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Chapter 1

Badley Compton, Devon, 2010

Flappy Scott-Booth, the self-styled queen of the small but not insignificant Devon town of Badley Compton, sat on the high-backed Russian imperial chair she’d bought at auction from Christie’s and scrutinized the fresh face of the young woman sitting formally, and a little nervously, on the other side of the antique walnut desk. The girl was no beauty, but Flappy was not looking for that. She was looking for efficiency, capability, honesty and obedience. After all, she saw enough beauty every time she looked in the mirror, for, in her sixties, Flappy was undeniably still a strikingly good-looking woman. Her cheekbones were high, her chin strong, her aquamarine eyes set wide apart and framed by long, jet-black lashes. Her skin was flawless and her hair, dyed an ash-blonde colour, was cut into a precise bob that enhanced the sharp line of her jaw and ensured she stuck out in a crowd. Only her lips were on the thin side, revealing, in their tendency to turn down, a critical and unforgiving nature. No, she was not after a beauty; there was only room at Darnley for one of those.

‘One is terribly busy, you see,’ Flappy said in her slow, well-articulated voice. ‘Of course, one really wants to be all things to all people, but that’s simply not possible. Darnley is not just a home where I live with Mr Scott-Booth, it is the very heartbeat of Badley Compton. Being the biggest house in the town with endless gardens and lawns and,’ she sighed, for such privilege came with a terrible weight of responsibility, ‘an arboretum among other splendours too plenty to mention. Oh, we are so so lucky. But sometimes, it’s just too much to take care of on one’s own. You see, the diary is full of events. All year round we open our doors to the local community. For three weeks in June we share our gardens with the public so that they can enjoy this uniquely magical place. Then there’s the garden party in July, the jumble sale in September, the Harvest Festival tea at the beginning of October and the Halloween children’s fancy dress parade at the end, Bonfire Night in November, the Christmas dinner in December and then, of course, the weekly book club meetings, church meetings, parish meetings. I could go on.’ She sighed again and fixed her piercing, aquiline eyes on the young woman listening attentively opposite her. ‘But I won’t. You will see for yourself how very busy one is and why one is in need of a Girl Friday. Someone to ease the load. You see, I did have a dear friend called Gracie, who used to be enormously helpful with all the arrangements, but then she went off to Italy last spring, met a count and married him. At sixty-eight, imagine! She’s a countess now, which is lovely for her because she wasn’t anything before. Just a very ordinary woman. I mean, you wouldn’t have done a double take if you’d seen her in the street.’ Flappy gave a little sniff and managed a tight smile. ‘But I’ve been very understanding and generous because, I can tell you, it was extremely inconsiderate of her to leave me in the lurch like this. I need a personal assistant. You, Persephone, I believe, will be just the thing.’ She lifted her interviewee’s curriculum vitae off the desk. ‘You have lots of experience. You speak Italian, French and Spanish, are a good organizer and you can cook, which is marvellous, even though I have a darling girl called Karen who does a teeny bit of cooking every now and then when things get too busy. I’m an excellent cook, of course, but one simply can’t be everywhere all at once and my expertise is required in so many other places besides the kitchen.’ She looked at her directly. ‘Is there anything you can’t do?’

‘Garden?’ Persephone replied uncertainly, hoping that the admission wouldn’t cost her the job.

Flappy laughed and waved a manicured hand. ‘Well, I can do without that. We are so so lucky to have an army of gardeners here at Darnley – and a sweet little Polish girl who comes to clean every morning, so I don’t require you to do that either.’ She put the CV back on the desk and tapped it with long talons, painted an elegant shell pink. ‘I need you to start straight away.’

Persephone’s eyes lit up with delight. ‘Oh, that’s wonderful. Thank you,’ she gushed.

‘I want you ready for work in the hall and looking presentable at nine every morning. Hair tied back, shirt ironed, skirt below the knee, and tights. I cannot abide bare legs. And I don’t like high heels.’ Flappy screwed up her nose. ‘Frightfully common. Now, is there anything you would like to ask me?’

‘How would you like me to address you?’ Persephone asked.

‘Mrs Scott-Booth will do. Oh, and most importantly, when you answer the telephone I would like you to say, “Darnley Manor, Mrs Scott-Booth’s assistant speaking.” Is that understood?’

Persephone nodded. ‘Absolutely,’ she replied. ‘Absolutely, Mrs Scott-Booth.’

Flappy smiled. This twenty-five-year-old was a quick learner.



