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About the Book

Lights, camera, SCANDAL!

Meet the glamorous cast of WILD THINGS

Sophia – the leading lady who gets what she wants. And she wants
Jed – the village’s gorgeous gardener, living with devoted girlfriend
Camilla – sweet-natured and desperate for a baby, unlike her sister
Calypso – fiercely ambitious, and unimpressed by the penetrating gaze of
Rafe – dashing leading man, who quickly wins over Calypso’s grandmother
Clementine – whose only desire is for them all to go away, so Churchminster can win ‘Britain’s Best Village’!
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PART ONE


Chapter 1

‘BUGGER, I BET this never happens to Jamie Oliver!’

In the kitchen of No. 5 The Green, Churchminster, Camilla Standington-Fulthrope stared down in dismay at a bowl of cake mixture. Somewhere in there was one of her prized pearl earrings, an extremely expensive present from her parents for her twenty-first birthday. She’d been meaning to get the clasp fixed for ages.

Cursing herself for not being more organized, Camilla tentatively poked at the gluey mess with her wooden spoon. It was a fruitless search, so she gave up and plunged both hands in, finally striking lucky. The pearl had stuck to the underside of a particularly plump raisin.

Camilla exhaled in relief and looked down at her hands, which now looked like they were covered in wet, dripping cement. Christ, it had gone everywhere! The cookbook pages were stuck together, and it looked as if someone had flour-bombed the front of her apron. Flustered, Camilla pushed a lock of hair off her forehead, leaving a huge clump of mix stuck between the strands. This definitely didn’t happen to Nigella.

The late afternoon sun streamed into the kitchen, lighting up the cosy, low-beamed room. Despite the surrounding chaos, Camilla’s heart lifted. After a desolate January and February, spring had finally returned to the village of Churchminster. Swathes of yellow daffodils blanketed the village green, and through the window into the back garden Camilla could see the first fresh new leaves on her apple trees. She loved this time of year more than ever. Last year she’d travelled extensively round the glorious climes of South America, and returning to such a cold, dank winter – even somewhere as picturesque as Churchminster – had been a shock, to say the least.

An hour later, after tackling the mountain of washing-up she’d managed to accumulate, Camilla had just sunk down at the kitchen table with a cup of tea when the back door opened. She looked up, surprised. ‘You’re home early!’

The delicious form of Jed Bantry stood in the doorway, brandishing a bunch of wild flowers. He held them out, a slow smile spreading across his face. ‘Maybe I was missing you.’

Even after nearly three years together, Camilla’s heart still skipped when she looked at her boyfriend. With his tall, lean physique and angular face Jed could have just stepped off a catwalk in Milan or New York. Not that he cared about things like that: Jed wasn’t interested in possessions and labels. He was still wearing his work uniform of scruffy navy overalls, which had been pulled open to the waist. The white vest underneath gave a tantalizing flash of impressive pectorals. Above the overalls, Jed’s jet-black hair was messy and tousled. It was longer than usual, flopping sexily into his extraordinary, pale green eyes.

He took in the cake, now cooling on a wire rack on the table. ‘Something looks good.’

‘It’s a new recipe, I thought I’d give it a shot.’

He’d pulled her out of the chair before she knew it. ‘I wasn’t talking about the cake.’

All the manual work he’d been doing had made Jed’s body harder than ever. Camilla felt herself quiver. She looked down at her Emma Bridgewater apron, the pattern completely obscured by crusty cake mix.

‘I’m a bit …’ she said apologetically.

Jed pulled her in even closer. ‘A bit what?’ he murmured. ‘A bit so sexy my boyfriend would like to fuck me right here on the kitchen table?’ With that he crushed his lips down on to hers, pulling the band out of her ponytail so her blond hair tumbled down over her shoulders.

Camilla had never known what sex could really be like until she’d gone to bed with Jed. There had been other boyfriends, of course, and even a fiancé, but none of them had been as wild and passionate as this. Jed knew every inch of her body and exactly what to do to turn it on. For Camilla, who had spent years being unsatisfactorily rogered by braying oiks, Jed Bantry had been a sexual revelation.

Still smiling, he carried her to the kitchen table, pushing her down on the surface. Camilla’s buttocks encountered something soft and warm.

‘The cake!’ she cried, but somehow Jed managed to lift her off it while undoing her bra strap. His other hand moved down to yank off her jeans and knickers.

‘You should bake more often, my little housewife,’ he said huskily, laying Camilla back on the table. ‘It really is quite a turn-on.’

His overalls were off now, too; pulled down below his waist to show off a wide-shouldered, narrow-waisted torso that didn’t have an inch of surplus fat. Jed’s cock, which was as perfect as the rest of him, was so hard and swollen it seemed bigger than ever.

‘I’ve been thinking about this all afternoon,’ he murmured, looking down into her eyes.

Sighing happily, Camilla parted her legs. She could never exactly describe the joy she felt when she had Jed inside her. Slowly, they began to rock back and forth, marching to the beat of their own drum.

‘Hold on,’ said Jed, pulling Camilla’s legs up around his neck. As she felt him go in even deeper she arched her hips up, wanting every millimetre of him. His hands moved under her T-shirt now, raking over her body. Grabbing her full breasts, running over her gently rounded stomach, trying to take hold of as much of her as he could.

‘This is amazing,’ she gasped. Above her, Jed’s eyes had locked on to hers, in the intense, faraway state that showed he was close to orgasm.

Camilla could feel the beginnings of her own orgasm. Her head was dizzy with lust, lights danced before her eyes. Somewhere, she even thought she heard a bell going off. That had never happened before! Oh God, it was going to be a good one …

‘Hello? Is anyone there?’ The voice was coming from the hallway.

