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For Karim, whose golden key opened all the right doors.
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PREFACE

An apartment in the very centre of Bordeaux was home for two years during the 1990s. The views from its windows were spectacular: every building was neoclassical and constructed from the local mellow stone; nothing postdated the nineteenth century. We were also blessed with delightful and hospitable neighbours – of all ages and backgrounds. A young couple from Paris swiftly emphasised that Bordeaux was not a typical French city. That proved to be an understatement. In truth it’s unique – and not merely because wine affects almost every aspect of Bordelais life in some way.

Despite my rusty French, it soon struck me that many Bordelais spoke more clearly than their compatriots in other regions of France – certainly at a slower pace, almost leisurely; indeed, at times I felt I was listening to a refined bilingual Briton. And then there were the smart shops selling the sort of clothes and shoes one would associate with folk who rode to hounds in the Shires. Within a few months, and after visiting a fair number of wine châteaux, it became evident that such clothing was indeed popular among their proprietors; a fair percentage of Bordeaux’s burghers aped them.

It was also remarkable just how many Bordelais had – or claimed to have – a ‘noble’ title, or at least the magic ‘de’ before their surname. They might only reside in a bedsit, but there’d be a family portrait or two on the walls, and they could rustle up an excellent meal served on fine old porcelain with antique silver cutlery bearing the family’s coat of arms. Above all, there’d be surprisingly good – but coyly unidentified – wines poured from treasured crystal decanters. Standards had to be maintained.

GMG, Witham, Essex, 2025

		
	
PART 1

CHAPTER 1

In her room at Bordeaux’s Hotel Continental, Laura Appleton was sinking into a state of intense depression: Jean-Claude Bourjois, whom she’d invited to dinner weeks ago, had just phoned to say he couldn’t make it after all; apparently, his car had died.

‘Take a cab!’ she’d pleaded in her excellent French.

‘What – all the way from Margaux, Laura? Anyway, I have to wait for the recovery vehicle – and I’ve got filthy messing around under the hood. I’m really in no state to eat in any respectable establishment, let alone Le Chapon Fin.’

‘Jesus!’

‘Well, you’re over from the States for three weeks, aren’t you? We’ll make it another night ... soon – very soon. I’ll be in touch. À bientôt!’

And, with that, he rang off.

With the mobile still in her hand, Laura remained standing beside the double bed, staring at her own miserable expression in the full-length mirror on the wardrobe door. It just wasn’t fair: the Armani trouser suit in charcoal-grey linen fitted her slim figure perfectly, and it was seasonally casual for a warm June evening yet businesslike, striking the right balance for a very special dinner at the exclusive Chapon Fin – the dinner she’d so meticulously planned!

‘And I look so sexy,’ she muttered as the tears began to roll down her cheeks, ‘– irresistible!’ Of course, Jean-Claude’s cancellation wasn’t the end of the world, but she’d been convinced that tonight was going to be the night – the night when the final pieces of her superbly crafted jigsaw were going to fall perfectly into place – when she would offer him a ‘business’ partnership! And then, well ... 

Laura sat down heavily on the bed and brooded: something wasn’t quite right. She trusted Jean-Claude implicitly – she always had. Magic memories came flooding back of their first meeting ten years ago; she could picture it so vividly, as if it had happened yesterday – awesome serendipity! Her Oenology course at Bordeaux University included a stage – her vocational student placement – at a prestigious Margaux vineyard, Château La Fayette. As chance would have it, Jean-Claude, at the remarkably young age of twenty-eight, had just succeeded his late father as La Fayette’s maître de chai, the technical and production director. Her experiences, both then and subsequently, evinced that Jean-Claude was the most honest man she’d ever known. Which was why his story about the car breaking down was troubling her. There was something about his voice which seemed ... well, he’d sounded like an amateur actor nervously trying to repeat some forgotten lines with the aid of an offstage prompter. This mental image rapidly led Laura to conclude that Jean-Claude hadn’t, in fact, been phoning from Margaux at all, but from his home at Le Porge on the other side of the Médoc peninsula. And so, the prompter had to be his vile wife, Sophie.

‘The bitch!’ she hissed, thumping a pillow. It was obvious: he’d told Sophie about the dinner engagement – almost certainly at the last minute, being so terrified of her reaction – and she’d blown a fuse, ordering him back to miserable Le Porge! She could picture the scene: Sophie storming around her so-called studio with typical Gallic hysteria; Jean-Claude protesting that it was all innocent, just business – the sort of dinner that world-famous wine critics like Laura love to have with key maîtres de chai – and what sort of excuse could he possibly give her anyway?

‘For Christ’s sake,’ Sophie would have screamed, ‘– tell her anything! Tell her the goddam car’s broken down. And don’t give me all that crap about “business”. That American whore’s been trying to get into your trousers ever since she first set eyes on you. I haven’t forgotten what the two of you got up to in the old Margaux house – in our cellar!’

On and on she would have ranted. Laura could hear and picture her vividly, even though the disaster had taken place some five years ago.

*

Laura’s career was just beginning to take off in a big way. After finishing her studies in Bordeaux, she’d returned to the States and got a job with one of New York’s most prestigious wine merchants, Plinth, Toke & Hirsh – PT&H. She liked to think that she’d secured the position solely by reason of her impressive academic and vocational qualifications: a French degree from the University of Pennsylvania, a Masters from Yale Business School, and, of course, her extremely pertinent qualifications gained in Bordeaux. Yet the bulk of the résumé she’d submitted to PT&H hadn’t stimulated any particular interest on the part of the firm’s directors: each year they received scores of similar curricula vitae from equally dynamic young Americans wanting to make a name in the luxury wine business. In truth, Laura only secured an interview because her father, Bryan Appleton, was the owner-chef of La Maison Blanche, the ‘pre-eminent rendez-vous gastronomique’ of Los Angeles.

Although a culinary genius, it was Bryan’s French-Canadian wife, Hélène – the front-of-house supremo – who’d moulded him into an American icon. And when their daughter was just thirteen, it was also Hélène who’d headhunted a new sommelier from the Paris Ritz – Daniel Mombrier, a young widower who’d recently lost his wife and little girl in a car crash. Laura had quickly developed an infatuation, and during school vacations it became impossible to keep her away from La Maison Blanche, where, after only a few minutes of running errands for her mother, Laura would find her way to the cellar and ‘Uncle’ Daniel’s magical world. When he and his colleagues were tasting, she’d be allowed to sniff the glasses just as they did, and would wonder at the amazing and mystifying fragrances flooding her head – blackcurrants, cherries, peaches, honey, vanilla. And Laura’s girlfriends thought she was decidedly odd, collecting and mounting wine labels and corks the way their parents used to collect stamps. But Laura didn’t care what they thought, and by the time she was eighteen, she’d set her heart on a career in wine.

Meanwhile, Mombrier had not only been made a La Maison Blanche director, but also a junior partner with a minority stockholding. That had all been Hélène’s idea: Daniel had become an institution – the food and wine critics gave him almost as many column inches as Bryan himself – and it would have been a disaster if they’d lost him. Perhaps Bryan would not have been so accommodating had he known that Hélène and Daniel had also become lovers, but then they were very discreet – so discreet that even Laura was unaware of the tryst. 

So, when Mr Hirsh of PT&H read the references to La Maison Blanche in Laura’s résumé, his mouth fell open and his heart began to race. Only the previous evening, he’d watched Mombrier on NBC’s Good Living show, waxing lyrical about heavenly red dessert wines from Provence. And, to cap it all, an army of workmen on East Sixty-First Street were, to his knowledge, frantically putting the finishing touches to La Maison Blanche de New York, the latest venture of the gloriously successful Appleton-Mombrier team; even though PT&H had not been granted the honour of stocking the new restaurant’s cellars, the ongoing business was still up for grabs.

Within a week, Laura was installed in a claustrophobic office across the hall from Mr Hirsh. 

From any objective viewpoint, Laura was attractive – pretty rather than beautiful – with her long oval face, green eyes and auburn hair. And at five feet nine with a svelte figure, thanks to regular workouts and a meticulous interest in her diet, she looked quite the athlete. Immediately assigned to PT&H’s wine tastings, her admirable marketing skills delighted the directors. Requests for articles from newspapers and wine periodicals followed, and what started as a trickle rapidly turned into a flood. Then came the TV appearances on shows like Good Living – often with Uncle Daniel – and viewers with hitherto little interest in wine would be carried away by their infectious enthusiasm. The publishers of the two great wine gurus of the English-speaking world, Britain’s Hugh Johnson and America’s Robert Parker, sat up and began to take stock. Johnson and Parker were not getting any younger, they reasoned, and a vast amount of money was at stake: translated into seventeen languages, Johnson’s Pocket Wine Book alone was selling over 400,000 copies annually – more than any other wine book in history. Young Laura Appleton was clearly a leading candidate for heir presumptive, but when the publishers began bidding for her with offers of royalty advances as if she was a bottle of 1848 Lafite Rothschild up for auction, they found her a tough nut to crack. 

This whirlwind of speculative bidding descended upon Laura just as she was about to embark with Mombrier on a six-month sabbatical from PT&H for the purpose of filming Daniel and Laura in the Temples of Wine, a ten-part multinational series on what the producers referred to as ‘The Top Ten Vineyards of Bordeaux’. After only a few days of shooting around St-Emilion, however, it was obvious that something was wrong with Daniel: he was missing cues, forgetting lines, looking disinterested. Soon, they were seriously behind schedule and tempers were beginning to fray. Unsurprisingly, Laura’s joie de vivre evaporated, and her exaggerated smiles and cheerful banter before the cameras were transparently fake. Not a day passed without her making several attempts to find out what was the matter. She feared the worst – that Daniel had been diagnosed with an incurable illness; cancer was at the forefront of her mind. But he swore that, as far as he was aware, nothing was wrong with his health. 

Everything came to a head at the end of the second week, on their last day of filming around the village of Margaux. In the original schedule, no less than four days had been allotted to filming at the great Château Margaux itself. And so, it had come as a surprise when, shortly before leaving New York, Laura had ‘suggested’ that three days would be sufficient, and that the fourth should be devoted to neighbouring Château La Fayette, where she’d trained during her student days, and which, in consequence, had played a significant role in bringing her the success she was now enjoying. 

‘But La Fayette’s not in the Top Ten!’ the TV executives had wailed.

