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        Jack Kendrick: These days, I guess I’m what they refer to as a sworn bachelor. Finding my teenage sweetheart in bed with my so-called best friend led me to rule out relationships. There’s no way any woman is ever going to hurt me like that again. All I want to focus on is building my business empire and having a good time.

      

        

      
        Grace Cosgrove: As wedding planner, you’d think I’d love weddings. I used to, until my mogul fiancé dumped me at the altar. Every wedding I plan breaks my heart a little bit more and I don’t think I’ll ever feel joy in my job or my non-existent romantic life again.

      

        

      
        Jack: There’s a wedding on the horizon and as best man, I have to get involved. I’m not overjoyed at the prospect but when I see the wedding planner… well… sparks fly in more ways than one. The groom tells me I’d better leave her alone, but I find her simply irresistible.

      

        

      
        Grace: This could be the wedding of the year, a real-life Cinderella story, and they’ve chosen me to plan the wedding. It’s brilliant for business, but it also means I have to summon some enthusiasm. Then I meet the best man and I wish he’d stop looking at me like that because I’m struggling to focus as it is.

      

        

      
        Will Grace heal Jack’s heart, or will they go their separate ways before the wedding speeches are done?
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Grace Cosgrove

          

        

      

    

    
      A hand lands on my shoulder, and I turn automatically.

      ‘What ya doing?’ My aunt Maisie Cosgrove smiles down at me.

      ‘Planning.’ I smile back. ‘For the Cavendish wedding.’

      ‘The handsome billionaire and his beautiful fiancée?’

      ‘That’s the couple. The real-life Cinderella story.’

      Maisie places her hands on her chest and sighs. ‘It’s such a romantic story.’

      ‘I know, right?’ Ava Thorne told me all about it when I went to meet them recently. Edward Cavendish had lost his wife a few years earlier, so was dealing with his own demons. Ava was struggling financially, working all hours to support her mother and younger brother, but then she found employment as a nanny for Edward’s son, Joe. While working for Edward, she fell in love with him and, as luck would have it, he fell madly in love with her. Now they’re getting married and I’m their wedding planner.

      My heart sinks a bit when I remember I should be ecstatic about landing such a fabulous job, but I’m just struggling to summon my old enthusiasm these days. It hasn’t been the same for me since ... well, since the trajectory of my life changed in one fateful day and then the pandemic hit. Thankfully, that’s in the rear-view mirror now, but it had a tremendous impact on me and my business, and it’s taken me quite a while to get going again. Not that Ava and Edward will find out, of course, because I’ll plan them an incredible wedding. Even if I’m working with limited time, their uncapped budget and the fact that their wedding venue is their home helps. And I’ve done this before, haven’t I? Granted, I had to start back small and steady as a snail, but this is what I do. This is what I always wanted to do so I can and will get back on track.

      ‘Do you want something to eat?’ Maisie tucks her hands into the front pocket of her purple apron. At only five foot two, she’s tiny, but I rarely notice because she has such a bubbly personality.

      ‘I’m still full of breakfast.’ I laugh.

      ‘But that was hours ago.’ She shakes her blonde head. ‘You don’t eat enough, Grace.’

      My hands automatically gravitate to my rounded stomach and adjust my oversized black jumper. ‘I eat plenty.’

      ‘Coffee then?’ She nudges me with her hip.

      ‘Go on then but please make it black.’

      When she’s returned to the counter, I look back at my laptop screen, but the words there swim in front of my eyes. I’m tired today and have a bit of a headache because I didn’t sleep well last night. The dreams I’ve had on and off for the past five years are back with a vengeance. I wake from them in a cold sweat, my heart thundering, and my cheeks wet with tears. The pain is sharp in the dreams; the fear is real, the humiliation raw. When I wake, it takes a while for the physical sensations to ebb away and for reality to comfort me. That last image makes me sigh because, for a while, reality was not comforting. Reality was bleak, lonely, painful. Reality was about cancelling plans, returning gifts and having to admit the worst thing possible. And then there was the crushing loneliness that I thought would split me in two because it was agonising. The long nights scrolling social media to find out things I should never have known. The seven stages of grief followed in migraine inducing technicolour: shock, denial, anger, bargaining, depression, testing and, finally, acceptance. I did the crime (by falling in love and trusting) and then I did the time (got my heart broken and had to get over him). One man almost destroyed me, but with time and patience, I learnt how resilient I am and that I can manage without him. I also learnt that I will never, ever trust another man with my heart. The only person I need is me. And my aunt and her partner. And my friends. But not romance. Oh no … never romance! Ironic then that I am in the business of romance and planning weddings …

      ‘Here you go, sweetie.’ My aunt places a mug of coffee in front of me, casts a glance around Cupcake Corner, the Notting Hill café that she owns and runs with her partner, then pulls out the chair opposite me and sits down. ‘I can afford to rest my feet for five minutes before the lunchtime rush.’

