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About the Book

The gorgeous women of Churchminster know exactly what they want – a constant flow of champagne and the love of a good man. But faced with the likes of beer-guzzling farmer Angus, foul-tempered Sir Fraser and conceited banker Sebastian, their attentions are increasingly drawn to more attractive possibilities . . .

Meanwhile, when a part of their beloved village comes under threat from a villainous property developer and his bulldozer, the entire community is united by a different kind of passion. Can they raise enough money to save Churchminster? Will Mick Jagger turn up to the charity ball? Will good (sex) overcome bad?

Introducing a glamorous and unforgettable cast, Country Pursuits is a raunchy, rip-roaring, gloriously romantic début.
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Chapter 1

SEBASTIAN BELMONT ADMIRED his naked body in the full-length mirror. Not bad for a chap of thirty-six, he thought smugly, his eyes taking in the broad shoulders, tapered waist and muscular thighs. He turned sideways to study his washboard stomach. Maybe to compensate for a lack of height (much to his chagrin he only reached five foot nine in his Ralph Lauren loafers), Sebastian worked out furiously four times a week. Squash on a Monday, weights on a Tuesday, a hellish ten-mile run with his personal trainer on a Thursday, and, on a Friday lunchtime, a ninety-minute Pilates session with an adorable little Spanish girl called Lola. His rugger-playing work colleagues might take the piss out of him for doing what they considered a girly activity, but they hadn’t got a set of abs you could bounce coins off. Yes, it was fair to say Sebastian was bloody proud of his physique.

He was also very taken with his teeth, freshly whitened by a Harley Street dentist a week ago. Sebastian flashed a wolfish grin at his reflection. God, he was irresistible! Bright blue eyes dazzled back, made even more distinctive by the perfect caramel tan he sported all year round, thanks to regular skiing and sailing jaunts. The teeth and eyes managed to deflect from a slightly weak chin, the only flaw in his handsome yet bland face. Sebastian ran a hand through his blond, slightly bouffant hair in a self-satisfied gesture and turned back to look at the bedroom.

She’d done a good job on it, even if it was slightly too boudoir for his tastes. The walls were decorated in toffee and mocha striped wallpaper, giving the room an extravagant yet intimate feel, and thick, rich cream curtains hung ceiling to floor from the sash windows, now filtering in the milky early morning light.

A black and white picture of the two of them laughing into each other’s eyes stood in a solid silver frame on the dressing table. It had been taken several months earlier, on the terrace of the romantic five-star Ferreti hotel in Capri. Sebastian had whisked her off as a surprise on their first anniversary, and the couple had spent four magical days there, only occasionally surfacing from the penthouse suite to wander round the vibrant cobbled streets. The concierge, well accustomed to love-struck newly weds on their honeymoons, had exclaimed he’d never seen a more beautiful and blissfully happy couple. Sebastian stretched out on the bed like a cat basking in the sun, and smiled expansively at the memory.

Despite his luxurious surroundings, the room was in a complete state of disarray. Expensive designer clothes lay strewn across the floor, where they had been ripped off or stepped out of, and the dressing table’s surface was covered with pots of Crème de la Mer, Dior make-up and various Asprey jewellery sets he had bought her. She was a messy bitch, thought Sebastian. God knows how many thousands of sparklers there were just lying there for any old Tom, Dick or Harry to pick up.

Speaking of dick . . .

‘Sabrina!’ he called out lustily through the en suite bathroom door. The sound of running water stopped.

‘I’ll be out in a sec, darling!’

He lay back and waited. Shortly after, the door opened, followed by a gust of steam, and Sabrina sashayed out. Fresh from the shower, her head was encased in a fluffy white towel and her damp, magnificent body was bare. Sabrina wasn’t the kind of girl to cover up her assets. Almost as tall as Sebastian – even when he was wearing his Gucci shoe lifts – Sabrina was the kind of woman who made Range Rovers and BMWs crash into each other when she walked down the nearby King’s Road. Endless tanned legs reached a pert, peach-shaped bottom and a tiny waist. Further up were a pair of even more pert boobs you could rest your champagne flute on. In fact, Sebastian often did. Sabrina’s face didn’t disappoint either: heart-shaped with full red lips, it had a delicate, haughty nose that turned up ever just so, and bewitching, green eyes. When she wore it down, her expensively streaked, wavy blonde hair cascaded over sun-kissed shoulders.

Yes, Sabrina was a bloody good catch, thought Sebastian, his eyes travelling lazily down her perfect form. All his mates and business colleagues told him so. Even if she was a God-awful housewife.

 ‘Come here, sexy, I’ve got something for you,’ he said, watching his erection grow upwards like the Eiffel Tower.

Sabrina giggled. ‘We can’t, you’ll be late for work.’

‘Bugger work. Nothing starts without me, anyway,’ said Sebastian.

Sabrina adopted that sexy come-to-bed look that made him just want to shag her brains out (not that she had many) there and then. She knelt on the bed above him and slowly lowered a tantalizing nipple into his mouth.

‘Mmmmm. God, you taste good,’ said Sebastian, sucking and biting hungrily.

‘Not as good as you.’ Sabrina pulled herself away and travelled down his body, kissing it hungrily. Her turban fell off and wet hair spilled out.

‘Oh, Christ,’ moaned Sebastian, as her mouth found his penis. She ran her tongue up and down the shaft, slow at first, and then faster and faster, like a snake flicking its tongue. Sebastian felt himself about to explode. ‘Come up here, you dirty bitch.’ He pulled her up by her arms until she was on top of him, her neat Brazilian nestling against his throbbing cock. ‘Ride me,’ he instructed. Sabrina needed no further encouragement as she manoeuvred his penis to slip inside her. She began to rock rhythmically back and forward, throwing her head back and arching her spine in ecstasy.

‘Oh God, oh God,’ they both moaned in unison.

‘Faster!’ said Sebastian urgently, gripping her hips and pulling her deeper and further towards him.

Small rivulets of sweat formed and fell between Sabrina’s perfect breasts. ‘Yes, yes . . .’ she gasped.

‘Oh God,’ Sebastian groaned again. ‘Keep going, that’s it . . . OH GOD!’ They both let out a cry as they climaxed together and then Sabrina flopped down on top of him, her heart hammering against his.

‘Who needs Ready Brek to start the day when they’ve got you?’ Sebastian said huskily several minutes later, as he eased himself out of her and stood up.

‘Well, I do like to wash and blow in the mornings,’ she giggled. She pushed herself up on one elbow. ‘Darling, remember we’re meeting the Coutts-Nobles at Ciprani for dinner tonight. Oh, and the garage called. The Porsche is back from being serviced. Shall I get them to drop it round?’

‘Yah, that’d be great,’ he said. ‘Maybe you can compare notes . . .’ He headed into the bathroom, and was just about to turn on the power shower when Sabrina called out. ‘Darling, your phone’s going!’

‘Who the hell is it?’ asked Sebastian irritably, even though he knew the answer.