Camilla and Jed froze, looking at each other. ‘Shit! It’s my grandmother!’ she whispered in horror.

Clementine Standington-Fulthrope’s commanding voice rang through the letter box again. ‘Camilla! I can hear strange groaning. Are you in pain?’

Camilla gestured wildly to Jed. ‘Quick, hide! She’ll come round the back.’

With some difficulty they extricated themselves from each other and grabbed their clothes. ‘Your grandmother has spectacular timing,’ was all Jed could mutter, as a hyperventilating Camilla pulled them both into the pantry.

Sure enough, a moment later the back door opened.

‘Darling?’

Frantically hitching her trousers up, Camilla called out. ‘I’m just in the pantry, Granny Clem! Won’t be a minute.’

The tall, upright figure of her grandmother appeared in the pantry doorway.

In contrast to Camilla, Jed was cool as a cucumber, his overalls buttoned right up to the top. ‘Hello Mrs S-F.’

‘Oh, hello, young Jed.’

‘Jed was just helping me get a tin of er, er, apricots down,’ said Camilla.

Clementine frowned, ‘I thought you didn’t like apricots.’

‘I don’t. I mean I do, really. Just trying to increase my five a day and all that.’

‘Hmmm.’ Her grandmother didn’t sound too convinced as Errol Flynn, Clementine’s elderly black Labrador, ran between Camilla’s legs into the food cupboard, on his eternally hopeful quest for food. ‘Errol! Snout out!’ scolded Clementine.

Jed caught hold of the disgruntled dog by his collar and dragged him out, closely followed by Camilla.

Back in the kitchen, Clementine’s steely gaze fixed on the table. Camilla saw with dread that she was looking at the carrot cake, one side of it now completely flattened by a buttock-shaped imprint.

The old woman shot Camilla a reproachful look. ‘Oh darling! How could you?’

Beneath smears of flour, Camilla’s face turned puce. ‘What do you mean?’ she stuttered. To make things worse, she had the distinct impression Jed was finding it all rather amusing. A wry smile was definitely playing at the corners of his mouth as he crouched down to scratch behind Errol Flynn’s ears.

Clementine sighed in despair. ‘Did your Prue Leith cookery course teach you nothing? One should never open one’s oven door while one’s cake is baking!’

Camilla’s knees almost buckled with relief. ‘Of course, Granny Clem, it makes it sink in the middle. I just couldn’t resist checking. I won’t do it again.’

‘I should hope not,’ said Clementine, but her voice lacked its normal scolding tone.

Camilla gazed forlornly at the cake, and it was a few moments before she clocked the sudden air of expectancy in the room. She looked up at her grandmother. In her tweed skirt and sensible walking shoes, her grey hair pulled back in its normal severe bun, Clementine looked the same as ever, but there was definitely something different. Her eyes were shining, and the normal rigid lines that governed her face had been replaced by something freer, more animated. It almost looked like excitement.

Camilla was suddenly alert. Her grandmother never got excited. Something huge had happened. ‘Is everything all right?’ she asked.

To their complete astonishment, Clementine threw her head back and roared with laughter. Across the other side of the kitchen, Jed raised an eyebrow, and Errol Flynn wandered off, one ear turned to his mistress and this uncharacteristic sound.

‘Oh dear girl! Dear boy! Something wonderful has happened!’

Camilla was seriously confused. ‘Have you won the Lottery?’ she asked her grandmother. Clementine made a ‘Pff’ sound. ‘It’s far more important than that.’ She snapped open her industrial-sized handbag and carefully extracted a letter, holding it aloft triumphantly.

‘I’ve been in Stow-on-the-Wold at that talk on environmental gardening, but I came home to find this on the doormat. I had to come straight over.’

Clementine’s stiff upper lip momentarily wobbled. ‘It really is the most marvellous thing. It’s going to change all our lives for ever!’

Camilla couldn’t bear the suspense as, with agonizing care, Clementine slowly took her reading glasses from her handbag, shook the letter out importantly, and started reading in her cut-glass tones.

Hortensia House

1, Blenheim Gardens

London

15 March

Dear Mrs Standington-Fulthrope,

I am delighted to inform you, on behalf of the judging panel, that Churchminster has been selected as one of the final four villages in this year’s Britain’s Best Village competition, in association with Greenacres Garden Centres.

‘Oh my God!’ squealed Camilla. Clementine looked like she might join her granddaughter in jumping up and down on the spot, but collected herself and carried on.

As I am sure you are aware, this is not just a competition about aesthetic qualities, and we were particularly impressed at how the residents of Churchminster rallied round after the dreadful flash floods of last summer.

The judging will be held on Friday, 18 July, and full details of each category (community spirit, local investment, best-kept flowerbeds, etc.) will be sent to you shortly.

The winner will be announced in a grand ceremony at the Grosvenor House Hotel in London on Friday 1 August, hosted by world-renowned gardener Alan Titchmarsh.

As well as receiving the distinct honour of being crowned Britain’s Best Village, the victorious village will also receive £750,000 prize money to be spent on community projects.

May I once again take this opportunity to congratulate you and wish your village the very best in the competition?

Best Wishes,

Marjorie Majors

Head Judge

Britain’s Best Village

Open-mouthed, Camilla looked at Jed. He seemed just as stunned.

In the ten years since it had started, Britain’s Best Village (known in gardening circles as BBV) had become one of the UK’s most prestigious competitions. Sponsored by Greenacres, one of the biggest gardening centres chains in the country, the first prize not only came with the accolade of being the best place in Britain to live, but a life-changing amount of prize money. After the last few years of recession doom and gloom, the nation was desperate for a feel-good factor, and the event was receiving more publicity than ever.