      Even though the cosy café has only eight tables, it does a roaring trade. Maisie and her partner, Riya, both quit their teaching jobs over a decade ago, sold their houses and bought the café, along with the flat above it that they live in. Where I also live, actually, and have lived for the past few years. I need to get myself organised and move out, give them some space, but it’s hard with property prices being so extortionate and with the rental market so competitive. It’s not like I haven’t looked, of course I have, I’m a thirty-year-old business owner, but as soon as a decent property comes on the market to rent, it’s snapped up by one of the hundred or so people who spend all day every day on Rightmove, Prime Location, or the other property sites. Some even pay estate agents to be the first to know about houses about to become available. Deals are made before I even find out about some properties, so now I find myself living in my paternal aunt’s attic room (which is very nice), enjoying the delicious meals she prepares for me, and watching Bridget Jones movies and Friends episodes every evening for the millionth time. It’s not a bad existence, but I know I can’t stay this way indefinitely. I have a life to live and, as Riya says to me from time to time, I need to get back out there and make the most of being young. The problem is that often, after a day of work, I’m too exhausted to even think about much more than pouring a glass of wine, eating dinner and getting a good night’s sleep. It was all going to be so different, but then someone stomped all over my heart and the life I thought I was going to have turned out not to be mine at all. This happened the year before the first lockdown, so you’d think I’d be over it by now. After all, it’s five years ago, but something about the strange twilight zone effect of lockdown seemed to slow everything down and give it a sense of unreality, and it’s only now that I finally feel like life is getting back to normal.

      ‘Grace?’

      I meet my aunt’s dark green eyes and see the concern within them. ‘Yes?’

      ‘Are you OK?’

      ‘Yes.’ Nodding, I force a smile to my lips.

      ‘You weren’t just thinking about you-know-who?’

      ‘Nope.’

      ‘Really, love? Because you had that faraway look in your eyes that you get when you start reminiscing.’

      ‘Doesn’t reminiscing have pleasant connotations?’ I chew at my bottom lip, then stop because I know I’ll make it sore again if I keep worrying at it.

      ‘Well, yes.’ She rests her elbows on the small round table and leans forwards, holding my gaze.

      ‘I was absolutely not reminiscing.’

      ‘Were you thinking about cutting his balls off again then?’ She cocks an eyebrow and I laugh.

      ‘You got me!’

      She leans back in her chair and nods. ‘I’ve thought about chopping those brass balls of his off many a time for what he did to you, but I know that it wouldn’t get us anywhere. Well, except for in prison but still … the daydream helps when I see you sad and wish I could do something to make it better.’

      I reach over the table and take her hands in both of mine. Her gold wedding band glints on the ring finger of her left hand and I rub it as if it can summon a genie to grant me three wishes. Her hands are small, the skin dry from endless washing, but they are hands that have held mine tight when I’ve cried, that have smoothed my hair back from my forehead when I’ve been feverish. They are hands that have made me endless meals and hot drinks, have run me bubble baths and helped make my bed when I could barely stand for the pain of my loss. She has worked hard to fill the void left by the loss of my mother to breast cancer when I was eighteen and my father in a tragic accident when I was just ten.

      ‘You do make everything better, Maisie, just by being here. I’m so grateful to have you in my life.’

      Her eyes shine instantly, and she closes them for a moment. When she opens them, a tear trickles down her left cheek and plops onto her arm. ‘I am beyond grateful to have you in my life, Grace, and will always be here for you. I might not have children of my own that I carried in my womb and gave birth to, but I have you. To me, and to Riya, you are our daughter.’

      I bring her hands to my lips and kiss them gently. My own emotion is choking me right now, so I don’t even try to speak. When I release Maisie’s hands, I reach for my coffee. It is strong and black and is exactly what I need.

