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ON A JANUARY NIGHT that had frozen the radiator pipes, the dank air hung heavy in the hall, filled with the aromas of over-brewed coffee and a heady mishmash of perfumes and colognes.

The rustle of event programmes and the sound of hand-covered coughs preceded a burst of applause, and a man with a fall of goose-white hair raised his hands behind a lectern to quiet the audience. The smile on his distinguished face faded and the shoulders of his custom-made jacket fell back into perfect place when he lowered his hands to rest on the lectern again. 

“As I accept this Lifetime Achievement Award for Contributions to Bespoke Tailoring, I can’t end this speech without mentioning my dear friend, Matthew Rayworth, who sadly passed away last year. Had it not been for his support and friendship when we first started out in business, I doubt I’d be where I am today. My life would have taken a very different path without him, of that I am certain, so I owe him a great deal. When I came up with the iconic design that catapulted our business into the spotlight, it was Matthew who was right there beside me, sharing the success, and I shall miss him terribly.”

The man took a breath and closed his eyes, a hand clenching around the award: a needle and thread fashioned from crystal and wrought iron set upon a glossy, dark wood plinth. Exhaling, he loosened his grip and opened his eyes, pushing his round glasses up the bridge of his nose and sending out a broad smile to the audience.  

“Moving on, if you’ll indulge me for a moment, I know there are a lot of young designers here tonight, and I’d like to give you all a word of advice. As sharp as your tailoring skills may be, as good as your reputation may become, and as lucrative as your business may grow, never, ever forget where you started from and, above all, always strive to be the best you can be—not just as a designer, but as a person. 

“I’ve done my best to live my life by those standards, and to pass them on to my son and my grandson and, if I say so myself, I think we’ve all turned out okay so we must be doing something right.”

He paused to allow a hum of polite laughter to ripple through the audience. 

“To conclude, can I say how honoured and grateful I am to have been chosen as the recipient of this year’s award, which is the manifestation of many years of hard work, determination, and a belief that this day would come. For those of you who are starting out in your careers, I wish each and every one of you all the very best. I’ll be keeping a close eye on your progress as you start to make your own way in the industry and I’m sure I’ll be seeing some marvellous success stories before too long. Good luck to you all, and thank you again, from the bottom of my heart.”

The sound of chair legs scraping against the parquet floor as the audience rose to its feet in more rapturous applause accompanied Chester Chadwick’s descent from the stage, and he waved to his family and friends in the front row before mingling with the crowd, answering questions here, and posing for photographs there. 

He was so pre-occupied, he didn’t notice the person sending a menacing glare in his direction.

‘Always strive to be the best you can be’?

‘I’ve done my best to live my life by those standards’?

Really? Have you really? 

What a hypocrite and a liar you are, Chester Chadwick.

Are four sentences in honour of your ‘dear friend Matthew’ the best you can do? Just four measly sentences? 

You never once reached out to apologise, did you? Where were your ‘standards’ when Matthew needed you most?

I know your nasty little secret, Chester, and it disgusts me.

It’s about time you paid for what you did.

And I’m going to do everything I can to make sure you do...
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SIX MONTHS LATER

“I know the wedding’s not until next year, but I’m so excited about it already. And I can’t wait to see Jack’s parents again. I really missed them after they moved to the States.”

The summer heat caused a line of perspiration that ran down Claudia Fallon’s back. Her breath came in heavy bursts as she pulled herself back and forth on the rowing machine, her dark curls plastered to her forehead, and her cheeks glowing like polished Gala apples.

“Well, the feeling’s definitely mutual.” Her daughter, Megan, flicked her dark hair over a shoulder as she browsed through a bridal magazine and sipped a mug of coffee sprawled out on the bed in her old room. “They're really looking forward to coming back and catching up with everyone. I had a chat with Louisa when Jack called her the other night and she said she’s crossing off the days. She’s even trying to persuade Jack’s dad to retire here—she still misses the village even after all these years.” 

“Can’t say I blame her,” said Claudia. “Bliss Bay’s so easy to become attached to, isn’t it?” She stopped rowing and pulled a tissue from a nearby box to fan her flushed cheeks and dab at the perspiration on her forehead. “Do me a favour and open the window a bit more before I melt, will you, love? I must look a sight.”

“Maybe you should take a break,” said Megan, taking off her glasses and planting them on top of her head. “You’ve really been pushing yourself the past couple of months.”

“Now, don’t try to discourage me,” said Claudia, firmly. “I’ve promised myself I’m going to be fitter by the time the wedding comes around. I’ve become far too complacent recently and I haven’t been looking after myself as well as I should. You know my sweet tooth is my downfall because I have about as much willpower as a wet dishcloth.

“Anyway, if your Aunty Sylvie can do it, so can I. She inspired me when she took part in the Bliss Bay to St Eves bike ride a couple of months ago. She said she’d never felt better after all that training she did, and she’s glowing with health.”

“I know, and that’s great,” said Megan, choosing her words carefully. “And I’m not trying to discourage you, I just don’t want you to overdo it, that’s all.” She held out a hand and Claudia grabbed hold of it to pull herself up, clutching the elasticated waistband of her yoga pants with her other hand.

