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Chapter 1
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FROM THE ROAD AT THE end of the driveway to The Old School House, the woman kept watch from her car, chewing on a piece of gum, and scratching at the rash creeping up her forearm.

Moving the interior mirror, she checked her reflection, the dark circles under her hazel eyes the result of nights with little sleep spent pacing the floor of the cottage she’d rented on the outskirts of Bliss Bay village. Stifling a yawn, she rolled down the window to let in a gust of bitterly cold fresh air and pulled the peak of her baseball cap low over her forehead.

The growl of an engine shook her from her daydream and she raised the window and slid down a little further in her seat when a car approached from the opposite direction. She watched as it turned into the long driveway before disappearing behind a bank of trees that shielded its progress up a small incline.

Narrowing her eyes, she focused on the top of the hill where the car reappeared outside a large house, still strung with Christmas decorations, and its driver alighted, followed by a boxer dog that sniffed here and there before bounding across the grass with its tongue lolling out. 

She raked her fingernails across her arm, her heart beating a little faster when her eyes fixed on the man. Tall, broad-shouldered and long-legged, he pushed his dark hair from his forehead and whistled for the dog before opening the front door of the house and stepping inside.

Jack Windsor had barely changed. Apart from swapping his sharp suits for jeans and t-shirts, he looked the same, and now she knew where he lived, she could put her plan into action. 

The woman thanked her luck that it was early January, and the bare branches of the trees and shrubs only partly restricted her view. A few weeks from now, leaves and flowers would fill the gaps. Not that she needed to see any more—she knew she’d found the man she was looking for—and just knowing she had made the angry rash on her arm feel a little less bothersome.

Rummaging in her bag, she took out a crumpled newspaper cutting and smoothed it out on her lap. Even reading it now, months later, she felt a physical jolt in the pit of her gut and gulped back the nausea. 

Mr J Windsor and Ms M Fallon

The engagement is announced between Jack, son of Mr Alec Windsor and Mrs Louisa Windsor of Madison, Wisconsin, and Megan, daughter of Mr Nicholas Fallon and Mrs Claudia Fallon, of Bliss Bay, Devon.

There could only be one Mrs Windsor, so there was no way Jack could marry this Megan woman. 

He simply couldn’t.

Pushing herself back up in the seat, she took the cap from her head and shook her long, coal-black hair free from its confines. Taking one last glance at the house on the hill, she turned the key in the ignition, a smile playing about her lips as she drove away.

“I’ll be seeing you, Jack.” 
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Chapter 2
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ON A CRISP FEBRUARY afternoon in the kitchen of 9 Elmwood Road—the home of Des and Sylvie Harper—Megan Fallon picked up a fork to tackle the slice of decadent white chocolate and raspberry wedding cake in front of her. Guiding a generous bite into her mouth, followed by another and another, she closed her eyes and let out a blissful sigh. 

“Well?” Her Uncle Des, baker extraordinaire, turned down the volume on Radio 2 and fidgeted in the chair beside her, fixing her with a green-eyed stare and drumming impatient thumbs on the table. “Don’t leave me sitting here like a lemon. What’s the verdict?” 

“The verdict,” said Megan, dabbing a napkin against her lips before reaching across to give her uncle’s hand a squeeze, “is that it tastes even better than it looks.”

Des blew out a breath so long, it made his lips vibrate. Picking a raspberry from the top of the chocolate encasing a rich vanilla sponge, he popped it into his mouth. “D’you think Jack’ll like it?”

“He’ll love it.” Megan opened her ‘Wedding Day Countdown’ folder at one of its many lists and crossed off ‘Cake tasting’ with an air of satisfaction. “Thank you for all the work you’ve done to make it so special.”

“Aaw, it was nothing.” Des waved away the compliment, looking very pleased with himself nonetheless as a smile further creased his already craggy features. “Mind you, it took weeks of fine tuning. You know, a tweak here and a tweak there,” he said, scratching his thick, more-salt-than-pepper mop of hair. “And it’s okay now it’s January and the weather’s cool, but if we have a heatwave in five months’ time, the chocolate will slide off and end up in a pool around the cake stand.” He shook his head. “June weddings and chocolate cakes are not necessarily a good match, y’know.”

The rasping of a key in the lock of the front door interrupted their conversation, announcing the arrival of Megan’s aunt Sylvie and her friend, Dora Pickles. 