‘That’s amazing!’ Camilla gasped, for the second time in ten minutes. Clementine drew herself up proudly, like a ship’s figurehead going into battle. ‘This is going to be Churchminster’s finest hour! We’re going to show the rest of this country exactly what we’re made of.’

‘Bravo!’ Camilla shouted, bursting into spontaneous applause. Jed followed suit. ‘Go Mrs S-F!’

With that, Errol Flynn trotted out of the pantry with Camilla’s knickers in his mouth and promptly deposited them on his mistress’s feet.


Chapter 2

IT WAS THE day after Clementine’s announcement, and she was sitting at her desk in the sunny drawing room at Fairoaks House – a large, imposing building on the other side of the village green to Camilla’s cottage.

Photographs of the family adorned a grand piano in the corner, while a portrait of a stern-faced man with huge white whiskers and a gun dog by his side hung over the fireplace. Clementine’s beloved husband Bertie had passed away years earlier but she still took comfort in talking to him.

‘This is a turn up for the books, Berts,’ she said briskly, shuffling a pile of papers. ‘If only your mother were alive! What delight she would take from knowing we’ve made it through to the final of such a prestigious competition.’ Clementine’s mouth twitched. ‘Fortuna was always terribly vocal about the fact Churchminster was the only village in the Cotswolds worth a visit from London.’

‘Oh God, you’re not talking to yourself again are you, Granny Clem?’

Clementine looked up to see the leggy blonde figure of her youngest granddaughter Calypso. As usual she looked like she had just stepped out of an Aerosmith video, long wild mane tumbling down her back.

‘I was just relaying the recent events to your grandfather,’ said Clementine.

Calypso rolled her eyes affectionately and looked over at the portrait. ‘How about helping me get these sent out, Pops? I could use an extra pair of hands.’

‘I’m sure your grandfather would have much more pressing things to get on with,’ Clementine retorted, but her mouth had softened. She adored twenty-six-year-old Calypso, who was the youngest of the family and quite a handful. Ever since their parents had emigrated to Barbados, Clementine had kept a close eye on her three granddaughters, including the eldest, Caro, who was living in London with her husband Benedict and their two children. Calypso was now living back at No. 5 The Green with Jed and Camilla, eating them out of house and home and using the back garden as a giant ashtray.

Calypso threw herself down in the chair opposite. ‘I’m shagged!’

‘Darling, we didn’t bring you up to speak like a trucker,’ reprimanded Clementine. She peered over her glasses. ‘Are things not going well?’

‘Everything’s going too well, that’s why I’m so knackered,’ said Calypso, throwing her tanned legs over the chair. ‘Not that I’m complaining really, it’s all been brilliant.’

After a successful stint working as an event organizer in New York, Calypso had come home to set up her own company, Scene Events, which she was presently running out of a spare bedroom at Fairoaks. Despite the fact she had always struggled to apply herself to anything, Calypso seemed to have finally found her calling in life. She had been working flat out and, fingers crossed, it seemed to be paying off. Of course, it helped to have a contacts book that put Tara Palmer-Tompkinson’s to shame.

Calypso shot her grandmother a perceptive look.

‘This competition’s a turn up for the books, hey?’

The previous autumn, the nation had been ravaged by flash floods that had charged through homes, upturned cars and devastated hundreds of thousands of lives. Churchminster had been no different and Clementine could only watch in despair from the safety of Fairoaks, which was built on a slight hill, as the merciless brown waters had swept through her beloved village. To their anguish, it was the first time Calypso and Camilla had seen their grandmother cry. But when villagers had gone to the council to ask for money to floodproof the village, they were regretfully informed there was no money left in the pot to help them. The wealthier ones had put their hands in their pockets, coming up with an impressive three hundred thousand pounds between them, but it still wasn’t enough. They were sitting on a ticking time bomb – and winning Britain’s Best Village would safeguard their futures for ever. Clementine wouldn’t even entertain the idea that they wouldn’t.

‘Anyway, what are you up to grandmother dearest?’

Clementine held up a piece of A4 paper.

‘I’ve drawn up a poster for the Britain’s Best Village meeting in the village hall on Sunday. If we’re going to win this thing then we need to start a proper committee, so I need people to volunteer.’

Calypso pulled a face. ‘Why is there a lollipop in the corner?’

Clementine looked put out. ‘It’s meant to be a tree.’

‘Riiight.’ Calypso leant back in her chair and folded her arms. ‘Not meaning to diss your art skills or anything, Granny Clem, but it’s a bit, well, rubbish, isn’t it? It’s not going to get them flocking in their droves.’

Clementine frowned. ‘What do you mean? It’s got all the information, time, date and location. I thought my tree drawing rather jazzed things up.’

Calypso rolled her eyes again. ‘Yeah, but people need more than that these days, don’t they? Something eye-catching and inspirational, that’ll get them off their bums and down to the village hall.’

Clementine looked uncertain. ‘You think so?’

‘Like, deffo! Look, let me go and post these, and I’ll come back and do something on the computer for you.’ Calypso sprang up, revitalized, and bursting with one of her frequent bouts of energy.

‘Well, if you insist …’ Clementine wasn’t sure. She knew her granddaughter’s outlandish taste. ‘Just don’t do anything too avant-garde, will you, darling?’

Calypso’s hazelnut eyes, the exact same colour as her grandmother’s, twinkled mischievously over the desk. ‘Granny Clem, as if I would!’

Jack Turner, landlord of the Jolly Boot, polished a beer glass reflectively.

‘Interesting poster.’

Behind the bar his wife Beryl was sticking it up with Blu-Tack. As usual, every window in the bar was wide open, trying to get out the last lingering vestiges of the damp smell from the flooding.