“I won’t. I promise. Of course, one of the minor downsides of all this exercise is that half the things in my wardrobe are a tad loose now. Sylvie’s lost weight in all the same places—must be genetics, I suppose, seeing as we’re sisters. Anyway, I think I’m going to have to take a few things into the village to be altered but until then, I must find a safety pin for these pants before they end up round my ankles when I’m least expecting it.” She lit an incense stick and rolled her shoulders as a yawn escaped her lips. “By the way, before I forget to tell you, you know Alison from the library?”

Megan nodded. “Of course I do. What about her?” 

“Well, her daughter Lydia’s bought the lease for Martha’s Boutique, and she’s turning it into a bridal shop.” 

“You’re kidding?” Megan looked out of the bedroom window to the clothes shop that had been a fixture alongside the village green for as long as she could remember. “What’s happened to Martha? Is she okay?”

“Oh, yes, she’s fine, but she and William want to drive across Europe in their camper van, so she wants rid of the shop. Between you and me, I don’t know how she kept it going for as long as she did. Everything in it smelt of mothballs, and all the clothes were made of material that sticks to your legs and sends out sparks when you take them off. And when I popped in to buy a pair of tights when I put my finger through my last pair, I had to blow an inch of dust off the box. I can’t remember the last time I saw anyone in there.”

“Well, that doesn’t bode well for Alison’s daughter, does it?” said Megan. “If it’s not in the right location, she won’t get any customers either.”

“That’s what I said, but apparently Lydia’s done her research and she’s confident she can make it work with the right marketing. Also, with it being just across the green from St Mildred’s church, and close to The Duck where couples often go for lunch after they’ve discussed their wedding plans with Reverend Beale, she thinks she’s got the beginnings of a ready-made customer base. Anyway, the shop opens in a few months so I thought I’d let you know. It’d be nice if you didn’t have to go for miles to get a dress, wouldn’t it? And there’s going to be a section for grooms and ushers, too. Speaking of whom, I don’t think I’ve ever seen Jack as happy as he’s been since he started helping out at the animal sanctuary. He’s really enjoying it, isn’t he?”

Megan laughed. “Enjoying it? He loves it! I couldn’t drag him away if I tried. Ever since he got so involved in helping to rebuild it, he’s been there most days—I think he feels as responsible for it as the owners do, and he adores the animals. They all need looking after and there’s always so much to do. Between you and me, I think he wants to adopt another dog—two, if I know Jack. And a cat. Maybe a whole litter, if I had to guess. And don’t get me started on the parrot that’s taken a shine to him! The Old School house is on its way to becoming a menagerie, I can feel it.”

“Claudia! Megan!” Nick Fallon’s voice called up the stairs. “Come and look at this! You won’t believe it!”

They rushed down to see Nick standing on the doorstep, snapping photos on his phone.

“Won’t believe what?” asked Megan. She stuck her head out of the front door and gasped, her dark eyes springing open in awe. “Oh, wow!” 

For as far as the eye could see, there were ladybirds. They covered the front lawn, the cars, the plants and trees, and a cloud of the tiny red insects hovered above.

“Where in the world has such a huge swarm come from?” asked Claudia.

“It happens every now and then,” said Nick, fixated by the trail of ladybirds marching up his forearm. “When the weather's good, usually.”

“I've never seen anything like it,” said Claudia. “It's beautiful. They’re good for the garden, aren’t they? Don’t they eat all the bugs? I’m sure I read that—”

She paused at the sound of a car pulling up to a stop a few doors down and they all turned to see its occupant alight onto the pavement. White haired, bespectacled, and straight backed, the man put his hands on his hips and arched in a stretch before raising a hand in greeting. “Morning. Beautiful sight isn't it? The ladybirds, I mean.”

“Good morning,” said Nick. “Yes, we were just talking about it.”

The man took a suitcase from the boot of the car and opened the gate to number four.

“Oh, are you the new tenant?” asked Claudia. “We’ve been waiting for someone to arrive ever since the new owners told us that Rose Cottage was going to be let out to holidaymakers.”  

The man put down his case and pushed his round glasses to the bridge of his nose, which sported a fading purple and yellow bruise and a large scab to match an even larger one on his chin and cheekbone. “I’m renting for the summer, so I’ll be around for a while. I’m here for a little rest and recuperation.”

“Oh?” said Claudia, cocking her head. “Have you been ill?” She ignored Megan's rapidly rising eyebrows; code for ‘stop asking personal questions’.

“Not exactly.” The man looked at the ground and scratched the back of his head. “Actually, I suppose there’s no harm in telling you. It’ll probably come out once my family arrive at the weekend and you’re bound to meet them, so it’s best you hear it from me.”

Claudia took a step forward. “Hear what from you?”

“I had a little accident not long ago and I was a bit shaken up afterwards.” The man cleared his throat and shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “I fell in front of a car, you see. No major injuries, but I was a bit battered and bruised.” He pointed to his face. “Still am, actually. It was a few weeks ago, but I still feel like the walking wounded.”

