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Dear Reader,

I’ve spent two thirds of my life with a man I met on a blind date (set up by a mutual friend), and I cannot believe I’ve never written a blind date book!

So we have Dani and Simon. Both resist the idea of a blind date, but their daughters talk them into it. They discover they like each other and plan to see each other again—until the following Monday, when Dani arrives at her new job to discover that Simon is her new boss! Both feel that work relationships are a bad idea, but both are secretly longing for the other…

This is a story about second chances, taking risks and learning that it’s okay to have fun even when you’re no longer a teenager.

I hope you enjoy Dani and Simon’s story.

With love,

Kate Hardy



About the Author
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Dedication

In memory of Sheila Hodgson, a wonderful editor

and a good friend, who will be very much missed.
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 Chapter One

‘You’re going out tonight, Mum,’ Ruby said.

‘No, I’m not. I’m chilling out in front of the TV with a glass of Provence rosé, a plate of lasagne and a good film, while you’re out clubbing with your mates for the last time before you all go off to uni or a gap year,’ Dani corrected. ‘And I’m picking you up from Charlotte’s tomorrow to take you to the airport.’ To spend the week with her father and his new family, and Dani really hoped that this time Duncan wouldn’t let their daughter down. Ruby still had a reasonable relationship with her father, but the cracks were appearing as she got older and noticed more. How much longer would Dani be able to paper over them?

‘Well, that’s what I’m doing,’ she agreed, ‘but you’re really not having a night in, Mum. You’re going on a blind date.’ She looked pleased with herself.

‘What?’ Dani blinked, not quite sure she was hearing this. Her daughter had set her up on a blind date? ‘With whom? And since when?’

‘Since this morning, and you can’t stand him up because it’s all arranged and it’d be rude not to go.’

‘It was arranged without my knowledge,’ Dani pointed out. ‘Which means that, actually, I can say no. Who is this guy, anyway?’ Her eyes narrowed as a really nasty thought struck her. What was a presumably middle-aged man doing chatting to an eighteen-year-old? ‘And how did he get in touch with you?’

‘It’s not like you think, Mum!’ Ruby protested. ‘He’s a friend of a colleague of Auntie Ju’s.’

Her sister was involved with this, too?

‘I’m worried about you, Mum,’ Ruby said quietly. ‘So is she. Ever since you and Dad split up, you’ve barely dated.’

‘I don’t need to date,’ Dani said. ‘My life’s fine as it is.’

Ruby bit her lip. ‘Mum. I’m off to uni next weekend. I worry that you’re going to be lonely.’

‘I’m not going to be lonely, love,’ Dani hastened to reassure her. ‘Even if you are going to be hundreds of miles away in Manchester, we can video-call whenever you want. I have my job, I have your nan and your Auntie Ju, and I have my friends. I’ll be fine. Before you know it, it’ll be the end of term, and you’ll be back home for the holidays,’ she added brightly.

She’d been fine throughout the last ten years of being a single mum. And although part of her missed the companionship, she’d rather be single than still married to Duncan, a man who never stood up for her and whose family left her feeling like the worst person in the world. Not that she’d ever say so to her daughter, because she didn’t want Ruby to feel she had to choose between her parents.

‘Mum, you’re a total workaholic, and your weekly Pilates class with Priya—’ Dani’s best friend ‘—isn’t enough to count as fun,’ Ruby said. ‘I know you say it’ll be different when you start your new job next week, but it won’t be.’ And now real misery took the light from her eyes. ‘I was thinking, if you hadn’t had me to look after, you might’ve had time to meet someone who’d make you happy.’

‘Hold it right there,’ Dani said, and wrapped her arms tightly round her daughter. ‘Firstly, I’ve never felt that you’ve taken up too much of my time. Ever. You’re my daughter, I love you very much, and nothing will ever, change that,’ she said fiercely. ‘You’ve brought me so much joy. Becoming your mum is the best thing I’ve ever done.’

‘I love you too, Mum,’ Ruby said, her eyes filling with tears. ‘And I’m glad you and Dad picked me.’

‘I fell in love with you the moment I met you,’ Dani said, her voice gentling. ‘I’m so glad you’re mine. So don’t you ever worry about that again.’

‘I won’t,’ Ruby promised.