‘There! Pride of place.’ Beryl smoothed down her tight pencil skirt. ‘I think it’s lovely, Clementine. Your Calypso is really talented.’

Clementine steeled herself to look at it again. ‘Do you think so?’

‘Oh yes!’ said Beryl. ‘It’s very er …’ She trailed off, searching for the right word. ‘Colourful.’

It certainly was. Printed on bright green shiny paper, the words ‘Come join our garden party!’ stood out in large, neon-pink letters. Taking up the whole of one side was a voluptuous woman, wearing some sort of sunflower headdress. Whichever way you looked at it, it was hard to ignore the fact she was completely naked, her comely charms barely covered by three strategically placed leaves.

‘It’s a photograph of a reveller from the Mardi Gras carnival, apparently,’ said Clementine weakly. ‘At least that’s what Calypso told me.’

‘Mardi Gras,’ echoed Beryl. ‘How nice!’

There was a brief silence.

‘You don’t think it matters that the words “Britain’s Best Village” are rather small?’ Clementine asked anxiously.

Jack seemed transfixed. ‘No, no,’ he replied, eyes glazed over. ‘They’re not small at all.’

The door at the back of the pub burst open and a buxom young lady with a combative look in her eye bounced in. Despite it being mid-March she was dressed like a podium dancer from Ibiza, in a crotch-skimming minidress, shiny black bomber jacket and towering high heels. Several lurid-coloured hoops dangled from both ears.

Jack was overly protective of his only child, and he did not like what he saw. ‘What the bleedin ’ell do you look like?’

Stacey Turner tossed her head, her shiny dark ponytail swinging like a show pony’s. She ignored her father. ‘Ma, I’m off shopping with the girls. Can I use your car?’

Jack interrupted. ‘Oi, young lady! Don’t forget you’re working tonight. We need you back at 6.30 p.m. sharp.’

Stacey rolled her eyes, no mean feat under four tonnes of black eyeliner. ‘As if I could forget! I’ll be stuck behind this stupid bar while everyone’s out having fun. And Kyle’s going’s to be at the Royal Oak later!’

‘You’re lucky you’ve got a job in this climate,’ Jack pointed out reasonably. His expression darkened. ‘Hold on, who’s this Kyle?’

Stacey sighed dramatically. ‘Dad, don’t start!’ She caught sight of the poster behind the bar and her face lit up. ‘Are we putting on a rave?’

‘Certainly not!’ interjected Clementine hurriedly. She knew the poster would send out the wrong message!

Stacey’s shoulders slumped. ‘Nothing ever happens round here,’ she muttered. ‘It’s well boring!’

Beryl smiled at her daughter. ‘Come on, Stace! Most people would give their eye teeth to live in Churchminster.’ She winked at Clementine humorously. ‘You never know, Orlando Bloom might pop in for a pint tonight!’

Stacey shot her mother a contemptuous look. ‘Like that’s ever gonna happen. Celebrities would never come to a dump like this.’ Snatching her mum’s car keys off the bar, she flounced out.


Chapter 3

ON THE OUTSKIRTS of Churchminster stood Clanfield Hall, a magnificent stately home, with breathtaking gardens and a fountain that Queen Victoria herself was rumoured to have dipped her feet in during a summer party.

This particular afternoon the owners, Lord Ambrose and Lady Frances Fraser, were heading back towards the hall having just attended a charity lunch. As he floored the Range Rover round the winding country lanes, Ambrose was full of his usual bile about the ‘bloody silly sods’ who populated such functions.

‘I don’t know who the hell I was sitting next to, but she didn’t even know her Belgian sheepdog from her bearded collie.’

Ambrose had been born and raised at Clanfield Hall, which had been in his family for generations, and he had a morbid dislike of what he called the ‘town set’.

‘That was the Marchioness of Glenvale, she was hosting the lunch,’ his wife pointed out. ‘Ambrose, I really hope you weren’t rude to her.’

At fifty-four, Frances Fraser was nearly twenty years younger than her husband. An elegant Joanna Lumley lookalike, her cool manner and unruffled appearance couldn’t have been more at odds with her volatile husband. When Ambrose went off on one of his legendary rants Frances was the only one who could calm him down.

‘Harrumph!’ retorted Ambrose. ‘A bloody waste of time if you ask me, sitting around drinking champagne and talking about flower shows.’

Frances didn’t rise to this. She was actually rather surprised she’d got her husband along to the lunch in the first place. These days, Ambrose barely left the confines of Clanfield Hall, preferring to be out in the grounds walking his dogs, or shutting himself in his study with a tot of his beloved single-malt whisky.

By contrast, Frances missed their once-lively social life and, in spite of its size, she was beginning to find the whole house rather claustrophobic. Of course, she knew how privileged she was, and that many women would love to be in her position, but still. Frances couldn’t help feeling that something was missing.

‘It’s wonderful news about Britain’s Best Village,’ she said, changing the subject. ‘I saw Clementine when I was out riding yesterday. She’s holding a meeting on Sunday, to form a committee to get the village in tip-top shape. In fact, I was thinking of attending.’ She held her breath.

Her husband gave a derisive snort. ‘That Standington-Fulthrope woman! She’ll have you litter-picking on the green before you know it Frances. How old Bertie S-F put up with her, bossing everyone around … Must have been like sharing a bed with Mussolini.’

As they rounded a sharp bend his inflammatory comments were quickly forgotten. A large silver estate car was heading straight for them. Ambrose slammed on the brakes and the Range Rover came screeching to a halt just feet from the other vehicle.

Frances lurched forward, only just stopping herself from going into the dashboard. She could see a middle-aged man and woman and two young children in the car, with a boot full of suitcases. The man was shaking his fist out the window at them.

‘You bloody lunatic!’ he shouted. In the back, the little girl started crying.