“Ooh, is there cake?” Dora trudged into the kitchen, her eyes lighting up as they homed in on Megan’s empty plate, and her cheeks flushing at the prospect of an unexpected treat.

“Not for you, there isn’t,” said Des, with a grin, getting up from the table and planting a kiss on his wife Sylvie’s cheek. “I only made a small one for Megan and Jack to taste.” 

“Hmph.” Dora sniffed and lowered herself into a chair with a groan, smoothing her newly washed, tinted pastel pink, and set-under-the-dryer curls with a gentle hand. “I thought you might have made enough for all of us.”

“Oh, come on, Dora, you know I’d normally share with you,” said Megan, “but I’d quite like me and Jack to taste the cake before anyone else.”

“Quite right, too,” said Sylvie, easing off her shoes and letting out a sigh of contentment as she wiggled her toes. “Don’t be such a grump, Dora. You can have a slice of Des’s marble cake instead. It’s chocolate and banana. We’ll have some with a cup of tea.”

Dora’s expression brightened and she sat up a little straighter in her chair. “That’d be smashing. And I could do with a cuppa—I’m wilting after being under that dryer for so long. Sweating buckets, I was,” she said, giving Megan an emphatic nod. “Good thing I don’t wear mascara or I’d look like a panda. I’m sure I must have lost ten pounds.” She gestured to the open folder on the table, bursting with to-do lists in various stages of completion. “And so will you if those are all the things you have to do before the big day. I know you’re used to rushing around, being an event organiser and all, but don’t overwork yourself, will you? We don’t want you wasting away.”

Megan chuckled. “There’s no chance of that, Dora. Actually, there’s not as much to do as you’d think. I can’t cross most of the things off the list until nearer the time, but they’re all organised. And I always drop a little weight in the run up to an event—must be the nervous energy—but I put it all back on once everything’s done.”

“Much less to organise this time around, though, isn’t there?” said Sylvie, running a hand through her silver-threaded hair. “Do you remember your first wedding? Good grief, your mother and I thought the guests would never fit in the church.”

“Well I remember, even if Megan doesn’t,” said Des, grumbling as he took his marble cake from its tin to cut two slices. “Bloody bedlam it was with all those bridesmaids and pageboys running around. It was like the old woman who lived in a shoe.”

“I’m surprised you remember anything,” muttered Dora. “You were blotto by midday.”

“Ah, yes, but that was in the old days when I used to be partial to a snifter to get the day started,” Des retorted, indignantly, “but I don’t touch the stuff now, as you well know.”

“Well, this wedding won’t be anything like the last one,” said Megan firmly, closing the folder. “This wedding will be the significantly scaled down version with only close family and friends invited.”

“I don’t blame you, love,” said Dora. “When Archie and I got married, we didn’t know half the people who were there. Our parents invited relatives we’d never even met. Good for you and Jack for doing things your way.” She took the plate Des handed her and inhaled the rich aroma of chocolate and the unmistakably sweet scent of ripe bananas. Taking a bite, she gave a murmur of approval. “Oh, that’s heaven on a plate, that is, Des. You really do bake like an angel.”

She swallowed her mouthful and flapped a hand. “And speaking of angels, before I forget, Archie asked me to find out if you’re taking anything to the antiques show on Sunday to be valued? He’s taking that marble cherub someone left by the recycling bins.” She rolled her eyes. “I keep telling him that if it was valuable, its previous owner wouldn’t have thrown it out, would they? But he won’t listen—you know how stubborn he is. Anyway, are you taking anything, or not?”

Des rubbed his chin as he pondered the question. “Well, you know me and Sylv don’t go in for fancy stuff, so I’m not sure we’ve got anything that’s worthy of appearing on a TV antiques show.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” said Sylvie. “We might not have any fancy stuff, but we’ve got more old stuff than we know what to do with. I’ll have a sort through some things later, so you can tell Archie I’m sure we’ll come up with something, Dora. It’ll be fun.” She turned to her niece. “What about you and Jack, love?”

Megan shrugged. “I haven’t looked yet, but Jack has a lot of sports memorabilia, and Mum’s got a couple of pieces of jewellery she’s taking along. It’d be a shame to have an episode of Value My Treasure filmed here and not get involved.”

