along the corridors of parquet flooring. On either side, doors opened into classrooms, still full of the old desks and school chairs, all gathering dust.

			She’d offered to get a team in to clean the place, but her father wouldn’t hear of it. ‘What’s the point when most of the rooms are shut up?’ he’d said, and she’d been unable to argue with that.

			Knowing Dad, letting the place fall down around his ears was probably also a tactic – he was working on the assumption that the planning department would decide they’d rather have a block of nice new flats than a derelict eyesore on the outskirts of town.

			She tapped on the glass upper pane of the office door. It still had the old sign in situ. Headmaster. She smiled. She had a feeling Dad rather liked the idea of being Headmaster, even if he did only have her to boss around.

			‘Hello, Princess.’ He turned from where he had been hunched over a computer screen, tapping away into a spreadsheet. ‘What’s happening? I wasn’t expecting to see you today.’

			She bent and kissed his bristly cheek. ‘What are you doing? Counting your money?’

			‘Something like that. Is it coffee time?’ He got up stiffly and rubbed his arm. ‘I’ve got tennis elbow.’

			‘You don’t play tennis.’

			‘From using the mouse.’

			‘It’s probably RSI. Shall I book you an appointment with Thomas?’

			‘I’m ahead of you. He’s due any minute.’ He peered at the clock on the wall, which had stopped. ‘Well, I think he is. What time actually is it?’

			‘Ten to ten.’ She sighed. ‘I’d better leave you in peace, then.’

			‘Nonsense, you can make us a coffee. Thomas will be pleased to see you. He always asks after you.’

			‘Are you matchmaking, Daddy?’ She smiled at him.

			‘Hardly!’

			‘Actually, it’s matchmaking I want to talk to you about, as it happens. Have you got five minutes?’

			‘Darling, I’ve got all the time in the world to talk to you. Especially if it involves your love life.’

			Anne Marie winced. Oops, she’d probably given him the wrong impression.

			‘I don’t have a love life and I don’t want one, as you very well know,’ she said, as she carried a cafetiere of coffee and a plate of ginger nuts into the assembly hall, which was what currently passed for a lounge.

			‘So you keep saying. It’s not normal, you know – a gorgeous young thing like you. I was out playing the field when I was your age.’

			‘You were a boy,’ she pointed out.

			‘Your sister was too.’ He slurped his coffee. ‘Playing the field, I mean. Not a boy.’ He winked.

			‘Yes, and look where it got her. Four children and she’s only just turned thirty.’

			‘It’s nice having children when you’re young.’ Having a conversation with her father was like playing table tennis. He batted each sentence back before she’d had a chance to formulate the next.

			‘Thomas Hanson is a world authority on blood-spatter, he told me, last time I saw him,’ her dad remarked.

			That was a bit random, even for him. ‘I’m sorry? What?’ Anne Marie raised her eyebrows.

			‘He’s versatile, is what I’m saying. He’s clever. Educated. Solvent. Tall too. You could do a lot worse.’

			‘You forgot “know-it-all”,’ she said, suddenly remembering she was supposed to be on a diet and feeding the remaining half ginger nut to an enthusiastic Digby. ‘The trouble with Thomas Hanson is that he’s got an opinion on absolutely everything. No wonder you get on so well.’

			She’d said that rather too loudly in view of the fact that approximately ten seconds later Thomas appeared at the door. ‘Good morning. Sorry to barge in, but the bell doesn’t seem to work. I did try.’

			He was smiling equably. Had he heard what she’d said?

			She offered him a ginger nut.

			He refused it. ‘No can do. New Year resolution. Cut down on sugar.’ He patted his perfectly flat stomach and added, ‘How’s the toilet cleaning going?’

			Ouch. She decided not to rise. ‘Actually, I’m branching out,’ she said. ‘That’s what I was saying earlier, Daddy. I’m going into the matchmaking arena, running speed-dating events in the village.’

			Her father nodded.

			Thomas narrowed his eyes.

			She ignored him. ‘I shall hire the village hall, advertise in the local press, charge people to come along.’ She clapped her hands together. ‘What do you think? We’ve never had anything like that in Little Sanderton before, and I do have a track record.’

			‘You do?’ Thomas said, with irritating scepticism.

			‘I do. Yes.’ She popped another ginger nut into her mouth, enjoying its melting sweetness on her tongue, and told them about Manda and Jack. ‘They met at my twenty-first birthday party. On the boat – do you remember, Daddy?’

			‘How could I forget? Manda fell overboard, didn’t she, and Jack jumped in to rescue her?’

			‘Well, he threw her the life buoy, anyway.’

			Her father shuddered. ‘Good job it was summer. So now they’re getting married, are they? Well, I guess that’s a happy ending. Well done, Princess.’

			‘Anyway,’ she went on, ‘as you said, Daddy, all’s well that ends well. I’ve been invited to their wedding. I can take a plus one. Maybe you could come along. It’s at the end of January.’

			‘Thank you, Princess, but I think it’d be better if you went with someone your own age. You busy, Thomas?’

			‘My diary’s usually pretty full,’ Thomas said quickly. ‘Speaking of which, we’d better have a look at that elbow of yours, hadn’t we?’

			Honestly, Anne Marie thought, as she caught up on her invoicing later that evening. Why did no one believe her when she said she wasn’t interested in having a relationship? Manda was just as bad. When they’d chatted on the phone earlier Manda had asked her if she’d fancied being bridesmaid, then spent ages telling her about the best man.

			‘His name’s Todd and he works with Jack on the trains,’ she said. ‘It’s really well paid, that job. He’s just in the process of buying his own house in Poundbury – you know, the estate in Dorchester that Prince Charles built.’

			‘Lovely,’ said Anne Marie. ‘But I’m not on the market for a train driver called Todd.’

			There was a pause. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve met someone else!’

			‘No,’ Anne Marie said. ‘I haven’t. But I’d love to be your bridesmaid. Do you mind if I bring my dad?’