‘He’s right, Ambrose! Why do you have to drive like a maniac?’ Frances felt as though her heart was about to jump out of her chest.

Her husband muttered something about tourists clogging the place up, and Frances tried to regain her composure. The lane was so narrow, neither vehicle could get past. One of them was going to have to move.

‘Ambrose, there’s a lay-by back there. Just reverse and let them past.’

Her husband sat back and folded his arms. ‘Why should I? I live here, not him. It’s my right of way.’

‘Don’t be so ridiculous!’ Frances cried. In the other car, the man had also crossed his arms and was trying to out-stare Ambrose. Frances and the woman exchanged fleeting sympathetic glances: why were men so childish? But before Frances could tell him to reverse again, Ambrose had unbuckled his seat belt and was climbing out from the car.

‘Ambrose!’ Surely he wasn’t going to confront the other driver! But instead he disappeared round the back of their vehicle, and Frances heard the boot being opened. A few seconds later, Ambrose marched past her car window carrying a shooting stick and a copy of the Daily Telegraph. Frances’s mouth dropped open: what on earth was he doing?

She didn’t have to wait long to find out. To the astonishment of the onlookers Ambrose sat down on his shooting stick in the middle of the road, opened his paper and started to read. In the other car the man looked at his wife and made a ‘he’s crazy’ hand gesture to his head.

‘Ha!’ Ambrose called triumphantly. ‘I’m retired and I’ve got all the time in the world to sit here all day. I very much doubt you have, sir!’

Frances slid down her window. ‘Ambrose, get back in the car this instant!’ she hissed.

Her husband turned a page, making a point of sighing contentedly. The other couple were looking extremely cheesed off.

‘I’m frightfully sorry!’ Frances mouthed through the windscreen at them. The man shook his head in disgust and begrudgingly started to reverse back down the lane. It was a full minute later that Ambrose looked up from his newspaper, folded up his shooting stick and finally returned to the Range Rover.

Frances’s throat was tight with mortification. Her husband’s behaviour was becoming increasingly questionable, but this was taking it to a new level. She watched him turn on the ignition. ‘Are you happy now?’ she asked crossly.

Ambrose just shot her a smug look and pulled away with the air of a man who had won an important battle. As the green fields started to fly past again, Frances gazed out of the window in silent despair.

Dear Lord, she thought. Is this what my life has come to?


Chapter 4

THE DAY BEFORE the meeting in the village hall Clementine received a letter from the Britain’s Best Village judging panel. As well as the different categories, the letter also included the names of the other three villages that had made the final. Clementine groaned aloud when she read the name of the last one. Maplethorpe was an outstandingly pretty village in the Yorkshire Dales, and had won the competition the previous year. Its village committee was run by a fearsome old battleaxe called Veronica Stockard-Manning.

Veronica and Clementine had history, which Clementine had never even told her family about. The two had done the debutante season in 1950, and fallen out later in an event society had chattered about wildly for months. It had rocked Clementine’s world to the core and, although she would never admit it to anyone, she hadn’t been the same person since. Afterwards, the two women had run into each other occasionally, but somehow Clementine had kept her emotions in check and swiftly removed herself from the situation. Clementine hadn’t seen her nemesis for over twenty years, not since Bertie had died, and had almost succeeded in forgetting about her. Until now. Clementine pursed her lips, this was one face from the past that definitely wasn’t welcome.

By the time the meeting came round in the village hall, Clementine had managed to put all thoughts of Veronica to the back of her mind. It was another gorgeous spring evening as she made her way down Bramble Lane to the village green. Errol Flynn’s nether regions had been particularly active recently, and fearing he might expel noxious vapours into the hall and disrupt proceedings, Clementine had shut him in the kitchen. Indignant at being left inside on such a nice evening, she could hear his mournful howls all the way down the lane.

The village hall was only six months old, but Clementine had been insistent it was built in the mellow Cotswold stone that was such a feature of Churchminster. The villagers had raised the extra money for the stone themselves – one of the reasons the village fund was so out of pocket now – but as Clementine looked across the green at the handsome, yellow-gold building that fitted in so perfectly with the other cottages and dwellings lining the green, she knew they had made the right decision.

It was more municipal inside, with the usual emergency exit signs and strip lighting. Clementine had arrived early to set up, but Churchminster’s vicar, Brian Bellows, was already there, putting chairs out.

‘Evening, Mrs S-s-s-standington-Fulthrope!’

Brian Bellows was a tall, lanky man with an unruly brown beard that made him look older than his forty-five years. He’d come from All Saints Church in Bedlington, a small market town a few miles down the road. The Reverend hadn’t had the best start, having been drafted in to replace Churchminster’s previous vicar, who had died in unfortunate circumstances. Despite having an unfortunate stammer and giving the impression of being in a perpetual flap, Brian was a kind, conscientious man who was devoted to his parishioners.

‘Evening, Reverend Bellows,’ replied Clementine crisply. ‘I see you’ve started without me.’

Reverend Bellows winced as he dropped a chair on his foot. ‘Er, yes! Joyce and I thought we’d come down and, well, you know, g-get the ball rolling.’

As if on cue, a small, mouse-like woman came out of the kitchen area at the back of the hall. She was wiping her hands on a red and white spotty dishtowel, but that was the only bit of colour about her. From her shapeless cardigan and thick tights to her sallow complexion, everything about Joyce Bellows was beige. Clementine took in the thick NHS glasses and make-up-free face and wondered what Joyce made of the vicar’s wife at All Hallows in Bedlington, a stunning six-foot Dane who wore tight skirts and jeans that showed off every inch of her figure.

Joyce beamed at them. ‘I’ve just been rinsing all the cups and saucers so we can all have a nice cup of tea afterwards.’