Laura, however, had been adamant. There were mutterings of prima donna and even breaches of contract. But in the end, she got her way, thanks to emailed pictures of La Fayette’s impressive architecture, and assurances that its proprietor, Baron Guy de Bondé, was not only one of the most influential figures in Bordeaux, but also a delightful ‘character’. Her arguments were not without foundation, and yet she was being disingenuous: Laura was desperate to curry favour with Jean-Claude Bourjois. Her infatuation was still as powerful as it had been during her La Fayette stage – if not stronger – for worshiping him from afar had been an addictive drug; even in the deepest moments of passion with her occasional boyfriends, she would will herself to picture Jean-Claude and imagine that it was he who was having sex with her. Frustration and guilt would inevitably follow. Her lovers couldn’t understand the post-coital depressions, and she couldn’t bring herself to explain them. The relationships would fizzle out, and Laura would return to her solitary nights of passion with erotic fantasies of Jean-Claude.

Besides, as her career began to blossom and bring her back to Bordeaux with increasing frequency, Laura’s professional contacts with Jean-Claude served to provide her with evidence of a mutual attraction. In this she was wholly mistaken, but all-consuming infatuations and chronic self-deception are often complementary bedfellows. And although Jean-Claude had always behaved as a perfect gentleman from the first day of her stage, such correctness was, paradoxically, regarded by Laura as proof positive that he had to be attracted to her: no handsome young Frenchman could be so courteous, helpful and caring without some ulterior motive. But then, she was the product of a society and era which were both exceptionally cynical and sexually precocious. 

What Laura found particularly galling was that Jean-Claude had married Sophie – a Parisian and the daughter of one of France’s most successful businessmen – just months before her own arrival at La Fayette, and, moreover, after a whirlwind romance and the briefest of engagements. Ironically, it was Jean-Claude’s desire to provide Sophie with some comradeship through the medium of a vivacious American that had led him to invite Laura into their home. After their first meeting, however, Sophie didn’t encourage further contact; all additional socializing by the two women was solely the result of Jean-Claude’s naive initiatives. And at the dinner parties, barbecues and beach trips to which Laura would be invited, Sophie would always manage to procure some unattached male who could be expected to lay siege to her for the duration.

Laura’s own intuition told her that Jean-Claude’s marriage was doomed: Sophie had temporarily got bored with decadent Parisian society and had enjoyed shocking family and friends by taking on the challenge of civilizing a savage from the outback; the novelty would soon wear off. As for Jean-Claude, he’d simply had his head turned by the attentions of a superficially sophisticated and beautiful city girl. And, of course, at the time of his seduction he’d been particularly vulnerable due to his father’s terminal cancer. Separation and divorce could not be far away. Indeed, there were many telltale signs, including Sophie’s constant moaning about Jean-Claude’s small house in Margaux. Yet, her much heralded plans for some kind of ‘dream home’ near the Ocean were clearly beyond his means. Furthermore, Sophie’s assumption that she’d be able to socialize with the Bordelais wine aristocracy on equal terms had been swiftly shattered: her husband’s background made this quite impossible, not to mention the open secret of the marriage’s alienation of her own family. Above all, when Sophie’s pregnancy became common knowledge shortly after Laura commenced her stage, she inwardly glowed with the thought that it had been a shotgun marriage: from what she’d seen of Sophie, childbirth and motherhood were unlikely to reconcile her to provincial oblivion. 

During her business trips to Bordeaux over the next five years, Laura would always discreetly probe for any hint of marital breakdown or scandal, but the gossipmongers never managed to provide her with more than a few crumbs of comfort: there was still no concrete evidence of the dream house, and Sophie had almost abandoned their only child, Alexandre, in favour of her ‘painting’. Nevertheless, Laura remained firmly convinced that she still had a chance of winning what she wanted more than anything else in the world – Jean-Claude’s heart, body and soul.

Consequently, as Laura breakfasted with Daniel Mombrier at the Relais de Margaux before the two of them set off for filming at Château La Fayette, she was looking forward to a whole day with Jean-Claude. And thanks to her, millions of viewers would soon be captivated by his beauty and deep sexy voice; Good Living’s producers would be eager to have him on the show, and once Stateside, she was sure Jean-Claude would succumb to her best seduction techniques. He’d be desperate to divorce Sophie; if he wanted to bring his son to America – and she doubted that the mother would fight to keep him – she’d even be prepared to play the role of stepmother. After all, Alexandre sounded like quite a nice little boy.

These reveries of romantic bliss dissolved as Laura realized that Daniel was staring strangely at her over his uneaten croissant. He looked worse than ever. He’s going to ruin the day at La Fayette was her first thought. Then she felt mean and selfish. She reached out and touched his hand.

‘For God’s sake, Uncle Daniel, I swear to you on Mom’s life that if you don’t tell me the honest truth about what the hell is wrong with you, we’re going straight upstairs to pack our bags and take the first flight home. Come on, tell me – now – I can take it.’ She thought of La Fayette and Jean-Claude, and prayed for a miracle.

Daniel cleared his throat. ‘I ... I’ve ... I’ve wanted to ... to tell you, Laura, for a long time – a very long time, but ...’


Laura sat bolt upright with her heart in her mouth; she just knew instinctively life would never be the same again. ‘Tell me what?’ she prompted.

‘You’ve been like a daughter to me, Laura ... since I lost my own, and my wife, before I came to America ... all those years ago. I’d never want to do anything to ... to damage our very special relationship, Laura. ... Your mother–’

Laura gasped: it wasn’t Daniel who was ill but Mom! ‘What’s wrong with her?’ she croaked.

‘Wrong?’

‘Her illness – what is it?’

‘She’s not ill.’

‘I’m not following any of–’

‘Give me a chance – I’m trying to explain.’ For once, Daniel sounded tetchy. There were a few seconds’ silence. ‘I love your mother very much, Laura, and she loves me. She’s finally decided to ask Bryan for a divorce, and as soon as it comes through, we’re going to get married.’

Although Laura could hear words and phrases such as ‘daughter’, ‘worship’, ‘blessing’ – several times – and ‘eternal friendship’, she wasn’t paying any attention. She looked at him across the breakfast table as if she was seeing him for the first time. The devil had revealed himself. He was no longer kind, loveable ‘Uncle Daniel’, but an oily, ingratiating, lecherous fraud who’d bewitched and seduced Mom. 

Brought back to reality by the receptionist announcing from the dining room doorway that the minibus had arrived to take them to La Fayette, Laura said: ‘So, this – this – thing between you and Mom has been going on for some time? How long?’

‘“Thing”? We’re in love, Laura, chérie. I’m sure you know what that means. It’s not something sordid.’

‘Oh, for Christ’s sake, don’t preach to me! You lost your family and had a breakdown. Dad offered you a new life in a new country. You got a great job in one of America’s best restaurants. He welcomed you into his own home. We all treated you like one of the family – Uncle Daniel! He even made you a partner in his business.’

‘Your parents’ business, Laura. It’s been a team effort, and Hélène–’ 

‘Exactly! They’re a team – a team you’re trying to break up.’

‘That’s not fair. And there’s no need to shout.’

‘Don’t tell me how to behave – you’re not my father, you asshole.’

‘I feared you’d take this badly, but I didn’t expect hysteria and obscenities.’

‘Oh, excuse me, Mr Wine Waiter!’ 


A cough halted the row: now the minibus driver – visibly irate – stood in the doorway. ‘Excusez-moi, madame et monsieur, mais nous sommes pressés.’

Laura waived him away with a ‘J’arrive!’ as she snatched her shoulder bag off the floor. ‘And I’ll tell you something for nothing – Dad worships Mom. If she asks for a divorce, he’ll be devastated. She means everything to him – everything! And if you think he’s just going to shake your hand and wish you well when the shit hits the fan, you must be a real dumb son of a bitch.

‘I’m going to La Fayette now. I’ll inform our long-suffering director that due to irreconcilable differences, you and I can no longer work together in any circumstances, but that I am prepared to proceed with the series on my own – or with some other acceptable co-presenter. In any event, I don’t want to see you ever again.’

‘Laura! Please! We can’t part like this. You need time to digest–’

‘I’m sorry if my morality is a bit too conservative for you, Daniel, but that’s the way I am. I love both my parents, and I don’t want to see either of them hurt. You disgust me.’

Laura reached the door just as Daniel began to sob; she didn’t look back.

In tears herself, Laura dashed to her room. She wondered whether she should phone Mom, but it would only be around one a.m. in Los Angeles, and she’d be asleep – lying beside Dad. That image made her shake with rage, and she cursed Daniel’s name. She’d phone Mom later in the day at La Maison Blanche, when she’d be able to get her alone in her office.

When Laura arrived at La Fayette and told the director of Daniel’s excommunication, there were volcanic eruptions of artistic temperament on the gravel drive before the château’s grand facade. International phone lines hummed and lawyers were consulted. A bemused throng of estate workers, including Jean-Claude, witnessed the fireworks. Pompous Henri de Bondé, the baron’s only son and heir, watched and listened from the top of the monumental steps that led to his front door, fearful – whatever the crisis might be – that he and his inheritance were not going to feature on television after all. In point of fact, Henri had been waiting to tell the TV people that he’d be substituting for his father, who, alas, was unwell and had been ordered by his doctor to rest. 

Having dumped her problems on the director and his staff, Laura retreated to Jean-Claude’s cramped office in the chais – the long, low and windowless stone-built wine stores – and proceeded to share Daniel’s confessions with him; he was sympathetic and tactile. Around noon, Henri materialized and, with uncharacteristic charm, asked ‘Bourjois’ to take an early lunch with Laura. Indeed, he ordered his employee not to spare the expense; he would have acted as host himself were it not for the TV people demanding endless refreshments.

Jean-Claude took Laura to a humble restaurant frequented almost exclusively by locals. It was perched on the marshy banks of the Gironde at the tiny hamlet of Port de Lamarque, about a fifteen-minute drive from Margaux, from whence the ferry to Blaye, some five kilometres distant on the other side of the great river, sailed a few times a day. The food was simple and cheap yet delicious. Over coffee, Jean-Claude phoned the Relais de Margaux to ascertain if Daniel had checked out. Laura had nothing to fear: he’d left around eleven in a taxi booked to take him to Bordeaux Airport. Laura’s relief turned to joy when Jean-Claude, as thoughtful and hospitable as ever, suggested that, instead of spending a lonely evening at the hotel, she’d be very welcome to join him for a simple supper at home.

‘Shouldn’t you check with Sophie if that’s OK?’ she enquired.

‘Oh, Sophie’s gone to Toulouse. She’s trying to persuade Aérospatiale to buy a few of her paintings – to “brighten up” the meeting rooms and corridors.’ They both giggled. ‘She’s left Alexandre with my aunt in Bordeaux. She won’t be back until tomorrow.’

Laura’s heart seemed to miss a beat.