			‘Of course I don’t. Your dad’s pretty cool.’

			She certainly wouldn’t be bringing Thomas Hanson – that was for sure. They had absolutely nothing in common. Every time she saw him he insulted her. The only reason she let him get away with it was because she’d known him for ever. He’d been a friend of the family for as long as he’d been an osteopath. He was superb, apparently. Thankfully she had never needed his services.

			The thought of him touching her with those long-fingered hands was – oh . . . She shivered. No, definitely not.

			*

			The door buzzer sounded as Anne Marie was packing up for the day. It was Sophie, she saw on the entry-phone screen. She must have recovered from her sore stomach. Well, that was good. She let her into the block.

			‘Hello, honey-bunny, you feeling better?’ She ushered her through to the kitchen.

			Sophie nodded. ‘I’m fine now, thanks.’

			‘You’re not coming to tell me you’ve had enough of cleaning for a living, are you?’

			‘I’m not, no.’ Sophie blinked rapidly several times. ‘But you might decide you’ve had enough of me when you hear what I’ve done.’

			‘I doubt that.’ Anne Marie looked at her properly. Her eyes were glittery and her face really quite pale. ‘You’re my best cleaner.’

			‘I’ve broken my Henry,’ Sophie said, and burst into tears.

			Anne Marie hugged her. She had no idea what she was talking about, but the poor girl was clearly distraught. For a few moments she let her sob and wished she knew what to say to make her feel better. ‘Who’s Henry?’ she ventured, when Sophie had finally stopped crying. ‘Is he your boyfriend?’

			‘He’s my vacuum,’ Sophie said. ‘My really expensive vacuum you told me not to break. On pain of death.’

			Gosh, she hadn’t really said that, had she? How tactless.

			‘I’m so, so sorry. I don’t know how it happened. I think I must have sucked up something too big.’

			‘Oh,’ Anne Marie said. ‘Is that all? I thought you were upset about something serious.’

			‘That is serious, isn’t it?’ Sophie looked at her, wide-eyed. ‘They’re really expensive, you said.’

			‘Yes, but it’s only money, isn’t it?’ Anne Marie felt very maternal and wise. ‘It’s replaceable. I can probably claim on my insurance. I thought someone had died or you’d split up with your boyfriend or something.’

			‘What? You mean Gary?’ Sophie rolled her eyes. ‘No, I haven’t split up with him. He proposed the other day. He did it on my birthday. Got down on one knee and everything in McDonald’s.’

			‘McDonald’s?’ Annie Marie gasped. ‘That’s not very romantic.’

			‘No, I know, but we like McDonald’s. It’s where we met. He was on the griddle and I was waitressing. Before I got the job with you, I mean. Gary’s still there – he’s Head Chef so he gets us a discount.’ Sophie had brightened considerably now she knew she wasn’t in trouble.

			‘Did you say yes?’ Anne Marie had a horrible feeling she already knew what was coming.

			Sophie studied her blue-and-pink fingernails. ‘I said I’d let him know in a week. I don’t want him to think I’m a complete pushover.’

			‘Good girl,’ Annie Marie said. ‘You’re far too young to go rushing into marriage. It’s a massive step.’

			Sophie nodded uncertainly. ‘I was going to say yes, though,’ she said, screwing up her forehead. ‘Do you think I shouldn’t, then?’

			Anne Marie settled her at the breakfast bar and opened a pack of extra special Belgian-chocolate cupcakes with edible glitter that she had left over from Christmas. Desperate times called for desperate measures. ‘Have I ever told you about my sister Julia?’

			Sophie shook her head.

			‘Julia got married when she was just a few months older than you are now. She was supposed to be going to Cambridge. She was offered a place and she turned it down. Can you believe that?’

			Sophie’s eyes popped. ‘She turned it down because she wanted to get married?’

			‘She turned it down because she was pregnant. How someone that brainy doesn’t have the sense to take proper precautions, I’ll never know.’

			‘I’m on the pill,’ Sophie said promptly.

			‘You’re clearly more intelligent than my sister.’ Anne Marie drummed her fingers on the breakfast bar. ‘Guess what happened next.’

			‘She lost the baby?’ Sophie ventured.

			‘No. She did not. She got married to this oik,’ that was a bit harsh – her brother-in-law was a doctor and quite a laugh – but she wanted to make her point, ‘and now they have four children and Julia’s only just turned thirty.’

			‘I see.’ Sophie started on her second cupcake. ‘Is that bad?’

			‘It’s not bad, exactly.’ She was going to have her work cut out here. ‘The point I’m trying to make is that you’re a bright girl. You’re doing a college course, aren’t you? The last thing you want is to throw it all away on a burger-tosser – I mean fryer.’

			‘I see.’

			‘Unless you really love him. Do you love him?’

			‘I like him a lot.’ Sophie batted her eyelashes thoughtfully. ‘And we do get on well. He makes me laugh.’

			‘Yes, but does he make your heart go into overdrive?’ Anne Marie asked. She couldn’t remember ever feeling that way about a man – but that was a standard indicator of love, wasn’t it? ‘Look, Sophie, if you’re not sure I think you should say no.’

			‘Really?’ Sophie looked alarmed. She was a pretty little thing, blonde with brilliant-blue eyes – that were, at this moment, sparkly with tears. She was petite too, with a delicacy about her that put Anne Marie in mind of an elf. Sophie didn’t look at all chunky in the yellow Clean Living overalls. And now she was on her third cupcake. How did she do it?

			‘You should definitely say no.’ She took hold of Sophie’s shoulders and gave her a gentle little shake. She’d just had a brainwave. Dominic Peterson – who lived in this very block! – was a far better proposition than some griddle chef, whose main asset was being able to get a discount on burgers! Dominic had a very nice home. And a well-paid job. Also, Anne Marie was sure she’d seen a Jag in the car park this morning – it was probably his. Although it might have been a company car, of course. Still, a temporary Jaguar was better than no Jaguar.