Clementine smiled gently. ‘My dear, you really didn’t have to do that. You only gave the kitchen a complete scrub-down last week.’

‘Oh, I don’t mind!’ said Joyce. ‘Cleaning is one of my favourite hobbies! The amount of dust mites that can build up over just one week is quite staggering. You know they can lay up to a hundred eggs in one …’

Clementine was saved from the subject of microscopic household creatures by the arrival of Calypso, Camilla and Jed.

‘Hi, Granny Clem!’ called Calypso. ‘We thought we’d come down now to see if you need any help.’

Clementine caught Joyce’s horrified stare at Calypso’s outfit, which consisted of the shortest imaginable denim skirt, and a T-shirt with a drawing of what looked like a man and woman copulating on the front of it.

‘Actually, we could do with a strong man.’ Clementine looked at Jed, dressed as usual in his overalls and work boots. ‘Would you mind bringing in another stack of chairs from the foyer?’ she asked.

Jed smiled. ‘No problem …’

He walked off, the Reverend Bellows trailing uncertainly in his wake.

Clementine went over to her granddaughters. She looked disapprovingly at Calypso’s T-shirt. ‘Darling, do you think that’s entirely appropriate?’

‘Chill, Winston!’ Calypso retorted, in a Jamaican accent. ‘It’s about making love, not war. I’m sending out a positive message.’

Clementine looked at Camilla, who was in a simple sweater and jeans, her long blonde hair pulled back in a neat ponytail. Why couldn’t Calypso dress more like her sister?

‘How many people are you expecting?’ Calypso asked. She wondered if she could sneak out beforehand for a quick fag.

‘I hope most of the village will attend, I’ve certainly put enough posters up.’

Camilla smiled reassuringly at her grandmother, ‘Everyone I’ve spoken to is coming.’ She looked over at the kitchen. ‘I’ll go and see if Joyce needs any help.’

People began to trickle in a short time later and by seven o’clock the hall was nearly full. It looked like almost the entire village had turned up: among them the Fox-Titts, Lucinda and Nico Reinard, Brenda Briggs – who worked in the village shop and also masqueraded as Clementine’s housekeeper – and her husband Ted. Even Beryl Turner had put down her bar apron and come along, dragging along a reluctant-looking Stacey.

‘Jack’s sorry he can’t come, he’s got to open up!’ she shouted across the room at Clementine. ‘He says to pop over after this and it’s drinks on the house!’

‘Wicked,’ said Calypso, who was standing by her grandmother.

‘Yes, well, let’s see how we get on, darling,’ said Clementine. ‘We don’t want people rolling home drunk. I need everyone to be on tip-top form these coming few months.’

She looked down at her carefully prepared speech. She had read it so many times she knew it off by heart. As she stepped in front of her audience, a silence fell. Clementine was the kind of woman who commanded attention. She observed the familiar faces. ‘May I take this opportunity to welcome you all here tonight, and to thank you for giving up your evening. I am sure all of you are aware of the exciting news by now, but just in case any of you aren’t, Churchminster has got through to the final of Britain’s Best Village competition!’

The room broke into spontaneous applause.

‘Bravo!’ cheered Angie Fox-Titt.

Clementine briefly glanced down at her notes. ‘I don’t need to tell you this is a huge achievement in itself. Thousands of villages entered, and to get this far is remarkable. Especially after the challenging year we have just experienced.’

Several heads in the audience nodded vigorously, including the Fox-Titts and Brenda Briggs, who’d all been badly affected by the floods.

‘Judging week is the third week in July. Which means we have roughly five months to get the village into the best shape it has ever been in! With this in mind, I would like to form a committee to make sure all the criteria of the competition are met.’ Clementine looked over her reading glasses expectantly. ‘Who would like to join?’

Hands shot up. Camilla and Calypso had already been told, before the meeting, by their grandmother, that it was obligatory to volunteer.

‘We’ll do it!’ called out Freddie Fox-Titt. On the row behind, Ted and Brenda Briggs followed suit, and so did the Bellowses. After what looked like a momentary struggle, Beryl gave up trying to get Stacey’s arm in the air, sighed and put her own up. Stacey slumped down in her seat and returned to looking out the window.

A toothy woman, with coarse blond hair pulled back in a headscarf, stood up. ‘You can count on me, Clementine!’ Lucinda Reinard was the District Commissioner of the Bedlington Valley Pony Club, and lived in a rambling house on the outskirts of the village with her husband Nico and three children. She might be a bit overbearing, but at least she could be relied on to get things done.

‘Excellent,’ said Clementine briskly. ‘I propose to hold a fortnightly committee meeting here in the hall, and I will let members know what their duties are.’ She surveyed the crowd sternly. ‘Of course, that doesn’t mean the rest of you can slack off! Every villager is responsible for keeping his or her own property shipshape. I shall be counting on each and every one of you. A huge amount is at stake.’

‘Three-quarters of a million quid!’ someone shouted.

Clementine nodded. ‘I don’t need to tell you how much this village needs that money.’ Folding up her speech, she looked round keenly. ‘So! Do you think you’ve got what it takes to make Churchminster the best village in Britain?’

‘Yes!’ they all shouted.

Clementine’s face broke into a smile for the first time. ‘Good. Now, are there any questions?’

Fifteen minutes later the meeting was over, and everyone started to file out. Over the other side of the green in the gathering dusk the Jolly Boot waited enticingly.

‘I’m going to give it a miss,’ Jed told Camilla.

Her face dropped. ‘Really? But I’ve hardly seen you all week.’

Since returning from travelling, Jed had been promoted from handyman to estate manager at Clanfield Hall. Camilla had been thrilled for him, and still was, but he was working longer and longer hours. She couldn’t remember the last time they’d had a night out together.

