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To the man who inspired all my love scenes  . . .


 


No, not you, dear. Him.


 


 


 










Author’s Note


In Champagne the term ‘grand cru’, French for ‘great growth’, designates those vineyards considered to have the greatest potential for producing the very best wine. There are seventeen grand cru villages in the Champagne region. Le Vezy is my imaginary eighteenth.


 


 


 


 










Prologue


 


Champagne, France, twenty years ago  . . .


 


Without dirt, there would be no champagne. As you hold your glass to the light and admire the pale golden fizz inside, consider this: a perfectly clean flute and your bubbly would not bubble. There would be no sparkle to your sparkling wine. Each glittering chain that rises to the surface originates from an imperfection; a minute blemish on the crystal, a fibre from a tea-towel or a tiny speck of dust  . . .


        One last long string of bubbles escaped the girl’s mouth as she drifted gently to the bottom of the river. Her silky brown hair shimmered around her face like waterweed, veiling those lips whose last kiss was left in Chanel rouge on the rim of a tulip-shaped glass. Her eyes were closed; her lashes still perfect as they rested upon her smooth white cheeks. As she settled on to the riverbed, the current moved the girl’s bare arms across her body, covering her beautiful breasts. Now she was a nymph, lulled to sleep by the waters of the Marne as it flowed on through the night towards Paris, opaque with the famous chalky sediment that made wine critics rave when they tasted it in a glass.


        Nobody missed her yet. At the party in the house by the river, the wine was still flowing. The music was still playing. Young girls in tight dresses still laughed at jokes they didn’t entirely understand to please older guys who might find them the rent on an apartment in the sixteenth. A waiter opened a bottle of vintage champagne – Salon – the proper way, turning the bottle and not the cork. Not a pop. Just a sigh and a wisp of vapour. No drop wasted. With one hand behind his back and the thumb of his other hand in the dimple at the bottom of the bottle – the punt – he poured out two glasses for a pair of expensively dressed revellers. One glassful barely effervesced.


        ‘Oh,’ said the woman. ‘No bubbles. Is there something wrong with it?’


        ‘Your glass must be too clean,’ her companion informed her. ‘You need dust to trap the tiny pockets of air that catalyse the fizzing action.’


        ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’ She really did have no idea. This was her sixth glass of champagne that night and her schoolgirl French was somewhat rusty. Though her accent improved with alcohol, her comprehension didn’t.


        Her handsome companion looked deep into his own glass, considering the liquid inside as though examining the facets of a diamond.


        ‘What are you thinking about?’ the woman asked him.


        She hoped that he was thinking about her naked. She wanted him to touch her. She wanted to run her fingers through his silver hair as he made love to her. Violently.


        ‘I’m thinking that people are like champagne,’ he said eventually. ‘Our flaws are what make us sparkle.’


        ‘I think I know what you mean,’ she said.


        She touched the rim of her glass to his. He raised a toast.


        ‘À nos imperfections,’ he said. ‘To our flaws.’










Part One


 


 










Chapter One


An empty champagne bottle lay on the floor of room 512, The Gloria Hotel, Hyde Park, London. A half-eaten box of Belgian chocolates scattered its contents just to the left of the wastebasket. A dozen red roses dripped dying petals on to the dressing table.


        ‘Don’t stop! Don’t stop! Don’t stop!’


        Kelly Elson heard the creak of floorboards as another hotel resident paused outside the door in horrified fascination.


        ‘I’m coming, I’m coming, I’m coming!’ her companion insisted.


        Kelly continued to pump his cock like she was inflating a bicycle tyre. Daniel always said he was coming at least three elbow-cracking minutes before it was true. She shifted position in anticipation of the long haul. She was sitting astride his legs so that his somewhat angry-looking penis stood up between her own alabaster-white thighs. She looked down on his face dispassionately. His eyes were screwed shut. His top lip was drawn back from his teeth in a peculiar pre-sneeze snarl that reminded her of a cornered dog.


        Daniel managed, with great effort, to open his eyes to look at her. Kelly immediately flicked on her best ‘porno’ face: the wet-lipped smile that said, ‘this is really turning me on too’. Anything to hurry him up.


        ‘Go on, baby,’ she said, hoping that a little encouragement might do the trick. The hard work was killing her. ‘Do it for me. I want to see you come.’


        ‘Don’t say anything,’ Daniel choked. ‘You’re putting me off.’


        Kelly gripped harder, half-hoping it hurt. More than half-hoping.


        ‘Come on, come on, come on,’ Daniel groaned. ‘Come on, you bastard!’


        Clearly, Daniel’s penis responded more favourably to rugby-style heckling than sweetness. Kelly felt a sudden and distinct increase in pressure against her fingers as Daniel’s cock spasmed into life.


        ‘Swallow it!’ Daniel instructed.


        No fucking way! Kelly ducked to one side as a fountain of spunk sailed past her right ear. If she hadn’t moved it would have caught her in the eye. She let go of Daniel’s penis immediately, leaving it to flail about like an unattended fire hose, splattering sheets, pillows and headboard. The faux suede headboard . . . Oh, fuck. Oh. Fuck.


        ‘That . . . was . . . brilliant . . .’ Daniel sighed when he had finished, already forgetting that Kelly had abandoned her post at the most crucial moment of all. ‘Thank you.’ He reached out for her hand and went to kiss it, before noticing that her fingers were still sticky and thinking better of the gesture.


