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The country house hotel was magnificent. A new building had been tacked on to an authentic English medieval mansion, and had recently been expanded to fill the whole of the top of the hill. It gazed down sedately over perfectly manicured lawns to the river. Woods and fields spread out on either side, and faded off to the horizon. It was quiet, peaceful. A perfectly tranquil setting for a wedding. It was the best venue for a reception in the whole of Somerset, according to all reports, and Lucerda was suitably impressed. Looking out at the gardens from the long windows of the huge banqueting hall, her heart was filled with regret that her sister Shanna had cancelled the ceremony so suddenly, and at the last moment. So there would be no family celebration here, at least not this year. Lucey looked down at the papers in her hand – the booking forms. It was her duty to pass them on. What a shame! It could have been a wonderful day.

“Miss Farley?”

Lucey looked round to see who was calling her name. It was a handsome young man in dark jacket and white shirt. Obviously one of the hotel staff, she surmised.

He asked: “You’re waiting for a Mr Linden?”

“Absolutely,” she confirmed. “Please show him out here when he arrives.”

“He’s arrived,” the young man said, with a ready grin. “Mr Linden – that’s me.”

Lucey coughed to hide her embarrassment. It was an understandable mistake – the man looked like a waiter! Only now, when he came closer, did she realise he was actually older than he at first appeared. His skin was dark, well tanned, and thin lines had begun to show around his jaw and neck. It was a strong jaw, jutting, her mother would have called it, and his ready smile was not the cheeky grin of a teenager, but the confident smile of a more mature man, easy with himself and sure of his own abilities. Lucey felt herself warming to the man, which was silly – they were simply there to do some business with each other.

“A wonderful place,” he said quietly, looking around. “You must be very sad to lose the opportunity to come here.”

“I’m very sad my sister’s not getting married,” she said, a little sharper than she intended. Then added, “I’m sorry, that’s very rude. My sister is upset, of course. We all are. The family has been devastated by what’s happened. It’s been a horrible few days.” Then she changed the subject. “It was very good of you to meet me. You don’t mind taking the booking? I know it’s very short notice.”

He smiled. It was a very nice smile, calm and friendly. She noticed how it made his face light up. He was indeed very handsome, and although mature, couldn’t have been more than a couple of years older than Lucey. Say, late twenties.

“My cousin,” he explained carefully, “is very impetuous. The marriage thing was very last minute, very rushed. We haven’t been able to find her anywhere suitable. I’ve searched high and low.”

“How did you get the job?”

“I’m Best Man,” he told her. “My family seem to think I’m suited to it. I’ve done it before.”

“Never the Bridegroom?”

She regretted it instantly, but he merely seemed amused. He seemed to like her. They’d only just met, and perhaps it was a need to get on, to get the trading over, and hand over all the details of the wedding reception booking. It looked like they’d both be able to help each other. The fact was that Lucey was desperate: it was very late, and she had to get the money back, for her sister, for all of them who had chipped in and helped pay for the day. Traditionally, it should have been the bride’s parents who paid for such a thing, but her family was different, no money at all, and no father if it came to that, so the bill had to be shared out between any of those who could afford a small portion of it. But they couldn’t really, of course, and if the wedding was off, it was only reasonable that they shouldn’t have to lose out. Besides, Lucey was feeling hopeful: this man looked prosperous enough to pay what she was asking. She didn’t imagine he’d try to haggle.

“Sorry?” he asked.

“Oh, ignore me. I’m feeling bitter about men at the moment. My sister was dreadfully let down and cancelling this Reception is the least of her worries right now.”

“I can’t begin to imagine,” he said quietly. “Well, anyway, the answer to your question is No, I’ve never been a Bridegroom. For years I was far too busy with my business to worry about romance, and now I find that people may be attracted to my money, but not directly to me.”

Lucey bit her tongue. She wanted to say that she found that hard to believe. She wanted to tell him that she found him devilishly attractive. 