Sabrina reached across to the bedside table, looked at the phone and threw it across the bed, sticking her tongue out suggestively.

‘It’s your wife.’

‘Hi, darling, how are you? Is Milo OK?’ Sebastian rolled his eyes at Sabrina. ‘Yah, yah, mmm.’ He was only half listening as he started to insolently swing his now flaccid willy back and forth between his legs, making Sabrina burst into a fit of giggles.

‘Who’s that? Oh, it’s just my secretary, Bethany. I came, er, in early this morning.’ Sebastian shot a wicked look at Sabrina. ‘Mmm. Oh, I don’t care, chicken or fish or whatever . . .’ He listened again for a few moments. ‘OK, fish then, it’s only a bloody meal!’ Sebastian checked himself. ‘Sorry, sweet pea, it’s just been a tough week at work. I’m exhausted.’ He shot another saucy look at Sabrina, lounging on the bed like a wanton cheerleader. ‘I’m fine, I’m getting the 5.03 train from Paddington tomorrow, I’ll see you about seven. Love you, too. Bye, darling.’

Sebastian flung the phone on to the bed. ‘Who gives a flying fuck what we eat? Honestly, the old girl needs to get out more. Still, at least I’ll get a good nosh-up this weekend.’ He advanced on Sabrina. ‘You, my dear, are stunningly gorgeous, but it has to be said that any man who ended up with you would starve to death.’

‘I’ve always been quite good with meat and two veg,’ breathed Sabrina provocatively.

Sebastian flashed his best wolfish grin.

‘Well, Nanny always told me to eat my greens, so I’d better take you up on your offer.’

‘What about work?’ asked Sabrina.

‘Bugger work.’


Chapter 2

NEARLY A HUNDRED miles away in the picturesque Cotswold village of Churchminster, 34-year-old Caro Belmont put down the phone and sighed. She knew she annoyed Sebastian with her mundane little details, but she couldn’t help it. Mundane was her life now.

She looked round the designer kitchen, spotless after Mrs Potts’s morning clean. It looked like a spread from Wallpaper magazine. A huge, polished Aga that Caro hardly ever used dominated the room. The concrete floor was set off by sparkling stainless steel worktops, and exposed brickwork and chrome finishes gave the room a modern, trendy feel. That was the brief Sebastian had given the interior designer he had hired to decorate the whole house. Caro would have preferred to do it herself, with a more homely approach, but Sebastian wouldn’t hear of it. ‘You’re exhausted from looking after Milo. Just concentrate on him and leave the rest to me. Besides, you know you’re not very good at things like that, darling.’

Actually, having spent every minute of the last six months with their first child, Caro was screaming for a break. Her brain had turned to mush, and she could hardly remember life before she was two stone overweight and regularly covered in baby sick. But Sebastian was probably right: she was pretty useless at decorating. So she had let the interior designer, a flamboyant red-headed stick insect from Hampstead, come in and decorate their six-bedroom, three-storey half of the converted Mill House on the village green.

Aside from the kitchen, the place was white throughout, with exposed floors, overstuffed chaise longues, and dramatic pieces of graffiti art Sebastian had bought for a huge sum from a dread-locked Hoxton artist who had been touted as the next Banksy. In their bedroom was a huge four-poster bed with a frame carved from burnt timber, lights that came on as you walked into the room, and two floor-to-ceiling ladder radiators that the designer had assured them would ‘make a statement’. Sebastian loved the masculine, stark feel of the house. Caro, on the other hand, hated it. The place felt like a museum, and she was terrified that once Milo started crawling he would hurt himself on the sharp edges of the granite stairs or Perspex furniture. She envied her sister Camilla’s pretty little cottage on the other side of the green, with its soft furniture, low ceilings, little nooks, and pink roses curling round the front door.

It had been eighteen months since Sebastian had suggested moving from their Georgian townhouse in posh Holland Park to Churchminster, the village where Caro had grown up, and she hadn’t been sure about it back then. After all, her parents had emigrated to Barbados, and she could pop back and see her sisters and grandmother whenever she wanted. She loved her life in London, her work friends and yoga buddies, their lively social life of dinner parties and long weekends skiing in Verbier. The idea of returning to her childhood home, with its one pub and endless memories of an awkward, chubby girlhood, had held absolutely no appeal.

But then Caro had fallen pregnant and, almost overnight, Sebastian had decided they should leave the rat race and retire to the country. She had protested weakly at first, but Sebastian had known how to manipulate his wife’s soft nature, and before Caro knew it the Holland Park house had been sold and Sebastian had bought one half of the mill conversion in Churchminster. He had also bought a loft apartment in Clerkenwell, close to his trading job in the City, to live in during the week – although he had neglected to tell her about it until later. ‘To avoid that hellish commute, darling. You understand, don’t you?’

Of course Caro had murmured her assent, as Sebastian had expected her to, but inside she hadn’t really understood. She was being shipped out to the country, going from living a sociable, full life with her husband to seeing him only at weekends. She’d feared the whole dynamic of their marriage would change, but Sebastian had carried on as though nothing was happening. And he had been so persuasive: ‘Think of all that fresh air, it will do you tons of good. Your complexion has been looking quite pasty lately. And I know your grandmother will be thrilled to have her first grandchild living so close. You wouldn’t let her down, would you, darling?’

Of course Caro wouldn’t. So she had dutifully left her London life behind, with friends’ hollow promises of coming to visit ringing in her ears. That had been nine months ago, and she had been suffocating ever since.

Caro wandered into the hall and stared at herself in the full-length mirror on the wall. A pretty, natural blonde with soft brown eyes and an attractively curvaceous figure looked back. What Caro saw was a tired, spotty old wreck facing an uphill battle with her baby fat. Sebastian hadn’t said outright she needed to lose weight, but they hadn’t made love in months, and she had caught him looking at her critically several times as she had got changed for bed. Already not someone with the highest self-esteem, Caro’s confidence had plummeted.

Milo started crying upstairs, snapping her out of her moment of self-loathing. He was going through a grizzly stage at the moment. In a rare bout of forcefulness, Caro had declined Sebastian’s suggestion to get a nanny, and declared she would bring their son up by herself, but Milo was a difficult baby and Caro hadn’t had a good night’s sleep since he was born. She was exhausted, but she didn’t want to admit to anyone that she couldn’t even bring up her child.

Milo’s cries intensified. ‘All right, darling, I’m coming!’ Caro called. Running up the stairs, she stubbed her bare toe on one of the sharp steps, and tears of pain sprang into her eyes.

‘How did my life get like this?’ she sobbed, as she flopped down on the stair, rubbing her injured foot.


Chapter 3

ACROSS THE GREEN, Caro’s sister Camilla was going through her own drama. Camilla was the middle daughter of Johnnie and ‘Tink’ Standington-Fulthrope. Until four years ago, Camilla and her younger sister Calypso had lived with their parents in the family home – a beautiful, Jacobean country house called Twisty Gables, close by on the Bedlington Road.