			‘What sort of car has he got – this Gary?’

			‘He hasn’t got one at all yet. He’s learning to drive in his dad’s Fiesta.’

			That clinched it. ‘Tell him to sling his hook,’ Anne Marie said firmly. ‘There’s someone I want you to meet.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Matchmaking was harder than it sounded, Anne Marie thought the next day. It had seemed easy. All she had to do was arrange for Sophie to bump into Dominic Peterson and let Fate take its natural course.

			There were two fatal flaws to this plan.

			Number one was that Dominic was never in when he had his cleaning done. That was the whole point – he liked to be out of the way when it was taking place. Most of her clients were like that, although she did have the odd controlling one who liked to oversee every move the cleaner made and – as one woman had pointed out – make sure they didn’t go nosing about in her ‘privates’.

			Number two was that – pretty as Sophie looked in her Clean Living uniform – Anne Marie wasn’t sure that Dominic would think it appropriate to chat up his cleaner, even if he did bump into her. He was happy enough to chat to Anne Marie on the odd occasion they bumped into each other in the car park, but that was slightly different. After all, Anne Marie wasn’t just a cleaner, she owned the business. She had a feeling that Dominic was an upwardly mobile kind of guy. He might be looking for an upwardly mobile girlfriend.

			She sat in her kitchen making notes. What exactly did she know about him?

			He was twenty-two.

			He was single.

			He was five foot nine at a push. (Sophie was only five foot five so that was fine. She could still wear heels when they went out.)

			He had dark hair and was reasonably attractive. He had a nice flat and he paid his rent on time. (She’d checked with her father.)

			He worked out. (She’d spotted his joggers in the laundry basket.)

			He had a Jag (which might or might not be a company car, but at least he had one).

			He was nice.

			The last point was the most important in Anne Marie’s book. She could have forgiven him a lot as long as he had that one attribute. She began a list about Sophie:

			She was seventeen. (Good age ratio, girls of that age liked older men.)

			She was single (or would be once she’d kicked griddle-­chef Gary into touch).

			She was blonde and very pretty.

			She lived with her parents. (Who didn’t at that age?)

			The cleaning job was temporary. (She was studying for . . . what was she studying for?)

			She was reliable and honest. (She’d owned up about breaking the Henry.)

			She was nice.

			Anne Marie paused. They had loads in common, didn’t they? They both liked eating out, too. Sophie liked McDonald’s and Dominic was bound to like eating out. Everyone liked eating out and they probably both went to gigs. Dominic liked Maroon 5. She’d seen one of their CDs on his coffee table.

			A perfect match.

			They just needed to meet.

			She could, of course, invite them along to her speed-dating event. She’d already phoned up to ask the price of the village hall. Unfortunately it was fully booked for January. The WI had it twice and some obscure am-dram company had it the rest of the time.

			The answer came in a flash of inspiration. She could arrange a meeting at hers. She could hold a supper club. She couldn’t just invite Dominic and Sophie – that would be weird. There would have to be more people. Who else could she ask? Who was the right age? And who was single? While she had her pen in her hand she made a list . . . 

			There was Matt, Manda’s elder brother – they had always got on well, in a friends kind of way, and he was good company. She added him to the list. Her thoughts turned to Reading Group. She could invite anyone who was single. Which counted out Grace and Kate but left Serena and Jojo. She’d need a couple of guys for them – maybe Thomas Hanson could be one of them. He was nice when he wasn’t being sarcastic and, at twenty-nine, was in the right age group. Maybe train-driver Todd – Jack and Manda’s best man – could be the other. He was probably too young for Jojo, who was thirty-seven, or even Serena, who was thirty-three. Unless either of them wanted a toyboy . . . Probably not. Although you never could tell.

			She pictured the scene.

			Her dining table – which got precious little use in the normal course of events – set for twelve with a topless butler (where had that thought come from? Bad girl!) serving hors d’oeuvres. No, he definitely couldn’t be topless. He’d have to be wearing a bow tie at least. A bow tie and a six pack. Mmm.

			Anne Marie sighed.

			She was probably only fantasizing because her own social life had been so quiet lately. A lot of her uni friends were now one half of a couple, which made it a little more awkward because she hadn’t had a boyfriend for ages. It wasn’t so much fun having people round for dinner when you had to do absolutely everything yourself. Shop for the food, cook, stress about whether it was all going to be ready at the same time, then clear up afterwards with no one to help.

			Actually, she didn’t really mind having no one to help clear up. She had a dishwasher so it was no big deal. But it would have been nice to have someone to dissect the evening with afterwards. That had been one of the best bits about parties at uni – the drunken recap held in the kitchen at the halls of residence afterwards. That had always been such a laugh. More fun in some ways than the evening itself.

			University had been such fun. The social side – not so much the qualification she had ended up with. And what had she done with that? Set up a cleaning business. She could probably have managed that without a degree in business studies.

			Oh, for goodness’ sake, stop feeling sorry for yourself, girl! Having a matchmaking supper club would be fun. A sit-down meal, even for six or eight guests, would be hard work. A buffet would be just as good. That way it wouldn’t cost too much – she could cook loads in advance. She would be free to circulate, making sure the right people met the right people, so to speak.

			She designed some invitations on her MacBook Air, then printed them out and decided they would be best hand-delivered. There would be no texting people at the last minute for her. She wasn’t going to leave anything to chance. Although she did have to invite train-driver Todd via Manda, as she didn’t have his contact details.

			She had asked them to RSVP (phone or email) by Wednesday, which wasn’t very far away. She’d better get her act together.

			*

			By Wednesday everyone had RSVP’d.

			Jojo and Serena both said yes. Thomas Hanson said yes. Dominic Peterson said yes. Matt said yes. Train-driver Todd said no, via Manda. Not surprising, really, as he didn’t know her from Adam. And Sophie also said no.

			Crap. Sophie was the reason she was having the supper party! The whole thing was pointless if she didn’t come. Anne Marie decided desperate measures were called for and went round to see her.