Back at the Relais de Margaux, a sheaf of messages awaited Laura, so she spent the rest of the afternoon on the phone. The director told her that she was ‘a very naughty girl’, but notwithstanding some reluctant voices, the joint venture had decided to continue the project with Laura as sole presenter. Henri de Bondé sounded furtive, and after a lot of beating about the bush, said that he was prepared to pay her fifty thousand francs if she would ensure La Fayette remained in the series and that he got top billing and not Bourjois. Politely, she told him what he could do with his money. Mom scolded her for being so unkind to Daniel; Dad said there were ‘no hard feelings’ – he was more than happy for Daniel to remain at his post. In fact, as he himself was in love with the head receptionist, they might even make it a double wedding at La Maison Blanche! Laura did not call Daniel on his mobile.

When Jean-Claude picked her up at eight, Laura appeared to be in much better spirits, although he suspected she was putting on a good act for his benefit. He was happy too – ‘full of beans’ as Laura put it when she probed coquettishly. His explanation that he was just looking forward to sharing with her some very special bottles from his humble cellar didn’t sound wholly convincing to her ears. At the cosy Margaux cottage, he set to work in the kitchen preparing garlic butter for the steaks he’d grill, together with a simple green salad of mâche. Laura was delegated to set the table. It proved a very enjoyable meal; the steaks were preceded by some delicious foie gras accompanied by a fine old Sauternes. Jean-Claude apologized for the absence of a pudding, but Laura was more than happy with his small but excellent selection of cheeses, which the remainder of a rare bottle of the outstanding 1945 La Fayette complemented admirably. As they chatted amiably and with increasing frankness about common acquaintances in the wine trade, Laura’s concerns for her parents’ marriage steadily diminished. And, with her inhibitions weakened, she finalized her strategies for achieving the sort of conclusion to the evening she so ardently desired.

Jean-Claude was imagining how wonderful it would be if the rare tête à tête dinners between his wife and himself could be like this, for although Sophie enjoyed drinking wine, she had no other interest in it whatsoever. And when she did cook, everything had to be smothered in some overpoweringly rich sauce, which would make it impossible to enjoy any fine vintage. But, worst of all, were her dinner-table monologues – a constant litany of the inadequacies of their home and the essential possessions which she lacked. Still, all that would soon end: that very afternoon he’d finally procured the finance for the dream house – and from a most unexpected source.

Jean-Claude asked Laura if she’d like a digestif: there were some rather special bottles of cognac and Armagnac in the cellar; just one for the road before he ran her back to the hotel. Laura said she really shouldn’t, but she’d love to see his cellar: during her stage, Sophie had always managed to find her some little tasks to perform whenever Jean-Claude had gone to fetch something.

‘It’s only a very small cellar,’ he warned her. ‘Not much to see really.’ He scanned her expensive clothes. ‘It’s very dusty down there. Are you sure–?’

‘Jean-Claude Bourjois, poking around in dirty cellars is my bread and butter!’

The cellar was accessed via a door in the kitchen. At the bottom of a steep stone staircase, Laura stood in a barrel-vaulted chamber illuminated by one bare 100-watt bulb. It was certainly compact, but there was still enough space to store a few hundred bottles. Jean-Claude mumbled something dismissive and went in search of his cognac while Laura examined some of the racks. After the fifth ‘Oh my God!’ she began scolding him about his false modesty: around her lay some of the finest clarets of the twentieth century; the quality certainly made up for any lack of quantity.

‘Where the hell did you get all these? Are they insured? Can’t imagine Sophie’s aware of their value. She’d have auctioned them long ago and got the deposit on that goddam house she wants!’


Jean-Claude laughed. ‘For Christ’s sake, don’t tell her. I think she’s only been down here once. Luckily for me, she’s claustrophobic – that’s why she needs a big house – and she thinks there are rats down here.’

Laura shrieked theatrically as Jean-Claude came to stand beside her with a very dusty bottle of cognac. ‘There aren’t rats, are there?’ 

‘Well ... I don’t think so. I’ve never seen one. Maybe a little mouse once in a while.’

Laura spotted a 1928 Château Margaux. ‘Jesus Christ! I once managed to drink half a glass of this nectar at a wine tasting for the Great and Good of Philadelphia in some millionaire’s colonial mansion. Parker – God bless him! – gives the 1928 ninety-eight points! There are folks back home who’d sell their granny for a bottle of–’

‘Money! Parker! Points! Most of these bottles were gifts, Laura ... to my father, grandfather, great-grandfather ... from one maître de chai to another – birthdays, Christmases, weddings ... years ago. Some – much more recent vintages, of course – were gifts to me. You know, many are like old friends – when only one bottle is left of a particular vintage, I can’t bear the idea of opening it.’

‘Well, if you ever want to give some away or sell them, think of me first. Mind you, I doubt I could afford to pay the market prices, but ...’

Jean-Claude carefully removed a filthy bottle from one of the racks and, keeping it horizontal, proffered it to Laura. ‘You enjoyed the 1928 Margaux. I think, however, that you might just prefer this one.’

‘Another Château Margaux?’ she scoffed, pretending to be blasé. The label was faded and it took her some time to read the year. ‘It’s not? It can’t be?’ She shook her head in disbelief. ‘Not the 1900? – the 1900 that Parker gives a hundred out of a hundred?’

‘You Americans and your ridiculous points!’

‘Don’t mock. Parker’s system has even won him medals in your country.’ 

‘Ha!’

Laura licked her lips. ‘Oh, Jean-Claude, can I hold it, please? Just for a minute.’ 

He raised his eyebrows. ‘Sure.’

As he laid the bottle in her outstretched palms, his skin brushed hers. She looked into his eyes and saw what she wanted to see: it was time for Laura Appleton to offer herself to the Supreme Being.

‘Are you all right, Laura? You look ...’

With a beatific smile, Laura began to descend to her knees, still holding the precious bottle. Her intention was to place it on the floor, somewhere out of harm’s way, and then to bury her head in the sacred zone – that part of Jean-Claude’s blue jeans which caressed his groin. But, as Laura descended to the flagstones, he assumed she was succumbing to alcohol-induced light-headedness and about to pass out. Fearing for his treasured Margaux, he quickly reached down to rescue the bottle before it was too late. Laura misinterpreted the gesture, and saw him reaching to embrace her. Swept away by a tide of emotion, she attempted to reciprocate. The bottle slipped from her hands and smashed on the stone flags.

‘Merde,’ Jean-Claude croaked, ‘– merde, merde, merde!’ 

For a few moments, they both remained frozen to the spot, watching the red liquid trickle across the floor, Laura refusing to believe her crime. Then she realized that all chances of a night of passion had also been destroyed. 

‘What have I done?’ she wailed, tearing at her mass of fussily styled hair. ‘Oh, Jesus Christ! How could I? How?’ She bowed her head, refusing to look at Jean-Claude. But whatever pain he might have felt for his shattered heirloom quickly evaporated as her sobbing became hysterical. Imagining the shame, guilt and remorse racking her tortured mind, his heart went out to her. He knelt down and placed his hands on her shoulders.

‘Laura, please. It was just wine, for God’s sake.’ He tried to raise her head. ‘Come on, Laura, look at me. Do I look angry? ... Do I?’ He managed a forced chuckle. ‘The wine was probably corked or oxidized. A lot of these old bottles ...’

Laura finally looked up; her face was a tragic picture of tears and running mascara. ‘Everything was going so well,’ she wailed between the sobs. ‘I wanted so much ... It could have been a perfect evening.’ She looked down again at the pool of thousands of dollars’ worth of Château Margaux and shook her head slowly. ‘And now you must hate me. I wish I was dead!’ 

With the sobbing resuming and intensifying, Jean-Claude resolved to get Laura out of the cellar. He pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket. ‘Come on, no more crying over – what do the English say? – spilt milk? Let’s go back upstairs and have some of this excellent cognac and a cup of good strong coffee. … Yes?’

Jean-Claude’s muscular arms raised Laura to her feet; for a few moments, he held on to her waist, fearing that in her present state of grief and inebriation she might slump back to the floor with its pool of wine and broken glass. She steadied herself, placing her still trembling hands on his hips; he gave her a big brotherly hug.

‘Just think, Laura, we’ll be laughing about this little accident for years to come. And back in the States you’ll probably be able to dine out on the story with all those wine buffs you know. One day, when you’re even richer and more famous than you are now, you’ll be able to replace–’

Laura gently pushed Jean-Claude away to free herself from his embrace. ‘You’re an angel,’ she said, staring into his eyes. ‘You’re the sweetest, kindest–’ She interrupted herself to kiss him on the cheek. Then she took a step back, smiled and lunged. Before he could react, her lips were tightly pressed against his – her hands caressing his buttocks. Momentarily paralysed, he was about to extricate himself when a floorboard creaked somewhere in the house above. Laura felt his body stiffen.

‘Well, this is a pretty picture, I must say!’ boomed a female voice.

Laura spun round as Jean-Claude simultaneously pushed her away. Sophie stood at the top of the stairs, hands on hips, and a murderous expression on her contorted face.

‘Sophie! What are you doing here? You should be in Toulouse. I mean – I’ve been trying to phone since– It’s not what you think, Sophie, I – we–’

‘Oh? And what do I think?’ Sophie made no move to descend the steps.

‘Well – I ... It might look like ...’

‘Yes?’

‘I mean ...’ He really didn’t want to say what it might possibly look like.

‘It looks to me that while the cat was away, the mice – or should I say rats? – were playing, and that, had I not had a very successful trip to Toulouse, with meetings which were not as long as I’d anticipated, and the naive thought that my husband would be thrilled by an unexpected early return so I could give him the good news in person and we could celebrate with a bottle of Krug ... well, Christ only knows what the two of you would have got up to. Thank God I decided to leave Alexandre with your aunt in Bordeaux until tomorrow. If he’d witnessed this ... this spectacle–’

‘No!’ protested Jean-Claude, moving to the bottom of the steps, ‘– you’ve got it all wrong, Sophie.’ He turned to Laura, who’d still to open her mouth. ‘Hasn’t she, Laura?’

Laura inhaled deeply. ‘Well ...’ She appeared to change her mind about what she was going to say. Instead, she just shrugged her shoulders and sighed.

Perplexed by Laura’s apparent reluctance to plead their innocence, Jean-Claude embarked upon a rapid but disjointed account of the events which had brought Laura to the house, dinner à deux, the cellar, and the accident. He even ungallantly drew attention to Laura’s devastated make-up and his soiled handkerchief. By the time he’d finished, he found himself standing just two steps below Sophie; Laura had remained where she was.


‘I told you about the filming at La Fayette,’ Jean-Claude bleated for the third time. ‘I mentioned it again at breakfast this morning. You knew Laura was staying in Margaux. You knew–’

‘You’re pathetic, Sophie snapped, flicking a hand as if dismissing an errant servant, ‘– utterly pa-thetic. Can you really be so stupid? That slut has been desperate to get you out of your pants since she first set her cow-like eyes on you. I want her out of my house now. She can walk back to the hotel. It’ll take her twenty minutes. If you drive her, she’ll probably try to suck you off.’