Everyone had loved having Johnnie and Tink as neighbours. He was such a darling, so tall and dashing, and often taking time to help the old ladies of Churchminster across the road. His wife (whose real name was Tessa, but who had been called Tink since girlhood on account of her girlish, tinkling laugh) was the life and soul of the village, with her warm character and sunny disposition. But gradually, over the years, Tink’s ubiquitous laugh had started to dwindle, until one day she couldn’t get out of bed. The doctor had diagnosed clinical depression and seasonal affective disorder, and put Tink on anti-depressants.

The pills had helped, but not as much as the family’s biannual trip to their holiday home in Barbados, where the sun, bright colours and warm climate had lifted Tink out of her black cloud. Shortly after returning home to England, she had become severely depressed again, and, after a family summit and much soul-searching, Johnnie and Tink had decided the only thing to do was to move to Barbados permanently. After all, Caro had left home years ago and at twenty-seven and nineteen respectively, Camilla and Calypso had been more than old enough to live by themselves.

Their parents had bought them No. 5 The Green, a gorgeous, three-bedroomed chocolate-box cottage on Churchminster’s beautiful village green. It had been ideal for Camilla, who was working two mornings a week as a secretary for an upmarket surveyor’s in Cheltenham, and a perfect base for Calypso, who had been about to study History of Art at Bristol University. The girls had been devastated to see their parents go, but they had hated seeing their bright, breezy mother reduced to such a sad, listless shadow. Besides, they were still only a short walk from their granny, Clementine Standington-Fulthrope, who was Johnnie’s mother.

All three daughters were very different in character, even though they looked alike with their blonde hair, soulful hazel or brown eyes and – until Caro had fallen pregnant – identical slim, full-bosomed figures. Caro was kind and sweet, Camilla was the more practical, sensible of the three, and Calypso . . . well, she was the wild one, with a spiky attitude, impetuous nature and anti-establishment views. Being the youngest, she was often indulged by her family, and had grown up to be a very controversial young woman.

As Camilla was finding out right now. Again.

‘You can’t give up your job!’ she wailed down the phone to Calypso. ‘You’ve only been there three months!’ After graduating with a Third, Calypso had taken a year off and spent most of it sunbathing with her friends on various beaches around the world. On her return a few months ago, her parents had delicately suggested she might find a job, and Calypso had ended up working at an art gallery in Brighton. But, apparently, she’d had a huge row with the owner of the gallery over her bad timekeeping and had told him where to go. Camilla suspected she’d actually been sacked, but Calypso was much too proud to admit to that. And now, she informed Camilla, she was coming to live with her again.

‘But have you thought it through?’ asked Camilla, looking longingly round her little cottage. She had done it up so perfectly since Calypso had moved out, and now the thought of her sister coming home and unleashing her messy ways all over the Laura Ashley furniture was making her faintly queasy.

‘Have you told Mummy and Daddy?’ An angry babble erupted from the phone. ‘OK, I was only asking. I’d better get your room ready, then.’

She replaced the receiver with a sense of foreboding. Her sister was temperamental at the best of times, but now she sounded positively unhinged. Camilla had a feeling that, in two days’ time, hell would be unleashed on quiet Churchminster.

On the other side of the green, at Fairoaks House, Clementine Standington-Fulthrope was deadheading the narcissi in one of her many flowerbeds. Clementine, seventy-six, known as Granny Clem to her three granddaughters, was a formidable, energetic woman, often spotted taking her black Labrador Errol Flynn (on account of his whiskers) on his daily five-mile walk.

The Standington-Fulthrope clan had lived in the village for generations, and the family was seen as the unofficial royalty of Churchminster. Clementine was the head of the Standington-Fulthrope Committee (SFC), which had been founded by her husband’s great-grandmother Augusta over a hundred years ago. Money raised by the SFC was spent, amongst other things, on keeping the village church maintained, and providing funds for the nearby children’s home. In her time, Clementine had organized many a sponsored walk and charity function, calling on all and sundry to get involved. Often brusque and imperious, she did not suffer fools gladly. But under the prickly facade there was a good heart, and she adored her granddaughters, keeping a watchful eye on them in her son’s absence.

Clementine was a tall, handsome woman with steely grey hair neatly pulled back in a bun – a hairstyle she hadn’t changed since 1957. Today she was clad in her usual uniform of navy-blue waxed jacket, green Hunter wellies and Jaeger cashmere jumper, set off by an impressive pearl necklace her parents had given her as a coming-out present for her debutante ball.

Behind her loomed Fairoaks, a tall, imposing Victorian building, softened by beautiful, sweeping gardens. Clementine had lived alone there since her darling husband Bertie had died from an unexpected heart attack two decades ago. The gardens had become her pride and joy. Apart from a local boy who came in to cut the grass, she looked after the entire plot herself, which included six apple trees, climbing plants, and a deep, glossy pond with ornate stone fountain. A well-known presence at the Chelsea Flower Show, Clementine opened her gardens to the public for a small charge every summer, with all donations going to the SFC Fund.

‘Anyone home?’ A familiar voice cut across the still morning air. Clementine looked up to see Caro carefully manoeuvring Milo’s pushchair through the wrought-iron gate. It was a rather chilly February day, and the little boy was wrapped up in swathes of blankets.

‘Darling, how nice to see you!’ Clementine stood up from the gardening mat, pulling off her gloves.

‘Hello, Granny Clem.’

Caro walked over and gave her a kiss. She looks terrible, Clementine thought, taking in the wan complexion and dark circles under Caro’s eyes. Although she had been delighted to have her back in the village again, Clementine privately worried that her granddaughter was too isolated. And Caro had become very defensive recently whenever Clementine offered to help with Milo. It would be a lot easier if Sebastian actually spent some proper time with his wife and son instead of staying in London and gallivanting off on all those blasted work trips, thought Clementine archly. But she often had to remind herself that Caro was a grown woman; she didn’t want her silly old grandmother poking her nose in her business.

Milo let out a happy gurgle, and Clementine’s face softened.

‘Where’s my favourite great-grandchild?’ she said, walking happily towards the pushchair.

‘He’s your only great-grandchild,’ Caro pointed out with a smile, as they made their way inside the house for a much-needed cup of tea.


Chapter 4

FRIDAY DAWNED, AND Sebastian yawned as he walked in through the doors of Harwells Bank at 7.04 a.m. It was one of the biggest, most prestigious corporations in the financial world, but Sebastian was feeling anything like work at that precise moment. Sabrina had kept him up till four in the morning, wanting to be shagged every which way senseless. Sebastian enjoyed sex as much as the next red-blooded adulterer, but he had to admit he was worn out. He was almost looking forward to going home for a change, and falling asleep on Caro’s soft bosom.