			Sophie didn’t answer the door until the third ring. When she appeared, it was obvious she’d been crying.

			‘Oh, sweetie, what’s wrong?’ Anne Marie crooned.

			‘I’ve split up with Gary.’

			That was a good thing, surely. Aware that such an observation wouldn’t be entirely tactful, Anne Marie gave her a hug. ‘He’s not worth your tears.’ After his proposal in McDonald’s – that was an understatement. ‘There, there. Dry your eyes and tell me why you’re not coming to my supper club.’

			‘I’m not really in the mood,’ Sophie said.

			‘Oh, but you’ll soon cheer up when you see Dominic. He’s dying to meet you.’

			‘Is he?’ Sophie blinked a couple of times.

			‘Absolutely.’

			Dominic wasn’t actually aware of Sophie’s existence but if he had been she was sure he’d be dying to meet her. She’d have to redress that before Saturday. Maybe she should phone him in advance and mention Sophie.

			First, there was the more pressing matter of getting her to come.

			‘I think Dominic has a Jaguar sports car,’ she said. ‘I think it’s a soft-top – now that’s what I call class. I wouldn’t mind a go in it myself.’

			‘Nor would I,’ Sophie replied. ‘I’ve never been in a Jag.’

			‘Imagine it,’ Anne Marie told her. ‘Driving round the country lanes with the wind in your hair . . . I’m sure he’d take you for a spin if you asked him.’

			Sophie was nodding. ‘My dad’s got a mate with a Jag – it’s dead posh.’

			‘So you’ll come to my party?’ Annie Marie said.

			‘Go on, then.’

			‘Excellent.’ Anne Marie breathed a sigh of relief. And hoped she was right about the Jag.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Anne Marie stood back and surveyed her efforts. Not bad, if she did say so herself. The long dining table was set with plates, silver cutlery, crystal glasses, napkins and several bottles of wine – two reds already opened to breathe. Through the floor-to-ceiling windows of the dining room there was a panoramic view of the bay. It was a beautiful evening. A silver moon path angled across the sea, which was black glass. Stars were beginning to pinprick the dusk.

			On the horizon she could see the flickering lights of distant ships. Anne Marie clasped her hands as she stood on her balcony, looking out, and breathed in the aromas of scented candles dotted around (rose musk and vanilla), just in case anyone should step outside. It was a perfect night for romance.

			Dominic was the first to arrive. He was ten minutes early – perhaps that wasn’t entirely surprising since he lived downstairs. He held out a carrier containing two bottles of wine. Nice touch. Except that when she glanced into the bag they were screwtops. Not so good. She took his coat and he leaned in for a kiss. Both cheeks.

			Mmm, nice aftershave. He was freshly shaved. A whiff of smoke. She hadn’t known he smoked. That could be a deal-breaker. She was sure Sophie didn’t smoke. Well, never mind, he could always give it up. Perhaps she should mention it now. No. Too soon.

			She frowned, trying to see him through Sophie’s eyes, then realized, with a start of embarrassment, that she was staring at him a bit too openly.

			‘Thanks for asking me.’ He was smiling. ‘I was blown away to get your invite. I’ll be interested to see your pad too – I’m imagining it’s kind of similar to mine, yah?’

			‘Yah.’ She echoed his rather posh accent unconsciously. ‘I mean, yes. It’s similar.’ Pad? Who said pad, these days? Now was the time to tell him about Sophie. ‘I’m pleased you could make it,’ she began. ‘At such short notice.’

			There was an awkward little silence. She leaped in to fill it. ‘Um, do you by any chance own a Jaguar sports car? Only I thought I saw one in the car park—’

			‘Not mine.’ He gave a rueful sigh. ‘I’ve got a Skoda.’

			‘Blimey.’ She covered her shock with a cough. That was going to take some getting out of when Sophie was expecting a ride around the neighbourhood in an open-top Jag.

			‘They get a bad press,’ he was saying. ‘But they’re very good cars. Economical, reliable, easy to park.’ He ticked off each attribute on his fingers. ‘Great cars. Very underrated. Yah?’

			‘Soft-top by any chance?’ She knew she was clutching at straws.

			‘Er, no.’ He looked puzzled. ‘What do you drive?’

			‘A Mazda.’ Maybe she could lend it to him. Sophie would probably be quite impressed with that. ‘But you didn’t come here to talk about cars.’

			‘No.’ He gave her a great big cheesy grin. ‘I came here to see you.’

			‘And Sophie,’ she said, taking a step back. He was getting a bit too much into her personal space. She hadn’t had a chance yet to close the front door. Perhaps that was just as well.

			‘Who’s Sophie?’

			‘Someone I think you should meet. Ah, Sophie!’ To Anne Marie’s horror Sophie, clearly eager to meet her prospective soulmate, had also turned up early. She’d just appeared at the open front door. Anne Marie hadn’t heard the lift doors ping. She hoped Sophie hadn’t heard what he’d just said.

			‘Sophie – we were just talking about you. This is Dominic. I think you two have an awful lot in common.’ Actually, she wasn’t so sure about that any more.

			Fortunately at that moment Thomas Hanson arrived too. He’d taken the stairs, judging by the way he was puffing. He was closely followed by Serena and then Manda’s brother, Matt.

			Gosh, everyone was very prompt.

			Anne Marie got them all into the lounge, poured drinks and introduced people.

			‘What a beautiful room,’ Serena said, looking admiringly at the minimalist décor, acres of real wood flooring rolling away to the cream blinds at the windows, currently rolled back to display the lights on the balcony beyond.

			‘Thanks.’ She smiled, surprised because Serena’s home was the opposite of hers: all rustic and Country Living. Although they both overlooked the Devon coastline, the two couldn’t have been further away from each other in style. Compared to Serena’s, her home was a bit cold, she thought, but that was partly because there wasn’t much of her in it. She liked the minimalist look. The pale walls, the blank, bland surfaces, the fact that everything, even the television, was out of sight . . . 