‘I’ll always be here for you. Going away to uni and taking those first steps to independence might bring up some strange feelings, and you might get homesick,’ Dani said, ‘but you know you can ring me any time. I’ll make sure you know what my shifts are, and if I’m at work you call Gran or Auntie Ju, OK?’ Dani knew she could trust them to be supportive.

‘I will,’ Ruby promised.

‘Secondly, you don’t need a partner to have a valid, happy, fulfilling life,’ Dani said.

‘I know.’ But Ruby still looked miserable. ‘I just worry that you don’t make enough time for you. Time to have fun. I was telling Auntie Ju I was worried about leaving you to go to uni. She said I needed to go and spread my wings.’

‘She’s right. You do,’ Dani said, glad that her sister had said exactly the right thing.

‘But she’s worried about you, too,’ Ruby said. ‘I asked if she’d help me put a profile on a dating app for you, but then she reminded me of the guy you dated last year.’

The one who’d spent the whole evening wanting reassurance about every single one of his many, many, many health issues. Dani hadn’t accepted a second date with him, and it had put her off using dating apps again, too.

‘And then she said she had a friend at work who was trying to set up a male friend with someone nice—a guy whose daughter worries about him, the same way I worry about you. And I said maybe we should send you both on a blind date.’

So the guy hadn’t been a creep hanging round teenage girls. OK. That was one less thing to worry about, Dani thought, relieved.

‘So will you go on the date, Mum?’

‘But I don’t know a thing about this man,’ Dani protested.

‘Which is the whole point of a blind date, Mum,’ Ruby reminded her gently. ‘Look, Auntie Ju wouldn’t let you be set up with someone who’s got nothing in common with you, would she?’

Dani blew out a breath. She didn’t want to fight with her daughter, not when Ruby was about to go off to the south of France for a week and she’d be worrying whether Duncan was looking after her properly; but at the same time she didn’t want to feel pushed into dating someone she’d never met.

‘If I agree to this—and I mean if,’ she warned, ‘I want to know a bit about him, first.’

‘He’s divorced, like you,’ Ruby said. ‘He’s got a daughter, like you. And he’s an artist.’

Did that mean he’d be sensitive? Or would he be flaky—and, worse, self-absorbed like her ex was?

Her concerns must have shown on her face, because Ruby said, ‘Mum, I’d just feel better about going away if I knew you had some fun in your life. That you weren’t filling your days with work.’

‘Hmm. What does he know about me?’ Dani asked.

‘That you’re divorced and you have a daughter who worries about you.’

Something in her daughter’s expression worried her. ‘And?’

‘We told him you taught.’

And no doubt he’d assumed she taught in a school, like her sister. ‘That’s stretching the truth a bit.’ Dani taught student doctors in a hospital, rather than at a school or university. ‘What if he asks me which subject I teach?’

‘Tell him it’s biology. That’s true.’

‘Just not the whole truth,’ Dani said.

Ruby smiled. ‘It’s a date, Mum, not swearing in as a witness in court or having a job interview. You’re allowed to massage the truth a little bit.’

‘Supposing I do agree to do this—how am I even going to know who he is?’ Dani asked.

‘Because you’re meeting him for a drink at Oscar’s at seven-thirty,’ Ruby said promptly.

Oscar’s was a wine bar that had just opened on the high street in Muswell Hill. ‘So I walk into the bar and ask every passing man if he’s my date for the evening?’

‘No. You walk into the bar,’ Ruby said, ‘and when you order your drink you tell the bartender you’re there to meet Simon. He’ll point out your date to you. Well, unless you’re there first, in which case he’ll point you out to Simon.’

Dani would much, much rather have had a quiet night in. But if it would take the worry out of her daughter’s eyes, she’d agree to the blind date. After all, it was only a drink. One evening. A couple of hours, tops. What harm could there be in that?



‘You’re going out tonight, Dad,’ Poppy announced.

‘Am I?’ Simon looked at his youngest daughter. ‘Sorry, love. I’ve completely forgotten what we’re doing.’

‘Not we, you,’ Poppy corrected with a grin. ‘You’re going out for a drink.’

‘Really?’ He frowned. ‘I don’t remember arranging anything.’

‘That’s because you didn’t. Her name’s Danielle. She’s a friend of Mum’s friend Ju from work.’