Jed kissed her softly on the lips. ‘One of the fences in a back field is down, I’ve got to go and sort it out before morning.’

‘Camilla, come on! Beryl’s said all committee members can have a glass of bubbly!’ Calypso waved at her impatiently.

Camilla glanced over, and looked back at Jed. ‘OK, sweet boy. I’ll see you later.’

Jed started to walk over to his truck. He turned back with a wink that chased away Camilla’s gloom. ‘Keep the bed warm for me.’


Chapter 5

AT CLANFIELD HALL, Frances was going through her correspondence. She was in her study, a beautiful, tastefully decorated room with high ceilings and two floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out on to the rolling grounds of the estate. Frances got up from her desk and went to stand at one of them; the view always made her feel good. It was another fine March day, and the muddy browns of winter were gradually being replaced by the first spring flowers and crisp shades of green.

Frances thought about the Britain’s Best Village meeting, which had been held a few days previously, and which she’d wanted to attend. Ambrose had pooh-poohed the idea so much – ‘Clanfield isn’t even in the competition, why on earth do you want to go along?’ – that Frances had thought it better not to. Besides, she would have felt a bit awkward: no one expected to see Lady Fraser turning up to a meeting in the village hall and mucking in.

In the distance Frances could see Jed driving along one of the fields in the tractor. Frances smiled; she and Ambrose had taken a gamble giving Jed the estate manager’s job after their last one had left them in the lurch, but it had paid off. It was a big responsibility, but no one had such love and innate understanding of the countryside as Jed. She was sure he’d learn quickly. Frances had always found Jed a man of few words, but he seemed a very together young man who was devoted to his girlfriend. Frances thought of her own daughter Harriet, who worked for a glossy magazine in London. Harriet and Camilla were best friends, and Frances wished her daughter could find a nice stable chap. Frances had had high hopes for an officer in the army that Harriet had been seeing, but then he’d been posted abroad and the relationship had fizzled out.

She turned away from the window. There was a huge pile of invites to stifling lunches, dinners and charity events that had to be replied to, but Frances’s normal efficiency had deserted her. Distractedly she wandered over to the radio and turned it on. A familiar song was playing, which took a few seconds to register.

Heart catcher … You’re a heart catcher

You’ve caught my heart and I don’t want it back …

Frances gave a start. The song was by a rock star called Devon Cornwall, who owned a huge Gothic house on the edge of the village. Devon had moved into the village a few years back, when his career had been on the rocks, trying to start a new life. Then he’d met Frances, and the two had started an unlikely friendship, which had eventually led to a passionate affair.

Not one other person in the world knew it, but Devon had written ‘Heart Catcher’ for her. She started singing along softly, every word seared into her for ever.

Heart catcher, you’ve stopped me in my tracks.

In that moment, it was like Devon was in the room with her. Frances felt a brief twinge of elation. She had never dreamed of being unfaithful to Ambrose, but the marriage had been in trouble for years and Frances had found her world turned upside down when Devon had come into her life. There had been a chemistry between them she’d never felt with anyone before not even her husband. It was like they were soulmates.

Their liaison had been short-lived. After much agonizing, Frances had felt she couldn’t go on living a lie, and had broken it off. Shortly afterwards, Devon’s career had picked up, and he’d been away touring pretty much ever since. They still kept in contact occasionally, with the odd text message or email, but Frances hadn’t heard from him for a while. She had told herself it was for the best: she had made the choice between Ambrose and Devon and chosen her husband. After all, it was her duty.

A tremendous racket suddenly started outside. Frances ran back to the window and looked out. Ambrose had driven his quad bike into the new pergola. She pulled the window up and stuck her head out, Devon forgotten for the moment. ‘Ambrose! What on earth are you doing?’

Her husband looked up, blue eyes sharper than ever against his red, wind-whipped cheeks. His black-and-white sheepdog Sailor was sitting on the back of the quad, his tongue hanging out of his mouth like a red ribbon. ‘Who put that bloody thing here? I could have fallen off and killed myself!’

Frances tutted. ‘You did! You told the gardener to do it last week. Don’t you remember?’

Her husband looked puzzled and let out a loud guffaw. ‘I must be going mad. Bloody stupid place to put it.’ He revved up the engine and zoomed off, Sailor hanging on with his paws for dear life.

Despite herself, Frances shook her head, smiling. Sometimes, Ambrose was like a little boy! Only last month he’d driven into a ditch after swerving to avoid a pheasant, and Jed had had to go and get the tractor to pull him out.

She turned back to the radio. ‘Heart Catcher’ had ended and Devon was gone again, some nondescript pop song playing in his wake. Frances walked over and turned the radio off. The silence was almost deafening.

She sighed and looked at the uninviting pile of letters. There was no point putting it off any longer: she was known for her prompt replies, and people expected her to attend all these things. It was what she did. ‘Duty first,’ she thought, and sat back down behind her desk.


Chapter 6

THE COMMITTEE DECIDED to call themselves the ‘Garden Party’. ‘It does have a nice ring to it, doesn’t it?’ declared Angie Fox-Titt, who’d come up with the name herself. Clementine had been appointed chairperson, and she had wasted no time in assigning committee members their duties. Litter-picking, hedge-trimming and fly-tipping duty were just a few of the things that needed to be done, and Clementine organized the whole thing with her usual military precision.

That morning, she was at Hollyhocks Cottage, Brenda and Ted Briggs’s house. It was the first of three little cottages that sat on the Bedlington Road. The floods had affected all the houses along that particular stretch especially badly. As Clementine pulled up outside, she could still see the aftermath of the devastation. Brenda’s beloved garden – which probably housed the biggest gnome collection in the whole of South West England – was still a muddy brown patch, while a tidemark ran across the front of the cottage, a permanent reminder of that dreadful week last summer.