			Anne Marie bit her lip. Did she really like bland? Or was the truth that she didn’t know what she liked? Well, this was no time to be reflective. She should be entertaining her guests. She was beginning to wish she’d hired the topless butler. Or asked more people. Or gone for a sit-down meal. Or taken everyone into the lounge where the comfy chairs were. There were only a couple of dining chairs in here, pushed back against the walls – not exactly inviting – and people were standing around in stiff little groups.

			After the initial ‘What a lovely place you have here’ ­comments the conversation didn’t seem to flow. It was too quiet. Ah – she’d forgotten to put on the music! She darted across the room and prodded her iPod. It went straight into the Maroon 5 album she’d bought to make Dominic feel at home.

			She stole a glance at him. He was chatting to Sophie, who was looking bored. Still, at least they were standing together. Serena and Matt had struck up a conversation too. Matt was pretty sociable and Serena was good at this sort of gathering. They were talking about the education system and student grants.

			Thomas was sipping his drink – a lime and soda – and gazing out of the window. He certainly scrubbed up well. He actually looked as if he’d made an effort. Was that a Jasper Conran shirt? She felt a bit guilty. She’d only really invited him to make up numbers. He must have felt the weight of her gaze because suddenly he turned and winked at her.

			Oh, hurry up, Jojo! Everything would liven up when Jojo got here – she was so warm and outspoken. She wasn’t usually late . . . Maybe she’d got held up somewhere delivering a baby.

			Anne Marie grabbed a couple of plates of canapés and went around offering them to people. The entry-phone buzzer rang while she was in the middle of it. She escaped gratefully to answer it. ‘Jojo! It’s so lovely to see you.’

			Jojo smiled at her. ‘You too. So sorry I’m late. I had a call – you know what it’s like.’ She shrugged off her coat, jingling bangles. Anne Marie wondered if she took them off when she was delivering babies.

			‘Now, lead me to the food and the men in that order.’

			By the time they returned to her guests, Serena and Matt were laughing at something. Maybe this was going to work, after all. Thomas was helpfully unwrapping food – he smiled as she came in with Jojo, so she took her to meet him.

			‘Thomas is the world authority on blood-spatter,’ Anne Marie introduced them.

			‘Really?’ Jojo helped herself to a Dorito and crunched loudly. ‘Well, I’ve just had a labour from hell. In fact, you could say I’m something of an expert on blood-spatter myself.’

			It was a conversation-stopper, that was for sure. And as Jojo had quite a loud voice everyone in the room had heard her. There was a slightly stunned silence. On the other side of the room Dominic curled his lip in distaste. Sophie screwed up her face. Thomas nodded politely and looked at Jojo with interest. Anne Marie didn’t know what to do, so she poured everyone more wine.

			After that you’d have thought things couldn’t get any worse. But they did. Dominic kept abandoning Sophie and starting up conversations with Anne Marie.

			‘You’ve got great taste in music,’ he said. ‘I really love Maroon 5.’

			‘Thanks.’ She beamed at him. ‘You seem to be getting on well with Sophie.’

			‘Yah, she’s cute.’ He frowned. ‘Is she your little sister? Only there is a definite resemblance. Both beautiful blondes.’ He put out a hand to touch her hair and she leaned backwards to avoid him. At the exact same moment she caught Sophie’s eye across the room. This was not working out as she’d hoped.

			Jojo was now chatting to Serena and Matt. At least they all seemed to be getting on well, which was a blessing. Thomas was on his own again – now looking at his phone. Ah, he’d just noticed that Sophie was twiddling her thumbs. He slipped his phone back into his jacket pocket and headed across to her.

			When he got there he said something that made Sophie smile. Anne Marie breathed a sigh of relief. He had his uses, bless him. She excused herself from Dominic, saying she had to see to something in the kitchen.

			Things got marginally better when she invited everyone to help themselves to food. It was delicious and sparked off a few conversations between the women over which was the best diet for losing your post-Christmas belly. Which brought them on to a conversation about Sophie’s Fitbit, which was on her wrist busily monitoring every movement she made.

			‘Where did you get it?’ Serena asked. ‘I think one of those would be perfect for me.’

			‘It was a Christmas present from my boyfriend.’ Sophie glanced at Anne Marie. ‘My ex-b-b-boyfriend.’ Her lip wobbled, and in the next moment she was in floods of tears, with Serena patting her shoulder comfortingly and Jojo offering a mini-pack of tissues.

			All the men in the room suddenly got very interested in a picture of a cornfield on the opposite wall. Anne Marie went to put the kettle on.

			The party broke up not long after that. It seemed that everyone except Dominic had somewhere else they’d remembered they needed to be. He hung about in the kitchen, ostensibly stacking the dishwasher but clearly just eager to chat.

			Anne Marie gave up dropping hints that she was tired. ‘So how did you get on with Sophie?’ she asked him. ‘Did you two swap numbers?’

			‘No. We didn’t.’ He gave her a sharp look. ‘Once she’d established that I drove a Skoda and not a Jag she wasn’t very interested. Hang on . . . You thought that too! Did you tell her I owned a sports car?’

			‘Yes,’ Anne Marie said, deciding it was best to come clean. ‘Well, you do work for Jaguar, don’t you?’

			‘No.’ He frowned. ‘I work for Clearly the Best Windows. I sell conservatories.’ He straightened his collar (definitely not Jasper Conran, that shirt) and huffed a little.

			It just went to show that you shouldn’t make assumptions. You definitely shouldn’t read too much into leaflets you see lying about in people’s flats. ‘Right,’ she said. ‘I see.’

			‘I thought you’d invited me to your party because you liked me,’ he mused.

			‘I do like you.’ She could feel heat starting on her neck.

			‘But not like that.’ He gave her a direct look. ‘I only talked to your little friend to humour you. She’s a bit young for me. It’s you I’m interested in, Anne Marie, not Sophie.’ He took a step forward. ‘You know that, right?’