“Oh, how awful!” said Claudia. “You poor thing. Did you lose your footing?”

“Of a fashion,” he said. “I was pushed.”

Claudia’s hands flew to her cheeks before one hand quickly returned to her waistband. “Oh my goodness! Who would do such a thing? Did the police find the culprit?”

“Unfortunately not. It happened so quickly, I didn’t see a thing, but I’m fine now. In fact, I would have been quite happy to stay at home in London but my son insisted I get away for a bit of peace and quiet, so he asked his assistant to find me somewhere to relax, and her search led her to Bliss Bay. It sounded like the perfect place to recharge the batteries and I have to say, now I’m here, I’m glad I came. I could almost feel the tension draining away on the drive down.”

“Your son sounds very sensible,” said Claudia. “I can't think of anywhere better to get away from it all. I'm Claudia Fallon, by the way, and this is my husband Nick, and my daughter Megan.”

“Chester Chadwick,” said the man, giving a little bow and shaking hands all round before bending to pick up his case. “And I’m very happy to have met you. No doubt I'll bump into you again during my stay.”

“Oh, you definitely will,” said Nick. “We’re giving the front garden a makeover so we’ll be out here a lot. And you’re bound to meet most of the family over the next few days because everyone’s chipping in to help.”

“Don’t let that keep you away, though,” said Claudia, wagging a finger. “If you feel like some company, you’re welcome to pop in any time. Don’t wait to be invited—Kismet Cottage is always open for a chat and a cuppa.”

Chester’s eyebrows dipped. “‘Kismet Cottage?’”

Claudia pointed to the name plaque next to the front door. “It’s what our place is called.”

“Ah, I see,” said Chester, with a smile. “Well, that’s very kind of you. I’ve always got time for a nice cup of tea and a good old gossip.” He jangled a large bunch of keys. “Anyway, I’d better get in and see what’s what. See you soon.”

“I wonder if I should offer him some arnica?” whispered Claudia, as she watched Chester open the front door to Rose Cottage and disappear inside. “His nose looks awfully painful and it might help with the bruising.”

“You can’t go offering homeopathic remedies to people you’ve just met,” Nick whispered back. “I’m sure he’s fine as he is.”

“You know, his name’s familiar, but I can't think why,” said Megan. She crouched to stroke Tabastion, her parents’ adopted and adored silver tabby who was slinking around her ankles and looking cross-eyed at the ladybird perched on the end of his nose.

“Well, it’s not familiar to me,” said Claudia, shaking back her dark hair and yanking up her yoga pants as they threatened to slip down her hips again. 

“Me neither,” said Nick, deadheading a rose and sending his wife a sideways glance. “And there’s a safety pin in your bits and bobs drawer if you’re looking for one.” 

Claudia adjusted the angle of his gardening hat atop his unruly grey curls and planted a kiss on his sun-weathered cheek. “What would I do without you?” She put an arm around Megan’s shoulders and steered her into the cottage. “Come on, first stop the kitchen, and then a cold drink and lunch while we finish looking through those bridal magazines.”

ººººººº

“I’m back!” Megan called out as she pushed open the door of The Old School House, her American fiancé Jack Windsor’s home. 

“I’m in the den,” he called from upstairs. 

Megan dropped her bag and took the steps two at a time, stopping at the top to make a fuss of Jack’s Boxer dog, Blue, and her Ragdoll cat, Dolly. When she got to the den, she found Jack hauling a bag of golf clubs from the back of a cupboard.

“Are you going to play golf?” 

Jack drew a hand through his dark hair and put down the bag before catching Megan in his arms. His height and breadth belied his gentle manner as he picked a ladybird from her hair and took it to the window on his big hand to set it free. “I saw a ladybug swarm when I visited a buddy in California a few years back. It was bigger than this one, though.”

Megan rolled her eyes and chuckled. “I might have guessed. Everything’s bigger in the good old US of A, isn’t it?” she said, mimicking his accent.

Jack poked her in the ribs and his grey eyes flashed with humour. “Yeah, it is! I’ll take you there some day and you can see for yourself. And, no, I’m not going to play golf. I stopped at the village store on my way back from the shelter and I was chatting with Olivia and Rob when a guy who was in there asked if we played golf. He hasn’t set foot on a course since a ball bounced off his nose when he was twelve, but he’s thinking of taking it up again. Anyways, I told him he could borrow these until he’s decided. No point in him buying a set of clubs if he’ll only use them a few times, so I’m gonna take these down to the shop and he’ll collect them from there tomorrow morning. He’s about the same height as me, so they should be okay for him to knock a few balls with.”

“That’s sweet of you,” said Megan, putting her arms around his neck. “Bit risky, though. I mean, you don’t know him, do you? What if he’s not trustworthy? If you lend him those, you may never see them again.”

Jack rubbed his chin and frowned. “Actually, yeah, now you come to mention it, I think I remember seeing something on the news about the Bliss Bay Golf Bandit. He prowls the streets waiting to pounce on unsuspecting golfers and then he runs off with their clubs.” 