        ‘My pleasure.’


        Kelly jumped up from the bed and went in search of a tissue.


        ‘Want me to do anything for you?’ Daniel asked as she returned from the bathroom with a fistful of toilet paper.


        ‘You don’t need to,’ said Kelly.


        ‘Good.’ Daniel lay back in the pillows looking smug. He reached out and gave one of her nipples a tweak.


        Kelly fought the urge to punch him.


        Oblivious to her annoyance, Daniel nodded towards the bottle on the floor. ‘I’ll bring you some of that next time I see you. If you’re a good girl.’


        ‘Thanks,’ she said flatly.


        Champagne.


        Again.


        ‘I don’t think anyone will notice if one little bottle goes missing,’ he smiled.


        Daniel Weston sold booze for a national wholesaler. He visited The Gloria Hotel once a month to sell his plonk to Montrachet, the hotel’s Michelin-starred restaurant. He liked to see Kelly after his appointments, if she could find an empty room. And he always brought along a little present. But it was never a bottle of vodka and some Diet Coke, something Kelly actually liked to drink. It always had to be some fancy wine with a name she couldn’t pronounce. Daniel was pretentious about wine. Always spouting on about it. Nose? Legs? What the fuck did that mean? Most of what he said went over Kelly’s head. Except for the words ‘méthode Champenoise’, which came to mind whenever she held Daniel’s cock in her hand and went at it like a Formula One racing driver shaking a bottle of Mumm Cordon Rouge. That thought passed through Kelly’s head again as Daniel squinted at the label on the empty champagne bottle on the nightstand. ‘Very nice,’ he said. ‘This house used to be legend.’


        ‘Uh-huh,’ said Kelly.


        ‘Bugger,’ Daniel looked at his watch. ‘I should be at the Intercontinental in fifteen minutes.’


        He gave his penis a perfunctory wipe and pulled his trousers up.


        ‘See you next month?’ he asked.


        ‘Sure.’


        He left the soggy wad of tissues on the bedside table, like a tip. Next to the envelope he’d so neatly labelled with Kelly’s name.


        ‘Thanks a lot,’ said Kelly, counting out the five crisp tenners. She tucked the envelope into her pocket and surveyed the damage around her.


        The spunk on the headboard had dried into a patch the shape of America. She would have to scrape that off. Kelly got up, tugged her badly streaked brown hair back into a ponytail and pulled the dirty sheets off the bed. She threw the dying flowers that had been bought for someone else into the waste-bin. She had just ten minutes to get the room ready for the next check-in.


        Last of all she picked up the champagne bottle that Daniel had so admired. ‘Champagne Arsenault’ declared the label.


        ‘Champagne my arse, more like,’ said Kelly to herself.


        Then, not knowing quite why she did it, Kelly tipped the bottle upside down and caught the last drip of golden nectar on her tongue.


        Actually, that’s not bad, she thought. Not so bad at all.


 










Chapter Two


Nine o’clock on a Friday night. Madeleine Arsenault could think of far better places to be than sitting in a restaurant in London, no matter how many Michelin stars the chef had garnered with his nine-course tasting menu. It wasn’t that the restaurant itself was so bad. The room was wonderful. It had been decorated impeccably with the kind of clever lighting that took twenty years off the clientele. And situated as it was on the fifteenth floor of the newly refurbished The Gloria Hotel on the edge of Hyde Park, Mont­ rachet had an absolutely breathtaking view of the city. But Madeleine had her back to the view that evening. The privilege of having something beautiful to look at was reserved for her esteemed guests.


        Madeleine gave a sad half smile as she remembered how that evening’s date had been presented to her.


        ‘The good news,’ said her boss Geoff, ‘is that I’ve secured a table at Montrachet. The bad news  . . .’


        The bad news was that Madeleine would be spending the evening across the table from Adam Freeman, of the investment banking division of the Ingerlander Bank. Quite the most unpleasant man in banking, if not a candidate for the most unpleasant man on Earth.


        ‘But I’m booked on the seven o’clock Eurostar,’ Madeleine protested. She was supposed to be heading back to her family home in France for the weekend. ‘My father is unwell.’


        ‘He’ll last another night,’ Geoff insisted. ‘Tough as old boots, I thought you said. Get Tina to book you on the first train tomorrow. I want you at Montrachet with me, Madeleine. With the Ingerlander bid in place, Freeman’s arse is the one we should be licking.’


        Madeleine winced.


        ‘It’s OK,’ said Geoff. ‘I don’t think he’s into that. But if he is  . . .’


        Madeleine shook her head. ‘I pray,’ she said to Geoff, ‘that it’s merely the language barrier between us that makes me think you’re saying something offensive.’


        Geoff smiled. ‘Good girl, Maddy. Wherever I end up, I’m taking you with me, I promise.’


        ‘That’s what I’m afraid of,’ said Madeleine.


        Geoff gave her a wink.


        The news that the Ingerlander Bank was launching a takeover bid had sent shockwaves throughout the tiny Bank of Maine. Geoff feared for his job and well he might. He was closing on fifty. He had an expensive ex-wife and two incredibly ungrateful daughters to finish putting through private school. Recently, he had been colouring his hair in an attempt to fool the Ingerlanders that he still had years before his sell-by date. Madeleine suspected he might even have had a shot of Botox in the crevasse between his eyebrows. It was going to take more than that, she thought sadly as she looked at him now.