‘Sophie! That’s a disgusting thing to say about–’

‘Oh, don’t look so shocked, Jean-Claude,’ Sophie snarled, turning on her heels and disappearing through the doorway, ‘frustrated lust is written all over the bitch’s tarty face.’

‘Sophie! ... Sophie! She can’t walk back – not at this time of night! … And I’ve got great news – about the house! I saw Guy–!’

Jean-Claude made to run after his wife, but Laura cried: ‘No! Don’t make things worse. I’ll walk. This is Margaux – not Haarlem.’

An hour later, Laura lay in her bed at the Relais de Margaux, smiling in the darkness. On reflection, the evening might not have been such a disaster after all: Jean-Claude had finally seen a particularly nasty side of Sophie’s character; Sophie had been put on notice that he was probably being unfaithful; and, unless she had a vivid imagination, there’d definitely been a stirring in his loins when she kissed him with all the passion she could muster.

*

In her room at the Continental, Laura was still lying on the bed, staring at the ceiling. She shook her head slowly. ‘Jesus, just five years ago,’ she murmured. ‘Seems like an eternity. ... So near and yet so far. ... And then it turns out that the reason he was so chirpy that night was because he’d just secured the finance for that fricking “dream house”! How, I’ll never know. No wonder Sophie didn’t dump him.’ 

Laura pushed herself up and swung her legs over the side of the bed; the Armani trouser suit was a crumpled mess; she didn’t care. It was after ten, and she hadn’t phoned Le Chapon Fin to cancel the goddam reservation. She didn’t care about that either. ... Food! She hadn’t eaten! Did the Continental do room service? ... They didn’t. Well, she wasn’t hungry anyway; some pills would do. But as she scanned the cluttered dressing table for the blister pack, her eyes focused on the bottle of Château La Fayette she’d brought from New York. She smiled wryly. ‘Oh, I’d almost forgotten about you, baby! Welcome home, my little secret weapon.’

		
	


CHAPTER 2

In front of Château La Fayette’s chais, the only remaining car was Jean-Claude’s battered Peugeot: every other employee had gone home long ago. But paralysed by indecision, the mâitre de chai sat in the driver’s seat, staring through the fly-splattered windscreen.

‘God, I wish I was dead!’ he muttered. The shame! – the humiliation! How did Henri ever think he could get away with it? – how?... Or are the American distributors behind it all? Could Henri be innocent? ... Possibly. ... No! – they’d have needed his help. ... Hell! I don’t know! Anyway, it’s bound to come out – fraud in Bordeaux always does – sooner or later. 

Jean-Claude tried again to decide whether to await Henri de Bondé’s return from Paris that evening and have it out with him, or go home and seek Sophie’s advice. At least he’d had the sense to cancel dinner with Laura: she’d have known straight away something was wrong and started probing – oh, playfully and good-naturedly – but with that purring American voice and those eyes of hers, she’d have completely disarmed him. And with a few glasses of wine and some good food inside him, his defences would have slowly crumbled, and then ... well, he probably would have revealed the horrifying discovery he’d made just a few hours ago ... But, on the other hand, if he’d told her the whole story, she’d have believed his protestations of innocence, wouldn’t she? Perhaps, with all her experience and connections, she could advise him, recommend– 

Get real! Who am I fooling? I’m La Fayette’s maître de chai, and most people who know anything about the workings of a vineyard will assume that the maître can’t be ignorant of anything that goes on there for long, at least if he’s doing his job properly. And why didn’t I spot what was going on? Why?

Jean-Claude’s fists hit the steering wheel. ‘I’m a fucking idiot!’ he yelled. Half-turning, he lifted his jacket off the back seat: somewhere there was a packet of Gauloises. Sophie would be furious if she knew he’d gone back on his solemn undertaking, but with all the worry and stress ... He grabbed the packet, briskly lit up and inhaled deeply – only to find himself engulfed in choking smoke. 

‘Merde!’ he hissed, getting out of the car, ‘– it’s bloody hot!’     

It had indeed been a baking day, unseasonably so for early June, and despite all his own problems, he still couldn’t help wondering what that might mean for the flowering of the vines. They were late, worryingly late, what with the severe April frosts and then the terrible storms in early May. He pictured Sophie inspecting the damage to their garden at Le Porge one morning, with Richelieu trotting behind protectively with Alexandre – weird really, as the lad never reciprocated the devoted Dalmatian’s affection. 

‘Le Porge!’ he snapped bitterly. A village in the middle of nowhere – well, in the middle of the forest – an awful road to Bordeaux and almost forty kilometres from La Fayette. Why the hell couldn’t we have built the sodding house in Margaux, or even one of the neighbouring villages? 

He remembered what everyone had said at La Fayette when he’d told them about the move to Le Porge: ‘She’s from Paris, of course.’ He’d smiled – even laughed – when they’d said that: he’d felt obliged to humour them; he’d known most of the staff all his life. Deep down, he felt he’d betrayed them: there weren’t any vines at Le Porge, not one – just forest ... and the sea, of course – well, ten kilometres away at the end of a winding road through the dense conifers. Sophie could cycle there – followed by an arduous trek across huge sand dunes. Forest, sea and bikes: Sophie’s idea of a perfect life – or so she’d said – and a large ultramodern house. It had taken over four years from start to finish: finding the land, selecting the architect, approving the designs, the construction, the landscaping, the furnishing. ... It had cost a hell of a lot ... a hell of a lot. 

Another wave of panic began to engulf Jean-Claude.

I’ll have to leave La Fayette immediately – unless Henri can convince me there’s nothing shady going on. ... Maybe the printer put two and two together and made five? ... But if I walk out now, how would that affect all the financial assistance Guy provided to build Le Porge – the loan and the guarantee to the bank for the mortgage? 

Jesus! The mortgage! I hadn’t thought of that. If I kick up a fuss, Henri could turn real nasty – I’m ninety-nine per cent sure there’s a scam and he’s in it up to his neck. He’d cancel the guarantee – can he do that? – call in the loan! Would the bank then foreclose? ... How quickly could I get another job? Oh, Christ, what a bloody mess! 

What’s Le Porge worth anyway? What if I have to go abroad? ... Surely it won’t come to that? Dear God! And who’d pay anything like what we’ve spent on that dump, something that looks like a hi-tech office in a wilderness? – certainly not your average snooty Bordelais, that’s for sure. No, that white elephant has ‘negative equity’ written all over it.

‘This is all Sophie’s goddam fault!’ Jean-Claude’s cry reverberated around the cobbled courtyard. With even greater ferocity, he added: ‘It’s God’s punishment for the way I degraded and humiliated myself to procure that sodding money!’

*


Ever since their marriage, Jean-Claude had been telling Sophie that her plans for ‘their’ dream house were simply beyond their means, but every time the subject came up, her enthusiasm and passion for the project had proved infectious. He’d watch her face light up as she paced around their cramped Margaux cottage, describing with childlike joy how each and every room at Le Porge would look: the classical elegance of the intimate dining room; the space and light of the sitting room with its walls of glass and panoramic views of the garden and forest; Jean-Claude’s cosy wood-panelled study; her own studio – at last! – where she’d have the space to paint the vast canvases she’d been dreaming about for so long. And she and Alexandre – when he was a little older, of course – could cycle for hours through the forests without ever meeting a soul; no cars or other vehicles to worry about – no danger of accidents – which meant that the dog – or rather dogs as there’d be plenty of space for two or three – would be able to trot along beside them.

Above all – she always mentioned this last – there’d be the sea, not the murky, treacherous waters of the Gironde estuary just down the road from Margaux with its mudbanks, dangerous currents and surging tides, but the Atlantic and the virgin, unpopulated Côte d’Argent. Extending both north and south of Le Porge Océan in a wide silvery band as far as the eye could see, they’d always find an empty kilometre stretch to themselves – even in midsummer. That was an exaggeration – a half-kilometre maybe. She really knew how to cast a spell over him, but then one of the first secrets he’d ever told her about himself was his childhood dream to live beside the sea. It had been in her Paris apartment on their second date.

Jean-Claude had just succeeded his father, Christophe, as La Fayette’s maître de chai. Christophe’s cancer had not been responding to treatment, so Baron Guy de Bondé, the vineyard’s owner, had insisted on him going to the very best consultants in France and receiving whatever treatment he was prescribed, all at his expense. Consequently, Christophe was admitted to the renowned Hôtel Dieu hospital in Paris, and his wife, Joséphine, moved into a neighbouring hotel – also paid for by the kind baron. Jean-Claude had visited them every weekend while the treatment lasted, and it was on one of those visits that he’d struck up a conversation with an attractive young brunette in a private gallery in the Rue de Rivoli. He’d just left his father in the Hôtel Dieu – Christophe had spent most of the afternoon talking philosophically about death – but Jean-Claude never could remember how he’d ended up in the gallery, particularly as he had no interest in art. Sophie subsequently told him that he’d spent almost thirty minutes staring at an abstract of red and green interlocking squares entitled Carré d’Agneau Rouge et Vert before she plucked up the courage to approach him and enquire whether he liked the work. When he finally awoke from his reverie and she repeated the question, he simply mumbled, ‘No – it stinks.’ Then she confessed to being the artist and he invited her out to dinner. He’d just celebrated his twenty-eighth birthday; she was two years younger.

After lunch at her apartment the following day, they had sex on the kitchen floor; in the golden afterglow, Jean-Claude told her all about his passion for the Côte d’Argent. Maybe it was the fear that he was about to lose his father which made him recount his magical memories of childhood holidays at the old house his father used to rent for a month each summer at Lacanau – ‘the poor man’s Arcachon’ as Tante Colette, his mother’s sister, always called it. Looking back now, they were the happiest days of his life: the worry-free days of swimming, fishing, beach games and adventures in the forests, shared with the innumerable relatives who used to descend on them from all over France – not to mention Tante Colette’s wonderful meals.

So, there on Sophie’s kitchen floor after their first lovemaking, Jean-Claude had been positively poetic about his wonderful childhood summers. She’d been enchanted and had roused him from his ecstatic nostalgia with a fervent promise that one day he would have his dream home by the Atlantic. During the following weeks, events moved rapidly: Christophe died, Sophie became pregnant, and her father – self-made millionaire Paul Charpentier – went ballistic. Jean-Claude and Sophie swiftly married anyway – Monsieur and Madame Charpentier neither attended the civil ceremony nor sent a present – and the newlyweds moved into the Margaux house that had been in Christophe’s family for over a century. In less than a year, Jean-Claude’s mother was also dead. That had been a relief for Sophie: Joséphine had clearly disliked her; baby Alexandre finally got his own room. Nevertheless, the house was still far too small for Sophie; to be fair, she didn’t have much space to paint.