“I can’t wait to meet Davina Davidson,” said Dora. “Archie and me are going to have a picture taken with her. We think she’s fabulous.”

“If you ask me, she’s too bossy for her own good,” said Des. “I bet she likes to have a say in everything that happens on that show.” 

“Well, bossy or not, I can’t wait,” Dora repeated. “Who’d have thought they’d choose Bliss Bay as the location for their 3000th programme? And live, too!” She popped the last piece of cake into her mouth and rubbed her hands together with glee. “Just think. We could be on TV. Good thing we’ve had our hair done, Sylvie. You’re looking a little dishevelled, though, Des.”

“If you think I’m going to the barbers, you can think again. I had a haircut two years ago and I’m not due for another one yet. I manage perfectly well in-between with my poultry shears, thank you very much, so don’t start nagging me, woman. Anyway, I don’t think I’ll be...” Des trailed off, his gazed fixed on a small, pale-blue dish next to the hob.

Dora followed his eyeline. “What are you gawping at?”

“This!” Des exclaimed, waving the dish above his head. “This is what I’m taking to be valued. Job done.”

Sylvie’s eyebrows arched dramatically. “Oh, Des, not that old thing, for heaven’s sake! Surely you can come up with something a little better than your mum’s old spoon rest? You’ll be laughed out of the village hall!”

“I don’t care,” Des replied, defiantly. “I gave that to Ma after I broke the one she’d had for years, and she used it every day. And when she passed away, I kept it as a memento and I’ve used it every day since then. These TV shows love a bit of backstory, don’t they? Especially if there’s an emotional connection.”

“Well, it certainly has that,” said Megan, rising from her chair and gathering her things. She cast an eye over the plain, nothing-to-write-home-about dish with its crackled glaze in her uncle’s hand. “I’m sure they’ll love it. Anyway, I’d better be off. Things to do, places to be, people to see, and all that.” She gave her aunt and uncle a hug. “And thanks again for the gorgeous cake.”

“You’ll let me know what Jack thinks of it, won’t you?” said Des, handing Megan a box from the fridge.

“I won’t have to. He’ll call you himself as soon as he tastes it. If I don’t see you before, I’ll see you all on Sunday morning.” 
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Chapter 3
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BEFORE MAKING HER WAY back to The Old School House—the home she shared with her fiancé Jack—Megan made a detour to drop in at The Village Green Bridal Shop.

She’d already chosen her dress; a simple design that would take her from the ceremony, right through the day until the end of the celebrations that would follow, but the dresses for her Maids of Honour— her friend, Petal, her sister, Lizzie, and her daughter, Evie—were yet to be chosen.

As she parked her old mini outside The Duck Inn, she saw the previous owner of the bridal shop, Martha Connery, and her long-time companion, William Donahue, strolling arm-in-arm across the green.

“Hi Martha, hello William.” Megan waved as she jiggled the door handle of the old car. “Long time, no see! How was the road trip? Did you enjoy yourselves?” 

“Oh, it was fabulous!” Martha smiled, a dreamy expression on her lightly tanned, wrinkled face. “Getting away was just what we needed—I didn’t realise how much until we set off. Funny, isn’t it? After running the boutique for so many years, I thought that was my life. I certainly didn’t get much of a chance to travel, but these past few months have opened our eyes to new opportunities, haven’t they, William?” 

Her companion, tall and upright beside her, with an abundance of fuzzy grey ear hair, nodded until his jowls wobbled. “We’ll certainly be doing it again. We had a wonderful time.” He gave Megan a curious glance. “Do you need a hand with that?”

“Hmm? Oh, you mean the door?” Megan shook her head. “Thanks, but it’s okay. It’s such an old car and the lock has a tendency to stick. There’s a knack to getting the key to turn at just the right time. I just have to lift the handle and wiggle it around and... there, it’s locked!”

“Just as well,” said Martha. “You don’t want to make it easy for car thieves, do you?”

Megan chuckled. “I don’t think they’d be interested in Vinnie the Mini, Martha. It’s probably older than most car thieves.”

“Vinnie?” asked Martha, with a little head tilt, and a slight lift of her eyebrows above her pale blue eyes. 

“It’s what my daughter used to call him when she was young. I’m very attached to him... to it.”

Martha’s smile didn’t quite hide her bemused expression. “Are you on your way to the bridal shop? Just a lucky guess, what with your wedding fast approaching.” 