        Madeleine’s situation was altogether different. She didn’t have so much as a goldfish in the cool, white-painted Notting Hill apartment that had been her home for the past ten years. There were no other signatories on her credit cards. If she lost her job in the big takeover, would it be such a bad thing?


        Possibly not, if remaining in her position meant that she would be working with Adam Freeman. He leered across the table at her as she settled into her seat. He was the kind of man you saw all over the City: tall and broad-shouldered but running to fat. Middle age wasn’t doing him any favours. His hair loss highlighted the softness of his facial contours. Chin blurring into neck. His personality didn’t make up for it.


        Geoff was studying the wine list like a student looking for easy questions on a finals paper. He scratched the side of his face absent-mindedly as he did so. Madeleine knew her boss well enough to know that meant he was having a terrible time too. Panicking.


        ‘Better pick something good, Geoff,’ said Freeman. ‘Could be the last time you get to wield the company credit card.’


        Freeman’s cronies guffawed.


        ‘Some champagne to start with?’ Geoff suggested bravely.


        ‘If you think you’ve got something to celebrate . . .’ said Freeman.


        ‘Madeleine knows all about champagne,’ Geoff added. Madeleine sighed inwardly.


        ‘Is that so?’ Freeman turned to face her.


        ‘I grew up there,’ she told him simply.


        ‘Are your family in wine?’


        ‘They have a place in Le Vezy.’


        ‘That’s a grand cru village,’ said Geoff.


        ‘I know that. Worth a lot of money, land in Champagne,’ Freeman observed. ‘I was thinking I might buy myself a château when I get my bonus.’


        Madeleine nodded politely.


        ‘I reckon I could make a pretty good wine.’


        ‘It’s hard work,’ said Madeleine.


        ‘Madeleine got out as quickly as she could,’ said Geoff. ‘For the easy life in the City.’


        ‘At least you’ve got something to go back to,’ Freeman told her.


        A thinly veiled threat. Did Freeman already know their fate? Geoff looked shaken. Madeleine merely raised her eyebrows.


        Freeman plucked the wine list from Geoff’s hands and passed it to Madeleine. ‘You better choose,’ he said. ‘Then we know who to blame if it’s shit.’


        Madeleine took the wine list and began to read.


        Beneath the table, Freeman’s hand crept on to her knee. Pitying his wife and three small children, Madeleine picked Freeman’s hand up and let it fall back into his own lap without betraying the slightest hint that it bothered her. It didn’t do to show your emotions in this world.


        However Madeleine couldn’t help but blink when she saw the name of the bottle at the bottom of the list. ‘Clos Des Larmes.’ It wouldn’t mean a lot to even the most passionate wine buff but to Madeleine  . . .


        ‘Excellent structure and finish,’ claimed the sommelier’s notes. ‘Champagne Arsenault produced this single vineyard champagne only in the most exceptional years.’


        Madeleine knew that. It was a bottle from her own family’s estate.


 


The Arsenault family had several hectares of vines on the hills above Le Vezy, near Bouzy and Ay, where they made a well-regarded Blanc de Noirs. But the Clos Des Larmes was particularly special. It was the wine produced from the pinot noir in the eponymous walled vineyard right next to the house where Madeleine had grown up. A tiny vineyard, it produced just a few hundred bottles and only in the very best years.


        Unbelievable. Madeleine had never seen Clos Des Larmes on an English wine list before. This was a bottle from 1985. A vintage made by her father.


        Anyone else would have pointed it out to their dining companions, hoping to impress them. Geoff would have wanted Madeleine to flag it up, she knew. But the sight of that name just made Madeleine sad.


        That year, 1985, was a great year for champagne but a very bad year for Famille Arsenault. It was the year Madeleine’s brother died in an accident and the year that Madeleine left France for the first time. She hadn’t properly been back since. Her mother swore that she and Madeleine’s father always intended to send their only daughter to boarding school in England but how could Madeleine have seen it as anything but a consequence of their grief? A punishment even?


        With those three words, Clos Des Larmes, Madeleine was momentarily back home. She could see the Arsenault house, square and solid inside its white walled courtyard. The dark green painted shutters. The bright red geraniums in her mother’s cherished window boxes. The gates high and wide enough to drive a coach and horses through, painted with the words ‘Champagne Arsenault’ in extravagant curlicued letters. Proud letters. The roses in the garden. The scrawny black cat sunning itself on the steps. Then the Clos itself. The wild strawberries that grew beneath the vines in the summer. She saw herself as a young girl, playing in the Clos with her older brother. The single apple tree right in the middle  . . .


 


‘Made your mind up yet?’ Freeman interrupted. ‘I need people who can make quick decisions on my team.’


        ‘I’m sure Madeleine just wants to make sure she makes the perfect decision,’ said Geoff, rushing to her defence. This business of defending her was a fairly new development in their relationship. She knew it was only because he thought his job depended on the impression that if he went, his entire team went too.


        ‘We’ll have a bottle of the Jacquesson ninety-six,’ she said to the sommelier as she snapped the wine list shut.


        Freeman nodded as though impressed by her decisiveness. ‘Bring two bottles,’ he added.


 


Madeleine had hoped for an early night so that she might be up in time to catch the seven o’clock train to Paris the next morning but four hours later, they were still at the table.


        They had moved from the champagne to a fine Bordeaux. Now the men were finishing off a bottle of port. Madeleine tried to disguise the fact that she had stopped drinking hours before by occasionally raising her glass to her lips and pretending to take a sip.