After Persephone had gone, Flappy remained at her desk in her study and glanced out of the window. This charming room, decorated so tastefully in muted greens and greys, had a pleasing view of the garden. Well, of one of the gardens. Flappy was very fortunate at Darnley to have more than one. To have a whole array, in fact, to show off to her friends and the local community. This particular garden was called the croquet lawn, even though no one played croquet on it. They used to, of course, when her four children were young, but now they had flown the nest and gone to live in various faraway corners of the globe, the lawn was used for events. The ground was perfectly flat for a marquee and along the left-hand side ran an old stone wall, in front of which was planted the widely celebrated herbaceous border. Flappy was very proud of this feature and delighted in giving people the ‘Darnley Manor Herbaceous Tour’, which involved walking at a stately pace and pointing out the various plants, using their correct names, of course, which she had committed to memory. ‘Subalpine larkspur’ sounded much more exotic than the more common name ‘delphinium’, and ‘hemerocallis’ gave the day lily a certain mystique. Even a petunia was rendered more alluring when called by its botanical name Ruellia brittoniana. She had four full-time gardeners, dressed in green T-shirts and khaki trousers, who did all the hard work, but occasionally (and especially if she was expecting guests) Flappy herself would pick up her barely used pair of secateurs and waft around the rose garden, lopping off the odd dead head. Now she waved at one of the young lads who was pushing a wheelbarrow across the lawn. He tipped his hat. She smiled graciously, because Flappy was always gracious whatever her mood, then returned to the matter at hand. The questions she was going to raise at the Badley Compton ladies’ book club meeting the following evening.

The telephone rang.

Flappy counted the rings, then answered on the eighth ring to give the impression that she was exceedingly busy and had perhaps had to walk a great distance to reach it. ‘Darnley Manor, Flappy Scott-Booth speaking.’

‘Flappy, I have news.’

It was Mabel. If Flappy was the self-appointed queen of Badley Compton, Mabel Hitchens was her eager-to-please lady-in-waiting. ‘I hope I’m not interrupting you,’ said Mabel breathlessly. ‘I know how busy you are.’

‘You know what they say, Mabel, give a job to a busy person and it will always get done. Busy people make time for everything. Now, what have you got for me?’

‘Hedda Harvey-Smith has bought a house in Badley Compton,’ said Mabel triumphantly, knowing almost without doubt that this would be news to Flappy, who liked to be the first to know everything.

There was a long pause as she digested this horrifying piece of information. Flappy had had the misfortune of meeting Hedda Harvey-Smith back in April when she had made an impromptu appearance at Hedda’s brother’s funeral. Back then, when Hedda had suggested she and her husband Charles were going to move to Badley Compton, Flappy had thought, indeed she had hoped, that it was just an idle threat. Now it seemed, if Mabel’s source was to be believed, that the threat had been realized. She stiffened like a dog sensing a challenge to her territory and replied with well-practised breeziness, ‘I’m not sure which house they will have bought, Mabel, as the only other big house in the town belongs to Sir Algernon and Lady Micklethwaite, and I don’t imagine Hedda would deign to buy anything smaller than that.’ She laughed, heartened by her logic. ‘Are you sure you haven’t got it wrong, Mabel?’

‘That’s the most intriguing thing about it, Flappy. The house Hedda has bought is indeed none other than Compton Court.’ Mabel heard Flappy’s sharp intake of breath and felt a frisson of satisfaction. This was all news to Flappy. ‘The very one,’ she continued, her voice rising with enthusiasm. ‘Sir Algernon and Lady Micklethwaite have moved to Spain.’

If Flappy had not been sitting down already she would have sunk into her chair like a deflating soufflé. How was it possible that all this had happened right under her nose without her having the slightest notion of it? Surely Phyllida Micklethwaite should have informed her that they were leaving? Of course, Flappy couldn’t count her as a friend, even though she had made many attempts over the years to acquire her as one, but it would not be wrong to consider her an acquaintance. Hadn’t she attended many of Flappy’s events, after all? In fact, she had been the guest of honour at her garden party back in July. Flappy sighed heavily and rallied. For if there was one thing Flappy was good at, it was hiding how flustered she really felt. ‘I think it’s wonderful that Hedda and Charles are coming to live here in Badley Compton,’ she said, as gracious as ever. And then, all at once, a space cleared in Flappy’s busy mind and a brilliant idea popped in. ‘We must welcome them with a party,’ she said. Oh yes! A party, here at Darnley, she thought to herself with a rush of excitement. A lavish party to show Badley Compton that the queen feels no challenge to her position, and to let Hedda know early on that there is a hierarchy in this town and that she’d be best advised to adhere to it. ‘Do you know when they are moving in?’ she asked.

‘Ooooh! A party! How exciting, Flappy. No one throws a party like you!’ When Flappy didn’t reply, Mabel added quickly, ‘John saw a big removal van heading that way this morning when he went out to buy the papers.’ John was Mabel’s husband. ‘It was a very large and grand one. The kind of removal van a woman like Hedda Harvey-Smith would hire.’