As always, Simon felt a stab of guilt at the thought of Kerry, the mother of his children. Their divorce had been amicable, and he liked his ex’s new partner, Ed, well enough, but he’d never quite forgiven himself for messing up his marriage. For putting his work before his wife. For being hopeless.

And that hopelessness had been worse, lately. The distance between himself and his oldest child, Matt, was more than just physical. Sometimes Simon wondered if Matt had settled in America to make quite sure there was a whole ocean between them. Simon found the girls easier, but he was well aware that he’d failed as a father where his son was concerned. He’d never managed to get that connection right. And even though he’d tried to bridge the gap, all too often he found himself tongue-tied and unable to find the right words. ‘Mmm,’ he said.

‘Dad.’ Poppy folded her arms. ‘Mum’s right. You still work too hard, and you need a bit of fun in your life.’

Kerry had been discussing his social life with their seventeen-year-old daughter? And she’d set him up on a blind date? Was that what ex-wives were supposed to do, even if you were on friendly terms with each other?

‘Pops, I can’t go on a date with someone I don’t even know,’ he prevaricated.

‘It’s only a drink, Dad. A blind date. All you have to do is get home early enough from work tonight to shower and change. I’ll phone you every five minutes to make sure you do get home at a sensible time,’ she warned. ‘And then you turn up at Oscar’s at half-past seven.’

‘I’m probably too old for a wine bar.’

‘Rubbish. They have a specially curated list of small producers and they do cheese plates. It’s the sort of place you’ll love.’

She wasn’t letting him get away with a thing. And he couldn’t help smiling.

‘What?’ she demanded.

‘You look like your mum when she’s got a bee in her bonnet about something,’ he said.

‘What do you expect? I’m her daughter,’ Poppy retorted.

‘Pops, I’m fine. You really don’t have to worry about me,’ he said.

She sighed. ‘But I do worry about you, Dad. So does Ava.’

Poppy’s twenty-one-year-old sister. They’d clearly had a family confab on What To Do About Dad, Simon thought.

‘We were going to make you a profile for a dating app. But we ran it by Mum, first, and she said that wouldn’t be fair to you. Then she said there must be something in the air, because her friend Ju’s niece was about to go to uni and was worried about her mum being lonely. And I said, maybe we should fix you up with each other as a blind date.’

He could see Poppy’s point. Where did you meet someone new when you were in your forties, other than through work or through friends and family? The alternative was a dating app or an agency, neither of which appealed in the slightest. He was glad his ex had talked Poppy out of that particular idea, even if this blind date was going to be awkward.

‘I’m fine,’ he said again, knowing that wasn’t strictly true. ‘You don’t need a partner to live a valid life, you know. Or are you getting sucked in by the promises in your brother’s social media channel?’

She promptly gave him a hug. ‘No. Matt’s—well, Matt,’ she said, clearly torn between loyalty to her brother and loyalty to her dad.

‘No, I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I shouldn’t be rude about your brother.’ It had been an unfair snipe, born partly out of his own frustration. ‘Being an influencer is a perfectly valid career.’

The problem was that Simon’s oldest child and his wife Alexis had set themselves up as lifestyle gurus, and some of their views on a healthy lifestyle simply weren’t supported by science. It made things awkward for Simon, as the head of A&E at Muswell Hill Memorial Hospital, because on one video Matt had mentioned he was a doctor’s son—which the hospital’s PR team said could be taken as meaning his father had reviewed his vlogs and approved. They’d asked Simon to make sure that Matt wasn’t using his name or the hospital’s to promote any controversial or scientifically incorrect views.

Matt had been upset that Simon hadn’t ‘liked’ his posts, saying that his dad was being unsupportive of his career. Simon had tried to explain to his son what the issues were, but he’d handled it badly, so Matt currently wasn’t speaking to him—leaving Simon torn between guilt at his own lack of tact and exasperation at his son’s stubborn refusal to see the difficulties. How could he ‘like’ a post, giving it credibility, when that post clashed with what he knew and also conflicted with his own job? Yet, at the same time, he knew Matt had a point: he didn’t give Matt enough emotional support. And a little part of him squirmed at the idea that maybe, just maybe, he’d resented his son for making that early appearance in their lives. Simon had done the right thing by Kerry and he’d tried to be a good dad to Matt, but in those early months he’d also resented losing so much of the very little sleep that a junior doctor could snatch to a colicky baby. And he felt horribly guilty about that, because it hadn’t been Matt’s fault. To the point where he’d probably spoiled Matt and let him get away with being bratty. And that added to the tension between them now.