        In Madeleine’s handbag, her mobile phone vibrated like a dying bee. When she got the chance to slip away to the bathroom to check her voicemail, she recognised her father’s number in the list of missed calls. At almost midnight – one o’clock in the morning in France – it was much too late to call him back. In any case, she was too tired to face the telling-off she probably deserved. She’d been promising to visit for months. She swore she would make it that weekend. The last thing she needed to hear right then was how she had let him down. Again. She would have to telephone in the morning.


        ‘You haven’t been keeping up with us,’ Freeman bellowed when Madeleine got back to the table. He filled her small glass to the brim, slopping port all over the pristine white tablecloth. ‘In my team, we work hard. We play hard. We’re the Tartars!’


        ‘That’s the name of our cricket team,’ said Freeman’s henchman helpfully.


        ‘Fascinating,’ said Madeleine.


        ‘Come on, girl,’ said Freeman. ‘Drink up.’


        Madeleine gamely clinked her glass against his.


        Beneath the table, hidden in Madeleine’s grey snakeskin-trimmed Fendi, Constant Arsenault’s name illuminated the screen of his daughter’s mobile phone one last time.


 










Chapter Three


Mathieu Randon, head of the eponymous Domaine Randon, was an impressive man. As soon as he walked into a room it was clear he was a force to be reckoned with. His bearing was the very definition of patrician. Though in his mid-fifties, he had the physical strength, grace and agility of a man half his age. He had a full head of silver-white hair, swept back presidentially in style. Naturally, as a Frenchman, he knew how to dress. Everything he wore was bespoke. Hand-made shoes, hand-made suit, hand-made shirts. His ties were the only items he ever got off the rack. But then again, he did own the racks  . . .


        Mathieu Randon inherited Maison Randon, the family champagne house with vineyards in the grand cru villages of Le Vezy, Avize and Verzenay, when he was just twenty-one years old. The upkeep of the champagne business alone would have been enough to occupy most people his age. And the results young Mathieu Randon achieved in his first year at the helm would have formed a big enough pile of laurels for most older, more experienced guys to rest upon indefinitely. But even in his early twenties Mathieu Randon was not a man who liked to laze around.


        In his second year at the head of the family business Randon bought out two of the small houses with vineyards neighbouring his family’s land, enabling the expansion of the Maison Randon brand. Ignoring the thought of his father turning in the grave, Randon concentrated on promoting the Maison’s non-vintage champagne. It sold spectacularly well overseas. It was the height of the eighties, when City bonuses were big and everyone felt like celebrating. Randon embarked on an aggressive sales push in the United States and Great Britain.


        Prior to Mathieu Randon’s time at the helm, Maison Randon had never advertised. That had to change. Randon employed an advertising agency to help him position the brand just so. An up-and-coming French actress was chosen to head up the campaign. She was pictured in bed, her modesty barely covered by a champagne-coloured silk sheet. In her hand a glass of Maison Randon’s non-vintage Brut. On the bedside, the bottle and another glass. The actress looked towards the camera as though her lover were behind the lens. The sexy image sent sales skyrocketing.


        Meanwhile, Randon was still eager for more. He didn’t need the money but if there was one thing Mathieu Randon needed more than oxygen, it was power. And so Domaine Randon was born.


 


During the late eighties, it became increasingly difficult to buy more land suitable for champagne. The Champenois knew the value of their property and there was always someone to pass it on to, rather than let it fall into a stranger’s hands. Frustrated, Randon bought in the Loire and branched into quality still wines. Brandy too. All came into the Domaine. After that he turned his sights on a different kind of luxury.


        It was easy to convince the bankers that his expertise would work just as well in jewellery or fashion. And so Randon bought up Martin et Fils, a family-owned jewellery business with outlets in Paris, Nice and Monaco. The Martin family business had a reputation for quality but had been resisting expansion for years. Randon changed all that. He took some of the Martin family’s classic designs and mass-produced them. The advertising agency that had taken Maison Randon from a relatively little-known marque to one everyone asked for, ran a similar campaign for the jewellery. It was seen on an Oscar-winning actress. Soon fashion magazines were clamouring to feature Martin et Fils’ jewellery. Randon bought up another small jewellery house and amalgamated it into Martin et Fils to help meet the demand.


        Next he took a side-step into clothing. Once again he swooped on small family-led companies: brands with reputations for quality but little real presence in the market. He took an Italian brand renowned for its cashmere and moved production to China. The goods were shipped back to Italy for hand-finishing, thus benefiting from the best of both nations: the cachet and quality of Italian design combined with cheap labour. Randon copied the formula with six other labels.


        Three decades after his father’s death and his rise to the head of the family business, Mathieu Randon had taken his family name global. His was the company behind almost any quality luxury goods brand you cared to mention.


        ‘You must be about ready to retire,’ said the journalist who interviewed him on his fiftieth birthday for Forbes, the business magazine.


        ‘Only when I’m dead,’ said Mathieu Randon.


 


That Monday afternoon, Randon was in his office on the Avenue Des Champs-Élysées. It was an enormous office. Back when the building was a private house it had been the ballroom and the setting for scenes of legendary debauch, according to the real estate agent. Randon had kept the room largely empty, as though he were the kind of man who might leap to his feet and waltz the full length of the beautiful hardwood floor at any moment. He wasn’t that kind of man.