To Sebastian, there was absolutely nothing wrong with having a wife and mistress. Most of his friends were doing the same, and as he had never been faithful to a woman in his life, he had no intention of starting now. Spurned by his father, Sebastian had spent his formative years shuttling round various countries as his glamorous mother Evie had fallen in and out of love with different suitors. He had grown up in an environment completely free of morals, respect and mutual affection. Eventually he’d been sent away to boarding school, staying with his flighty mother in the school holidays, wherever she happened to be in the world. He had never respected her, and it was fair to say he hadn’t respected a woman since. A psychologist treating him on the couch might have put his caddish behaviour down to his peripatetic, insecure childhood. But it was simpler than that. Sebastian was just a complete shit.

Sebastian had married sweet, trusting Caro because she could give him an heir and provide a comfortable home, but that was where their union had stopped. And so, when, two years earlier, he had met Sabrina at a drinks function, he had instantly known they’d end up having an affair. A model by occupation, Sabrina often graced the pages of Hello! magazine in sumptuous ‘at home’ shoots. She was a well-known face on the Belgravia circuit, and was used to Arab businessmen spending thousands of pounds on taking her out for the evening. Like Sebastian, she loved money, power, glamour and sex. They really were a perfect match.

Back in Churchminster, someone else was feeling the effects of sleep-deprivation. The central heating in Harriet Fraser’s cottage had broken down sometime around two in the morning, and she had spent the remainder of the night wrapped in pyjamas and four jumpers, shivering madly. Forgoing her normal morning shower, Harriet threw on her old cords and fleece jumper and tramped up to the main house to ask for some help.

At the age of thirty, Harriet had left home. Sort of. What she had actually done was move from Clanfield Hall, the grand estate home of her parents, Sir Ambrose and Lady Frances Fraser, and down the drive to Gate Cottage, a small stone two-up two-down at the estate’s entrance. For someone who had grown up in a house with corridors so wide it took five minutes to jog across them, Gate Cottage couldn’t have been more different. Harriet adored it. For the first time she was her own boss and she also loved the peace and quiet.

Clanfield Hall was very quiet as well, today, she reflected as she arrived at the top of the main drive. It was nine o’clock, but the morning mist hadn’t lifted yet, and the vast lawns were shrouded in an ethereal white cloak. The gardens were historic and breathtakingly landscaped, the pièce de résistance a huge, ornate fountain in front of the house. Rumour had it that Queen Victoria had once bathed her feet in there during a summer party.

A hot bath was foremost on Harriet’s mind as she skirted round the east wing of the house to the back, and in through the kitchen entrance. There she found Cook, busy decapitating a dead pheasant.

A cheery, red-faced woman, Cook had been in the family’s employment since Harriet was a little girl.

‘Miss Harriet, what are you doing here so early?’

‘Blasted heating’s broken down again,’ said Harriet gloomily, shaking her muddy wellingtons off by the door. ‘It’s got to be the fourth time in the last year. Do you know if Jed’s about? I need him to take a look at it.’

‘I think he’s out by the lake, fixing some fencing,’ replied Cook. ‘Now then, do you want breakfast? I could do your favourite pancakes . . .’

Harriet looked down at her bulging waistband. ‘I’m meant to be on a diet.’

 ‘Just a few,’ said Cook conspiratorially, whose motto in life was ‘If it moves, feed it.’

‘Oh, go on, then!’ said Harriet, with a cheeky grin. ‘Just don’t tell Mummy. Speaking of which, where are they?’

‘Her Ladyship is in the drawing room, Sir Ambrose is in his study,’ informed Cook.

‘I’d better go and say hello, then,’ said Harriet. ‘Can you hold off on the nosh for a bit, Cooky?’

She left the warmth of the kitchen and padded down the long, wood-panelled corridor to the drawing room. The house had been in her father’s family for three hundred years, and family crests adorned the walls, alongside creepy looking portraits of her ancestors. A meek and mild only child, Harriet had found growing up at Clanfield Hall a daunting experience. She had much preferred hanging out with Cook and the other staff in the cosy servants’ quarters, than with her parents in the huge chilly rooms ‘front of house’.

Harriet arrived at the drawing room door and tentatively pushed it open. Her mother was sitting in a Regency chair by one of the room’s huge windows, reading. Lady Frances Fraser was a well-preserved woman of fifty-one, her slender figure encased in a silk shirt and long tweed pencil skirt. As always she was immaculately made-up, with her blonde hair pulled up in a chignon. She looked up as her daughter walked in.

‘Have you put on weight, Harriet?’ Lady Fraser never failed to comment on her daughter’s weight, even if she’d only seen her the day before.

Harriet edged into the room. ‘No, Mummy, I’ve been on my diet. Honestly, I’ve been really good . . .’ She thought of the pancakes and blushed guiltily.

‘Hmm,’ her mother offered up her cheek, which Harriet kissed dutifully. ‘Maybe we should get you a personal trainer as well.’ Lady Fraser loved her daughter, but despaired at having produced such an ungainly, overweight lump. In contrast to her own sleek blonde hair, Harriet’s was a brown, frizzy mess she usually scraped back in a ponytail that looked like it was exploding out of her head. The famous Fraser cheekbones were hidden beneath red, chubby cheeks. In fact, the only thing Harriet had going for her, as Lady Fraser often pointed out, were her calves and ankles, which stayed enviably slim no matter how much weight Harriet piled on.

Frances was twenty years her husband’s junior and had given birth to Harriet when she was only twenty-one. Afterwards, due to a medical complication, the couple were told she would be unable to have any more children, and with this news Sir Ambrose’s hopes of carrying on the family line had been dashed. Once he’d got over the shock, some years later, he had gone about trying to marry Harriet off to any blueblood available. Harriet’s debutante ball had been the most horrific evening of her life: her frame crushed into an unflattering taffeta dress, and every eligible young bachelor firmly giving her a wide berth. Harriet had retreated behind a wall of books ever since, and much preferred a dashing hero in a Mills and Boon novel to real life. As a result, and to her complete mortification, she was starting her third decade still a virgin.

 ‘Well, I just came to say hello,’ she said, hovering on one foot.

‘Do stand up straight, darling,’ instructed her mother.

‘Sorry, Mummy,’ apologized Harriet. ‘I need to find Jed, my heating’s broken down.’

‘Again?’ her mother raised a perfectly plucked eyebrow at her daughter. ‘Honestly, I don’t know why you persist in living in that hovel when there’s a perfectly good wing here for you.’

‘I’m fine, really!’ replied Harriet hastily. ‘I’ll get it fixed.’ She turned to go out of the room. ‘I might go and say morning to Daddy as well.’

‘I wouldn’t, if I were you,’ said her mother, returning to her book. ‘The post boy delivered the Daily Star instead of the Telegraph, and he’s in a frightful mood.’

Her father’s short fuse was legendary: he’d once smashed a priceless oriental vase when his horse lost in the 11.28 at Cheltenham.

‘I think I’ll leave it for a while,’ said Harriet.