			‘Um, no. No. That’s not how I feel at all. I’m happily single. More than happy.’

			It was as though he hadn’t heard. He gripped her arms and zoomed in clumsily for a kiss. She turned her face just in time.

			The kitchen door swung open. ‘Sorry to interrupt.’ Thomas appeared.

			Anne Marie had never been so relieved to see anyone in her life. ‘I thought you’d gone!’ she squeaked.

			‘One of your friends got as far as the car park, then realized she’d forgotten her umbrella. I said I’d get it for her. Luckily the door was on the latch.’ He smiled charmingly at Dominic. ‘All right, mate?’

			‘I’m just going,’ Dominic said, and charged past him, head down. When they’d heard the front door slam, Anne Marie turned to Thomas. ‘I’ll help you look for that umbrella.’ She paused. ‘There was no umbrella, was there?’

			‘No,’ he said softly. ‘But we were all chatting in the car park, and Serena was a bit worried that Dominic might be outstaying his welcome so I said I’d pop back up.’

			‘I’m glad you did. He’d got the wrong end of the stick. Not that I couldn’t handle him.’

			‘I’m sure you could handle him fine.’ His eyes softened. ‘You’re a very capable lady.’

			She sighed. ‘Tell me honestly, Thomas. Tonight was a complete disaster, wasn’t it?’

			‘That depends on what you were trying to achieve. If it was lovely food and good conversation with a few friends, then you did great.’

			She bit her lip. ‘That’s very generous of you. I hope you weren’t too bored.’

			‘I’ve been to worse parties.’ He looked around the chaos of her kitchen. ‘Need a hand clearing up?’

			‘No, it’s OK. I’m a professional – remember?’ She had no idea how she managed to sound so bright when part of her just wanted to burst into tears.

			Thomas hesitated. ‘Well . . . if you’re sure?’

			The kindness in his voice was nearly her undoing. She blinked. ‘I am.’

			He still didn’t go.

			‘Really, Thomas.’ She made ‘go away’ motions with her hands. Go now, because you’re the last person I want to see me crying, she thought. The very last person.

			‘Well, I’d best get back down and let your friends know that all’s well then.’ His eyes were grave.

			‘Thanks again.’

			‘Any time, lovely.’ And he was gone, leaving the echo of his rather nice aftershave in her hall.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			By Tuesday morning everyone except Dominic and Sophie had either phoned or texted her to say thanks for the party and that they’d had a great time. There had been varying levels of enthusiasm. Matt had sent her a one-line text:

			Cheers, great to see you. Mwah.

			This had been swiftly followed by another text saying,

			This is Matt using Manda’s phone. Mine’s bust.

			Tee-hee. Actually she’d worked that out from the Mwah. He probably hadn’t realized the phone had done it.

			Serena and Jojo had both phoned and said they’d had a lovely time. Thomas had sent a little card in the post. It had a picture of a bluebell wood on the front and inside it said: Thank you for Saturday. Hope it’s the first of many successful supper parties.

			She held it in her hand and smiled. How politely old-fashioned he was. He’d always been thoughtful. Her earliest memory of Thomas Hanson was of him coming to the house to sort out Dad’s back problem. In his youth, although it seemed hard to believe now, Dad had been a bit of an action man. He’d had to stop after he’d broken several bones in his back following a nasty fall from a tor on Dartmoor when he was in his twenties. All before she was born, of course.

			He was pretty much an adrenalin junkie at work too. He’d earned his money from stocks and shares, which he seemed to have a sixth sense for, and had invested the profits in property. He’d left city life behind when he’d met her mother and seemed to get most of his kicks, these days, from battling with planning departments. He always won.

			Luckily he had Thomas, who as well as being the world blood-spatter expert – why on earth had she mentioned that last night? – was a very fine osteopath. Every time Dad had a problem he consulted Thomas. He could be staggering around, barely able to walk, when Thomas arrived, and a mere two hours later he’d be skipping about like a spring lamb.

			Anne Marie decided to head over to Dad’s now and see how he was getting on. On her way out of the door she spotted that month’s novel, Emma, on the hall table. Which was where she’d left it when she’d come in from Serena’s. She really should read it some time. They were halfway through the month and she hadn’t so much as glanced at the blurb.

			Not that it mattered too much if she didn’t read it. She could look up the plot on Wikipedia and blag it. It wouldn’t be the first time. Reading Group wasn’t so much about the actual reading as the friendship, she told herself. It had been really nice of Serena to send Thomas back to check on her on Saturday night. It was good to know her friends were looking out for her.

			What was Emma about again? She picked it up. Ah, yes, matchmaking. Hey, perhaps it might give her some tips. She hadn’t done very well on Saturday, had she? Despite what Thomas had said.

			She owed Sophie an apology, too, she thought with a prickle of remorse. This matchmaking business wasn’t as easy as she’d imagined. Goodness knows how the poor girl was feeling after Saturday. She’d call in and see her on the way to Dad’s.

			*

			Sophie was in surprisingly good spirits when Anne Marie turned up on her doorstep just after lunch.

			‘Oh, hi. Come in. Mum and Dad are away.’

			She was still in her Clean Living overalls. Anne Marie had been right – she looked great in them – and she hummed as she made them a drink.

			‘Thanks for inviting me to your party. It was – er – different.’

			‘Um, yes. I’m sorry things didn’t work out with Dominic. I—’

			‘Who?’ Sophie asked. ‘Oh. You mean Skoda Man.’

			Anne Marie winced. ‘My mistake. I really did think he had a Jag.’

			‘To be honest, he could have had a Rolls-Royce and I wouldn’t have been interested. “So what do you do for a living, then, Sophie? Oh, you’re a cleaner. I guess someone has to be. Yah!”’ Her imitation of Dominic’s rather pompous voice was so good that Anne Marie snorted with laughter.

			‘I’m sorry about him. I got it wrong. I misinterpreted the – um – situation.’