‘Indeed?’ said Flappy ponderously.

‘Oh yes. I bet it’s full of treasures.’

‘Yes, yes, I’m sure it is,’ Flappy snapped, bristling at the thought of a very large and grand removal van full of Hedda Harvey-Smith’s treasures. ‘If they’re moving in as we speak then we don’t have much time. It will have to be in the next couple of weeks. The beginning of September. A cocktail party in the garden. The last of the summer parties. Something for everyone to look back on during the long winter months and talk about when it gets dark at three and is drizzling and cold. The garden still looks exquisite. In fact, Darnley has never looked more magnificent. I will telephone Hedda right away.’

‘Oh, she’ll be delighted to hear from you,’ said Mabel innocently.

‘Of course she will. If I welcome them warmly into the community, everyone else will follow my lead. And you know, Mabel, I’m very happy to give them a little leg-up. After all, it’s nothing for me, is it? And it will mean so much to them.’



When Flappy put down the receiver her competitive spirit was already at boiling point. She flicked open her red leather address book and ran a polished nail down the index of gold letters until it landed on M. There, a few addresses beneath the mayor, were Sir Algernon and Lady Micklethwaite. She pursed her lips irritably at the thought of having to replace their address with the new one in Spain, thus making a mess of her immaculate book, but it couldn’t be helped. She picked up the telephone and dialled.

After a great many rings a man’s voice responded. ‘Compton Court.’

‘Ah, hello, to whom am I speaking? This is Mrs Scott-Booth of Darnley Manor,’ said Flappy grandly.

‘Good day to you, madam. I’m Johnson, the butler. I’m afraid the lady of the house is indisposed. Would you care to leave a message?’

Flappy was put out on two counts. One, because Hedda had a butler, and two, because the butler was clearly not aware of how important she was. ‘Yes, if you would be so kind,’ she said, digging deep to find her graciousness. ‘Please will you let her know that Flappy Scott-Booth of Darnley Manor would like to welcome her into the community at a small gathering of like-minded people next week, here at Darnley. Nothing too elaborate, we country folk find ostentation frightfully vulgar. Perhaps she would be good enough to give me a call when she has a moment and let me know which day suits.’ She promptly gave him her number.

‘I will make sure she receives your message this morning,’ said Johnson.

‘That would be most kind, thank you.’ Then she added, as an afterthought, ‘If I’m not at home, my personal assistant Persephone will answer the phone and Mrs Harvey-Smith can leave a message with her.’ Hedda might have a butler but she had a PA. Flappy put down the receiver, feeling very pleased with herself.



As usual, just before lunch, Kenneth Scott-Booth’s caramel-coloured Jaguar purred into the forecourt of Darnley Manor and came to a smooth halt beside Flappy’s shiny grey Range Rover. Kenneth opened the door and, with a groan because of the obstruction of his voluminous belly, he heaved himself off the seat and placed two pristine white golfing shoes firmly on the gravel. Barely five feet eight inches tall, in a pair of yellow tattersall plus fours, yellow socks and matching cashmere V-neck sweater, he might have cut a comical figure had he not been so seriously rich. Kenneth was not a man to be taken lightly. Nor did he take himself lightly. Here was a man who was reaping the rewards of seeds sewn shrewdly, playing regular rounds of golf on the course he had built in Badley Compton, which bore his name, and living life high on the hog. Golf, more than anything else, was what inspired him and propelled him through his days. After all, why should his hours be filled with anything less self-indulgent? Hedonism was his by right, for he had done his fair share of hard work building his empire of popular fast food restaurants in the 1970s, and selling it for millions ten years later. That had taken guile, cunning and good business acumen, which he had in abundance. He was a boy from the wrong side of the tracks who’d made good. And Flappy Booth, as she’d been called when he married her, was the cherry on his cake. It was she who had come up with the idea of joining their two names together. Thus, with the double-barrelled Scott-Booth, they gave themselves the one thing they lacked: an air of grandeur.

Kenneth flung open the front door and strode into the hall where two important-looking portraits of him and Flappy, by the famous artist Jonathan Yeo, were hung either side of the marble fireplace, and a chequerboard floor gleamed beneath exquisite eighteenth-century furniture. The hall was, indeed, very impressive at Darnley. He sighed with satisfaction. He could smell lunch. Was it lamb? He loved lamb. None of this vegetarian nonsense that Flappy had once flirted with. Kenneth was a man who liked his meat and two veg. ‘Darling!’ he called, standing squarely on the chequerboard floor with his hands on his hips.

Flappy emerged from her study and floated into the hall in a billowing pale blue shirt, white palazzo trousers and lots of gold jewellery. ‘Darling,’ she replied, offering him her cheek upon which he duly planted a kiss. ‘Did you have a lovely morning?’