“Ha-ha, very funny,” said Megan, with a sarcastic smile. “You know what I mean. He could be anyone.” 

“Well, he seemed okay to me, so I’m giving him the benefit of the doubt,” said Jack. “And I don’t use these clubs any more so if I never saw them again, I wouldn’t miss them.”

“Did this complete stranger tell you his name?” asked Megan. 

“Ken Baxter. He and his wife used to live here years ago, but they moved to Oxeter. Now their kids have left home, they want to come back to Bliss Bay. Maybe your folks know them?”

Megan nodded. “The name sounds familiar, so I’m sure they must do. I’ll ask next time I see them. And I’ll tell you someone else whose name sounds familiar—the guy who’s moved in a few doors down from Mum and Dad. He’s renting Rose Cottage while he recuperates from being pushed in front of a car.”

Jack winced. “Nasty. And you think you know him?”

“No, I definitely don’t, which is why I can’t understand why I’ve heard his name before.”

“What is it?” asked Jack, covering the beginning of a yawn with his hand.

“It’s Chester Chadwick.”

Jack’s head snapped round, his eyes wide and the yawn forgotten. “No way!”

“Yes way. Why?” asked Megan. “Don’t tell me you know him?”

“Tall, white hair, glasses, well-spoken?”

Megan nodded. “Sounds like him.”

“Well, if it’s the same guy, I’ve known him for years. He’s a tailor. Hang on.” Jack left the room, returning with a suit on a hanger. “See?” He held open the jacket to show Megan the name Chester Chadwick embroidered on the inside pocket in gold and blue thread. “This suit is such good quality it’ll probably last longer than I will.”

Megan snapped her fingers. “That’s it! I must have seen that before but it never registered until today. I knew the name was familiar. It was driving me crazy.”

“He’s a good guy—it’ll be great to catch up with him. Must be about ten years since I last saw him.” Jack looked thoughtfully at the suit on the hanger. “Be the Best You Can Be In a Chadwick suit.” 

“Sorry?”

“That was Chester’s advertising slogan. It might be cheesy, but I still remember it after all these years, so their marketing department did a good job. By the way, before I forget, my Mom sent a message to say she and Dad are gonna book their flights next week, so you’ll be able to start making arrangements for your bachelorette weeke... I mean your hen weekend. I keep forgetting you call it something different.”

Megan smiled. “Bachelorette weekend, hen weekend, they’re the same thing. But yeah, it’ll be good to know when they’re arriving. Are they still planning on being here for a month?”

“Yep. Mom asked me to check again that you don’t mind them staying at Bay View.” 

When Jack renovated Bliss Bay’s old, unused school to be his home, he’d transformed the Arts and Crafts block into a detached, two-bedroomed apartment with far-reaching views across the bay from which it took its name.

Megan had been its first occupant when she’d moved in as Jack’s tenant but since they’d got together, she divided her time between Bay View and The Old School House. It was no problem to give up the apartment to his parents, though. She couldn’t think of a better place for them to stay. 

“Of course I don’t mind. It’ll be great to have them so close. I’ll clear all my stuff out before they come over to give them room for their own things.”

“Good. I reckoned you’d feel that way, but I didn’t want to assume.” Jack picked up the golf bag. “Anyways, after I’ve hung up this suit, I’m taking these clubs to the store, so I’ll see you in a bit. Unless you want to come with me?”

Megan nodded. “Actually, I think I will but can we go via the vet? I want to pick up a few bits and pieces for Dolly and Blue.” She glanced at the cat and dog curled up together in Blue’s bed and grinned. “I don’t think they’ll miss us. Come on.”

ººººººº

“I won’t be long.” Megan unfastened her seat belt as Jack pulled up outside the vet’s clinic. “I only need... What are you staring at?” 

Jack put a hand over his eyes and squinted against the sun. 

“That guy having his photo taken in the village square. It’s Laurence, isn’t it?” 

Megan followed his gaze to see her ex-husband with a photographer, posing for photos and waving his hand in front of his face to waft away the ladybirds that were dive-bombing his thatch of wiry blond hair. “So it is. Wonder what’s going on?” 

As she got out of the car and walked towards the clinic, Laurence turned and waved when he caught her eye. 

“A-ha! Caught you gawping,” he said, flashing the smile she’d once found irresistible. “You can’t hide your true feelings from me—I know you too well.”

Megan shot him a sardonic smile. “Well sorry to crush your vast ego, but I wasn’t gawping, and I’m only here for the vet. What are you doing, anyway?” she asked when her curiosity got the better of her.

“I’ve been promoted to Regional Manager,” said Laurence, blowing on his fingernails and polishing them on the lapel of his suit. “Or should I say, I will be in October. I’m having my photo taken to go in our company magazine and the local rag to announce it. Mind you, these damn ladybirds are making it difficult to get a clean shot, so we’re going back to the office and Phil’s going to take the pictures inside.”

“Congratulations,” said Megan. “Hope it goes well.”