The words stuck in her throat. Just as well. They had a bargain to seal and meanwhile, she had caught sight of herself in one of the long mirrors against the wall. Dull, she decided. Plain, that was what people called her. She was a sad wallflower at dances, and nobody was surprised that she was going to be a bridesmaid again, even if it was this time to her younger sister. Shanna was fun, she was flighty, she was popular with men. It was obvious she would get married, sooner rather than later, and – everyone might have said – obvious that Lucey would be left on the shelf. The only surprise was that the man Shanna chose should get cold feet at the last minute and fly off to Spain to hide. Nobody was expecting that.

“Okay,” the man said, brisk and businesslike. “The booking is for next Saturday week, yes? You want the full price. It’s too late for the hotel to offer you a refund, but they’re quite happy for us to do a deal and me to take the thing off your hands. Am I right so far?”

“I’m not asking too much?”

He laughed. “Like I said, we’re at our wits’ end. If you don’t give me this, then it’s barbecued hot-dogs in my back garden! I’d willingly pay a premium.”

I bet you’ve got a large garden, she was thinking. A large house, perhaps a shiny car to go with it. It was a shame that she had nothing to offer him. He was quite a catch.

He inspected the forms she was clutching, checking the date, times and facilities arranged. At last, seeming happy, he sat down at one of the long tables in the big room and wrote her out a cheque.

“Don’t worry,” he assured her with a smile as he held it out. “This one won’t bounce. Look, I’ve written my name and address on the back so you’ll be able to track me down in case there’s any funny business.”

She looked at it, but hesitated to take it. It all seemed to be happening so fast. Getting the money so quickly? Too good to be true! 

“Yes, I’m sorry I didn’t catch your name. Mr – London?”

“Linden,” he reminded her, “but you can call me Chase.”

Her heart skipped a beat. She had heard that name before. In the newspapers? The gossip columns? He said he owned his own business. She was sure she’d heard of it. What was it now – Linden Securities? Did that ring a bell? She felt suddenly nervous. My goodness, this man must be a millionaire, she was suddenly thinking, maybe several times over!

Still, he seemed ordinary enough. Very calm, very personable. Not at all pushy. And very, very handsome. Yes, that thought had crossed her mind before.

He walked with her back to the lobby, chatting amicably, seemingly very pleased with himself.

“You’ve got me out of a real hole,” he told her. “I’m really grateful. Now all I’ve got to find is a honeymoon!”

She gasped. “I’ve got one of those too,” she said hesitatingly. “Didn’t you see my advertisement?”

He shook his head. “My Secretary put me on to you. She saw the ad in the paper. I’m sorry. I’m just having to work with what she told me.”

A secretary? Yes, he was bound to have a secretary. Lucey tried to imagine what she would look like. Probably old, and very plain. It was the only sort of person he could trust!

“Tell me about it,” he urged.

A tightness came to her face, and she felt tears well in her eyes. “A nice old-fashioned Italian hotel, family-run, very cosy. It’s on the Bay of Naples. Fantastic views. Private beach. First Class food and an internationally renowned chef.”

He was quiet for a moment, looking at her carefully. Then he said: “It sounds amazing. So why is it making you so sad?”

She stifled a sniffle. “I’m being silly. I arranged it, that’s all. It’s my favourite place in the whole world.”

“And maybe,” he suggested quietly, “it’s exactly the kind of place you would like for your own honeymoon? Is that it?”

She nodded gratefully. He was very perceptive.

He led her over to one of the large sofas in the lobby and they both sat down. He waited while she pulled the brochure out of her bag. He mulled over the pages, studying the pictures, examining every photo. He didn’t look up once and she was grateful for that: she was still feeling tense. It was breaking her heart to think of being parted with the opportunity for this, and it wasn’t even her trip! It was just the place – Sorento and all that coastline. She dreamed about it, fantasised about a perfect holiday there, or better, a perfect honeymoon. Arranging the booking for Shanna was far more of a present than anything else she might have given, and her sister was aware of it. Everyone in the family knew that Lucey wanted to visit Italy, but somehow
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