‘Not bad. Not bad. I missed a short putt on the second. Should have bogeyed on the seventh – I usually do. If I hadn’t hit my ball out of bounds on the eighteenth, I would have had one of my best rounds, ever.’

Flappy let his report go in one ear and out the other for she found golf a most tedious sport. It wasn’t like tennis, which was glamorous. It was like darts, or pool, which were not. ‘You must be starving, darling. Karen’s cooked a leg of lamb. I told her to take it out of the Aga a little earlier this time because we prefer it a teeny bit pink, don’t we? I’m an expert at cooking lamb, as you know, but I’ve been so busy this morning I simply didn’t have the time.’

He followed her upstairs, because Flappy knew he liked to change out of his golfing clothes before lunch. While he swapped the plus fours for chinos in his dressing room, Flappy sat at the vanity table in her bedroom next door and dabbed her pretty nose with a powder puff. It was exceedingly uplifting to look a good ten years younger than all the other women of her age in Badley Compton, she thought with a smile. ‘I’ve taken on a PA,’ she shouted. ‘She’s called Persephone and she’s starting tomorrow.’

‘Jolly good,’ Kenneth shouted back. ‘Six months in Olympus and six months in Hades,’ he said with a chuckle.

‘Oh and do you remember Hedda Harvey-Smith from Harry Pratt’s funeral? The big woman with the loud voice.’

‘There were lots of big women with loud voices,’ he shouted back. ‘Which one do you mean?’

‘You know, darling. The one with lots of hair, brown, badly dyed, poor thing.’ Flappy ran a hand down her expertly dyed ash-blonde bob. ‘She considers herself very grand. You know, darling, Hedda Harvey-Smith.’

Kenneth didn’t recall anyone by that name. ‘Well, what about her?’

‘She and her husband Charles have bought the Micklethwaites’ house and are moving in today.’

There was a long pause. Then Kenneth appeared in her doorway, buttoning up his shirt. ‘What’s happened to the Micklethwaites?’ he asked.

‘They’ve gone to live in Spain.’ Flappy shook her head and frowned. ‘Didn’t you know? I thought I’d mentioned it. Lady Micklethwaite told me herself some months ago. It must have slipped my mind.’

‘Who did you say this woman was?’

‘No one important.’

‘Does she have a husband?’

‘Apparently, he’s called Charles.’

Kenneth nodded. ‘I wonder if he plays golf.’



It wasn’t until six o’clock that evening that Hedda Harvey-Smith called Flappy back. After the usual eight rings, Flappy picked up the phone. ‘Darnley Manor, Flappy Scott-Booth speaking.’

‘Ah, Flapsy. Hedda here,’ said Hedda in a loud voice.

Flappy wasn’t sure whether she’d misheard the pronunciation of her name. She assumed she must have, for everyone knew she was called Flappy, and carried on. ‘Oh, Hedda,’ she gushed, her voice saccharine. ‘How good of you to call me back.’

‘Been jolly busy with the move.’

‘So I gather.’ Flappy certainly wasn’t going to let on that she’d only just found out. ‘Welcome to Badley Compton.’

‘Thank you, Flapsy. Delightful here. Charles and I couldn’t be happier. Though it’ll take more than a few days to get everything shipshape.’

Flappy was almost certain that Hedda had called her Flapsy again, but not certain enough to pick her up on it. However, the uncertainty unbalanced her. ‘I know the Micklethwaites’ house well,’ she rallied. ‘I can imagine just how much work you’re having to do. Phyllida, Lady Micklethwaite, is a dear friend of mine, you know.’

‘What can I do for you, Flapsy?’

‘It’s Flappy,’ said Flappy firmly, now one hundred per cent certain she had heard correctly.

‘What can I do for you, Flappy?’ Hedda repeated, without missing a beat, or apologizing for getting it wrong.

Flappy took a deep breath, straining to find the charm and generosity of spirit for which she was so well known. ‘I would like to welcome you and Charles with a little cocktail party here at Darnley,’ she said, forcing her way through her irritation with a tight smile. ‘It would be so nice to introduce you to the community. We in Badley Compton like to make newcomers feel at home.’

‘That’s awfully kind of you, Flappy,’ said Hedda, not sounding nearly as grateful as Flappy hoped. ‘But Charles and I are going to throw a little party of our own. You should receive your invitation tomorrow.’

Flappy didn’t know what to say. She searched frantically for some way of restoring her position on the high ground, but could only come up with, ‘How lovely, Hedda. So sweet of you. The community will be thrilled. They do love a good party.’

‘I hope you can come,’ said Hedda.

‘I’ll have a look in my diary. You know, one is so busy.’