Five years later, Jean-Claude was receiving a decent salary as La Fayette’s maître de chai, but with barely any savings or capital, except the Margaux cottage, the dream home had still not got off the ground. Sophie was becoming belligerent. Matters were not helped by her unsaleable macabre paintings, or the continued refusal of the Charpentiers to acknowledge Jean-Claude’s existence – albeit they were now prepared to receive Sophie and their grandson in Paris. After one particularly stormy row during which Sophie threatened to ‘go home’, Jean-Claude finally went to see his bank manager. He was very understanding, but the bank had rules, and it really was in Jean-Claude’s very best interests that he should not overwhelm himself with debt. The other banks he approached said more or less the same thing, but he just couldn’t countenance the thought of disappointing Sophie: he loved her so much. 

It was Sophie who suggested seeking a loan from his employer, Guy de Bondé. It was truly the last thing Jean-Claude wanted to do. Guy – the dear man had always insisted on informality and first names – had been like a second father to him since his earliest childhood memories, and although his generosity was legendary throughout the Médoc, to ask Guy to lend his young maître de chai two million francs to build a house on the other side of the peninsula! – well, it was impudent. But Sophie egged him on; she was like a dog with a bone.

The interview in Guy’s study was a nightmare. After an embarrassed Jean-Claude had detailed the Le Porge project, the baron sat silently for some moments staring into space. Finally, he said: ‘You must love Sophie very, very much, my boy. However, to be frank, I don’t have that sort of capital lying around. ... But I can lend you half and give a guarantee to the bank for the balance. Just don’t tell Henri – you know how he is.’

Jean-Claude was stunned: never in his wildest dreams had he expected such generosity. He dashed to his bank: the baron’s munificence, the manager confirmed, was more than adequate to secure the necessary mortgage – naturally! Jean-Claude tried to phone Sophie on her mobile to give her the incredible news, but she was in Toulouse with clients and had switched it off; later, the battery must have gone dead. He’d been expecting a call from her hotel all through the dinner with Laura – he’d been so happy that evening – and then she turned up in the cellar. 

So, the Le Porge project began traumatically. The cellar fiasco was bad enough, but barely had Guy signed the second mortgage and the bank’s guarantee, when Alzheimer’s began to reduce him to a state of horrifying premature senility. Now he was in a private institution in a Bordeaux suburb. More than eighteen months had passed since Jean-Claude had last seen him; it had been too upsetting. By all accounts, Henri had also stopped visiting. 

*

‘Poor Guy,’ Jean-Claude murmured. He lit another Gauloises. Above the roof of the cuvier, which housed the château’s celebrated oak vats, he could see the top floor of the main house, the magnificent neoclassical stone pile of Château La Fayette itself, where Henri – armed with his power of attorney – together with his wife, Nancy, and their two children, Benoît and Aliette, now lived in style. Jean-Claude sighed: things had definitely taken a turn for the worse since Henri’s assumption of the estate’s management. In truth, he reminded him of a chemistry master at school who used to interrogate any boy who’d spent more than two minutes in the toilets. What compounded matters was Henri’s practice of speaking in the manner so beloved of many upper-class Bordelais – slowly and with a slight English accent, an affectation which even Guy himself had derided, but then their relationship had always been strained. Jean-Claude’s parents had urged understanding: poor Henri’s mother had died giving birth to him. Jean-Claude’s sympathy, however, had been exhausted long ago, and in recent times he’d endeavoured to keep his dealings with Henri to a minimum. Mercifully, he spent much time travelling abroad – particularly in the USA – lavishly entertaining ‘celebrities’ with a view to getting La Fayette served at their tables. 

‘Think of Pétrus,’ Henri was prone to remark whenever Jean-Claude failed to express sufficient enthusiasm for his marketing philosophy. ‘There are still Bordelais who can remember when you could buy Pétrus at the corner shop for a few francs. It wasn’t much more than decent, run-of-the-mill plonk. And now, Bourjois, if one can get hold of a bottle of the stuff at all, it will cost an arm and a leg. And do you know why, Bourjois? Do you?’ 

Jean-Claude would always look blank, even though he knew the answer and Henri’s Pétrus story by heart. 

‘Well, I’ll tell you. It’s because Jean-Pierre Moueix was an inexhaustible promoter of Pétrus in the Sixties and got it served at the White House. Now it’s allocated to the world’s millionaires. Of course, most of them can’t tell the difference between Pétrus and Coca-Cola – let alone Pétrus and La Fayette – but the point is, Bourjois, the only thing that matters to these people is the name on the label – “the brand” – and its image, not what’s in the bottle.’

This kind of talk always made Jean-Claude bristle. It was anathema to a man whose roots were in the soil, and who’d had a lifelong love affair with the vine. Just once he’d had the temerity to remind Henri that, whatever its humble origins, Pétrus had been producing superb wine for decades, and certainly long before it ever graced the table of the American president. Old Jean-Pierre Moueix might have shocked the Bordelais with his brazen marketing gimmicks, but when all was said and done, he’d invested massively in his vineyards and had steadily raised the standards of all his wines to superlative levels; if they were not the best in the world, they were certainly amongst the very best. So, Henri couldn’t hope to emulate Pétrus – or any of Bordeaux’s other astronomically priced stars – unless he was prepared to invest in quality himself. And that meant reducing yields, new vine stock, new presses, new– But Henri would cut him short with a groan and a comment between gritted teeth about a bad workman blaming his tools.


It was strange, Jean-Claude reflected, as the stone walls of both the chais and cuvier became golden in the late evening sunlight, that when he and Henri were kids, Guy had been so keen on their being friends – encouraging them to play together in the house ... up in the attic. And then Henri, who was so wimpish and clearly detested him, had one tantrum too many and– 

I always knew it wasn’t an accident. Why didn’t I tell the truth? Why did I try to protect the stuck-up git? ... Perhaps it would have been better if he had killed me. ... 

Jesus! This label fiasco! What the hell am I going to do? 

Jean-Claude looked hard at his watch: Henri’s train from Paris could be late; he might dine in town, or– 

He dropped his cigarette on the cobbles and stubbed it out. I’m tired. I need to think straight. There’s the God-awful Friday ‘working lunch’ with Henri tomorrow anyway, and perhaps the printer will have the lab report by then. … Yes, I’ll go home and tell Sophie everything – ask for her advice. Perhaps she’d love to move to California – especially if I got a better-paid job in one of their top ‘wineries’. She’d be in her element with all those West Coast arty-farty people, and, by all accounts, Le Porge seems to hold little attraction for her anymore.

She’s always saying I’m naive, but we’ll sell the house somehow – and extinguish Guy’s loan – and the guarantee. There has to be some idiot – a Parisian with more money than sense – who wants a house like that – ‘by’ the sea. What’s ten kilometres to a Parisian?

Yes, we’ll emigrate and sever all links with La Fayette before the shit hits the fan. I bet Henri’ll be over the moon to see the back of me, and then he can screw his inheritance to his heart’s delight.

		
	


CHAPTER 3

Laura felt surprisingly happy, notwithstanding the miserable, sleepless night she’d endured at the Continental after Jean-Claude had chickened out of their dinner at Le Chapon Fin. But as daylight began to filter through the shutters, she’d told herself to get a grip: she still had the means to ensnare him. With a gurgling stomach reminding her that she’d not eaten since lunch the previous day, she was showered, dressed, and making her way to her favourite breakfast rendezvous by seven; the world’s most delicious croissants awaited her at the Café Comédie.

To stroll through the streets of Bordeaux in the warm sunshine of a June morning makes one grateful to be alive, Laura enthused as she rounded the corner of Rue Montesquieu and paused to feast her eyes on Cours de l’Intendance’s architectural splendours. The great thoroughfare, flanked on each side by the facades of some of the city’s grandest palaces of commerce and former noblemen’s townhouses, channelled her gaze eastwards along its gentle descent to the Garonne. Momentarily dazzled by the sunlight, she donned her sunglasses and focused on a delicious contrast of ancient and modern: this morning, the enchanting vista terminated with a towering white-painted cruise liner moored at the quayside, which, in consequence, blocked the usual view of the river’s far bank. That this contemporary intrusion into a predominantly neoclassical scene should be a graceful ship, and not an office block demanding attention through calculated unconventionality, exemplified Bordeaux.

It seemed to Laura that every other city she knew in the world was constantly tearing itself apart: beloved landmarks disappeared overnight; bigger and better shopping malls erased entire blocks; highway ‘improvements’ were constantly under construction; and the locals often appeared as transient as their environment. But not in Bordeaux: hardly anyone or anything ever changed. Whenever she returned, so many familiar faces would greet her – and with all the warmth one would only expect from old friends. Waiters, barmen, store assistants, the Continental’s cleaners – year after year they remained at their posts. Did they have jobs for life? Didn’t they have ambitions to chance their luck in Paris, or even at a better establishment in Bordeaux itself? It was all so different to New York and Los Angeles – even smaller cities back in the States – where standing still for more than five minutes seemed to be an admission of criminal indifference to self-improvement. 


‘Stop the world I want to get off!’ she whispered with a chuckle as she walked on.

Although many designer clothing boutiques now occupied the ground floors of Cours de l’Intendance’s noble edifices, Laura was in no mood for window shopping. Filling her lungs with air richly smelling of freshly-made coffee escaping from the city’s innumerable cafés, and of salt and seaweed from the Garonne’s tidal waters, she strode purposefully down the street, regenerated as if by a powerful life force radiating from the buildings’ golden stone; the angle of the early morning sun, together with its long shadows, highlighted their facades’ magnificent details. She passed the house where Goya had spent his last years in painful exile, and then, as she always did, admired the monumental caryatids that supported the massive balconies of the seventeenth-century Hôtel de Pichon across the road; it was in this sumptuous residence that Louis XIV and his bride, Maria Theresa, had rested while travelling to Paris after their marriage at St-Jean-de-Luz on the Franco-Spanish frontier. Almost hypnotized by these splendours, Laura narrowly avoided a collision with a pedestrian-crossing beacon and discovered to her surprise that she’d already reached the Place de la Comédie. She grinned broadly and said aloud and unhesitatingly: ‘Bordeaux, I love you! This is where I’m going to live.’

Crossing to the square’s south side, she made for the Café Comédie. Clad in the customary white shirt, black trousers and ankle-length white apron, one of the waiters was arranging chairs and tables on the pavement. He looked up as she approached and beamed.

‘Bonjour! Quelle bonne surprise! Welcome back, Miss Appleton. Ça va? How long are you staying this time?’