        Randon was studying an article in one of the British Sunday papers (naturally, he was fluent in English, German and Italian as well as French). The article reported on the ‘most expensive champagne in the world’. It named one of Maison Randon’s rivals: Champagne Brice. They had produced, they claimed, a fabulous single vineyard grand cru. It was available in such small quantities that its retail price would be $645 per bottle.


        Randon snarled. The idea that anyone else could produce something worth more than the best bottle at Maison Randon irked him. He pulled out a map of the Randon vineyards in the Champagne region and leaned over it on his desk, studying closely where his land lay in relation to that belonging to Brice. So close. Bordering in many instances. Why did they think they had so much better results? As he studied the extent of the Brice vineyards, Randon kept his right hand over that part of the map he’d outlined in black (a few hectares in Le Vezy), as though to spare his eyes that other horror right then.


        Having somewhat neglected the maison during the late nineties, lately he had been concentrating on the champagne house at the heart of his empire again. The fashion and jewellery departments of DR were pretty much running themselves, but Maison Randon had seen the first small slip in its market dominance for twenty-nine years. It didn’t make Randon happy.


        Randon approached the problem like a true dictator. He sacked all the high-level staff at Maison Randon and replaced them with younger, keener men and women. People who had reputations to make. Hungry people who worked harder and had better ideas. He’d promoted Stefan Urban to head up the new team. Stefan had worked at Randon’s operation in Napa for the previous decade. He brought his young protégé, Axel Delaflote, from California with him. They were full of enthusiasm and energy. Still, Randon was not comforted that day by the idea that he had the best team possible on the case.


        Randon picked up the phone and barked at his assistant, ‘Get me my coat.’


        ‘Yes, Mathieu,’ said Bertille, his personal assistant.


        Randon’s sigh said it all.


        ‘I mean, yes, Monsieur Randon. At once.’


        Randon put down the phone and looked out of one of the five floor-to-ceiling windows on to the street.


        He saw a van pass by with the legend Ruinart painted on its side. The name of yet another champagne brand didn’t improve his mood.


        Moments later, there was a gentle knock at the door and Bertille appeared. Bertille was a petite brunette with a tiny waist who, nonetheless, was well endowed enough to make the buttons on her shirt look endangered when she took a deep breath. As the first point of contact most of Randon’s business associates had with Domaine Randon, Bertille was an excellent ambassadress for the brand. Now she leaned against the doorframe in a manner she probably assumed looked coquettish. She had Randon’s coat draped over her arm.


        ‘Your car is here,’ she told him.


        ‘Thank you.’


        Randon strode across the room. He took his coat from Bertille. He didn’t let her help him into it as he usually did. She looked a little affronted at that. Hurt.


        ‘Bertille,’ he said softly.


        ‘Yes,’ she murmured back.


        Bertille would have to go. It was a pity. She was an excellent assistant but lately she had become far too familiar. Randon knew he shouldn’t have slept with her. It had been an unfortunate case of his loins getting the better of him and now, of course, Bertille thought things were different. Randon cursed his lack of discretion. He was normally very careful about these matters.


        She looked up at him with soft, loving eyes. Dark brown. Doe-like. Or cow-like, thought Randon, less generously. He knew that she, like him, was remembering their single night together. But he also knew that, unlike him, she was remembering it with a pleasure that went beyond the physical. Hers was a look of love.


        ‘I think it’s time you took a vacation, my dear. In fact, I think you need to take a permanent vacation from Domaine Randon. I’d like you to clear your desk before I come back to the office tomorrow morning. I will have the personnel department arrange for a proper settlement.’


        ‘But . . .’ Bertille began to protest.


        ‘Sweet girl, one shouldn’t mix business and pleasure,’ he reminded her. He reached out and touched her cheek lightly with the back of his hand. Bertille suddenly beamed. Randon knew she’d misunderstood him, that she thought he wanted her to leave the company so that they could see more of each other privately. When she realised her mistake, Bertille would protest against her dismissal, of course, but he didn’t let that worry him. There was nothing that couldn’t be sorted out if you threw enough money at it. Even French employment law.


 










Chapter Four


That afternoon’s appointment was at a film studio on the outskirts of Paris where they were shooting the new cinema commercial for Maison Randon’s finest grand cru vintage champagne: Éclat.


        From the outside, the sound studio looked like a hangar on any industrial estate, but inside, it had been transformed into a slice of another world. Randon was greeted at the door by the advertising agency representative, Solange. She was a pretty girl, he noted. She looked intelligent too.


        ‘Monsieur Randon. You’ve arrived at the perfect time. Everyone is just coming back after their afternoon break,’ Solange explained. ‘Mr Tarrant and Ms Morgan are in make-up. They’ll be back on set any moment. Can I get you a coffee?’


        Randon shook his head. He had little doubt that the catering on this job would leave everything to be wished for. Instead he accepted a glass of water – Aqua Blue, Domaine Randon’s very own bottled brand ‘filtered by the Alps’ – and took a seat beside the director’s chair. The director for this little segment was Frank Wylie, a young Angeleno. Following three Oscar nominations for his first movie (for best director, best actor and best screenplay – it took best screenplay), Wylie’s stock was on the rise. Even Randon had been impressed by Wylie’s debut, a surreal extravaganza in the style of Baz Luhrmann’s Moulin Rouge. And thus Wylie was the obvious choice to bring an injection of high glamour to Domaine Randon’s Éclat.