‘I do hope you can squeeze us in, Flappy,’ Hedda replied. ‘From what I hear a party wouldn’t be complete without you.’

Flappy laughed, finding her place once more on the high ground and feeling secure again. ‘Kenneth and I would love to come, I’m sure.’






Chapter 2

Flappy was an early riser. Kenneth was not. On top of that he snored, which was a consequence of drinking indecent amounts of red wine every evening, so Flappy had banished him to his bed in his dressing room, where he could grunt to his heart’s content like a happy pig and lie in until nine. This banishment had started as a temporary measure so that Flappy could get her beauty sleep and dress in the morning without having to mind that she was disturbing her snoring husband. But the routine had set, as routines so quickly do, and it had now been eight years since Kenneth had slept in the marital bed. As for sex, Flappy considered it ‘bestial’ and was only too happy when, on turning fifty, she put an end to it once and for all. She announced to her husband that she would no longer be available for that kind of activity and he’d be well advised to put any excess energy into golf. This he did, with a great deal more passion than he had ever put into his wife.

By nine o’clock, when Persephone waited in the hall as requested, in a black pencil skirt that fell just below the knee, a crisp blue shirt, shiny brown hair tied into a ponytail and a notebook and pen at the ready, Flappy had already done an hour of yoga in the gym (which was located next to the indoor swimming pool), spoken to her daughter Mathilda, who lived with her husband and children in Sydney, and read the Daily Mail before anyone arrived to see that that was her newspaper of choice. She breezed into the hall in a pair of khaki cotton trousers, a tailored white shirt (inspired by Meryl Streep’s Karen Blixen), elegant gold jewellery and smelling of Jo Malone’s tuberose, and greeted her new PA with a smile. ‘Ready for a very busy day?’ she asked.

Persephone nodded. ‘Absolutely, Mrs Scott-Booth.’

‘Wonderful. Follow me.’

Flappy had set up a desk for Persephone in the library, a room which Kenneth never entered and Flappy only occasionally, to look something up or to show off to a visitor she wanted to impress, for impressive it was, the library at Darnley. Kenneth made no secret of the fact that he didn’t read books, but he did manage to keep the secret that the rows and rows of beautifully glossy tomes had been bought en masse from a company that specialized in rich people’s collections. Flappy, though never having opened a single one, claimed to be the intellectual in the family. ‘If I don’t have at least three books on the go, I feel bereft,’ she would claim, before listing those she knew would impress.

Persephone placed her laptop on the desk, which was positioned in front of a wide window with a pretty view of a little garden enclosed by tall yew hedges (the Yew Garden), and waited for Flappy to give her her orders.

‘Your first job is to make a list of five books I can recommend at tonight’s book club meeting,’ said Flappy.

‘What genre of books, Mrs Scott-Booth? Biography, history, fiction? Light, heavy?’ Persephone’s pen was poised above her notebook and she had a very keen and expectant look on her face.

Flappy gave a supercilious sniff. ‘Personally, I enjoy books by writers other people find a little heavy, like V.S. Naipaul and Salman Rushdie, two of my absolute favourites. But the ladies in the club prefer something a teeny bit lighter. It’s meant to be fun and not too challenging. Although, personally, I believe it’s imperative to challenge oneself, don’t you, Persephone?’

‘Yes, I do,’ Persephone agreed. ‘Would you like the list to be made up of contemporary authors or older ones?’

‘Contemporary. I believe it’s important to keep ahead of the curve, don’t you?’

‘I have some ideas already.’

‘You do?’ Flappy was pleasantly surprised.

‘Yes, I’m a prolific reader like you, Mrs Scott-Booth. Although, I confess that, while I enjoyed The Enchantress of Florence, I find V.S. Naipaul too slow-paced for my taste.’

Flappy put her head on one side and gave her a sympathetic smile. ‘Well, he’s not for everyone.’



Kenneth appeared in the doorway, dressed in a green golfing ensemble. ‘You must be Flappy’s new PA,’ he said, running his small eyes over her and grinning appreciatively. He liked girls in pencil skirts. It was a shame Flappy abhorred high heels.

Persephone put out her hand. ‘It’s very nice to meet you, Mr Scott-Booth.’

He shook it and glanced at his wife. ‘Don’t wear her out on her first morning, will you, eh?’

Flappy laughed. ‘She might as well begin as she means to go on.’

She left Persephone in the library and followed her husband through the house and into the kitchen where The Times newspaper was waiting for him on the dining table. ‘It’s all yours, darling. I’ve read it,’ she said breezily. ‘The leader page is of particular interest.’ He sat down and waited for Flappy to bring him his cup of coffee, which she did every morning, with her own cup of Earl Grey tea which she took with a slice of lemon (it was very common to drink it with milk). Then the two of them sat opposite each other to discuss the day’s plans, as was their custom.