An hour later Jed Bantry was standing in the kitchen of Gate Cottage, iron wrench in hand. Harriet, who had ended up having seconds of Cook’s delicious pancakes with maple syrup, was now feeling vaguely sick, and vowed not to eat another thing for the rest of the weekend. She watched Jed as he rummaged around in the kitchen cupboard that housed the building’s heating system.

‘The fuse has gone,’ he announced, pulling himself out to face Harriet. The morning sun caught his face, lighting up his chiselled features. Harriet blinked as she was reminded again what a gorgeous man Jed had grown up to be. Jed was the son of her parents’ housekeeper Mrs Bantry. They lived in one of the workers’ cottages at the edge of the estate. Mr Bantry had run off years before ‘with some old tart from the dairy’ as Cook had put it. Similar in age, Jed and Harriet had practically grown up together, worlds apart but side-by-side. Jed was now the estate’s handyman and sometime gardener. He had always been a boy of few words, and even now, in adulthood, Harriet still couldn’t work him out. But they existed in companionable silence, a familiarity that had grown over the years.

Jed had grown over time, too. Once a skinny, rangy kid, he was now a strapping six-footer with wide shoulders and a lean, muscled physique from doing hard manual work all year round. With a tousled mop of black hair, eyes the colour of faded khaki and a flawless complexion, Jed Bantry could have walked straight off the set of a Hugo Boss advert. Not that he seemed aware of this. All the local girls fancied him madly, but Jed showed little obvious interest in the opposite sex, preferring to spend his time working on the estate or tinkering with his motorbike. Harriet had wondered in recent months if she should start fancying him, too, but her parents would have had a heart attack if she had. Besides, Harriet’s libido was so dead and buried, she doubted any man other than a dashing Victorian hero called Heathcliff Montgomery would ever make her heart flutter.

‘I’ve got a spare fuse – I’ll go and get it, then, yeah?’ said Jed, bringing Harriet out of her daydream. She watched him pack away his toolbox, his rock-hard buttocks straining against the material of his overalls.

‘Oh, yes, that would be lovely, Jed,’ said Harriet gratefully, giving herself a shake. ‘Thanks awfully.’ She watched him tread off down the path and shivered again. The temperature was reaching arctic proportions, while the waistband of her trousers pinched miserably. In a decisive moment, Harriet decided to kill two birds with one stone, and went to dig out her Davina McCall workout DVD to do in front of the telly.


Chapter 5

ON THE OTHER side of Churchminster, Freddie Fox-Titt was inspecting his wife’s overgrown bush. His beloved Angie was a keen amateur gardener and had planted something gooseberry-related by the entrance to the Fox-Titts’ estate. God only knows why, Freddie cursed to himself. It had mutated so much it was in danger of blocking off the driveway. Not good when you made your living hiring out your land for various shooting and fishing parties. This was why he was armed with a large pair of rusty, antiquarian hedge clippers he’d found in Meakins’s shed.

Unfortunately the gooseberry bush, with its sturdy stems and prickles, was proving quite an adversary. Freddie had been going at it for forty-five minutes and had hardly made a dent. When a branch pinged back in his face and scratched his cheek, Freddie decided enough was enough. ‘Bugger this,’ he said to himself, and turned back to the house, making a mental note to get Meakins in for an extra day that week instead.

Halfway up the drive, Freddie was nearly mown aside by a black GTI, bass pumping as it sped towards him at tremendous speed. ‘ARCHIE!’ Freddie yelled, squeezing up on to the verge to avoid being mown down. The car screeched to a halt in a cloud of dust and then reversed back to where Freddie was standing.

The tinted window slid down, and drum and bass music blasted out, making Freddie’s eyes water. In the driver’s seat sat a youth with a shaved head, tramlines round the sides. His eyebrows had been shaved into strips and he was wearing a baggy tracksuit and a big gold pendant. This was Freddie’s 17-year-old son, Archie.

‘Wassup?’ he asked insolently, smoothing his hand across his shaven head and admiring it in the rear-view mirror.

‘Do you have to drive like a bloody maniac?’ yelled Freddie again, straining to be heard above the music. Archie sucked his teeth at his dad in response. ‘Where are you going?’ asked Freddie, this time more reasonably. He hadn’t had such a long conversation with his son in months.

‘College, innit?’ replied Archie, casting his eyes around and looking bored.

‘Are you back for supper with us this evening?’ asked Freddie hopefully.

Archie sucked his teeth again. ‘I’m not hanging out with you olds, man! Me and Tyrone is going to this house party. Laters.’ And with that, the window rolled up and Archie revved his car, disappearing down the drive.

Freddie watched him go and sighed. Christ, who would have teenagers? Until he turned sixteen, Archie had been a model son. At Eton he had excelled at sports and science and planned to become a vet, much to the delight of his parents. But almost overnight, Archie had changed beyond recognition. He had announced he was sick of private education, dropped out of school, and enrolled in the local college to do his A levels. Instead of spending weekends with his old friends Tarquin and Rupert, Archie started hanging around with some local lads from the nearby town of Bedlington. Shortly afterwards, he had shaved off his mop of Hugh Grant hair, swapped his chinos for ridiculously baggy-crotched jeans, and started to talk like someone who had just absconded from a Harlem ghetto. Freddie didn’t know what to do with this walking, talking, Vanilla Ice lookalike who was suddenly living under his roof.

His wife Angie was more understanding. ‘It’s just a stage he’s going through,’ she soothed Freddie. ‘Don’t worry, Freds, he’ll soon grow out of it.’

‘Bloody well hope so,’ said Freddie gloomily. ‘Still, at least we haven’t got to fork out for school fees any more. It’s been a tough few years.’

So it had. The Maltings, the handsome Cotswold stone house the Fox-Titts lived in, was in the middle of the Maltings estate. It had once been a stud farm, but when Freddie and Angie had moved in twenty years ago, Freddie had seen the potential of the two hundred acres of land it came with. As well as the shooting parties, Freddie rented his pastures to local farmers and organic produce businesses. However, the foot and mouth disaster a few years ago had hit him hard, and he was still recovering from it.

Angie Fox-Titt ran Angie’s Antiques on the village green. She was a short, petite woman with lively brown eyes and a mane of bouncing chestnut hair. Freddie thought she was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen, even after over two decades of marriage. Freddie, in his fifties, balding and slightly portly, often wondered how he’d managed to snare such a gorgeous creature, but Angie, her heart broken by too many handsome bastards before she’d met him, had finally decided to go for personality over perfection. Freddie and Angie worked very well together, their marital harmony only slightly marred by the metamorphosis of their only child.

Screeching up the Bedlington Road, Archie patted his pockets to make sure the cash was in there. Tyrone had called half an hour ago to tell him he had scored some weed: ‘This is like, shit hot bruv, get your ass over here.’ Archie had needed no encouragement. Who needed an afternoon of double chemistry when he could smoke himself into oblivion with Tyrone? As he rounded the bend far too fast, Archie nearly careered into two little old ladies, tottering up the road holding on to each other.