Laurence lifted his chin in the direction of Jack’s car. “I should say the same to you. You could have knocked me down with a feather when I heard you and that Yank were getting married. He’ll never stay with you, you know—he’s a city boy through and through. There won’t be enough in Bliss Bay to keep him entertained, so my money’s on him clearing off once he gets bored. I’d get out while you still can.”

Megan bit the inside of her cheeks and counted to five before replying. “Thanks so much for the relationship advice and the vote of confidence,” she said, drily. “Although I seem to recall you’re the one who has trouble keeping yourself ‘entertained’ enough to stick around. And don’t call Jack ‘that Yank’.”

Laurence chuckled. “I see you’re still as easy as ever to wind up, and I knew that would get to you. Told you I know you too well, didn’t I? You’re too sensitive, that’s your trouble.” He rolled his wrist to check his watch. “Anyway, I haven’t got time to stand about chatting—there’s a career ladder to climb. See you around.” 

Megan sent him a look of loathing before turning on her heel and marching into the vet’s clinic. If there was one thing guaranteed to take the edge off her good mood, it was her ex-husband.

On her way out, she narrowly missed colliding with an elegant, elderly woman walking by. She was a tiny sparrow of a woman with legs so thin, they looked as though they might buckle under the weight of her slight frame of skin, bone and not much else. 

“Oops, I’m sorry.”

The woman smiled but looked a little harassed. “No need to apologise.” She brushed back the copper streak at the front of her short-cut silver hair with the bony fingers of a hand mottled with age spots. “I wasn’t paying attention,” she said, shaking the arm of her fluorescent pink and yellow striped cardigan which was dotted with ladybirds. “I’m trying to get these off me without hurting them.”  

“They get everywhere, don’t they?” said Megan. “Here, let me help you.” Coaxing each ladybird onto her hand, she set them down on the hedge that ran alongside the clinic. “I wonder if they’re attracted to your cardigan? The bright colours, I mean.” 

“Could be, I suppose,” said the woman. “Actually, I think I’ll take it off. It was quite cool when I left home, but it’s too hot to be wearing it now.” She smiled, prompting the appearance of a huddle of lines at the corners of her pale brown eyes, then looked at her watch and clicked her tongue. “Oh dear, I hope I don’t miss my train. I’d better get going. Thanks for your help.”

“You’re welcome,” said Megan, returning the smile, watching the woman as she turned and scurried on her way, the pink and yellow striped cardigan folded over her arm.
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THE FOLLOWING DAY, Petal Montgomery—the owner of The Cobbles Café and Flower Shop—cast her teenage daughter, Blossom, an anxious look across the counter. “Now, are you sure you’re going to be okay looking after things till I get back?” she said, a frown settling in across her dark brows. “All being well, I shouldn’t be away for longer than a couple of days.”

Blossom raised her jade green eyes—inherited from her mother—to the ceiling, and twirled a tress of jet-black hair around a thumb. “Mum, I’ll be fine. I’ve already started on making up the deliveries for today. As soon as you’ve left, I’ll get them finished so dad can deliver them later. You didn’t even need to come in today—you should be home with your feet up. Well, one of them, anyway.”

Petal responded with a distracted nod. “You won’t forget the order your sister bought in from the post box when she was here yesterday evening, will you? She put it inside the deliveries book while I was sweeping the floor. I didn’t pay much attention last night, but I’m sure she said it was for delivery soon.”

“It’s all sorted,” said Blossom. “Honestly, Mum. I know what I’m doing.”

Petal’s eyes shone with pride. “You’re a gem, love, you really are.”

“Poor you,” said Megan, who’d left her table in the adjoining café to commiserate with her friend. “How long are you going to be laid up?” 

“The hospital told me to keep my weight off it for a couple of days at least, but it could be up to a week. It’s only a sprain, but it’s really painful.” Petal exhaled an irritated sigh. “Talk about bringing yesterday evening to an abrupt end.”

“Yeah, we were having an awesome night until Mum fell flat on her backside,” said Blossom. “You should have seen her. She was on her way back from the salad bar and all of a sudden, she went flying. The salad went up in the air and the bowl smashed into a gazillion pieces. People all over the restaurant were picking croutons and cherry tomatoes out of their hair.” 

Petal grimaced at the memory. “Yeah, all thanks to a lone slice of cucumber lying in wait for me on the ceramic floor tiles which, by the way, are a ridiculous choice for restaurant flooring. Anyway, before I knew it, I’d stepped on it and skidded. My ankle went over and so did I.”

“I keep telling you salads aren’t good for your health,” said Blossom, with a grin.

“Very droll.” Petal winced in pain and the colour drained from her cheeks. “Pass me that chair will you, love, so I can sit down while I wait for your dad.” She balanced on one leg and rested on the hospital-issue crutch. “I feel like a flippin’ stork,” she grumbled.

“Look, there’s something on TV about the ladybird swarm,” said Blossom, helping Petal lower herself onto the chair to watch the news.

“Following yesterday’s ladybird invasion, the residents of Bliss Bay woke up to a bug-free morning today after the insects departed as swiftly as they arrived. 