Just as Kenneth was glancing at his Rolex to see if it was time to leave for his game of golf, Persephone knocked tentatively on the kitchen door. ‘Sorry to disturb you, Mrs Scott-Booth, but would you like me to open the post for you?’ she asked, holding a pile of letters in her hand.

‘That would be very kind, thank you.’ Flappy’s eyes dropped to the letters and narrowed. ‘Is there a stiffy in there?’

‘An invitation?’ Persephone flicked through them and pulled out a big white envelope with ‘Mrs Kenneth Scott-Booth’ written in black calligraphy on the front.

‘Yes, that’s the one. I’ll open it myself,’ she said. Persephone handed it to her and left the room.

Flappy looked at it closely. The calligraphy irritated her at once. It was very classy. And the invitation itself was thick and stiff as tasteful invitations should be, which was also irritating. Even the wording was correct, not even a whiff of tackiness. Flappy gave a sniff and lifted her chin. ‘It’s from Hedda,’ she told Kenneth. When he frowned, she elaborated. ‘You know, the woman I was telling you about yesterday.’

‘With the loud voice?’

‘Yes, with the loud voice.’ She sighed as if the very thought of Hedda’s event was extremely tedious. ‘She and Charles are throwing a cocktail party to introduce themselves to Badley Compton.’

Kenneth was thrilled. He loved a party. ‘Good. When?’

‘In a couple of weeks’ time. At Compton Court.’ Then, after a pause, ‘I wonder who else they’ve invited.’

‘Everyone,’ said Kenneth.

‘Well, not everyone, surely,’ said Flappy disdainfully.

Kenneth got up and smiled down at his wife. ‘Of course not everyone, darling. Only PLUs.’ Yes, people like us, Flappy thought to herself with satisfaction. Anyone who took such trouble with their invitations would, of course, have been very selective.



Flappy longed for the telephone to ring so that Persephone could answer it, but she didn’t have the time to wait around. So, she gave the girl a long list of things to do with regard to the jumble sale she was hosting in September and then left in her shiny grey Range Rover. As she drove into town in a pair of oversized sunglasses and trilby, she pondered the pros and cons of accepting Hedda’s invitation. Were she to decline, she would have the satisfaction of being one up, for everyone would assume that she’d received a better invitation (and talk of nothing else but who that invitation could be from), but then she would have to hear the details of Hedda’s party from Mabel, which would be very annoying. Besides, she was more than a little curious to see what Hedda’s house looked like. If the truth be told, she had never set foot in the Micklethwaites’ house.



Badley Compton was a pretty town of white houses with grey slate roofs built in the wide embrace of a cove. Behind it green hills undulated gently, cows grazed and sheep gambolled, and beneath it, in the calm water of the bay, fishing boats floated like ducks. Today, with the clouds resembling cotton-wool balls and the sun shining merrily in a bright blue sky, Badley Compton looked as charming as a postcard. Flappy parked her car outside Big Mary’s Café Délice, which was the pulse of the town, and climbed out. She could see through the window of the café that it was busy.

She pushed open the door and was immediately accosted by the sweet smell of cakes. Big Mary Timpson was celebrated for her baking, but Flappy rarely allowed something so naughty to pass her lips. She didn’t keep her elegantly slim figure by gorging on carbohydrates and sugar. ‘Good morning,’ she trilled, sweeping her eyes over the familiar faces in the café who all turned to look at her as she breezed in. Big Mary was in her usual place behind the counter, a red-and-white-striped apron stretched over her large bosom, her platinum-blonde hair falling in tight curls over her shoulders.

‘Good morning, Mrs Scott-Booth,’ she replied in a broad West Country brogue. ‘What can I get you this morning?’ Big Mary knew the answer even before Flappy had opened her mouth.

‘Actually, I’m not here to make a purchase,’ Flappy answered, glancing at the sticky buns and feeling sorry for all those weak-willed people who were unable to resist them. She approached the counter and lowered her voice. ‘I’m here to talk about your…’ She hesitated. What exactly was Hedda to Big Mary? Then she remembered, for Flappy’s internal filing system was unfailing. ‘Your aunt, Hedda Harvey-Smith.’

Yes indeed, Hedda was the aunt who had appeared out of the blue. When loner Harry Pratt, who had lived a modest life in Badley Compton for sixty years, had died in April he revealed, in his will, that Big Mary Timpson was his illegitimate daughter (quite a surprise for Big Mary) and bequeathed her a great deal of money that no one knew he had. Then, to add to the shock, his sister, Hedda Harvey-Smith, who no one had ever heard of, turned up at his funeral and explained that money had meant nothing to Harry, who had sought a simple life living off memories of flying over the white cliffs of Dover in his Spitfire. Who’d have thought that Harry Pratt was such a man of mystery? Flappy considered it ‘admirable’ that Big Mary continued to run her café as before, even though she apparently had enough money to retire on.