			‘It’s cool, don’t worry. It happens. Thomas is nice, isn’t he?’

			‘Yes. Yes, he is.’ Surely Sophie wasn’t interested in Thomas?! He was twice her age.

			‘I like older men,’ she went on dreamily.

			‘Thomas is way too old for you.’

			Sophie stopped what she was doing. ‘Er . . . I didn’t say I fancied him. I’m actually thinking about Matt. Did you know he’s in the RAF? He’s just signed up. But he’s not doing the training till March. Until then he’s only up the road. He lives with his sister.’

			‘No, I didn’t. Well, not the RAF bit.’

			‘I’ve always gone for a man in uniform,’ Sophie said. ‘I think that’s why I fell for Gary. He looked really hot in red.’

			‘He did?’ Anne Marie was starting to relax again, although she could foresee one or two problems on the horizon. Still, at least she’d perked up a bit. It could have been a lot worse.

			*

			Her father was on fine form too.

			‘Thomas had a lovely time at your party,’ he told her, when she saw him that afternoon. ‘Well done, Princess. It sounds like it was a great success.’

			‘How do you know about that? Has Thomas been here?’

			‘This morning. Yes. My arm needed another session.’ He circled his elbow. ‘That’s much freer.’

			‘Clever old Thomas,’ she said, hoping he didn’t hear the edge in her voice.

			‘It’s a shame you don’t like him. He has a soft spot for you.’

			‘No, he doesn’t. He humours me because you two are friends.’

			‘I’m sure that’s not true. He wouldn’t have gone to your supper club unless he wanted to see you. He’s a busy man.’

			She supposed that could be true. And he had rescued her from Dominic, which had been sweet. Not that she’d needed rescuing, but even so . . . 

			Her father looked at her keenly. ‘Mind if I ask you something?’

			‘As long as it’s got nothing to do with Thomas Hanson.’

			‘Are you happy?’

			‘What a strange question. Of course I’m happy . . . I have a wonderful home, a business I love – some really great friends.’ She went across to him and put her arms around his shoulders. ‘I have you.’

			He smiled. There was a weird mixture of pain and pride in his eyes.

			‘I don’t need a boyfriend to be happy,’ she added.

			‘I know you don’t, Princess.’ He looked reflective. It wasn’t a mood she saw him in often. ‘When your mother died . . . well, you two were very young. Especially you. You were only three. I didn’t have the inclination or the time to go out and look for anyone else.’ His face went very solemn and his voice a bit gruff. ‘You were my life, you two girls. And I had my work, of course. That was enough. But, well, latterly I’ve sometimes wondered if I did the right thing.’

			‘It’s not too late,’ she said. ‘You’re only fifty-three. Hardly over the hill. You could start dating again now.’

			‘Yeah. I guess I could. But I’m too busy.’

			‘No, you’re not.’

			He huffed and puffed. ‘I am, actually. I just got planning permission – finally – to redevelop this place. The Old School House will very shortly be the Old School House flats, one to ten.’ He waved a piece of paper at her. ‘Ta-dah!’

			‘Ten flats? That’s awesome, Dad. Well done.’

			He smirked. ‘Knowing the right people helps. Those afternoons on the golf course finally paid off.’ He winked at her. ‘But enough about me. When’s your next matchmaking event?’

			‘I’m not sure,’ she said. ‘Maybe I ought to give that up. Saturday night wasn’t terribly successful, if I’m honest.’

			‘You can’t give up yet. Perhaps you need a different venue. Somewhere further afield?’

			‘Perhaps I do,’ she mused.

			*

			All thoughts of matchmaking venues were pushed out of Anne Marie’s head when on her way home she had a phone call from Manda.

			Manda’s voice sounded tight with tears. ‘Jack and I’ve just split up.’

			‘What?’

			‘Can you come over?’ Manda went on tearfully. ‘I don’t know what to do.’

			‘I’m on my way,’ Anne Marie told her. Blimey O’Reilly. Manda and Jack were her main success story – her only success story. They couldn’t split up! She’d have no credibility at all.

			*

			She found Manda in a right old state. She was puffing away on her e-cig and gulping a glass of wine. It was barely four o’clock.

			‘Want one?’ Manda asked, waving the bottle.

			‘Why not?’ Anne Marie said. Not that she could have more than half a glass if she was driving, but it would show solidarity.

			‘Thanks so much for coming,’ Manda sobbed, once they were ensconced on the settee with a man-size box of tissues between them and plenty of Dairy Milk to accompany the wine. Anne Marie was never going to achieve her New Year resolution to slim down at this rate.

			‘What happened?’ she asked.

			‘I don’t know what to do!’ Manda wailed, ignoring the question. ‘I’ve decided. I’m going to give him his ring back.’

			She held out her hand, glanced at the huge sparkly stone with a small sigh of regret and began to wiggle it off.

			‘No, wait,’ Anne Marie said. ‘You don’t have to do anything straight away. Did you have a row?’

			‘Not really.’ Manda stopped tugging at her ring. ‘I don’t think I can get it off. How am I going to throw it in his face if I can’t get it off?’

			‘You’re not,’ Anne Marie said firmly. ‘No ring throwing. I want you to tell me exactly what happened.’

			Manda took a deep breath. ‘We had a disagreement over the place settings. He wants black-edged and I want silver.’

			‘Is that it?’ Anne Marie was aghast.

			‘No, of course that’s not it. That turned into a row about the invites. They still haven’t come, by the way, so arguing about the place settings was probably immaterial, seeing as we don’t even know who’s coming because we haven’t even been able to send out any flaming invites!’

			‘I’m coming.’

			‘I know you are, bless you. Train-driver Todd’s really looking forward to meeting you.’

			‘Mmm.’ Anne Marie was beginning to think that train-driver Todd was as aware of her existence as Dominic Peterson had been of Sophie’s before Saturday. ‘So what happened next?’ she prompted.

			‘Well, then we argued about the timing – Jack said everyone would think it’s a shotgun wedding because we haven’t known each other that long.’