        ‘Mr Wylie has asked not to be disturbed by visitors until the shoot is over,’ said Solange.


        ‘Fine,’ said Randon. He was gratified to see that Wylie was taking this commission seriously.


        The sound stage had been dressed to resemble Parisian rooftops. Randon allowed himself a little smile as the electricians fired up the lights and a glittering Eiffel Tower appeared on the backdrop.


        ‘It looks a bit ropey from here,’ said Solange. ‘But if you’d like to look through the monitor, you’ll get a better sense of how realistic it will look post-production.’


        Just then, while Randon watched via the monitor, a vision of a woman stepped out on to one of the make-believe rooftops. Her long blonde hair hung straight and shiny almost to her waist. Her perfect apricot-pink skin was positively luminous beneath the studio lights. She moved with the grace of a dancer as she walked to the centre of the stage. For a moment, even Randon was impressed.


        This was Christina Morgan, the supermodel. She needed no introduction.


        Solange explained the rest. ‘Christina is wearing a dress by Estrella  . . .’


        Estrella was the most recent of four new fashion houses to be absorbed into Randon’s empire. Randon recognised the cut straight away. The bodice fitted like a second skin. The skirt was a waterfall of expensive black lace. Meanwhile, Christina’s earlobes, neck and wrists glittered with half a million Euros’ worth of diamonds.


        ‘And jewellery by Martin et Fils, of course.’


        Randon watched closely as the stunt manager unzipped the back of Christina’s dress and checked the harness hidden beneath it. The stunt manager attached a couple of wires to the harness and zipped Christina back up. She turned and thanked him.


        ‘You won’t be able to see the wires,’ said Solange.


        On the other side of the stage, while a make-up artist powdered his all-American action-hero jaw, Bill Tarrant was also being fitted up to fly. It was quite a coup having persuaded an actor with Tarrant’s box office clout to appear in a commercial. He was the housewife’s choice, commanding fees per movie that rivalled Cruise and Clooney’s.


        Tarrant was wearing a suit by Trianon, the men’s outfitter that Randon had shaped into a major contender for Gucci and Armani as the male star’s tailor of choice for those red-carpet moments and covers of Vanity Fair.


        ‘Who made his shoes?’ Randon asked Solange.


        ‘Patrick Cox for Trianon,’ Solange confirmed. Randon nodded at her attention to detail.


        Fully harnessed, the two main players in Frank Wylie’s scene smiled at each other across the gap between their two fake rooftops. Bill took out his chewing gum and handed it to an over-eager production assistant. Then he gave Frank Wylie the thumbs up. They were ready.


        ‘In the ad itself we’ll look down into the gap between the two houses to see the metaphorical gulf between them,’ Solange murmured into Randon’s ear as Wylie gave his crew instructions. ‘The power of computer imagery. We’ve already shot the moment when the bottle is opened. We used a hand model, since Bill still has quite a nasty scar on his right hand.’


        Randon had heard about the accident Bill Tarrant suffered on the set of his latest film – a science-fiction epic in which Bill bravely saved the world from an enormous blancmange (as it said in one of the kinder reviews).


        ‘We’ve also done the pack shot,’ Solange continued. ‘That’s the shot at the very end of the ad. The close up on the bottle itself.’


        ‘I know what a pack shot is,’ said Randon.


        ‘Of course,’ Solange was chastised. ‘I forget  . . .’


        ‘Silence everybody!’ called the director’s assistant. ‘Places.’


        The clapper loader dashed out in front of the camera with his clapperboard, neatly annotated with the job, director and take number.


        ‘And action!’


 


The ad’s story was fairly simple. Morgan and Tarrant were guests at two separate New Year’s Eve parties. Footage shot earlier in the day showed them as wallflowers at their respective gatherings, looking bored as hell while the other guests swirled around them, laughing, dancing and generally having a gay old time. Next, the hero and heroine were both seen climbing the stairs to the rooftops. Tarrant’s character actually had to squeeze out through a tiny attic window. Both of them were carrying champagne glasses. Tarrant also had a bottle of Éclat.


        Catching sight of each other across the fake divide, which would look like a giddying five-storey drop once the CGI department had finished, Morgan and Tarrant raised their glasses to toast one another. And then, by the power of movie magic, the beautiful pair was lifted into the air by the bubbles in their champagne, through a sudden flurry of glittering snowflakes, to meet each other halfway across the rooftops and indulge in a magical mid-air dance to a lesser-known piece by Wagner (Wylie’s choice). It wasn’t exactly cheery music but somehow it worked, adding to the atmosphere of slightly edgy decadence.


        On cue, both Tarrant and Morgan floated up into studio sky, looking suitably surprised and delighted by their sudden ability to fly. They met in mid-air, clinking their glasses before falling into a passionate embrace. They whirled around and around until the stunt-master got nervous about the harnesses tangling and tapped the director on the arm.


        ‘Cut!’ shouted Wylie.


        The camera stopped rolling.


        Tarrant and Morgan broke apart and dangled in mid-air like a pair of master-less puppets.


        ‘I think that’s the one,’ said Wylie, conferring with his lighting cameraman.


        ‘Great,’ shouted Bill. ‘Now can someone get me down? This freakin’ harness is cutting into my balls.’


 


Freed from her own uncomfortable harness, Christina Morgan joined her co-star and Mathieu Randon by the monitors.


        ‘Matt Randon!’ Bill clapped the Frenchman on the back. ‘Good to see ya, old man.’