‘Christ!’ Archie yelled, his Eton accent resurfacing in the surprise of the moment. He slammed on his brakes and came to a smoking halt twenty metres down the road.

Heart still hammering in his mouth, he rested his head on the steering wheel until a knock on the driver’s window made him look up. Eunice and Dora Merryweather, eighty-two if they were a day, smiled at him through the window. Archie reluctantly wound it down.

 ‘Ooh, young Archie, you were going a bit fast then!’ said Eunice, the slightly older-looking one. The two sisters had lived for years in a cottage on the green two doors down from Camilla’s and were something of a village institution. Most residents had a scratchy lurid woollen jumper hidden at the back of a wardrobe that had been knitted for them by Dora or Eunice.

‘Never mind, I know how you young people like to have fun,’ said Dora. ‘Where are you off to, dear? Eunice and I are just taking a walk before Countdown and . . .’

Shock over, and attitude back, Archie scowled at them both. ‘Yeah, well I’d love to stay and chat to yous Miss Marples,’ he said, adding ‘not’ under his breath, ‘but I gotta see a man about a smoke, er, dog.’ He smirked and rolled up his window, started the car up and drove off. When he looked in his rear-view mirror, Eunice and Dora were still standing in the middle of the road, waving gaily at him. Archie wrinkled his brow in dismissal and thought about the big fat joint he’d presently be inhaling.

That evening, Caro sat in the kitchen, pouring out her fourth glass of Bollinger. The bubbles fizzed against the flute, a cruel antidote to Caro’s flat mood. Sebastian had arrived home a few hours ago, looking every inch the city slicker in his Savile Row suit and Jermyn Street shirt. But no amount of expensive tailoring or deep tan could have hidden the purple shadows under his eyes.

‘Darling, you look knackered,’ Caro had said in concern as she met him on the doorstep. ‘You know, you work too jolly hard.’

 ‘Oh, stop fussing, sweetheart,’ Sebastian had replied, dropping a cursory kiss on her forehead. ‘Where’s my son, then?’

Caro had bitten her lip. ‘His bedtime was an hour ago. I did tell you you’d have to get an earlier train if you wanted to see him . . .’

‘Yah, well I got held up,’ Sebastian had said evasively, thinking of Sabrina’s hold-ups in the back of the cab on the way to Paddington. They’d just had time to book into some grotty little Travelodge for a quickie, but then Sabrina had insisted on putting on an impromptu floorshow with her new vibrator. Sebastian had ended up missing the 5.03 and, as a result, he’d lost his seat in first class and had had to stand most of the two-hour journey back. Cursing Sabrina and her insatiable libido, he hadn’t arrived home in the best of moods.

‘Darling, pour me a stiff G and T, will you?’ Sebastian had strode down the corridor, straight past the dining room where Caro had spent ages laying an intimate table for two complete with soft lighting and candles. ‘Can we eat in front of the telly?’ he had continued. ‘I’ve eaten out at Daphne’s three times this week already. Don’t think I can hack another stuffy dinner.’

Without waiting for an answer, he had disappeared into the comfy room. Caro had stood for a moment in the hallway, then gone into the dining room and slowly blown out the candles.

After two courses, which Caro had spent all afternoon preparing and which Sebastian wolfed down in a matter of minutes, he had fallen asleep on the sofa. Sighing, she had carefully taken his shoes off and fetched a blanket to put over him, before going into the kitchen to comfort-eat her way through the lemon tart she had made for pudding.

At No. 5 The Green, Camilla and Harriet were tucking into large glasses of wine. They were ensconced on opposite ends of Camilla’s comfy, flowered sofa, James Morrison on the stereo and the remains of a Waitrose fish pie for two on the floor beside them.

Camilla and Harriet had been friends since they were little. They’d both been born in the village, gone to the same prep school, and then boarded at Benenden, the exclusive girls’ school in Kent. Over the years, they’d shared midnight feasts, exam pressures and unrequited crushes. Both homely types at heart, the pair had spurned the bright lights of London unlike many of their contemporaries, and, after a prerequisite ski season as chalet maids (Camilla in Courchevel and Harriet in Meribel) had hurried home to Churchminster as quickly as possible. Now Harriet worked as a sometime PA to her father, actually spending most of the time watching daytime TV and reading romance novels, while Camilla had her part-time job. Her boyfriend of three years was local farmer Angus Aldershot. Everyone expected Camilla and Angus to marry in the next few years, and for her to move up to his sprawling farm on the outskirts of the village. There she would readily churn out sturdy heirs to inherit the family business Angus had received from his own father.

At the moment, though, thoughts of that were far from Camilla’s mind as she discussed her younger sister with Harriet. ‘I just don’t know what to do about her, Hats,’ she said, as she refilled their glasses again from the rapidly disappearing bottle of Chablis.

‘You know Calypso, she’s always been a first-rate rebel,’ Harriet replied. ‘I’m sure she’ll grow out of it, don’t worry, Bills,’ she said, using the nickname Camilla’s closest friends and family gave her.

‘Somehow, I can’t see that happening any time soon.’ Camilla sighed. ‘You know, this job had given her the first bit of proper stability she’d had for ages and Mummy and Daddy were so thrilled she’d found something to apply herself to.’

‘Has she told them yet?’

‘No, that’s been left to me, obviously,’ said Camilla. ‘Apparently Calypso’s pay-as-you-go has run out and she can’t afford to call them.’ She raised a wry eyebrow. ‘And she’s coming home to live with me for a while until she sorts herself out.’

‘Oh gosh, good luck!’ said Harriet.

At that moment there was a violent banging on the door, followed by a loud, drunken voice.

‘BUTTERCUP! It’s the Shagmeister. Let me in, you horny little rabbit. I’m going to scamper up your warren and pork your brains out!’

Camilla blushed and looked apologetically at Harriet. ‘Oh God, that’s Angus. I told him not to come back blotto from the pub. Sorry, Hats.’

‘Don’t mind me,’ said Harriet good-naturedly. ‘I’d better scoot off, anyway.’ She fetched her coat as Camilla went to open the front door.

A large, red-faced young man with dishevelled floppy brown hair fell in. Angus was wearing a quilted green jacket which was flapping open to reveal the checked blue and white Thomas Pink shirt Camilla had bought him last Christmas. He looked like he’d fallen in a ditch on his way over: his brown cords and Timberland loafers were covered in mud. His blue, slightly bulbous eyes were crossed as he breathed a tsunami of beer fumes through the cottage. Angus went to stick his tongue in Camilla’s mouth but missed, and licked her cheek instead. She winced. He’d clearly been at the cheese and onion crisps in the pub.

‘An-gus!’ she reprimanded. ‘I told you not to come over if you got in this state.’

‘Yah, but “Little Angus” wants to come out to play,’ he boomed. Camilla winced again, and he slapped her on the bottom. ‘I thought I’d come and give you a good seeing-to, you naughty filly.’