			‘It’s not, is it?’

			‘No, we just thought it would be romantic to have our wedding day on the same day as my parents had theirs because they’re not around anymore.’

			Anne Marie nodded and her heart went out to her friend. Manda’s parents had died in a car accident two years earlier.

			‘I suppose we could have put it off for a year,’ Manda went on quietly, ‘but it seems an awfully long time to wait. And I haven’t got any patience.’ She gave a watery smile.

			‘I haven’t any patience either,’ Anne Marie said. ‘“Please, God, give me patience, but I want it now.”’

			Manda giggled, but whether this was at the weak joke, or because she was well on the way to being drunk, Anne Marie wasn’t sure.

			‘Manda, do you love him?’ Anne Marie asked, realizing with a little shock that it was the second time in a week she’d asked someone that question. Love – it was what her father had been talking about earlier too. In a roundabout way. Everyone needed it, didn’t they? The world revolved around it.

			‘I love the way he opens doors for me and walks on the traffic side of the pavement,’ Manda said. ‘And he’s a really good foot-rubber.’ She hiccupped. ‘Is that love?’

			‘I guess so,’ Anne Marie said, wondering if it was. What made up love? Was it tiny little bits or was it one big thing? And why the hell was she getting so hung up about it? She never had before Sophie had had her romantic crisis.

			Sophie hadn’t been having a romantic crisis, she remembered. Sophie had been jogging along perfectly happily until Anne Marie had got involved.

			No – she’d been right to do it. OK, so she might have made a slight misjudgement as far as Dominic Peterson was concerned, but Matt was nice enough. And being in the RAF didn’t preclude him and Sophie from being happy. Lots of people were in the armed forces and had perfectly nice lives.

			‘Hey,’ she said, remembering that Manda probably didn’t know about that. ‘Your brother enjoyed my singles supper. Did he tell you?’

			‘Yes.’ Manda looked cheered. ‘He said he met a hot chick. I didn’t know you had any hot friends. Apart from me, of course.’

			‘Cheeky!’ Anne Marie made a slapping motion with her hands. ‘He’s talking about Sophie. She’s lovely. She’s one of my cleaners.’

			‘No it wasn’t a cleaner, I’m sure it wasn’t.’ Manda bit her lip. ‘Though I think her name did begin with S. Have you got a friend who’s a teacher or something? No, not a teacher. Headmistress. That’s it.’

			‘Serena? But she’s way older than Matt. She’s thirty-three.’

			‘There’s not that much difference. Six years. He’s always liked older women.’

			Oh, no, this could be a disaster. ‘Poor Sophie. She’s got the hots for him. And she thinks he likes her too.’

			‘Oh dear,’ said Manda. ‘Anyway, enough of him. We’re supposed to be talking about my love life, not Matt’s. I think I’m going to phone Jack. You’re right. I’d be mad to let him go.’

			When had she said that?

			‘And it doesn’t matter when the wedding is – you were right about that too,’ Manda went on. ‘It’s been great talking to you. You’ve put everything in perspective. Thank you.’

			‘You’re welcome.’ Anne Marie smiled at her. She was pretty sure she hadn’t done anything, but it was nice to be appreciated. She might have mucked up Sophie’s love life, but she’d sorted out Manda’s. All was not lost.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Now that all her friends had their love lives in order perhaps she should turn her attention to her own, Anne Marie mused the next day. She wouldn’t have given it a thought had not a very fit guy just turned up on her doorstep – or, to be more precise, Dad’s doorstep. She’d gone over to help out.

			‘I’m here to see Mr Hambledon,’ the man said, giving her a direct look. Wow, those eyes were blue. ‘We’ve got a meeting for a quote about house clearance. I’m Jamie Wright.’

			‘Hi, I’m his daughter,’ Anne Marie said. His name was ‘Mr Right’! It couldn’t be a coincidence. No sooner had she decided to sort out her love life than Mr Right had appeared. Literally. ‘Do come in,’ she said. ‘Daddy’s had to go out, but he asked me to show you what needs to go so you can get an idea. There’s rather a lot of stuff. This used to be a school.’ She glanced back over her shoulder and caught him looking at her butt. Naughty. She pretended not to notice. ‘I hope you’ve got a big van,’ she said, as she showed him the first classroom. ‘There are another eight like this.’

			He didn’t seem fazed. ‘It’s not just me,’ he said. ‘It’s a family business – my three brothers are involved. We’re a team.’

			Family was good. Everyone liked family.

			‘Your wives too?’ she asked. Was that too obvious?

			It seemed not. He shook his head. ‘Simon’s the only one who’s married. The rest of us are still looking for the right woman, if you’ll excuse the pun!’ There was a twinkle of flirtation in his eyes. She betted it wasn’t the first time he’d used that joke, but she wouldn’t hold it against him.

			As they filled in the paperwork she nibbled the end of her pen and touched her hair. ‘Are you local boys – you and your brothers?’

			‘We are, ma’am, yes.’

			Why hadn’t she bumped into them before?

			‘Oh, please don’t call me “ma’am” – it’s Anne Marie.’ She smiled.

			‘Nice name.’

			‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘I’ll give you my mobile number – just in case.’ She hooked out one of her Clean Living cards and handed it to him. ‘This is my company – just in case you should ever need a cleaner.’

			‘Cheers. Cool.’ He turned the business card over in his hands. ‘Another family of entrepreneurs.’

			They were back at the front door when he finally got his act together. ‘I don’t suppose you, er, fancy a coffee or anything one night, do you?’

			Alleluia! She liked his shyness, the way he dipped his head a little as he spoke. ‘That could be fun.’ She gave him an encouraging smile.

			‘I’ll ring you.’ He put her card in the top pocket of his denim jacket. ‘In the meantime I’ll sort out a final price then get this stuff out of your way.’

			‘Thank you, Jamie.’

			She watched him walk back to his van, his step jauntier now that he’d got the job – and the girl. She frowned.
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