        Randon winced.


        ‘Bill, you have no idea of your own strength,’ Christina told him, assuming Randon was smarting from the smack. ‘Monsieur Randon. Hello.’ Christina extended her perfectly manicured hand. Randon lifted it to his lips and kissed it.


        ‘So European,’ Christina laughed, as she affected a swoon. ‘Bill, you should try it.’


        ‘In the United States?’ said Bill. ‘Forget it, sweetheart. If I went around kissing hands, I’d get punched. What did you think of the ad, Matt?’


        ‘I liked it very much,’ said Randon. ‘The chemistry between you is very obvious.’


        ‘So it should be,’ said Christina. ‘We’ve only been married eleven months!’


        She planted a kiss on her husband’s cheek. She hoped it looked full of affection and warmth.


        ‘It’s like we’re still on honeymoon,’ she said. ‘Isn’t it, darling?’


        ‘Do you know when the ad will begin showing?’ asked Bill.


        ‘The ad company rep has assured me that we have slots booked to coincide with the release of your new movie around Thanksgiving.’


        Bill nodded.


        ‘That’s good news,’ Christina concurred.


        ‘I’m glad you think so. Now we should all go out to dinner and celebrate a very successful shoot,’ Randon suggested. ‘I understand Frank has chosen a restaurant.’


        ‘I’m up for that,’ said Bill.


        ‘I’ll join you boys but not for too long,’ said Christina. ‘I’m flying back to Los Angeles first thing. And unfortunately, I really mean first thing.’


        ‘I hope you’re being well compensated for missing a night out in Paris,’ said Randon.


        ‘Unfortunately not,’ said Christina. ‘I’m heading back to shoot an infomercial for a non-profit. Battered women.’


        ‘Always doing charity work. She never turns down a request,’ her husband added.


        ‘How could I?’ Christina exclaimed. ‘Just a few moments of my time to change so many sorry lives?’


        ‘And of course it keeps her name in the news,’ said Bill.


        Christina glared at him.


        ‘I’m joking, sweetheart. See what an angel I married.’


        ‘She is definitely a heavenly vision,’ said Randon, kissing her hand again.


        ‘Oh, Monsieur Randon,’ Christina’s hand fluttered to her heart. ‘You are such a charmer! Later, boys.’


        She left them with a wink and crossed the floor to her dressing room as though she were walking the catwalk. She might as well have been on a catwalk, she thought to herself. She knew everybody would be watching. Well, she’d give them all a show.


        ‘Your tongue is dragging on the floor,’ Christina heard Solange tell her young male assistant.


 










Chapter Five


That Thursday morning at The Gloria Hotel was the stuff of every chambermaid’s nightmares. The previous night the hotel restaurant had hosted wine magazine Vinifera’s annual awards. The hotel was packed with people who had attended the ceremony (and the grand tasting) and none of them were likely to be checking out before midday, which meant that the chambermaids would have just two hours to change three hundred beds before the next lot of guests arrived.


        Hilarian Jackson didn’t even wake up until ten to twelve. His right arm felt dead. He panicked. He thought he’d had a stroke. It took a moment to register that it was just that he’d been sleeping so heavily, thanks to the booze, that he’d hardly moved during the night. Relieved to feel the pins and needles that heralded the return of blood to his arm, he rolled over on to his left side and closed his eyes again. And then he remembered.


        ‘Arse,’ he said to himself.


        He had a lunch date. Ronald Ginsburg and Odile Levert would be waiting for him downstairs in the hotel bar at that very moment.


        He could have used another hour in bed. Maybe he should stand them up, he thought. It wasn’t such a big deal, though he knew that to the cognoscenti, it was quite a gathering. Arguably the three most important wine critics in the world at the same table. Breaking bread and disagreeing about the booze. As usual.


        Hilarian dragged himself to the bathroom and surveyed the damage from the night before. His memories of the Vinifera awards were vague to say the least. His head pounded. A lattice of bright red vessels patterned his ordinarily yellow eyes.


        ‘I’m never drinking again,’ said Hilarian, as he always did. ‘Starting tomorrow.’


 


When Hilarian finally got to the hotel bar, half an hour late, Odile and Ronald were already at the table. Ronald didn’t look as though he’d slept much. He never did. He was seventy years old. He could have started a luggage concession with the bags under his eyes and there was always a dribble of something expensive on the front of his Brooks Brothers’ shirt. Parisian Odile was entirely different. She was dressed from head to toe in cream. Probably Chanel. Always immaculate. Hilarian reflected that he had never seen Odile spill so much as a drop of wine in their long acquaintance. He’d never seen her drunk either. Not even slightly tipsy.


        ‘Stallion’s Leap worthy of a gold medal? Ronald, you must have a head-cold,’ Odile was saying.


        ‘Darling,’ Ronald retorted. ‘Are you absolutely sure it’s not your time of the month? A woman’s cycle affects her judgement of everything.’


        Hilarian saw Odile stiffen. He had arrived just in time. There was nothing guaranteed to put Odile Levert in a rage more quickly than Ronald Ginsburg’s theory that women simply were not biologically suited to evaluating wine.


        ‘At last! ’Ilarian!’ When Odile said his name, Hilarian almost liked it. Odile was colder than a witch’s tit, but her accent was pure aural sex. She kissed him on both cheeks.


        Ronald tipped an imaginary hat.