Megan nodded. “I need to check on a few things. The list is never ending.”

“We just popped in to see how Lydia’s doing,” said Martha. “The shop looks completely different—you’d never believe it used to be my old boutique! I’m glad to see she’s doing so well. Just goes to show, the shop needed some new blood. I stayed there for far too long...” Her expression became melancholy. “Because of Bruce, I suppose.”

“Really, Martha,” said William, with a tight smile. “Do we have to bring up your ex-husband?”

“He’s not my ex,” Martha replied, sniffily. “He might have left me, but we’ve never divorced, as you well know.”

“Well, whatever the circumstances, do we have to talk about him now?” William forced a laugh in an attempt to lighten the tone, and tried to look unfazed.

Megan decided the conversation, which was getting more awkward by the second, had gone on for long enough. “Well, it’s been lovely seeing you. Will you be at the filming of the antiques show on Sunday?”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” said William. “I’m taking along some local pottery, and Martha’s taking some glassware. They always go down well when you see them on TV, don’t they?”

“Well, good luck with them,” said Megan, slinging her bag over her shoulder. “No doubt we’ll bump into each other again on Sunday. Bye for now.” 

She pushed open the door of the bridal shop and stepped inside. Lydia Berman, the owner, looked round from the customer she was attending to and raised a hand in greeting. “I’ll be with you in a sec.”

“No rush,” replied Megan, as she browsed the selection of dresses and accessories. “I only popped in to have a quick chat about the Maid of Honour and bridesmaid dresses.” She stopped by a stand adorned with wedding veils, taking a short one with silk flowers attached to a silk headband that caught her eye.

“Are you thinking about having a veil now?” Lydia joined her and settled the band on Megan’s head, placing the delicate wisp of barely-there organza around her face.

“I’m not sure. You know I wasn’t keen, but I saw someone wearing one on a bridal show on TV and it looked so nice, I thought I’d try one on.”

“Well, why don’t you try it with your dress?” suggested Lydia. “It’s hanging in the basement storeroom until you’re ready for the next fitting, so it’ll only take me a minute to bring it up. Shall I go and fetch it?”

Megan was about to answer when the door opened and a young man rolled in a trolley stacked with silver glitter-covered boxes. 

“Delivery for L Berman?” he said, dragging a tattooed forearm across his chin to catch the beads of sweat that threatened to drip onto the ivory carpet.

Lydia gave a little squeal and took the delivery note he handed her. “Oooh, I’ve been waiting for these. If you could leave them by the counter, please, and I’ll sort them out later.” 

“They look interesting,” said Megan, looking at her reflection in the mirror from every angle, before taking off the veil and looking for another to try on.

“They are! You know I told you I was planning to offer a bespoke design option as well as the made to measure and off the rack dresses this year? Well, that’s all the bling—you know, the crystals, and sequins, and beads.” Lydia put another veil on Megan’s head and fiddled it into place. “What about this one? It’s a little different.

Megan’s eyebrows shot up at the sight of the veil adorned with embroidered peacocks and turtle doves and took it off. “It’s a little too different for me, I think. If I’m going to have a veil, it’ll have to be simple. Anyway, when are you starting the bespoke service?” 

“I’m going to start advertising it today, but I wish I’d thought it through a little better.” Lydia sighed. “The thing is, at the moment, the clients will need to come in and sit down with the designer to chat about what they want, choose the fabric, and have their measurements taken but, after that, all the work will be done off-site by the dressmaker.”

“That sounds perfectly reasonable to me,” said Megan, “but you don’t sound too sure about it.” 

“Oh no, I am sure about it, but I’ve realised that what I really want to do is build a workshop here, in the basement. The storeroom’s down there, all the bolts of fabric are down there, and there’s plenty of room for a couple of work benches. And the light streams in through those big basement windows, so it’s not as dungeon-like as you might think. It would make things so much easier if we had people on-site who could make the dresses, as well as doing fittings and alterations, without us having to send everything out. And it would give us the edge over other stores that don’t offer an in-house service.”

“That’s a brilliant idea!” said Megan. “That would really help to boost business, wouldn’t it?”