‘Yes, she’s just moved to Badley Compton,’ said Big Mary.

‘Indeed, and into such a beautiful house,’ Flappy added. ‘Phyllida, Lady Micklethwaite, was a dear friend of mine. Such a shame they decided to move to Spain.’ She sighed with regret. ‘Still, lovely for them to know that their beloved home will be inhabited by good people.’

‘Nice for me too to have a relation just down the road,’ said Big Mary. ‘I thought I had no one and now I have Hedda and Charles. I consider myself very lucky.’

Flappy glanced around her to make sure she wasn’t going to be overheard. ‘I received my invitation today to their party,’ she said in a voice so low that Big Mary had trouble hearing her.

‘Good,’ exclaimed Big Mary. ‘It’s going to be a great party.’

Flappy wished she’d keep her voice down; after all, it really wasn’t kind to speak about it in front of people who weren’t lucky enough to receive an invitation. ‘I was going to throw a party myself, at Darnley, to welcome them into the community, but they got there first. Still, I’m sure Hedda was given good advice on whom to invite, and whom not to invite,’ she added with a chuckle. ‘One doesn’t want to open one’s door to any old nobody.’

Big Mary gave Flappy one of her most cheerful smiles. ‘I gave her the list,’ she said.

‘You did?’ Flappy replied, hiding her surprise, for Flappy was a master at dissembling.

‘Yes, Hedda didn’t know where to begin.’

‘Oh, how appropriate.’

‘That’s what she thought. After all, I know the people who loved Harry, and the nicest people from Badley Compton come into my café.’

‘Quite,’ Flappy agreed.

‘So you don’t need to whisper, because everyone in here has been sent an invitation.’

‘Oh,’ said Flappy again, feeling a little tight about the throat. ‘How lovely. It really is a community affair then?’

‘That’s what Hedda wants.’

‘Can I do anything to help?’ Flappy asked, struggling to reassert herself. ‘I have the most wonderful PA I could lend her.’

‘Thank you very much for offering, Mrs Scott-Booth, but I think Hedda has everything under control.’

‘I’m sure she has,’ said Flappy. Her eyes strayed to the enticing display of cakes beneath the glass. ‘On second thoughts, I’ll buy a cake for Persephone, my PA.’

‘That’s a nice idea,’ said Big Mary, taking down a pastel-pink box. ‘Which one would you like?’

Flappy’s mouth watered. ‘The one with icing on it.’

‘They’re my favourites. I call them Devil’s Desire.’ Using a pair of tongs, Big Mary picked up the cake and placed it carefully in the box. ‘I’ll tell Hedda you popped in,’ she said, handing Flappy the bag.

‘Do,’ said Flappy. ‘And send her my best regards. I very much look forward to seeing her.’



Flappy climbed into the car and started the engine. So, Hedda had indeed invited everyone, she thought crossly. Had she asked Flappy, instead of Big Mary, she would have been given a far classier list of people to invite. Well, Hedda wasn’t to know, of course, Flappy thought generously, because Flappy was, deep down, a very generous woman. But she would, in time. Flappy would make sure of it.

She lifted the pastel-pink box off the passenger seat and put it on her lap. Then she delved inside and took out the cake. A couple of minutes later it was gone.



That evening Flappy sat on the terrace in a floral sundress that reached her slim ankles, with a pale cashmere shawl thrown about her shoulders. She looked elegant and serene as she watched the shadows lengthen over the immaculately mown lawn and the birds flying into the trees to roost. When the doorbell went, she didn’t get up as she normally would. She didn’t have to. She’d asked Persephone to answer it for her and to show the ladies of the Badley Compton book club to the terrace, where Flappy was waiting for them with crystal flutes and an expensive bottle of prosecco on ice.

The first to arrive was Mabel Hitchens. She always made sure she was the first by turning up five minutes early. No one else would dare show themselves at Darnley Manor a moment prior to Flappy’s invitation, but Mabel considered herself to be Flappy’s closest friend, which gave her special status. The relationship, however, was not an equal one. Mabel admired Flappy and copied her style, although with her thin brown hair and ordinary looks such flair was beyond her capability. Flappy did not admire Mabel and thought she had no style at all, but she was quite fond of her. After all, a queen must always be surrounded by ladies who are both lesser and deferential. It does not do to be challenged.