“Although it’s not uncommon to see ladybirds swarming between the spring and autumn months, it’s a mystery as to where yesterday’s visitors have moved on to as there have been no reported sightings in any neighbouring town or village. 

“As far as we can tell, it seems that Bliss Bay was singled out by the little bugs as a twelve-hour stop-off point and we were lucky to see them. Now, let’s take a look at what the weather has in store for the rest of the day. Early temperatures will rise to...”

“Right, come on you.” Petal’s husband, Lionel, appeared from the café and gently pulled his wife to her feet with strong arms. “Let’s get you home and settled on a sun lounger in the garden. Amisha will be fine keeping an eye on the café until I get back.”

Petal’s face crumpled in another anxious frown. “Well, I know Amisha will be fine—she’s worked here for years—but it’s Blossom I’m worrying about. We’ve never left her completely on her own before, have we? I’m really not happy about—” 

“Mum, will you please stop worrying?” snapped Blossom. “You never give Daisy a hard time about managing the charity shop on her own, do you? I know she’s older than I am but give me some credit, why don’t you? I’m not fifteen any more and I’ve helped here for long enough to know what I’m doing. Anyway, I need the experience for my floristry course. You tell her, Dad.”

Lionel chuckled. “She’s right, Petal. Blossom could run this place with her eyes closed.” 

Petal’s gaze went from her husband to her daughter and she huffed out a sigh of resignation. “Alright, you win. And I know how capable you are—of course I do. Sorry, love, I didn’t mean to doubt you.” She smiled and squeezed Blossom’s hand before grabbing hold of Lionel’s arm and hobbling from the shop. “Just promise me you’ll let me know if there’s anything you’re not sure about, okay? I’ll have my phone on all the time.”

“I promise,” said Blossom, blowing her parents a kiss as they went on their way. “And please stop worrying. You’re not even going to be away long enough for anything to go wrong.”

ººººººº

Megan returned to the group of friends, engrossed in their chatter and huddled around their favourite table by the café’s large window. 

“I can’t believe the village was smothered in ladybirds yesterday and today, there’s not a single one to be seen,” said Claudia, stirring her cappuccino and inhaling its sweet aroma before sipping on a spoonful of creamy froth.  

“I saw a programme about ladybird swarms once.” Her neighbour, Dora Pickles, patted the bottom of her freshly washed and rolled white curls with the palm of a hand. “Years ago, it was. That naturist chap—you know the one I mean, don’t you? Been around for years, but I can never remember his name. Love his programmes, though. Won all sorts of awards, he has.”

“He’s a naturalist, Dora, not a naturist,” said Claudia, with a chuckle. “Not to be confused if you ever want to book a holiday for one or the other.”

Dora gave her a blank look and lifted a shoulder. “Naturist, naturalist, it’s all the same to me. Anyway, Archie and me went to see our niece yesterday—lovely little place she’s moved to on the edge of the village—and we sat in the garden all day. There were so many ladybirds, Gherkin wore himself out chasing them—didn’t catch any, mind you. We were saying that we’ve had flying ants before but we’ve never seen ladybirds descend on the village like that.”

“Me neither,” said Claudia’s sister, Sylvie. “Did you see yesterday’s evening news? The reporter was shaking them out of his ears. They were all over him.”

“That reminds me,” said Megan. “I saw Laurence yesterday. He was outside the estate agent’s office having his photo taken for the local paper. Or, should I say, trying to have his photo taken. The photographer had to move inside eventually, because the ladybirds were everywhere.”

“Why was he having his photo taken?” asked Claudia, reaching for a napkin from the dispenser on the table and dabbing froth from her lips. 

“He’s been promoted, so he’s having a picture to go alongside an announcement in the estate agent’s magazine and the local press.”

Claudia shook back her hair and smoothed her frown lines with the pad of an index finger. “Well, he must be loving the attention, arrogant so-and-so. Ooh, I get so cross with myself that even after all these years, Laurence Ford can still get me rattled. Whenever I see him, can you believe I still want to punch him on the nose?”

“Oh, there’s a long line of people ahead of you who want to do the same,” said Sylvie, pursing her lips and punching a fist into her palm. “And I’m at the front.”

“And I’m right behind you,” said her husband, Des, returning to the table with a mug of coffee and a doughnut, and giving Megan’s shoulder an affectionate squeeze. “How that man ever produced a lovely girl like Evie, I’ll never know.”

“Er, I did play a part in the proceedings, y’know,” said Megan. “It wasn’t all down to Laurence.”

“Quite right,” said Claudia, reaching over and patting her daughter on the arm. “You certainly had more to do with how Evie turned out. Thank goodness.”

“Well, I can’t say he’s my favourite person, either,” said Megan, “but I wouldn’t have Evie without him, so whenever he does something that makes my blood boil, I just try to think of that.”

“Never mind Laurence,” said Dora, cupping a hand to the side of her mouth, and lifting her teacup to her lips with the other. “Did you know about the newest arrivals to the village?”

“Depends on who you mean,” said Claudia, taking a bite of her carrot cake muffin.