Lydia nodded. “Yeah, providing it takes off—which I’m sure it will,” she said, crossing her fingers. “My boyfriend, Max, would do all the building work, I just need to go over the numbers again to make sure it’s the right decision. I’m almost sure it is, I just need to be absolutely sure. And I haven’t told Mum and Dad yet, so don’t say anything if you see them, will you?” She placed another veil on Megan’s head and stood back, eyes narrowed, to appraise it. “That’s the one,” she said, with conviction. “That’s it. I’m going down to get your dress so you can see them together and then you tell me if I’m wrong.” She grinned as she went off. “But you won’t.”

As Megan waited, half-listening to the radio and her mind preoccupied with Lizzie and Evie’s upcoming visit and everything they had to do while they were in Bliss Bay, she heard something that shook her from her thoughts.

From the speaker on the wall, she heard the DJ say, “So if you’re out there, Jack Windsor, I hope you’re listening. Here’s your special song from your special friend.” She looked up at the speaker. He can’t have said Jack Windsor. I must have misheard. 

She frowned, then called out to the other customers in the shop. “Excuse me. I don’t suppose any of you happened to hear who this song is for, did you? Who the DJ said it was requested for, I mean?”

The women shook their heads in unison and carried on searching through the dresses.

Megan shrugged at her reflection in the mirror. Jack was a popular name. Lots of people were called Jack. Her mind had been elsewhere and she hadn’t really been listening to the radio until she thought she’d heard something which forced her to start paying attention.  

So she must be mistaken to think she’d heard the DJ say Jack’s name.

Mustn’t she?

“Here we are, here’s your dress.” Lydia’s reappearance at the top of the basement staircase, a garment carrier in her arms, shook Megan from her thoughts, and she followed her into a changing room like an obedient puppy. 

“You alright?” Lydia asked, as she unzipped the garment carrier and took out the dress. “You look a little flustered.”

“Do I? Oh. Well, it’s just that...” Megan shook her head. “Do you know what? It’s really nothing at all. Just me being silly.” She looked at the dress and smiled, all other thoughts slipping from her mind. “Anyway, I have far more important things to think about.”
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Chapter 4
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AN HOUR LATER, MEGAN put her key in the door of The Old School House, chuckling at the thunderous purring of her Ragdoll cat, Dolly, clearly audible before she’d even stepped inside. 

She bent and scooped the silver cat into her arms, burying her nose in its fur, before making her way into the kitchen where she placed her bag and folder onto the table and flopped onto a chair. “Well, it’s official. I’m wearing a veil. It’s not compatible with your claws, though, so you won’t be seeing it close-up until after the wedding. I took a picture, though.” 

She moved Dolly onto her lap and, with her free hand, held the phone in front of her face. “What d’you think?” Dolly barely opened an eye and registered no interest in anything other than the scratching behind her ears that was sending her purring into overdrive.

The door opened and a bark caused one of Dolly’s ears to prick up and she let out a disgruntled meow when a wet dog snout gave her an affectionate sniff.

Megan made a fuss of Blue—Jack’s boxer dog—before putting Dolly down on the floor, upon which she trotted off to her favourite rug in front of the fireplace with Blue following close behind.

Rising from the chair, Megan walked to the door, meeting Jack as he came in, and he pulled her into a hug and dropped a kiss on her lips. “Have you been eating candy?”  

“If you mean chocolate, yes, I have. I had a piece of the cake Uncle Des has been working on for us, and it’s so delicious. Just wait until you taste it.” Megan wriggled out of his arms and took the cool box from her bag. “You want some with a cup of coffee?” 

Jack nodded and pulled off his boots. “I’m going to grab a quick shower and then I’ll be down. We scrubbed the shelter from top to bottom today and I don’t smell so good. Be back in five.”

His long legs cleared the stairs three at a time and Megan smiled as she switched on the coffee machine. She’d never seen Jack as happy as he’d been since he started volunteering at the animal shelter. He loved every minute he spent there whether he was walking dogs, playing with the animals, cleaning up after them, helping to re-home them or, like today, mucking in with everyone else and doing what needed to be done. And he’d helped out the owners financially to guarantee they had whatever they needed to ensure the smooth running of the shelter, so he had a genuine interest in every animal and person under its roof.

She put the cake on a plate with a fork, made the coffee and sat down to wait for Jack, watching Dolly happily grooming Blue on the rug. “She plays it cool, but she adores him really,” she said when Jack appeared a minute later.