Behind them, Harriet cleared her throat. ‘Er, I’ll be off then,’ she said politely. ‘Hah!’ Angus rounded on her. ‘Fancy a threesome, Hatty?’

This time Camilla kicked him on the ankle. ‘Angus! Don’t be so vile!’

‘Only joking, she’s not my type anyway!’ Camilla kicked his ankle even harder, but he had such thick red socks on he didn’t notice.

‘It’s all right,’ said Harriet, sliding out the door gratefully. ‘I’ll see you soon, Bills.’ With that, she got in her Golf and drove off, eager to get back to her book and a dashing young hero who didn’t stink of beer and paw her like a randy bear.

Behind the closed front door the randy bear was advancing, somewhat unsteadily, on Camilla. ‘Come here, my fair lady!’ he slurred. Angus fumbled with his zip, and a rather mediocre-sized cock popped out, weaving like a snake being charmed out of its basket. Camilla couldn’t think of anything less charming at that moment than being bonked by her drunk, sweaty boyfriend. Equally, she couldn’t bear to think of him fumbling around her nether regions all night when she wanted to sleep, so she guided him upstairs to her bedroom. There he fell on top of her, one leg still in his cords, and with his socks still on. As he thrust in and out of her, with all the tenderness of a bucking bronco, Camilla tried to make a mental list of what she had to do for Calypso’s imminent arrival. God, Angus hadn’t been this plastered since Tilly Motson-Bagshot’s thirtieth last summer. He and his best friend Ed ‘Sniffer’ Clevedon had set fire to the moose’s head in the Great Hall before putting on an impromptu Puppetry of the Penis show at the head of the table. Lady Motson-Bagshot had not been amused.

Roaring like a wounded bull, Angus finally came, and collapsed on top of her.

‘Angus, you weigh a ton, get off me!’ she protested a few seconds later. He snored loudly in her ear.

‘So much for romance.’ Camilla heaved his sweating bulk off her before retreating to the other side of the bed.


Chapter 6

THE REVEREND ARTHUR Goody was a bright, cheery and enthusiastic man, very popular with the parishioners of Churchminster. He lived alone at the rather gloomy village rectory, but was often seen propping up the bar at the Jolly Boot, passing the time of day with the landlord, Jack ‘the Lad’ Turner. The Reverend’s sermons were peppered with gentle humour, which had attracted more young people from the village, and, as a result, congregation levels were at their highest in years. Mid-forties, portly with glasses and a Friar Tuck hairstyle, you wouldn’t say he’d exactly sexed-up religion, but Arthur Goody had definitely put a more human face on it.

It was the first week in March, and Sunday dawned bright and sunny. The morning service at St Bartholomew’s was being held at eleven in the morning, and the villagers were beginning to file up the path outside the ancient, pretty church. The Reverend stood by the door and greeted them.

‘Freddie, Angie; beautiful day to enter the House of God.’

‘Better that than the House of Fraser,’ replied Freddie Fox-Titt good-naturedly. ‘Angie was in there yesterday afternoon, burning up my credit card.’

Angie rolled her eyes affectionately as the Revd Goody chortled. ‘Come on, Freddie, or we’ll miss out on our pew. See you in there, Arthur.’

Next to arrive were Clementine and Camilla. The former was resplendent in a maroon fitted velvet jacket and skirt, brandishing a large brown handbag that could have given Mrs Thatcher a run for her money. Her grey bun was immaculate as ever, as was the slash of coral pink lipstick across her mouth.

‘Good morning, Reverend,’ said Clementine briskly. ‘I did think the committee meeting went extremely well last week.’ She eyed him beadily. ‘I am still waiting to hear from you on the subject of the new pews, though.’

‘I’ll get on to it,’ he replied hastily. ‘Sorry, Mrs Standington-Fulthrope.’ Clementine reminded him of his old headmistress at prep school, a terrifying old dragon called Mrs Belcher. He always felt like a quivering schoolboy in her company.

‘Excellent,’ replied Clementine, sweeping past him. ‘I shall be in touch. Do come on, Camilla.’ The Revd Goody and Camilla exchanged weak smiles as she trailed after her grandmother.

Camilla had the most beastly hangover. The night before, she and Angus had gone out for dinner in Bedlington, and afterwards he’d insisted on off-roading back across the muddy fields on his quad bike, with Camilla hanging on for dear life behind him, rich food and wine churning uneasily inside her. She’d been on the verge of vomiting ever since.

The rest of the villagers filed in. This was the Revd Goody’s favourite part of his services: seeing the kaleidoscope of people that came from a village like Churchminster. Babs Sax, a forty-something artist who lived in a cottage next to the village shop, skinny as a rake, and swathed in brightly patterned chiffon. Next was harassed-looking mum Lucinda Reinard, trailed by her three sulky children. Dora and Eunice Merryweather, throwing out cheery hellos and passing the children butterscotch sweets when their parents weren’t looking. The Turners from the pub, and Caro with baby Milo. Oh, thought the Reverend, and the husband too; nice to see families turning out together.

In fact, Sebastian was looking round impatiently, constantly checking his watch. After forty-eight hours in the country he was going stir crazy, itching to get back to London. Caro hadn’t had the nerve to tell him yet that they were expected at her grandmother’s for lunch.

An hour later, Camilla stretched her toes gratefully as the Revd Goody concluded his service. The fresh air had helped her nausea, and she was starting to feel human again. As the family pew was at the front of the church, Camilla and Clementine were the last people to leave. Outside, most of the villagers were still milling around, chatting or waiting for the pub to open. Consequently, virtually the entire population of Churchminster was on hand to witness what happened next.

Shattering the tranquil calm of the surroundings, a black cab zoomed round the corner and screeched to a halt in front of the church. The passenger door was flung open, and a pair of impossibly long, slender legs encased in fishnet stockings and tipped with spiky black stilettos swung themselves out. The villagers looked on agog.

Camilla, with a growing feeling of dread, thought she recognized the legs. They were followed by the hem of a bedraggled fur coat, a green sequin cocktail dress that couldn’t have been more inappropriate for the surroundings, and, finally, the head of an extremely pretty girl with wild, tousled long blonde hair, and black mascara streaked across her cheeks.

‘Yah, you can go to hell, too!’ she screamed at the red-faced cab driver. She hauled out a huge, battered old suitcase, which promptly fell open, spilling lacy G-strings, cigarette lighters, and bundles of creased clothes all over the ground.

‘Stick your tip right up your derrière!’ she screeched. ‘How dare you call me a rude bitch!’ She kicked the door shut and the driver roared off, yelling obscenities as he went.

Calypso Standington-Fulthrope watched him speed off, and then, sensing the stunned audience behind her, turned to face the sea of gaping faces. As soon as she spotted Clementine her face crumpled and she suddenly looked only twelve years old.

‘Oh, Granny Clem,’ she sobbed, and rushed through the crowd into her grandmother’s arms.