“The first tenants to finally move in to Rose Cottage.” Dora swallowed a large glug of tea. “When Archie and me got back last night, we saw the upstairs lights on.”

Claudia nodded. “I would have told you yesterday, but I didn’t see you. It’s just a man on his own for now. His name’s Chester Chadwick. We met him when he arrived yesterday and he seemed very pleasant, didn’t he, Megan?”

“‘A man on his own’?” Dora screwed up her nose. “Well, I hope he's not going to cause any trouble while he’s here, coming and going with lady friends at all hours. We don't want any old riff-raff bringing down the tone of the village.”

Claudia and Sylvie exchanged a grin.

“Don't be such a snob,” said Sylvie, rolling her bright eyes, her dark, silver-threaded waves bobbing around her face as she laughed. “We're hardly the landed gentry, are we?”

“I'm not being a snob,” said Dora, firmly. “And it’s alright for you—you won’t be living next door to him. I'm just used to living in a quiet street with considerate neighbours, and I'm too long in the tooth to start worrying about my peaceful life being disturbed by oiks playing loud music, having wild parties, and revving cars at midnight.” She sniffed and crooked a little finger as she lifted her teacup again. “So he seemed alright, did he?”

“Like I said, he seemed very pleasant,” said Claudia. “About our age, I’d say—bit older, maybe. He's here for the summer to convalesce.”

“Convalesce?” Dora's eyes narrowed to slits and she sat up a little straighter in her chair. “Why? What's wrong with him? He hasn't got anything contagious, has he?”

Claudia sighed. “No, Dora. Nothing contagious, as far as I’m aware. He had a little accident recently and it shook him up a bit. I’m sure he’ll tell you about it himself. And his face is a bit bruised, so don’t make a big thing of it when you meet him. Anyway, his son thought it would do him good to get away so he could have a proper rest. He and his family are joining him at the weekend.” 

“Oh, that’s all we need,” Dora grumbled, raising her eyes to the heavens. “Well, I hope they’re quiet. I’m a very light sleeper and I don’t want to be disturbed every five minutes.”

“What in the world’s the matter with you today?” said Sylvie, her eyebrows climbing up her forehead. “Did Archie push you out the wrong side of the bed?”

“As you well know,” Dora retorted, “I’m very disappointed that the council gave permission for the new owner of Rose Cottage to rent it out as a holiday let. Apart from the potential for noise, we don’t know who’s going to end up staying there, do we? I mean, what if a serial killer moved in?” 

“Chester Chadwick isn’t a serial killer,” said Megan. 

Dora fixed her with a glare. “And how do you know that?”  

“Because Jack knows him. He’s a tailor. Do you remember I said yesterday, Mum, that his name sounded familiar? It’s because Jack has one of his suits, and his name’s embroidered on the inside pocket of the jacket—that’s where I’d seen it before. Jack’s known him for years.”

Before anyone else could say another word on the subject of the new arrival, the bell above the café door jangled and Chester walked in. He squinted around the busy café before striding to the counter to place his order, where he cleaned his glasses with a handkerchief from his pocket while he waited.

“Well, how very rude,” said Dora, with an indignant sniff. “He could have at least said hello.” 

“He probably didn’t see us,” said Claudia. “And even if he did, he might not have recognised us. We only saw him for a couple of minutes yesterday and I must have looked a sight because I’d been exercising. Hopefully, I look a little more presentable today.” She pushed her hair from her forehead and called out. “Chester! Over here! It’s Claudia and Megan from yesterday.”

He turned, his eyes searching for the source of the voice. “Ah, there you are,” he said, putting his glasses back on. “Good morning. Didn’t see you when I came in.”

“Come and join us. Here, you can sit next to me.” Claudia pulled a chair from a nearby table and patted its cushion, waiting until Chester was settled before making introductions.

“This is Dora Pickles. She lives next door to Rose Cottage, and this is my sister, Sylvie, and her husband, Des.”

Chester nodded greetings all round. “Nice to meet you all. I must say, I’m loving village life so far—everyone’s so welcoming, aren’t they? Such a change from the city where people can’t get away fast enough if you dare to say good morning. You’d cause less raised eyebrows if you walked the streets stark naked.”

Claudia tried to catch Dora’s eye. “Well, I’m not sure that’d be quite the case here but we’re all quite friendly usually. Anyway, it’s a small world. Turns out there’s someone in the village who knows you from way back.” 

The smile froze on Chester’s lips and his pale blue eyes darkened. “What? Who? Who knows me?”

“My future son-in-law, Jack Windsor,” said Claudia. “He has one of your suits, isn’t that right, Megan?”

Megan nodded. “It’s a few years old now, but it’s still going strong—he loves it.”

Chester’s shoulders relaxed and the smile returned to his lips. “Oh, Jack. My goodness, it is a small world! I remember him well—some of my best clients came to me as referrals from Jack. He was one half of the advertising agency, Windsor McQueen, as I recall, wasn’t he, Megan?” 

“That’s right. I’m sure you’ll see him while you’re here. He’s certainly looking forward to seeing you.”