A grin lifted his lips. “We got lucky with those two, for sure.” He rubbed his hands together and picked up his fork. “I already know this is gonna be awesome,” he said, and proceeded to polish off the entire slice in seconds. Leaning back in the chair, he pulled the prongs of the fork between his lips. “You’re right. That was really good. Is there any more?”

“I thought you might say that.” Megan reached onto the counter for the remainder of the cake and slid the box across the table. “Will you call Uncle Des later? He’s dying to know what you think of it.”  

“Sure I will. I’d have called him anyways. In fact, I’ll call him now, and then I’ll start dinner.”

ººººººº

“You know, a funny thing happened this afternoon when I popped in to see Lydia,” said Megan later, during Blue’s evening walk. 

“Oh yeah? What was that?” 

“Well, I could have sworn I heard a request for you on the radio. I obviously misheard—it was definitely for someone called Jack—but I thought I heard the DJ say Jack Windsor. I wasn’t really paying attention, though.”

“Couldn’t have been for me,” said Jack. “Which means you either misheard, or you heard right and it was for another Jack Windsor. What was the song?”

“Um, it was an Elvis Presley song.” Megan’s brow creased. “‘Can’t Help Falling in Love’, I think it was.” 

Jack’s eyebrows dipped. “You’re kidding?”

“No. I’m deadly serious. Why?”

He stopped walking. “That’s kinda weird.”

“Why is it weird?” asked Megan, reaching for his hand. 

He shook his head. “It’s nothing.”

Megan prodded his arm with an index finger. “What’s ‘nothing’?”  

He scratched the back of his neck and lifted his head to look at her. “Flora and me? That used to be ‘our’ song. She wanted it to be the first song at our wedding reception and it didn’t require any technical dance moves, so I just went along with it.”

Megan stared at him, agape. “You think your ex-fiancée requested your song for you on the radio?”

“No! Of course I don’t. It’s just strange that you thought you heard the DJ play a request for someone called Jack Windsor, and the song is significant. Was significant. But I haven’t been in touch with Flora since we broke up. Last I heard, she’d moved back to Wales to live with her folks—Cardiff, I think—so I doubt she called a local radio station to ask them to play a song for me.” He draped an arm around Megan’s shoulder and pulled her to him. “It’s a little creepy, though.”

“Creepy is right,” said Megan. “A creepy coincidence is what it is.” She took her phone from her pocket and typed Jack’s name into a social networking site, scrolling down the screen and counting under her breath. “Hmm... there are over one hundred Jack Windsors on here. I suppose it’s possible the request could have been for someone else. It didn’t occur to me that so many people would have the same name.”

“It wasn’t just possibly for someone else,” said Jack, hugging her again, and stopping so that Blue could give a tree a good sniff, “it was for someone else. And if you hadn’t been in the bridal shop, you wouldn’t even have heard the radio, so you wouldn’t be any the wiser, would you? It’s just a coincidence. A freaky one, but a coincidence all the same.”

Megan nodded. “I suppose so. It spooked me a bit, though.” She looked up at Jack and grinned. “Sometimes, my imagination is too vivid for my own good, so I’m going to put it out of my mind. I’ve got enough on my plate already without inventing things to add to it, and I just want a drama-free few months leading up to the wedding.” She slipped her phone back into her pocket and linked her arm through Jack’s. “Come on, let’s go home and sort out what we’re taking to the antiques’ show on Sunday.”

Forty minutes later, as they walked back up the drive to The Old School House, neither of them paid any attention to the car parked down the road, nor did they notice its driver glaring at them through the half-open window, a baseball cap pulled low over her eyes.
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Chapter 5
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AT KISMET COTTAGE, the home of Megan’s parents, Claudia and Nick Fallon, a small crowd gathered at the window, overlooking the village green and the hubbub of activity outside the village hall.

“The weather gods are smiling on us,” said Des, scratching Tabastion the tabby cat under the chin and peering through the net curtains at the Value My Treasure team milling around making last minute arrangements under a clear, bright blue sky. “Not bad for February. I was expecting to have to queue in the rain, but it’s glorious out there. I’m quite excited. I’ve never seen a TV show close up.”

“Well, I suggest we don’t leave it too long before we join one of the queues, said Sylvie. “There are already people turning up in droves and waiting behind the barriers to get into the hall, and we don’t want to be stuck at the back.”