Maybe he’d found the girls easier because when they were born he’d already had experience of being a dad, he was older, and he wasn’t still a student. But how did he explain that to his son without hurting him even more, when he could barely explain it to himself? He sighed. ‘I need to sort things out with him.’

‘Yes, you do, but not today,’ Poppy said. ‘Focus on your blind date.’

‘I’m not really sure about this, Poppy,’ he said.

‘It’ll be fun.’ She gave him a bright smile. ‘She’s a teacher.’ She paused. ‘We told her you’re an artist.’

‘What? Why? What’s wrong with being a doctor?’ Simon asked.

‘Mum says it—’ She stopped and put a hand to her mouth. ‘Um.’

So Kerry had been honest with Poppy about the problem, then? Well. It was no less than he deserved. Though he’d tried to keep the kids out of the breakdown of their marriage. ‘Don’t worry. You’re not in trouble and I’m not going to tell your mum you told me,’ he said gently. ‘But it sounds as if this is something I need to know.’

Poppy winced. ‘Being a doctor means long hours and workaholic tendencies,’ she said.

‘Uh-huh.’ The things that had wrecked his marriage. He knew it had been his fault; he’d tried to juggle his work and his family, failed miserably and let Kerry down. But if he could turn back time and try all over again…he wasn’t sure he knew how to change things, how to do it better. He was an emergency doctor. How could he walk away from his patients when they needed his help?

Since the divorce, he hadn’t tried to make another relationship work, because he didn’t want to end up letting someone else down in the same way he’d failed Kerry. This was just a blind date for tonight. A couple of hours. Even so, he didn’t like the idea of being economical with the truth. ‘But it doesn’t sit well with me, lying to this poor woman right from the start.’

‘It’s just tweaking things a tiny bit,’ Poppy said. ‘I know you haven’t sketched for a while, but you used to. And you were good.’

Competent, rather than good, Simon thought. Though he’d loved sketching the children and the family dog, and painting watercolour sunsets. His sketchbook was tucked away in a drawer, along with watercolours that were probably unusable by now. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d actually sat down to paint something. With the pressure of his job, he didn’t have time for art nowadays.

He raked a hand through his hair. ‘This is starting to sound way too complicated, Pops.’

‘It isn’t, Dad. All you need to do is turn up, relax and have some fun. It’s just a blind date,’ she said. ‘One evening. No expectations.’

‘I suppose,’ he said. Then another thought occurred to him. ‘What if we can’t stand each other?’

‘I’m sure you’ll get on,’ she said confidently. ‘Mum would’ve made sure you both had something in common. She said you’re about the same age.’

He really wasn’t comfortable with this. But for the life of him he couldn’t think of an argument that his daughter wouldn’t be able to flip.

It must’ve shown on his face, because her own expression softened. ‘If you really don’t gel and you can’t find a nice way to leave, text me and I’ll call you and give you the excuse that your teenage daughter is having a meltdown and needs you to rescue her.’

Which would be another lie. You couldn’t build relationships on lies. Not that he was really sure he wanted a relationship anyway. It was easier being on his own, knowing he wasn’t going to let anyone down.

Then again, Poppy had a point. His life was focused on his job. Maybe he did need an uncomplicated night of fun.

‘Artist,’ he muttered. ‘How is that going to work?’

‘The same as a lot of other artists. You make your living on the internet. You’ve got a shop where you sell greeting cards,’ Poppy suggested.

‘And if she asks for the website details?’

Poppy wrinkled her nose. ‘OK. Tell her you’re an art teacher and you’re thinking about setting up a website. And you do teach,’ she reminded him.

‘I teach student doctors. And only until my new consultant starts next week and takes that responsibility from me,’ Simon said, folding his arms. Not that he’d met her yet. He’d been laid low with a bug and had had to miss the interviews. His number two—who’d stepped in for him to do the interview—had liked her, and said she’d fit in well with the team.

Monday would be proof of the pudding. But he wasn’t going to worry about that now.

‘It’s close enough,’ Poppy said. ‘Stop making excuses, Dad. It’s a blind date, not a binding ten-year contract with hideous penalty clauses. Just go. Tell the barman your name and that you’re there to meet Danielle. He’ll send her in your direction when she
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