“So you’re a tailor?” asked Dora. 

“I am. I’m semi-retired, but I like to keep a hand in, so I still do the odd bit here and there. My son, Luke, runs the business on a day to day basis, but I can’t bring myself to let go completely.” Chester tapped his nose, then winced. “In fact, I have an in-house spy who reports back to me twice a week.” He looked at the surprised expressions around the table, then threw back his head and laughed. “I’m only joking, although Bernie does keep me up to date with what goes on while I’m not at the shop, much to Luke’s dismay.”

“And who’s Bernie?” asked Sylvie.

“He’s become a good friend over the years. I employed him straight out of university and he’s been with the company ever since. You won’t find a more loyal employee, I guarantee it—I’d trust him with my life. And what he doesn’t know about the business isn’t worth knowing, so Luke’s lucky to have him.”

“Well, as much as you love the business, it must be nice for you to have a break,” said Claudia. “Shame about the circumstances, of course, but it’s still a break, whichever way you look at it.”

“Actually, not so much of a break,” said Chester, shaking his head. “I’ve brought some homework with me to Bliss Bay.” 

“Homework?” came the chorus from around the table. 

Chester chuckled. “Just a few jackets that need my signature embroidered on the inside pocket.”

“Surely you don’t do that by hand?” said Des, licking sugar from his top lip. “Must take hours. Don’t they have machines for that kind of thing?”

“They do, but I prefer the old-fashioned method,” said Chester, a hint of pride in his voice. “It calls for a lot of silk thread, a lot of close needlework, and a lot of aching fingers, but the jackets belong to customers who’ve ordered our top of the range suit—The Chadwick—so they deserve nothing less. I suppose you could say it’s the design that launched the business into the big time, and it’s our most exclusive item. I believe that a special creation deserves a special finishing touch so when people pay for quality, I hand embroider my name onto every suit jacket. It makes it more personal to those who’ve paid for the privilege.” 

He closed his eyes and rubbed them with his index fingers. “It’s also why my eyesight is so terrible. All those years hunched over embroidery has made me as blind as a bat without my specs. Not literally, of course, but I couldn’t manage without them.”

“I don’t suppose you do alterations, do you?” asked Sylvie, her head tilted to one side and her dark eyes full of mischief. “Claudia’s lost so much weight recently, her clothes are falling off her.”

“Sylv!” Claudia scolded, her cheeks flushing. “Please excuse my sister,” she said, shooting Sylvie a death glare.

Chester shrugged a shoulder. “No offence taken. And of course I do alterations—I’m a tailor. If you need something done, I’d be happy to take a look. I have my sewing box and my machine with me—they always accompany me on my travels—so it won’t be any trouble.”

“No, I couldn’t possibly bother you,” said Claudia. “You’re here on a recuperative break, not a busman’s holiday.”

“Really, it’s no problem. Tell you what, how about if I pop round to your place tonight with my tape measure, and you can show me what needs doing?”

“Well, I...” Claudia shifted uncomfortably in her chair. “Are you absolutely sure you don’t mind?” 

“Of course not. I told you, I like to keep a hand in, so it’ll be my pleasure.”

“Well, that’s very kind of you,” said Claudia. “You must let me know what you charge. And if you’d like a deposit up front, I’d be happy to pay it.”

Chester dismissed the notion with a flap of his hand and a smile. “No charge for friends, whether they be old or new.”

“In that case,” said Claudia. “I insist that you come for dinner this evening. It’s the least I can do. And that coffee you’re drinking is on me.”

“There’s really no need, but thank you,” said Chester, acknowledging the offer with a nod and a wide smile. “No mushrooms, though, if that’s okay with you—I’m allergic. Definitely not a fungi fan.” He looked around the table and raised his cup. “I have a feeling I’m going to enjoy my time in Bliss Bay very much.”
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Chapter 4
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AN HOUR AND A HALF, and many coffees, later, Claudia rose from her chair and reached for her handbag. 

“Well, I must love you and leave you, sweetheart,” she said to Megan. “Sylvie, Dora and I are going shopping and then we’re having lunch. You want to come along?”

“I’ve got a few things to do, so I won’t,” said Megan. “Have fun, though.”

Claudia nodded. “We will. I’m on the lookout for a new hat to go with my dress, and some wedding favours, so we could be a while. Anyway, it’s been lovely chatting with you, Chester. If we say around seven-thirty for this evening, does that suit you?” 

He flicked up a thumb. “Perfect. I’m looking forward to it.”

“I’ll see you both later, then,” Claudia called over her shoulder as the trio left the café. 

“Can I give you a lift?” Chester asked Megan as he cleaned his glasses again. 

“Um, yes, okay, thanks. D’you mind waiting a few minutes? I want to buy some flowers for Mum to take round tonight.”

“Not at all,” said Chester. “What about you, Des? Can I drop you somewhere?”

“No thanks. I want to have a chat with Lionel now he’s back.” Des picked up the plates and cups from their table and put them on the end of the counter. “He’s got tickets for a baking exhibition next month and I want to find out a bit more
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