‘I’m fine, Fabien,’ Laura replied in French, shaking his hand, ‘and how are you?’ They exchanged pleasantries, and then, adopting a solemn expression, she said: ‘I hope you’ve got plenty of croissants this morning – I’m starving.’

The waiter raised his eyebrows. ‘And what were you up to last night to give you such an appetite?’

‘Fabien!’ she cried, pretending to scold him. ‘If we were in politically-correct America–’

‘You wouldn’t be about to drink the delicious Cuban coffee we serve here, or savour the fantastic croissants which Madame has just brought from Bordeaux’s best pâtissier. Ha!’ Beaming mischievously at Laura, he opened the café’s door for her, but she stood her ground, a look of horror on her face.

‘You never told me the coffee was’ – she lowered her voice and looked around – ‘… Cuban. Oh, my God!’


‘You never asked. I suppose you’ll never come back to the Comédie now you know.’

Laura moved to the open door. ‘Well, I suppose as long as you don’t tell the State Department …’

Fabien shrugged. ‘Er, I don’t know. Perhaps we could arrange something. ... Maybe dinner at my place? … Tonight?’

Laura couldn’t contain her laughter any longer. She put her head around the door, spotted ‘Madame’ behind the counter, and shouted: ‘Your waiter’s blackmailing me, Jeanne. He says your coffee’s Cuban, and that if I don’t go out with him–’

Within seconds, Jeanne was at the door, kissing Laura’s cheeks and gushing words of welcome. 

While coffee, croissants, butter and jams were set before Laura at her favourite table by the window, two middle-aged men came and sat at an outside table, and Fabien went to take their order. Through the open doorway, Laura heard a distinctly haughty English voice bellow: ‘Now, David, leave the ordering to me! We don’t want a repetition of the near-disaster at the hotel in Tours, do we?’

‘Frankly, Philip,’ replied David with a note of pique, ‘I rather enjoyed our breakfast of hot chocolate, pain au chocolat, and chocolate ice cream with hot chocolate sauce. And, judging by the amount you guzzled, so did you.’

For a few moments, Laura studied the two Britishers through the plate glass windows. Both clad in sports jackets, Viyella shirts, woollen ties, beige cavalry-twill trousers and tan Oxford brogues, they looked vaguely familiar – probably London wine merchants doing the rounds and feeling hopelessly naked without their pinstripe suits. ‘Philip’ and ‘David’ were going to have a roasting day in Bordeaux; she just prayed they didn’t recognize her.

A table on the pavement would also have been Laura’s preference on such a lovely morning before the Place de la Comédie became busy with traffic. However, having some important calls to make, she preferred the relative quiet and privacy of the café’s air-conditioned interior. She polished off her first croissant, and then, at a few minutes past eight, tapped out the number of Jean-Claude’s direct line at La Fayette. He answered almost immediately, just as Laura had anticipated: he was invariably the first person to start work in the chais.

‘No problems getting to Margaux then this morning?’ she snapped.

After a moment’s hesitation, Jean-Claude said: ‘Oh hello, Laura. How are you this morning?’


‘I’m fine but hungry, not having eaten last night. So, I’m at the Comédie stuffing my face with croissants. And you?’ There was another brief pause; down the line, Laura thought she detected the sounds of a cigarette being lit. ‘Are you smoking, Jean-Claude?’

‘Er ... yes. I’m fine too. Look, I’m sorry – very sorry – about last night, but what with the car and–’

‘Since when did you revert to that disgusting habit?’

‘Christ! You sound like Sophie. ... A while back – bit of pressure – bought a pack of Gauloises, then another. You know how it is.’

‘No, I don’t actually, Jean-Claude.’ She took a sip of coffee and watched Philip and David outside, eyeing suspiciously some pains au chocolat that had been set before them. ‘What sort of pressure? I thought you sounded a bit down the last few times I phoned from the States.’

‘Nothing – I mean ... you know – the kind of stuff every maître has to worry about – winds, frosts, hail, bugs. It’s been a lousy spring, Laura. ... And then there’ve been problems with the ancient machinery Henri won’t replace, and–’

‘You mean the same perennial problems you’ve experienced ever since you took over from your dad. You’ve never let them get you down before, Jean-Claude, have you?’ There was no response. ‘So, what was wrong with the car?’

Having been thrown off guard by Laura’s investigation of his smoking habits, he had to grope for an answer. ‘Bit technical really.’

‘Try me, even though I’m only a dumb girl.’

‘Come on, Laura, you know I don’t ... I’m not ... Carburettor – blocked and damaged filter. Fairly easy to fix – if you know what to unscrew and you’ve got the right parts handy.’

‘I see. So those breakdown guys had you back on the road quite quickly.’

‘Um, not really. They took ages getting to me – ages.’

‘At Margaux?’

‘Hmm?’

‘Where you broke down.’

Laura heard Jean-Claude suck viciously on his cigarette.

‘Er ...’

‘Or was it your living room at Le Porge?’

Silence.

‘Laura–’

‘Boy! I don’t know how you can be so frightened of her, Jean-Claude. I mean, I know she hates my guts and sticks needles into some effigy of me, but your job and my business mean we have to meet from time to time, like all other great maîtres de chai and famous wine writers.’

‘I’m not a “great–”’

‘Oh, shut up! And where’s your sense of humour gone? She can’t–’

‘She? What are you talking about?’

Laura dunked a piece of croissant in her coffee and held it above the cup while the excess drained off. ‘For Christ’s sake! I’m not stupid, Jean-Claude. Immediately after your call last night I realized Sophie had invented that story about the car breaking down. Honey, you’re such a hopeless liar – hopeless! I told you not to tell her you were dining with me when we made the arrangements.’

Jean-Claude breathed a sigh of relief: the mist was clearing. ‘It – it just slipped out.’

‘Christ!’

‘I’m sorry. I told her a week ago I’d be dining with Hugh Johnson, along with a few other maîtres in Bordeaux, and then at breakfast yesterday she said, “You won’t be in for dinner tonight, will you? It’s that bloody wine writer ...” And she paused, searching for the name. My mind was elsewhere. I’d forgotten the Hugh Johnson lie and just assumed she was being deliberately insulting – pretending to forget your name. So, I said, “Laura Appleton”. She went mad, of course. It took me all day to pluck up the courage to phone you.’

‘I can imagine. Did she smash any of her vile paintings over your head?’

‘No, but she threatened to throw some in the fish pond.’

‘Best place for them, I should imagine. Actually, after salvage they might be quite saleable. Try it – water damage could only improve them.’

Jean-Claude managed a laugh. ‘To be fair, you haven’t seen her latest works. The collection’s called Les Orifices – one hundred canvases, each one depicting an orifice – from different species.’

Laura’s hysterical laughter attracted the attention of Philip and David on the other side of the plate glass. They smiled. Looking like two naughty children with their unwiped lips and jowls covered in dark brown chocolate, Laura was wracked by fresh convulsions.

‘Are her Orifices shocking? I mean–’ 

After recovering his composure, Jean-Claude said solemnly: ‘Not really. To be honest, when Sophie first showed me the collection, I said, “You didn’t tell me you’d got a commission from Dunkin Donuts.” She could have killed me.’

With Jeanne bellowing from the bar that her customer would not be allowed to leave without sharing the joke, Laura desperately tried to get back to the serious matters she wanted to discuss.


‘We have to meet very soon,’ she told him earnestly. ‘I’m about to make some really important decisions – probably the most important of my life. Time is of the essence, Jean-Claude. I need ... I need your advice.’

‘Can’t you give me some idea of what this is all about?’

‘Not over the phone. … It’s very personal. We need a couple of hours in private. If only you hadn’t cried off last night.’

‘I’m so very sorry.’

There was a pregnant pause.

‘Look, I’ve got some meetings this morning here in town, but what if I join you for lunch around one? That little place on the river you took me to once ... near Lamarque, the day–’

‘Impossible. I’ve got a working lunch with the Almighty Henri.’ Jean-Claude’s brief feelings of good humour evaporated.

‘Dinner tonight?’

Jean-Claude groaned. ‘Sorry. No can do. Sophie’s invited some damned Parisian down for the weekend – owns one of the top galleries. She’s trying to get him to exhibit her–’

‘Don’t say that word again!’

‘– her paintings. I promised to be there and play the sommelier role at her intimate dinner party.’

‘This time I believe you.’

Jean-Claude thought hard for a few seconds. ‘Um, what are you doing tomorrow? If it’s fine, Sophie’s taking her visitor down to the beach so he can feast his eyes on all the naked young men. I’ve told her I need to spend a couple of hours at La Fayette to catch up on some paperwork – which is true. You could drop by to taste the two-year-old wine we’re bottling – OK, 2001 was not a brilliant year with the cool September and rain but I think some of us Médoc grands crus produced decent wine. Then we could go down to Lamarque for lunch – whatever.’

Laura jumped at the offer. They agreed to meet at the château around twelve. 

Just as she was about to ring off, Laura chirped: ‘Oh I nearly forgot!’

‘Yes?’

‘I’ve brought you a bottle of wine from the States.’

‘Not another Californian Chardonnay? Or is it an Arkansas Cabernet Sauvignon? ... An Alaskan Gewürtztraminer?’

‘Ha, ha, ha! Very funny, you ungrateful snotty Frenchman. As a matter of fact, it’s a bit of a puzzle.’

‘Oh?’

‘Hmm. It’s a wine you should know very well.’

‘French?’


‘Uh-huh.’

‘Bordeaux?’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘Médoc?’

‘Getting warm.’

‘Margaux?’

‘Warmer and warmer.’

‘Come on, Laura, I’ve got work to do.’

‘Oh well! I was going to subject you to a blind tasting tomorrow and see what you came up with, but on reflection I wouldn’t want to embarrass you. So, I’ll tell you. It’s a bottle of your wine.’

‘La Fayette?’

‘That’s what it says on the label.’

‘Vintage?’

‘2000.’

‘Christ! The first bottles were only dispatched to the States a few weeks ago.’ Jean-Claude paused. ‘What’s the problem, Laura?’

She detected a slight hint of alarm in his voice. ‘I just thought you’d like to see how your wine reacts to travelling across the Atlantic – and back, of course. I mean, I know all about water being turned into wine, but this is more like the miracle in reverse.’

‘Laura, what the hell are you talking about?’

‘Sorry! Don’t want to spoil the fun. All will be revealed tomorrow. Have a nice day. Ciao!’