      Men will let you down, but loving aunts and strong coffee are two things you can rely on in this life. That’s something I’m going to remember going forwards. I will never, ever, let anyone break my heart again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Jack Kendrick

          

        

      

    

    
      The sound of running water wakes me, and I stretch and yawn. The Egyptian cotton sheets are cool and soft against my skin, and they smell like … sex. Grey dawn light streams through the floor to ceiling windows of my central London apartment, but it’s not raining outside, so why did I hear water?

      Groaning, I sit up and grab my phone from the bedside table. It’s just after five-thirty. My head aches and my mouth is bone dry. Too many glasses of champagne last night at a gallery opening in south London followed by hitting several clubs before heading home have left me quite hungover. And I’m not alone, it would seem. Fuck’s sake, Jack! I stand and grab my boxers, then pull a T-shirt over my head and step into jersey lounge pants.  

      In the kitchen I make coffee using the fancy machine Edward got me for my birthday and open the fridge looking for breakfast inspiration. After deciding to stick with a protein shake, I make one up and sit at the kitchen island.

      It’s not long before I hear footsteps and I brace myself. What was her name again? Cally? Sally? Lolly? Shit, I can’t fucking remember.

      ‘Hey,’ she says as she reaches the island and leans against it.

      ‘Morning. Coffee?’ I try not to look directly at her as if that can assuage some of the hangxiety rushing through me.

      ‘Yes please.’

      I slide off the stool and grab a mug from the cupboard, trying to remember if she told me she drinks it black. Deciding to chance it, I press the button on the machine, then place it in front of her.

      ‘Thanks.’ She perches on the stool next to me and I hold my breath. I don’t remember too much of a conversation last night. I was more interested in what she was hiding beneath her red dress, although in all honesty, she wasn’t leaving much to the imagination. Not that I make a habit of ogling every beautiful woman I see because some — those wearing wedding rings — are off limits, but she made it clear that she was interested in me, so I pursued her to see where it would go. That’s the thing about me; I like the chase these days. It’s the best part. It’s fun, exciting, and sparks my interest — or my cock’s interest — but when I’ve got what I want, I lose that interest in a flash. Fickle of me, some would say. I wasn’t always this way, but that’s another story for another time and right now, I need to get this woman out of here asap. I have work to do and the last thing I need is some woman getting all clingy and shit.

      As she sips her coffee, I notice her shoulders are hunched forwards, her brown hair falling around her face. Last night, she had a sexy updo with tendrils caressing the nape of her neck. That got me going. There’s something about a woman’s neck that rouses something inside me.

      ‘Everything OK?’ I ask.

      ‘Sure.’ She turns on the stool, tugs the hem of her red dress down over her thighs, crosses her long legs and tugs the dress down again. ‘Look, Jack, last night was fun but⁠—’

      ‘Halle!’ Laughter spills out of me as I point at her.

      She frowns. ‘What?’

      ‘Your name.’

      ‘Of course that’s my name. Did you forget?’

      ‘No.’ I swallow. ‘It’s just a … a nice name.’

      ‘Thanks.’ She looks down at her coffee, then back up at me. ‘Look, as I was saying, I need to get going. Last night was fun but no one needs to know about it do they?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Well, see Jack, the thing is … I-I’m married.’

      ‘You’re what?’

      ‘I’m married. My husband works away, and I get lonely and then last night, you seemed so nice and … well … I was quite tipsy and … the sex was pretty amazing and … but … I need to go.’

      ‘You’re fucking married?’ My jaw clenches as I stand. ‘I don’t screw married women.’

      It’s against the rules. I don’t want a relationship, but I don’t want to hurt anyone either. She gave me no sign that she was married last night and if she had, I would most certainly have come home alone. ‘I think you should go. Now!’ The last word emerges as a bark and she flinches.

      ‘I’m sorry, Jack. I didn’t mean to deceive you I just … got carried away. But please … there’s no need for anyone to know about this is there?’ Her repetition of the question irritates me. If you don’t like the heat, stay out of the kitchen.

      ‘No one will hear anything from me.’ I cross the kitchen and dump my mug and glass in the sink, then stand there for a moment, breathing deep as I try to calm down. Married, for fuck’s sake!

      ‘Jack.’ Her hand on my shoulder. Her breath on my neck. Her sweet perfume cloying and turning my stomach. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.’