“I’m ready to go,” said Des, giving Tabastion one last scratch before taking his mug of tea from the table and swallowing it down. He picked up the box that held his old dish before smoothing a palm over his hair. “Damn cowlick,” he grumbled, scowling at his reflection in the living room mirror and patting the top of his head.  

“We’ll all go now, then, shall we?” said Claudia. “You ready, love?” She turned to Nick who was battling to fit a vintage train set back in its box.

“I would be if it wasn’t for this blasted thing! It all came out of here, so why won’t it go back in?”

“You’ve got the carriages the wrong way round, Dad,” said Megan. “Here, let me do it while you get your jacket.”

“Are Dora and Archie coming with us?” asked Des, licking his palm and attempting to stick down the stubborn lock of hair with a mind of its own. 

Claudia nodded. “She asked me to let her know when we were leaving.”

“Shall I go and tell her?” asked Jack.

“Don’t worry, love, I’ll go,” said Sylvie. “And stop fiddling with your hair, Des, it looks fine. You don’t usually worry about looking like you live in a wind tunnel.” 

“Yes, well, I don’t usually have the chance of appearing on TV, do I?” he retorted, removing his hand from the unruly lock of hair. “Ah, finally! It’s stuck.” He gave his reflection a nod of satisfaction and dropped a kiss on the end of Sylvie’s nose. “Right, come on my little puff adder, come on everyone. Time to see if any of us are sitting on a fortune!” 

ººººººº

“Looks like the whole village has turned out,” said Sylvie, waving to the usual crowd from the Bliss Bay Residential Care Home on a day out.

“The whole village plus a few coachloads of visitors from farther afield,” said Claudia. “Oh look, there’s Martha and William. Goodness, don’t they look well? That trip must have done them the world of good. I must have a chat with them.”

“And there’s Lydia and her parents at the end of the queue,” said Megan. “We can join behind them.” 

Lydia squealed when she saw Megan. “I think I need to get out more—I’m so excited! This is the first time I’ve had a break since before I opened the bridal shop. My Grandad’s here, too, from the residential home. I think he was hoping for a fun day out, but Mum hasn’t stopped fussing over him since he got here. If she’s not on at him to wear a hat to keep the sun off his head, she’s nagging him to take his meds. She’s so flustered.” She tapped her mother on the shoulder. “Mum, Megan and her family are here.”

Alison Berman, the village librarian, turned to greet them, looking over the glasses perched on the end of her nose. “Hi Megan, Claudia, Sylvie, everyone.” She let out an exasperated sigh and retrieved the hair tag from around her wrist to gather her flyaway grey hair into a ponytail. “Honestly, I’m just trying to do what’s best, and all I get are mutinous glares. I don’t know why Dad can’t see that I’m just looking out for him. I give up!” she said, throwing up her hands. 

“How is he?” asked Claudia. “I haven’t seen him for ages.”

“Dad? Oh, he’s as bright as a penny. It’s me who’s about to have a meltdown. We haven’t seen the sun for so long, I don’t think it’s unreasonable to ask him to wear a hat when it comes out for the first time in months, but do you think he will? Vince wants to go back to the home to get a hat for him, but Dad won’t let him. It’s worse than dealing with a precocious toddler.” She glanced over her shoulder at her father, who had his arms crossed and looked like he was about to challenge Vince to a duel. “Sorry, will you excuse me.”

“Morning, Fred!” Des called out to Fred Denby, the village Police Constable, who was doing a grand job of keeping the growing crowd entertained with facts about the village until the Value My Treasure team were ready to get started. 

He nodded a greeting. “Morning, Des. Morning, all. I’m sure it won’t be long before you’re allowed through, so if you could all queue in an orderly fashion until then.” He turned back to the crowd. “Now, you see that old oak tree outside The Duck Inn pub? Well, that’s the oldest tree in the county. Over nine-hundred years old, it is. And St Mildred’s church dates back to—” 

“Look!” cried an elderly man carrying a threadbare teddy bear by the ear, and a painting that looked like the artist had been a toddler with its eyes closed. “It’s Davina Davidson!” 

As the enthusiastic crowd surged forward, Fred’s police issue helmet fell off in the excitement. He bent to pick it up and found himself faced with Davina Davidson herself, who’d also bent to retrieve the helmet from the grass. 