At La Fayette, in his cramped Spartan office carved out of a corner of one of the chais through judicious use of plasterboard partition walling, Jean-Claude slowly replaced the receiver and stared at the rows of wine bottles standing proudly to attention on top of his old metal filing cabinets. There were two on each side of the door, a door which was invariably wide open and through which he could look directly into the first-year chai. The bottles were for display purposes, like trophies commemorating all his hard work and achievements over many long seasons. There were one-and-a-half litre magnums, standard bottles of seventy-five centilitres, and baby half-bottles. Some contained the two-year-old vintage currently being bottled; others, the three best vintages from the previous ten years. 

The bottles on the cabinet to the left of the door bore the restrained yet elegant label – étiquette – which had barely changed since the de Bondé family had acquired La Fayette during the 1820s. There were no representations of evocative pastoral scenes or artists’ impressions of the noble architecture of the château itself; colourful bunches of grapes did not adorn the borders; the family name of the proprietors was not given top billing. In brief, the label was simplicity itself: the paper was white, and across the centre in fine black copperplate script appeared the name Château La Fayette; above, in gold, was a discreet representation of a baron’s coronet; beneath the name was the year of the vintage in red, and below it was the standard nomenclature in black print: ‘Grand Cru classé en 1855’ and ‘Appellation Margaux Contrôlée’. Finally, at the very bottom of the label in print worthy of an eye test, were the proprietor’s details. It was no exaggeration to say that Jean-Claude loved this label: it admirably complemented the wine within the bottles; style, tradition, quality and breeding were encapsulated within its discreet motifs, print and colouring.

The two equally battered cabinets to the right of the door also doubled as display units, but these were for the estate’s so-called ‘second’ wine. Their labels were almost identical to those of the first wine – the grand vin – save that they bore the name ‘Maréchal de La Fayette’, and the ‘Grand Cru’ statement was omitted. Most of the better vineyards of Bordeaux have long produced two – or even three – grades of wine, whether red or white, for it would be remarkable if a vineyard’s grapes would all be of the same quality. Across the estate there are likely to be variations in soil type, drainage, and exposure to sun, wind and rain; pests and diseases may strike some vines but not others; harvesting will take place over many days – even weeks, depending on the size of the vineyard, its resources and the vagaries of the weather – with consequent variations in grape quality and ripeness; older vines generally produce better wine than young ones; and Bordeaux vineyards grow several grape varieties – sometimes up to four – so that when bottled, almost all the red wine, and much of the white, is a blend.

Indeed, it is the magic and mystery of the blending process, the assemblage, which constitutes much of the maître de chai’s art and genius. Consequently, when the maître undertakes the assemblage of the wine intended to be the château’s highest quality product, there’ll always be vats or barrels which fail to meet the required standards. The rest of the vineyard’s production, therefore – assuming it’s of a sufficient quality to be associated with the château’s name at all – may be blended and bottled under one or more subsidiary labels. Otherwise, the wine may be disposed of to a merchant for the production of generic ‘Bordeaux’ without any other indication on the label as to the wine’s source. 

However, because of the superlative quality of Bordeaux’s greatest vineyards, many of their second wines have generated impressive reputations of their own; in some vintages, they’re even finer than the first wines of many renowned châteaux. There is, therefore, nothing second-class about the quality – or prices – of Carruades de Lafite or Les Forts de Latour, the second wines of the Bordeaux megastars Châteaux Lafite-Rothschild and Latour. A very recent vintage of any one of them might retail at only a third of the price of its big brother, but even in Bordeaux’s wine stores, one could still be looking at a price of at least £150 a bottle – in Britain or the States, much more.

Consequently, second wines are a big business. After all, in today’s ‘global market place’ brands and image are everything: consumers regard a product as ‘an Armani’ be it branded Georgio Armani, Emporio Armani or Armani Jeans; it’s much the same in the luxury wine market. And so, when a dinner party’s hosts grace their table with a bottle of Forts de Latour, they don’t lie when they confirm that it’s from the great Château Latour; nor do they insult their guests’ intelligence with a lecture about affordable ‘second wines’. 

As for Château La Fayette, the canny de Bondés began producing their Maréchal as long ago as the 1950s, the name reflecting the military connections of the château’s namesake: the vineyard was founded by a relative of the famous Marquis de La Fayette, who, during the American War of Independence, commanded the forces which finally entrapped Lord Cornwallis at Yorktown in July 1780. Now, with the brand firmly established, the estate’s one hundred and fifteen acres of vines were producing around eighty thousand bottles of Maréchal annually, just ten thousand fewer than the average production of the first wine – figures which underlined Jean-Claude’s efforts to improve the latter’s quality. And with Maréchal regularly commanding prices higher than those of many Bordeaux grands vins, Jean-Claude could also take pride in his second wine. Yet, despite all Henri de Bondé’s marketing strategies and hype, even La Fayette’s grand vin still didn’t command the prices of Bordeaux’s Premier Division megastars, even though many critics opined that in its best vintages it could almost match the latter in quality terms. So, in downtown Bordeaux, a good recent vintage was retailing at around the equivalent of £50 a bottle. 

Still staring at the displays of his two wines, Jean-Claude shook his head from side to side. Then he closed his eyes and sighed heavily. If only Sophie had come home last night, he reflected, his worries would now be shared, and he’d no longer be wandering alone in this living nightmare. But the house had been empty when he finally arrived at Le Porge. Sophie phoned around ten to say she was staying in Bordeaux with her antique-dealer friend Cathérine, with whom she’d just enjoyed the latest Pedro Almodovar movie at the Gaumont; Jean-Claude had no idea who ‘Almodovar’ might be. As it was late, and tomorrow she had to collect Alexandre from his boarding school and her Parisian art dealer from the station, she’d decided that it made sense to accept Cathérine’s offer to stay over. Jean-Claude raised no objections. 

Although he’d always disliked Cathérine, whom he regarded as shallow and mercenary, it was somewhat irrational to blame her for exacerbating his predicament. But he still felt angry that she’d helped to keep Sophie away from him at this critical juncture. And now he was compounding his problems with more lies to Laura – although he didn’t seem to be such a bad liar after all: she’d been completely taken in by his story of Sophie’s ‘jealousy’ – almost as if she’d wanted to believe it! But how many more lies would he have to tell?

Jean-Claude opened his eyes and focused once more on his beloved bottles. ‘Château La Fayette … and Maréchal de La Fayette,’ he whispered sadly. Then he buried his face in his hands. ‘Laura knows!’ he cried, ‘– she’s worked it out! … I’ll kill Henri for this.’ 

		
	


CHAPTER 4

It was almost eleven-thirty when Laura reached the venue for her next appointment, 136 Cours Georges Clemenceau, and scanned the professional plates on either side of the impressive gated entrance. She was hot and thirsty: the sun was now fierce and the temperature had soared since her delicious breakfast at the Café Comédie. Rushing from one immobilier – estate agent – to another around the city had compounded her exhaustion, but she was a stickler for punctuality, even if Bordeaux’s realtors were not. Nor did they seem to possess much in the way of proactive commerciality. In truth, her mounting frustration was being exacerbated not only by the heat, but also by the depressing realization that there were very few properties on the market of the type she was looking for, and, moreover, at a price she could afford.

Laura finally located a brass plate – ominously in need of a good polish – announcing that the firm of Lampre & Fils was situated on the fourth floor. A stone-vaulted passageway led from the busy street into the cobbled courtyard of a grand eighteenth-century town house. After passing through a pair of open French windows, she was presented with two means of access to the fourth floor – an uncarpeted stone spiral staircase and a miniscule lift of uncertain age; she chose the stairs. It was a depressing ascent: everything was dusty and grubby; the woodwork and bare walls were in desperate need of a lick of paint; unshaded bulbs dangled from the ceilings, activated in typical French fashion by occasional wall-mounted switches; and, as if to underline the building’s apparently straightened circumstances, the air was rank with the odours of dampness. While mounting the final flight to the fourth floor, the lights went out, and no amount of button pressing would reactivate them. She began to wonder what sort of lawyers, doctors, dentists and realtors could inhabit such a dump. 

A notice on Lampre & Fils’s frosted glass door instructed visitors to ring and enter. Having complied, Laura found herself in a drab reception area where two secretaries – both smoking – sat before vintage word processors. Her heart sank: there was little in the way of standard real-estate paraphernalia in evidence, such as glossy colour brochures of prime properties on the agency’s books, or artists’ impressions of new developments. 

‘Oui?’ murmured one of the secretaries, without looking away from her screen. Assuming she was addressing someone else, Laura didn’t respond. She was about to introduce herself when the same secretary tutted, looked up, stared at her malevolently and barked in French: ‘Well, do you want something?’

 Laura’s hackles rose. In perfect French, she said: ‘Yes. I’m Laura Appleton. I have an appointment with Monsieur Pierre Lampre. Perhaps you’d be kind enough to inform him I’m here?’

The secretary pointed to an open door. ‘Go straight through. He’s expecting you.’

Although Monsieur Lampre’s office was no better furnished, there were some faded artists’ impressions of an out-of-town shopping development on his walls. But, judging by the French family-saloons dotted around its landscaped exterior, and the fashions of the happy shoppers, the premises – if ever completed – would have now been standing for over thirty years. Lampre, who was intently reading some papers on his cluttered desk, looked about sixty. Yet, with a full head of thick silver hair, finely chiselled features and tanned skin, he was still a good-looking man. His clothes were redolent of a university senior common room – striped shirt, paisley tie, and lightweight blue summer blazer; the pipe he held in one hand enhanced the professorial image. Perhaps he could be of some use after all, Laura mused: his offices might be the pits, but several Bordeaux contacts had strongly recommended him. ‘He knows everyone,’ she’d been told more than once; someone had said enigmatically that he was ‘a bit of a fixer’.

‘Bonjour, Monsieur Lampre,’ Laura bellowed from the doorway as she strode purposefully towards him, right hand outstretched.

Lampre shot up from his desk, revealing to Laura’s surprise that he sported dark blue jeans. He was tall and had the air of a man who was determined to keep in shape.

‘Ah, Mademoiselle Appleton! Please forgive me. I was engrossed in something rather important. Do sit down. You really should have been announced. Hopeless secretaries! So difficult to find the right sort these days. Must apologize. Is French all right? I do speak a spot of English, but–’

‘French is fine, Monsieur Lampre.’

‘Pierre, please.’

Laura smiled. ‘Pierre. And I’m Laura.’

After a few more pleasantries and some weather trivia, Lampre got down to business; there was no offer of refreshments.

‘So, you want to buy a vineyard, preferably in the Médoc, but failing that, you’d settle on something in St-Emilion or even Pomerol. Your last choice would be an estate in Graves – Pessac-Léognan to be precise.’ Lampre stared at Laura with a twinkle in his eye. ‘Do you know anything about wine or vineyards, my dear?’


In less than five minutes, Lampre received a succinct summary of Laura’s career; there was no false modesty.