      I laugh and it sounds hard and cold. When I turn, I see confusion in her brown eyes. ‘You could never hurt me, Halle. No one can ever hurt me. Can you see yourself out?’

      Without waiting for an answer, I march to my bedroom and into the ensuite, then turn the shower on. When I step under the hot, powerful spray, I force all feelings from my mind, release them from my body, and scrub away the previous night’s sex. All it was to me was sex. A physical act. Nothing more. After what I’ve been through, I’ll never ask for more that, but only if a woman is single. Next time, I will definitely fucking check before I bring a woman home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Grace

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Champagne?’ The young man holds out a tray with three flutes of bubbly at the centre. I hesitate, about to decline, but then change my mind.

      ‘Thank you.’ I accept a flute and take a sip, reminding myself not to drink it too quickly. After all, it’s not even eleven, and I skipped breakfast this morning because I wanted to make sure I got here on time to meet Ava and her mum, Nancy. They are in the changing room and I am waiting in the plushly carpeted area outside, my laptop and iPhone on the seat next to me, my feet throbbing in my heels. I should have worn flats to walk here, but I wanted to look smart and now I’m regretting it. Londoners know to wear sensible shoes and bring heels for later.

      Focus on the champagne, I tell myself, and take another sip. Perhaps it will numb my toes.

      Music, either from a classical CD or a download, fills the room, while the air is laced with the fragrance of lilies. Probably because there are large vases of fresh flowers everywhere you look, creating that all-important wedding vibe to encourage customers to spend spend spend.

      I suggested a list of wedding dress shops to Ava and Edward and this was the one she chose. It’s not the most expensive one, not by a long shot, but it’s not cheap either. Then again, it’s difficult to pick up a cheap wedding dress these days, even off the rail. Ava said she’s satisfied with a ready-made dress, but Edward suggested a trip to Paris for a bespoke gown. She declined that offer, saying shyly that it seemed frivolous, as well as his offer of a designer gown from one of his contacts. She wants as little fuss as possible, bless her, and it makes me like her even more.

      Ava is young and sweet, naturally beautiful and very warm. Edward is handsome and rich and could have had his pick of eligible women, but he chose Ava because he loves her and I can see why. She doesn’t seem to have an evil bone in her body, and the way she looks at him makes my heart squeeze. She clearly adores him and would do anything for him, yet there’s a vulnerability about her that makes me worry for her. I hope he never hurts her. I’m sure he won’t, though. He looks at her like she’s the most incredible thing he’s ever seen in his life and like he’d be lost without her. They love each other and I hope it lasts. I groan inwardly because I’m a wedding planner and I shouldn’t be so damned cynical. I really need to get past this because it could affect my work, affect the success of my business and after having to put my life on pause, I need to get things going again, to prove to the world that I am good at what I do. Word of mouth is everything in this business, and I need Edward and Ava to sing my praises. This wedding could make or break me. I have planned several weddings since my world imploded, but they were more low key and I did them at a bargain price because I was trying to re-establish myself. But now, this wedding, this is the big one for me, my fresh start, and so it has to go well.

      Nancy pops her head around the changing room door and I see that her light brown eyes are rimmed with red. Standing up, I place my champagne on a side table then ask, ‘Everything all right?’

      ‘She’s just … s-so beautiful.’ Nancy opens the door a bit more and steps out, then closes it behind her. ‘I knew this would be an emotional day, but I had no idea how much it would choke me up seeing my baby as a bride.’

      ‘I can’t wait to see the dress.’ I rub Nancy’s arm to offer her comfort and she smiles at me, then pushes a hand through her short brown hair.

      ‘When he sees her on their wedding day, Edward will be completely besotted.’

      The changing room door opens again, and my chest tightens. I’ve seen a lot of brides over the years, but I suddenly feel nervous about seeing Ava. Maybe it’s because she’s so sweet and because I want this to be perfect for her. Maybe it’s because I’m softer than I want to be. But when I see her, my breath catches in my throat and my vision blurs.

      ‘Well?’ she asks as she stands before us, a vision of loveliness in champagne silk and lace, her wavy chestnut hair pinned up and adorned with a pearl tiara. She walks towards us and the dress moves with her like a second skin. It has a fitted bodice with lace sleeves that reach her wrists and the skirt falls from her waist to the floor where it seems to ripple and shimmer. It must be the light in here, probably designed to enhance the impact of these wedding dresses, but it’s like Ava is wearing an actual silken waterfall.