‘You silly child, what are we going to do with you?’ asked Clementine that afternoon, stroking Calypso’s long hair as her granddaughter cuddled up to her. The family, including Caro and Sebastian, were sitting in the huge living room at Fairoaks.

They had just finished the Sunday lunch that had been sloppily prepared by Clementine’s housekeeper, Brenda Briggs. As Camilla nearly broke her tooth on a rock-hard roast potato, she had wondered for the umpteenth time why her grandmother didn’t get rid of Brenda and get in someone who could actually cook and clean properly. But Clementine wouldn’t hear of it. ‘Brenda’s a treasure, I get all the gossip from her, which is invaluable when one runs the village committee.’

Despite claiming she was too distraught to eat, Calypso had wolfed down a large helping of lunch, cramming in seconds of the shop-bought sticky toffee pudding. In-between mouthfuls, she had told her family about her screaming row with her old boss: ‘Honestly, he was such a lech, and expected me to work all the hours God sent. And I’m convinced he was involved in some fraud stuff.’

Camilla raised her eyebrows. She knew her sister’s overactive imagination, plus the fact she was extremely difficult to get on with sometimes. Suspecting Calypso wasn’t entirely the innocent party in all this, she bit her lip.

Clementine, on the other hand, was being far more sympathetic. Putting aside her initial shell-shock at having her granddaughter, dressed like a Parisian hooker, fling herself on her in front of the entire village, she was now taking everything in her stride – fussing over Calypso, instructing Camilla to call their parents in Barbados to tell them the news, and calling for Brenda to unpack Calypso’s suitcase.

‘I’m staying with Bills, actually,’ said Calypso, sitting up to face her grandmother. ‘You don’t mind, do you, Granny Clem? It’s just that I’d really like to be in my old room, and I left lots of stuff there from last time . . .’

Which is now packed away, nice and neatly, in the attic, thought Camilla irritably.

Clementine cast her eye over Camilla, and then back to Calypso. ‘I suppose not. I do worry about you moping about, though. Maybe you should try and find some work with your sister to keep yourself busy.’

Calypso threw a horrified look at Camilla, who looked equally shocked. ‘No, it’s fine, I’ll find lots of stuff to do. Besides, I do feel so exhausted. I think I should rest for a while . . .’ She shot a sheepish look at Camilla, and snuggled back up to her grandmother.

Sebastian, sitting next to Caro with one hand proprietorially on her knee, was rather enjoying all the drama. He did love a scandal, especially when it involved one’s own family (just as long as his little secret didn’t get out). He also couldn’t believe what a complete fox Calypso had grown into. Last time he’d seen her she’d been a bratty teenager with braces on her teeth. Now she looked like a funkier version of the Caro he’d first met: all long legs, a slender waist you could fit your hands round, and flashing eyes. He wondered momentarily how difficult it would be to get another S-F sister into bed. He could get hard just thinking about it . . .

Sebastian hastily crossed his legs and covered up the growing bulge in his chinos with one of Clementine’s embroidered cushions.


Chapter 7

ONE WEEK LATER, chaos had descended on the previous tranquillity of No. 5 The Green. It seemed wherever Calypso went, she left a trail of sluttiness behind her: half-drunk cups of coffee with fag butts floating in them (despite Camilla’s pleas for her to smoke outside the back door); tossed-aside magazines; food; and items of clothing – mostly impossibly skimpy underwear. When Camilla tentatively poked her head around the door to Calypso’s bedroom, it looked like a cross between Courtney Love’s boudoir and an Ann Summers shop: there were leopard-print clothes, lacy G-strings and pots of make-up spilled everywhere. Incongruously, there was also a half-deflated blow-up dildo lying forlornly in a pile of scuffed stilettos. Camilla had recoiled in horror, and not returned since.

Now Camilla made her way downstairs, picking up two discarded coffee cups, an empty wine glass, and a half-eaten crème brûlée as she went. She found her sister in the living room, sprawled across the sofa, remote control on her chest, watching The Jeremy Kyle Show. She was wearing Camilla’s favourite Boden pyjamas with what looked suspiciously like make-up stains down the front.

‘Calypso, it’s great you feel so at home, but do you think you could try and be a little bit tidier?’ sighed Camilla from the doorway. ‘I’ve got to go to work in half an hour, and so far I’ve spent all morning tidying up your mess.’

‘I thought Mrs Briggs cleaned for you,’ said Calypso dismissively, not taking her eyes off the screen.

‘Yah, well, that’s only two days a week, and even then, I can’t really tell if she does anything.’ Camilla hovered in the doorway, looking at her sister. ‘Calypso, what are you going to do with yourself? You’ve barely moved off the sofa since you came here, and you still haven’t phoned Mummy and Daddy. They’re frantic to hear from you.’

‘I KNOW!’ snapped Calypso fiercely. ‘I just can’t handle all the stress at the moment. Oh God, my life is shit. I’m bored out of my brains here.’

Nothing a new job wouldn’t fix, thought Camilla in frustration. One of their father’s friends had already offered Calypso a position in his art gallery on the King’s Road in London. She had flatly refused: ‘I am sick of bloody artists and their stuffy bloody owners. I need something new in my life.’

Exactly what that was Camilla had no idea, unless it involved lying on a sofa and turning lovely flowered wallpaper yellow with nicotine. The only person Calypso did want to talk to was her new boyfriend, Sam, who she spent hours on the phone to every day. Camilla had picked up the phone to him a few times. He sounded rather a gruff chap, but when she had tried to ask her sister about him, Calypso had grunted non-committally and cut her off.

‘My life is just shit!’ repeated Calypso, rolling over into the back of the sofa. Camilla’s heart softened, and she put the cups, the glass and the crème brûlée on the floor, and sat down next to her sister’s back.

‘Come on, Muffin,’ she said, using Calypso’s childhood nickname. ‘It can’t be all that bad.’

‘It is!’ wailed Calypso from the depths of the sofa. ‘I’ve got no life, no job, and I’m missing all my friends.’

An idea popped into Camilla’s head. ‘Hey, why don’t I put on a dinner party, and you can be the guest of honour? It can be your official welcome home party.’

Calypso turned around, slightly placated. She loved being the centre of attention. ‘Can I bring Sam?’

‘Of course!’ replied Camilla. ‘How about next Friday?’

‘Not like I’m doing anything else,’ said Calypso moodily.

‘I’ll make lemon meringue pie,’ cajoled Camilla.

For the first time since she’d been back in Churchminster Calypso smiled, making her beautiful features light up.

‘OK, you’ve won me over.’

Camilla smiled back, relieved beyond measure. ‘Thank golly for that! Now come and give me a hug.’

As well as cleaning for Clementine, Brenda Briggs worked part-time at Churchminster’s village shop. She hadn’t taken a day off sick in twenty-six years, and was chatty and hawk-eyed, with an exceptional nose for gossip. Brenda lived with her husband Ted in one of the cottages opposite the rectory, and knew
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