‘That’s very interesting,’ he said with what Laura thought was a note of irony, ‘but, in brief, you don’t have any experience of owning or managing a vineyard – of producing wine, do you?’

‘I–’

‘Of course, in a sense I have a vested interest in selling you any old thing and making a nice commission – the more expensive the property the better. Dear me, it’s such a fad at present, such a status symbol. Insurance companies, banks, fashion houses, clothes designers, film stars – even popular musicians – they all want to get in on the act. They think there’s something wonderfully upmarket – one is tempted to say “noble” – even “aristocratic” – about owning a plot of soil laid out with rows of vines, especially if there’s a large old house tied up with them. Such vanity! But then so many of these estates – at least in our part of the world – are associated with some titled family or other, as well you know. I would even hazard to suggest that some people believe they can buy respectability simply by acquiring a vineyard, a sort of magical entrance ticket to society. It’s strange, isn’t it, how the sentence “I own a vineyard” can have such an extraordinary effect on people – particularly the sort of people who introduce themselves with that ghastly question, “And what do you do for a living?”. I don’t know about you, my dear, but I always seem to end up sitting next to such people on trains and planes. Luckily, when I tell them I’m an estate agent, that’s usually the end of the conversation. If I’m feeling particularly antisocial, I say I’m an accountant.’

Laura’s blood was beginning to boil. ‘I don’t need a vineyard to buy my way into society, Pierre. Wine is my life. I want to produce it – good wine – excellent wine – the best.’

‘Yes, yes! I’m sure! But in my rambling way, I’m just trying to make two points. First, because so many fools from all four corners of the earth have invaded Bordeaux in the last twenty years or so, prices have rocketed for the sort of estate you’re looking for. Frankly, for what you’re prepared to pay, Laura, you wouldn’t be able to buy a cabbage patch in the Médoc – or, indeed, in any of your other preferred locations. Even the Graves region is riding high now. To be blunt, you’ve missed the boat. If only you’d come knocking on my door a decade ago. ... Mind you, if you’re prepared to start from scratch – you know, buy some barren plot of land, plant new vines and wait several years until you have a marketable product, like the Rothschilds at Château Clarke back in the Seventies ... but then you’ll have no income – let alone profits – for years and years.’


‘I couldn’t operate on that basis, Pierre. I need to buy a going concern.’

‘I thought so. Incidentally, my dear, did you know Lafite didn’t make a profit until 1948, a century after the Rothschilds bought it?’ 

Laura thought Lampre was beginning to sound more and more like a bank manager. ‘What was your second point, Pierre?’ she enquired glumly.

‘My second point? ... Ah, yes. Well, perhaps – just perhaps, Laura – you’re allowing your heart to rule your head. You’re a very successful woman. Maybe you should stick with what you know best, and not risk all your capital on a highly speculative venture in a foreign country. I mean, if you’re really set on a change of direction, why aren’t you thinking of a vineyard in the USA?’

Laura smiled enigmatically. ‘I have my reasons, Pierre. In any event, Bordeaux is simply the best.’

‘Well, I can’t disagree with you on that point! A most refreshing admission from an American, I must say, although I suspect from a few telltale signs that ... Well, as a man old enough to be your grandfather and who’s been married three times, and who’s had more mistresses than was good for him, I think I know a few things about affairs of the heart.’ He sighed. ‘Anyway, these little signs suggest to me that your desire to invest in Bordeaux also has something to do with a romantic attachment. Am I right?’

Laura blushed. ‘I ... I really don’t think–’

‘Enough said! Well, that proves my point about hearts ruling heads, doesn’t it?’ Lampre tutted. ‘You must be practical – realistic. Yes, you’re wealthy, but not so rich that you can afford to lose all your capital. And if you want to make a name for yourself as a wine producer, you’re going to have to devote almost all – if not all – of your time and efforts to your vineyard ... at least for a few years. You can forget about writing, TV shows and all that sort of stuff, I’m afraid.

‘And what about a maître de chai?’ he continued. ‘You certainly can’t do that job. You’ll need a damned good chap, believe me, unless you’re happy to produce plonk – which I’m sure you’re not.’

‘I’m not. ... As a matter of fact, I have a brilliant maître in mind. He’s – he’s almost agreed to join me.’

‘“Almost”?’

Rising from her seat, Laura snapped: ‘Monsieur Lampre – Pierre – I’m grateful for all your advice and concern about my future, but my mind is made up. By hook or by crook I’m going to own a vineyard and make fine wine if it’s the last thing I do, and whether you help me or not. So, if you’ve no properties on your books–’


‘Excellent! What spirit! Just what I wanted to hear. Now sit down and listen.’ Lampre glanced at his watch. ‘Good Lord! Two minutes to twelve already! I’ll be late for lunch. The lady will be most upset.’

Laura sat down with a groan. ‘Lunch! You French and your stomachs! I’ve travelled almost four thousand miles for an eleven-thirty appointment and now you tell me that–’

‘Premières Côtes de Bordeaux!’ Lampre blasted, rocketing out of his chair like a jack-in-the-box. He bounded across the room to a pile of papers perched precariously on the mantelpiece of an impressive marble fireplace.

Startled by the sudden activity, Laura followed his movements with obvious bemusement. ‘What about Premières–?’ she began irritably, but Lampre had no time for interruptions.

‘Just a minute!’

Having found what he was looking for, he yanked a piece of paper out of the pile causing a minor avalanche, and marched towards Laura waving it enthusiastically.

‘Very attractive area on the other side of the Garonne – south-east of Bordeaux – around Langoiran and Cadillac. Quite hilly. Reminds me a bit of the English Cotswolds. Do you know the Cotswolds, Laura?’

‘I–’

‘Huge changes there – the Premières Côtes, not the Cotswolds of course. The vineyards are upgrading sharply. Quality and value are the key words. Largely merlot grapes for the red, you know, like Pomerol. Look at Château Reynon, for example. Are you familiar with Reynon?’

‘Er, no. I–’

‘Marvellous! – both the red and white. Oh, the white! So fragrant – from old Sauvignon vines, you know. Château de Haux is now Danish owned, while Château Carsin’s new owners are Finns, would you believe?’ Lampre thrust his piece of paper into Laura’s hands. ‘I think this could be the perfect place for you, my dear – perfect!’

‘But I really don’t want to be in the Premières Côtes. No one in the States has ever heard of–’

‘But that’s the whole point, Laura. Don’t you see? It’s just being discovered – now. You’ve a chance to get your feet on the first rung of the ladder. Properties there are still affordable, and the potential for making excellent wine is staggering.’ He violently tapped the paper he’d given her. ‘Read that – the particulars of Château Belle-Mère.’

‘Château Mother-in-Law!’ spluttered Laura in English. ‘You must be joking!’


‘I jest not, dear lady. Thirty-five hectares – about eighty-six English acres – of excellent vines, sixteen of red and nineteen of white, producing superb red, white and rosé wines. Of course, you may wish to rationalize. Stunning eighteenth-century house at the heart of the estate. Excellent new equipment in the cuvier. Option to buy adjoining land for expansion. Anyway, it’s all there in black and white. Go and have a good lunch, read and digest, and then if you’re interested – as I’m sure you will be – we can make an appointment and pop out to see the place.’

Before she realized what was happening or could protest, Lampre was lifting Laura by the elbow from her chair and steering her towards the door.

‘But I really don’t want ... I mean ... How much are they asking for this place and why are they selling?’

Dismissively, Lampre waved a hand in the air as they rushed through the secretaries’ domain – the two women were also in the process of frantically vacating the premises – and struck an expression of mild shock. ‘It’s very affordable! Slap bang in your price range. Oh, you may need a small loan, but we can sort that out. I know many bank managers.’

They’d reached the lift and Lampre jabbed the call button.

‘What do you mean, “a small loan”?’ asked Laura suspiciously. ‘How small?’

Lampre snorted. ‘Damned lift! Takes for ever. I’m sure your prospective maître de chai will adore Belle-Mère. I don’t suppose he’s currently employed at your alma mater, so to speak, Château La Fayette, is he? You did say you’d studied there, didn’t you?’

Laura’s mouth fell open. ‘I – I–’

The lift groaned to a halt, and, as its door creaked open, Lampre pushed her in.

‘Bourjois is indeed a brilliant young man, my dear. Henri de Bondé would be quite lost without him. So sad about poor Guy, of course.’

Laura stared wide-eyed at Lampre, who remained standing in the corridor. ‘Jean-Claude – Monsieur Bourjois – knows nothing of my plans, Pierre, I assure you. Look, I trust our discussions will be kept confidential?’

Lampre struck an expression of exaggerated outrage. ‘Naturally! Good Lord, I’ve been in practice in this city for almost forty years, dear lady! I am a man of honour. And now I bade you à bientôt. No doubt you’ll be in touch after lunch.’

Laura was confused. ‘Aren’t you coming down in the elevator? And why are the owners selling?’


Lampre rolled his eyes. ‘Use the elevator? Certainly not! At my age I need all the exercise I can get. Anyway, it’s always breaking down. ... They’ve gone bust – the owners. The bank’s foreclosed.’

And then the door creaked shut, Lampre disappeared, and Laura found herself in total darkness: the light bulb in the lift, like everything else at 136 Cours Georges Clemenceau, needed replacing.

As the lift descended, Laura could hear rapid footsteps clattering down the stone spiral staircase and assumed she’d intercept Lampre on the ground floor. However, when the door opened and she emerged into the sunlight streaming through the French windows, there was neither sight nor sound of him. Determined to catch him up, she rushed across the courtyard and through the vaulted passageway, but when she reached Cours Georges Clemenceau, he was nowhere to be seen. Hot, frustrated and thirsty, she decided to go somewhere for a drink and possibly a bite to eat. Anyway, with almost its entire population at lunch, the city would be dead for the next two hours. ‘When in Rome,’ she muttered. A groan followed: she realized she was still clutching Château Belle-Mère’s particulars. Irritably, she thrust them into her portmanteau, and, on the spur of the moment, decided to treat herself at the Café Régent; it was just a couple of minutes away at the corner of Clemenceau and Place Gambetta.

When Laura arrived, the terrace was already packed, but in view of the heat and the noise from the seething traffic, she was more than happy to sit in the air-conditioned interior. An impeccably attired waiter showed her to a table towards the rear of the wood-panelled restaurant, where she gratefully sank into the proffered chair and ordered a bottle of Badoit, her favourite sparkling water. Within seconds, the waiter was filling her glass with as much ceremony as if serving a great wine. She gulped it down and picked up the menu. 

The table to her right had been free when she arrived, but as she studied the salads which the Régent had to offer, she heard a waiter say: ‘Well, monsieur, is this table any better?’
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