      The shop owner, Bella, a striking woman in her forties, or could be fifties, I can’t really tell, claps her hands together and exclaims, ‘That’s the one! I knew it would be perfect for you.’

      ‘I don’t even want to try any others on,’ Ava says. ‘I feel like a princess.’

      ‘And you look like one too,’ Bella says. A voice at the back of my mind whispers that of course she wants to sell this dress to Ava because of the price tag, but then I admonish myself for being negative.

      Bella moves around Ava, pinning where she thinks the dress needs to be taken in a fraction or taken up a touch, and I return to the sofa and sit with Nancy.

      ‘What about you?’ I ask. ‘Are you going to look at the mother-of-the-bride outfits?’

      A blush spreads up Nancy’s neck and into her cheeks. ‘I … I don’t know,’ she whispers. ‘It’s quite … expensive in here.’

      ‘Edward’s paying though?’ I check even though I’m fairly certain that was agreed in the initial consultation with Edward and Ava. He said I was to spare no expense when shopping with his fiancée and her mother.

      ‘I wish I could afford to pay for it myself,’ Nancy says.

      I can understand that. But this isn’t about me and what I want, it’s about my clients and so I plaster a wide smile on my face and say, ‘Edward wants you to have the best, Nancy, so why don’t we have a look at what’s on offer here?’

      She chews at her bottom lip before nodding. ‘OK then, but I’m not rushing into anything. I want to check if I can get it cheaper somewhere else first.’

      I give a small nod, knowing that once Nancy discovers something here, Bella will persuade her that she won’t find it anywhere else and seal the deal. Bella is an excellent salesperson and she can be very convincing, so I accompany Nancy to the mother-of-the-bride section while Bella continues to make small adjustments to Ava’s dress. It’s important, I think, seeing how wonderful Ava looks, that Nancy has the right outfit and so I will also do my best to persuade her not to worry about money. After all, Edward has plenty to go round. He made sure to tell me that when he first approached me via my website and so I’m going to do what I can to make sure he’s happy with everything.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After leaving the wedding dress boutique, we wander around Covent Garden for a bit, admiring the flower displays and enjoying the fresh spring day. I find Ava and Nancy easy to be around.

      ‘Shall we get something to eat?’ Nancy asks. ‘My treat.’

      ‘Good idea, Mum.’ Ava smiles. ‘You hungry, Grace?’

      ‘I am actually and I know a great little Italian place,’ I reply.

      When we’re seated at a table in the restaurant, I feel myself relaxing. We order a bottle of Barolo and the server pours for us. I raise my glass, savouring the aromas of plums, leather, and violets, and the taste of spice and red fruits. It’s delicious, silky smooth on my tongue, and I could easily drain the glass, but I set it down on the table. I’m working, after all, and need to remain professional, however nice Ava and her mum are.

      ‘Thank you for your help today,’ Ava says to me. Her cheeks have roses in them and her eyes are shining and I can’t tell if it’s from the wine or emotion.

      ‘No need to thank me,’ I say. ‘It’s my job.’

      ‘But you’re so kind and helpful.’ Ava takes a sip of wine and it stains her lips dark red. ‘I really appreciate it so much. Mum always taught me that you should thank people, whether it’s their job or not. It’s basic manners.’

      ‘It’s true.’ Nancy nods. ‘It’s important to make people feel appreciated. There’s enough unpleasantness in this world, so I’ve always taught my two that making people feel valued is important. Lots are far too quick to criticise when they could be kind and grateful instead.’

      I look from mother to daughter, and warmth fills my chest. They’re such nice people and I’m lucky to be working with them, to be getting paid to do this.

      I clear my throat. ‘So, are you happy with the dress?’ I ask Ava. I know she is, but I want to check. Sometimes brides can change their mind. I secretly referred to one bride I worked with as a bridezilla because she changed her mind about the dress five times and, in the end, she wore three throughout the course of the day. Her parents absolutely doted her upon her so they were happy to spend hundreds of thousands on the dresses alone.

      ‘I love it.’ Ava nods. ‘I never thought I’d ever have a dress like that.’

      ‘Did you have a prom dress?’ I ask. I
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