Clementine could still remember turning up in the early hours of the morning to find the stricken Briggses coping with three feet of raw sewage and their neighbours’ used toilet paper swirling through their cottage. All Brenda’s family heirlooms, furniture and her new three-piece suite had been destroyed. The couple had literally been left with nothing. Brenda, who was the village gossip and could normally talk the hind legs off a racehorse, hadn’t been the same since.

As Clementine made her way down the path to the front door, she looked up at the roof of Hollyhocks Cottage and frowned. Brenda loved Christmas decorations as much as her garden ornaments, and the garish Santa and Rudolph were still up there from Christmas. Brenda had said it cheered her up and, ‘Lord knows I need it,’ and Clementine hadn’t had the heart to disagree up until now. But a ten-foot flashing Santa whipping Rudolph while the words ‘Ho ho ho!’ came out of his mouth in a speech bubble was not going to win them Britain’s Best Village.

Brenda took a few moments to answer the door. ‘Sorry I didn’t hear you, Mrs S-F!’ she said. ‘I’ve been giving the place a good Hoover. The insurance money finally came through, and we got the new carpets in last week.’

Clementine followed Brenda into the kitchen. The cottage still had a bare, desolate feel to it, and one room was piled up with odd bits of furniture.

‘The place isn’t how I want, but we’re getting there,’ said Brenda. She gave Clementine a weary smile.

‘Any word from Pearl?’ asked Clementine sympathetically. Pearl Potts was a sprightly pensioner who lived in the middle cottage. Her elderly terrier, Kenny, had died of a heart attack the day they were flooded. Pearl had moved out soon after, and not been back since.

Brenda’s face dropped. ‘Still at her son’s in Gloucester. Says she can’t face coming back yet, not without the four-legged little fella here. I went to see her a few weeks ago, she’s aged something terrible, you know, Mrs S-F. Says the whole thing’s put twenty years on her.’

Clementine was upset to hear that. Pearl was a longstanding member of the village, and her cleaning and gardening skills could match those of a person half her age.

‘Anyway!’ said Brenda trying to lighten the mood. ‘Can I offer you a brew?’

Clementine declined. ‘I’m just making my rounds, and I thought I’d pop in and see how you’re getting on.’

Brenda already ran a weekly bingo evening for local pensioners in the village hall once a week, and now she was starting a coffee morning for mums and babies in the café area of the village shop. This last had been Clementine’s idea: not only did it tick the ‘community spirit’ box in the BBV competition, she thought it might be an ideal way to get Brenda back on her feet again.

Her idea seemed to be paying off.

‘It’s going a treat!’ Brenda exclaimed. ‘I’ve put posters up in the shop and have been out seeing all my old mates, spreading the word. The first one is next week, should be a good turnout.’

Clementine smiled. It was so nice to see Brenda getting back to her normal self. But there was one subject that she still had to broach. ‘I noticed you’ve still got your Santa and Rudolph decoration up on the roof.’

Brenda chortled. ‘Great, isn’t it? Who says Christmas decorations are just for Christmas? Warms my cockles every time I see it.’ She gave a cackle of laughter. ‘Well, something’s got to warm me cockles since Ted put his back out!’

‘Hmmm,’ said Clementine. ‘As, er, nice as it is, I can’t help thinking it’s rather a distraction. Really rather out of keeping with the village, especially with the competition coming up.’

Brenda looked at Clementine. ‘You’re asking me to take it down?’

‘I suppose I am,’ Clementine admitted.

Brenda frowned, thinking. ‘You’re right,’ she said eventually. ‘It has been up there for six months. OK, I’ll get Ted up there when he gets back from work.’

Clementine had been expecting more resistance. ‘Excellent,’ she said, pulling her driving gloves back on. ‘Well, I’ve got a mountain of things to do so, I must be off.’

‘Talking of changing things,’ Brenda said as she led Clementine back through the cottage. ‘I’m thinking of renaming ‘Hollyhocks Cottage’ ‘Hollyoaks Cottage’. What do you think? I mean, fresh start and all that, and it is one of my favourite programmes. I got the idea when I was watching it the other night.’

Clementine had no idea what she was talking about. It sounded like a gardening programme. Why had she never come across it? It must be one of those dreadful satellite channels everyone seemed to have these days. At least Brenda could be applauded for keeping with the spirit of the competition. ‘Whatever makes you happy.’

Brenda looked chuffed to bits. ‘Hollyoaks Cottage it is, then! See you, Mrs S-F.’

‘Goodbye, Brenda.’


Chapter 7

CAMILLA AND JED were taking a walk around the Meadows, a peaceful fifty-acre woodland site on the edge of the village. For once, Jed had got home from work early, and they had decided to make the most of the lighter evenings.

They walked in companionable silence for a while. Camilla never felt the need to fill the air with unnecessary chatter when she was with Jed; he had a depth and stillness she found very peaceful.

Camilla found it bizarre to think that she’d spent all her life growing up in the same village as Jed, and yet, until three years ago they’d barely exchanged two words. She couldn’t imagine life without him now. For over two decades they’d existed in separate worlds: Camilla in a big happy family, her life full of boarding school and skiing trips, Jed more out on the land than in school or college. Mr Bantry had run off with another woman when Jed was little, and it had been just him and his mum for as long as Camilla could remember. From what she could gather, Jed had practically bought himself up, as Mrs Bantry had worked all hours at the Hall as a housekeeper to make ends meet. Jed had always been a loner, and Camilla had wondered if his upbringing was something to do with that, but he had brushed off her enquiries, only saying his dad was dead to him and a waste of space
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