Mabel followed Persephone through the house to the terrace, even though she had been coming to Darnley for thirty years. When she saw Flappy, she took in the pale chicness of her clothes and made a mental note to adorn herself in the same muted colours the next time she had to dress up. One always dressed up for Flappy, even though the invitations specifically stated ‘informal’. In Flappy’s world, there was no such thing. Standards must be upheld whatever the occasion, she maintained. As soon as one allowed them to slip one became as ordinary as the hoi polloi, which was Flappy’s greatest fear.

‘Hello, Flappy,’ Mabel trilled, marvelling at the splendour of her host through thick spectacles, which made her watery grey eyes look large and starey. ‘You look gorgeous. Like a painting. Yes, you look just like a painting. A beautiful work of art.’

‘Oh really, this old dress? I just threw it on, without a thought. Grabbed the first thing I could find in my wardrobe,’ Flappy responded in delight.

‘I imagine everything in your wardrobe is gorgeous,’ said Mabel, envisaging Flappy’s wardrobe with envy.

‘Have a glass of prosecco.’

‘How lovely.’

‘Bellissimo,’ said Flappy. There was no point in knowing how to speak languages if one never used them. ‘Isn’t this divertente?’

‘Oh yes, Flappy, very!’ Mabel agreed as always, impressed by Flappy’s knowledge of Italian.

‘Now, I received a charming invitation this morning,’ Flappy told her. ‘Did you get yours?’

‘From Hedda Harvey-Smith? Yes, I did. Isn’t it exciting!’

‘The whole town has been invited,’ Flappy informed her. ‘Isn’t that generous of her, to invite everyone?’

‘Oh yes, very generous,’ Mabel agreed.

‘You see, she asked Big Mary, who as you know is her niece, to put the list together for her. I mean, if I were her, I would have been a bit more discerning, but…’ Flappy gave a sniff. ‘She wouldn’t have thought of calling me for advice, would she? After all, she barely knows me. Big Mary was all she had, which is a pity. Still, it will be great fun, I’m sure.’

‘Perhaps, in future, when she knows you a little better, she’ll draw on your wisdom in these matters. But if you’re there, Flappy, it’ll be great fun.’

The next to arrive were Sally Hancock, a brash woman with red hair and a penchant for glittery sweaters, and Esther Tennant, who couldn’t care less about her hair or clothes because she spent most of her time on a horse. ‘We’re not late, are we?’ said Sally, stepping onto the York stone in high heels.

‘You’re perfectly on time,’ said Flappy, glancing at the inappropriate shoes with disdain. She picked up the bottle of prosecco and poured two more glasses.

‘How lovely!’ Sally gushed. ‘This is just what I need after a whole day at my desk.’ Sally wrote unashamedly trashy romances under the pseudonym Charity Chance.

‘How’s the new novel coming along?’ Flappy asked, crinkling her nose to convey that, while she wouldn’t dream of reading such a thing herself, she could appreciate the vast number of Charity Chance’s readers. After all, someone had to entertain the uneducated masses.

‘I’m about halfway through,’ Sally replied, sinking into the fat cushions on the teak bench and taking a sip of prosecco.

‘I don’t know how you do it,’ said Flappy. ‘Such an imagination.’

Esther glanced at Mabel and the two women looked a little uneasy. Neither wanted to admit that they devoured Charity Chance.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ said Madge Armitage, scurrying onto the terrace in a tie-dye kaftan, her small feet clad in bejewelled flip-flops and her greying hair falling about her narrow shoulders in unbrushed tendrils. Flappy poured her a small glass of prosecco.

‘Don’t drink it all at once,’ she said with a smile, but she wasn’t joking.

Madge sat beside Esther and took a small sip because Flappy’s sharp eyes were still upon her.

Flappy lifted her leather-bound notebook off the table and put on her reading glasses. ‘Now, as we’re all here, I’ve put together a list of books for you to choose from for our next meeting. I’ve thought very hard about each one. As you know, I do try to please you all, which is quite a challenge. But I think I’ve got it just right. The first one…’

‘Did you all receive an invitation to Hedda Harvey-Smith’s party?’ asked Madge, who had downed the prosecco the moment Flappy’s attention was diverted and was suddenly feeling rather brave. Flappy looked at her over her spectacles, but in spite of the scary expression on her face, Madge continued. ‘Only, I’ve been dying to know, because I’ve never met Hedda Harvey-Smith so it was a lovely surprise to be invited.’

Flappy took off her glasses. ‘Everyone has been invited,’ she said in a bored tone of voice.

‘Brilliant!’ Esther exclaimed.

‘Apparently the house is enormous,’ Sally added.

‘I suppose it has to be if she’s invited everyone,’ said Madge.

They all turned to Flappy. ‘You are going to go, aren’t you, Flappy?’ Mabel asked.

Flappy inhaled through dilated nostrils and gave a small, secretive smile. ‘I haven’t yet decided,’ she said. ‘I confess, I have another invitation which I’m considering.’
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