“I believe this is your hat?” she purred, and the crowd cheered and craned their necks to see their favourite TV presenter at close quarters. Honey-blonde hair—cleverly highlighted to hide any traces of grey—fell to her shoulders in soft waves and cast a golden glow around her permanently-fake-tanned face, chiselled to heart-shaped perfection following her many well-publicised cosmetic procedures. 

Fred’s cheeks flushed as he took the helmet from her hand and put it back on. “Thank you,” he said, gruffly, clearing his throat. “Although, technically, it’s a helmet, not a hat.”

Davina chuckled. “I’ve come to have a few words with the crowd, if that’s alright with you?” she said, in her smooth voice and, without waiting for an answer, addressed the gathering using the microphone in her hand. “Hello everyone! Can you all hear me? Yes? Perfect! Well, thank you for coming to Bliss Bay on this beautiful morning to help us celebrate our 3000th show, which is two hours long, instead of the usual hour. Now, as this is a live broadcast, I wanted to let you know how things are going to work today. 

“Our teams of antiques dealers and independent valuers are getting ready for you in the village hall. When you’re allowed through, just take whatever you’ve brought with you to one of the tables for a valuation. If you’re lucky, and one of the team likes the look of an item, they’ll make you a cash offer, and you can decide if you want to accept it; if you want to haggle for a little more; or if you want to keep the item. Our roving cameramen will be filming random valuations throughout the day.

“Obviously, you won’t all get the opportunity to be filmed—there are just too many of you—but throughout the morning, the team and I will be looking out for items we think are a little bit special. For those pieces, we’ll ask the owners if they’d like to be filmed receiving the valuation live on air this afternoon at the end of the show.” She looked around and smiled. “I hope I’ve explained all that clearly?” 

She glanced down at the watch on her slim wrist. “I’ll be happy to give autographs or pose for photos throughout the day, so I hope to meet many of you over the next few hours. It shouldn’t be long before our antique dealers and valuers are ready—give them another few minutes and we can get started. I hope you all have a wonderful day.” To rapturous applause, she gave a little bow to the admiring crowd and flashed Fred a dazzling smile before going on her way. 

“She’s gorgeous, isn’t she?” Archie gawped as he moved his marble cherub from one arm to the other, a dreamy expression on his ruddy face. “I don’t know what I’m going to say if she speaks to me.”

“Well, you’d better think of something witty and captivating quick,” said Dora, as the queue snaking around the perimeter of the village green began to move, “because we’re on our way to TV stardom and a small fortune!”

ººººººº

Throughout the morning, gasps and disappointment filled the air as valuations delighted and disappointed, and outside in the weak winter sunshine, the group of friends gathered to discuss their luck, or lack of it. 

Archie and Dora Pickles, in particular, were most put out that they wouldn’t be appearing on TV since discovering that, on closer inspection by an antiques expert, their ‘marble’ cherub was found to be made of plaster of Paris with a clever paint job and a few decorative effects, and worth less than a bag of chips. 

“Talk about embarrassing,” huffed Dora to Sylvie. “I’m glad we weren’t being filmed. When that chap scratched the surface and all the plaster came off under his fingernail, I wanted the ground to open up.” She heaved a contemplative sigh. “I really thought that cherub was going to bring us luck... oh, don’t look so miserable, Archie,” she said to her husband as he returned from the recycling bins. 

“I’ve put that useless lump of junk back where I found it,” he grumbled, with a scowl. 

“I hope you’re not going to walk around with a face like a constipated chimp for the rest of the day,” said Dora. “We’re no worse off than we were before we had the valuation, are we? And you never know, we might still be on TV milling around in the background.” She looked around at her friends. “What about all of you? Did anyone have any luck?”

“I got a pretty good offer for my baseball cards,” said Jack, “but I’m not selling. Not in the UK, anyway. If I ever decide to, there’ll be more demand for them in the US. It was good to get an idea of what they’re worth, though.”

“I sold some of my jewellery,” said Claudia, pushing her dark hair from her forehead and fanning herself with her hand. “I even haggled for a better price for that amber bracelet and necklace set.” She patted her handbag and lowered her voice to a whisper. “I got £450, can you believe it? They wanted to film me getting the valuation, but I wasn’t keen. You know I’m not one for the limelight.” 

“And I got an offer for my train set,” said Nick. “But I think I’m going to keep it. I didn
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