        ‘Ah, the Noble Rotter,’ said Ronald.


        Hilarian rolled his eyes, but in fact he rather liked his nickname, which reflected not only his supposed incorrigibility but also the fact that he was an hon and an expert on botrytis (the real ‘noble rot’ so important to the production of sweet wine). The Noble Rotter was the name of his regular column in one of the Sundays.


        ‘And who was the lucky lady last night?’ Ronald asked pruriently. ‘I saw you go upstairs with that girl with the . . .’ He mimed a pair of substantial breasts. Odile tutted.


        ‘A gentleman never tells,’ said Hilarian.


        ‘But you’re no gentleman,’ purred Odile.


        ‘Good point,’ said Hilarian. They didn’t have to know that he’d simply helped the extraordinarily drunken sub-editor from Vinifera to her room and kissed her goodnight at the door. ‘Who’s picking the wine?’ Hilarian changed the subject. He picked up the list and started to scan it. These three always took more trouble over choosing the wine than they did the food. ‘And whose expense account are we on today?’ he added.


        ‘I’ll pick this up,’ said Ronald. Ronald had Vinifera’s most important column. It was said that winemakers the world over tweaked their wine to Ronald’s taste in search of his approval. His annual guides shifted millions of copies.


        ‘In that case . . .’ Hilarian suggested Chassagne Montrachet at three hundred pounds a bottle. Would have been rude not to.


 


Over lunch, the three critics discussed the previous evening’s award ceremony. They agreed that the overall quality of that year’s competitors was patchy. That year’s wines were the result of a very strange summer weather-wise. Unusually heavy rain in Northern Europe led to much of the grape harvest there rotting in the sodden vineyards. Meanwhile, Southern Europe roasted and the grapes in that part of the continent had a cooked jammy taste. Ronald and Odile also agreed that Vinifera had been ‘dumbing down’.


        ‘I blame Sideways,’ said Ronald. ‘Now everyone is getting into wine they keep telling me to make it more goddamn accessible.’


        ‘That’s a good thing, surely?’ said Hilarian.


        Ronald and Odile looked at him as though he were mad; they actually prided themselves on producing impenetrable columns. They were elitists. Wine intellectuals. Snobs. Since his own main money-spinner was a guide to supermarket wines retailing at less than a tenner a pop, Hilarian often wondered why they bothered with him.


        ‘So,’ said Ronald when the last of the wine had been drunk and the three were drinking espressos, ‘you ready to pay up, Hilarian?’


        ‘Pay up?’


        ‘Your bet,’ said Odile helpfully. A slightly cruel smile twisted her perfectly made-up mouth. Somehow she had managed to eat an entire meal without displacing any of her signature red lipstick.


        ‘I made a bet? Who with?’ Hilarian asked. ‘And,’ he added with a groan, ‘how much did I lose?’


        He felt a chill travel the length of his body as Odile and Ronald looked at each other conspiratorially. Ronald’s old eyes crinkled with pleasure. Hilarian tried to retain some semblance of composure but his mind was travelling back to the previous year’s Vinifera awards, when he bet Ronald ten thousand pounds that Maison Randon’s Éclat would take the highest prize in the champagne section. It didn’t. Ronald had insisted that the bet was paid though Hilarian couldn’t even remember having made it.


        ‘You haven’t lost anything,’ said Odile at last.


        Hilarian was flooded with relief.


        ‘Yet!’


        Both she and Ronald laughed.


        ‘By the look on both your faces,’ said Hilarian, ‘I’m guessing that I made a silly wager.’


        ‘Very silly,’ said Odile.


        Ronald agreed.


        ‘Well, for goodness’ sake, tell me what it was.’


        ‘That an English sparkling wine would carry off wine of the year at the Vinifera awards within the next five years.’


        Hilarian didn’t put his head in his hands but that was what he felt like doing.


        ‘Oh dear,’ he said. ‘How much?’


        ‘Fifty thousand dollars,’ said Odile, clapping her hands in glee.


        ‘Sweet Jesus.’


        ‘Don’t blaspheme,’ said Ronald.


        ‘I must have been very drunk,’ Hilarian groaned.


        ‘Of course,’ said Odile. ‘You always are.’


        ‘Neither of you took me up on it,’ said Hilarian hopefully.


        Odile grinned wickedly as she reached into her handbag and pulled out a tattered paper napkin. She flourished it at Hilarian.


        ‘Ta-daa! We wrote it down,’ she said.


        Hilarian looked at his signature in blurry felt pen with horror.


        ‘Fifty thousand dollars. English sparkling wine to win wine of the year within the next five years. Signed Hilarian Jackson.’ Odile read it out as though she were trying to be helpful.


        ‘And you’re going to hold me to that?’ Hilarian asked. He knew that shit-bag Ronald would. Fifty grand was nothing to that decrepit bastard. Odile came from money and Ronald’s books had made him a mint but Hilarian didn’t have that kind of cash. Nowhere near. He certainly had no ‘old money’ as Ronald had often implied. Hilarian may have had a title but, as was the case with so many British aristocratic families, all the accompanying dosh had gone on repairing the drafty family pile in Northumberland.


        ‘No,’ said Odile. ‘That would be cruel.’


        Hilarian was so relieved he thought he might lose control of his bowels.


        ‘But when we had finished choking in horror at the very thought of a world-beating English sparkler, Ronald and I agreed that it would be a bit of fun to take you up on your challenge in another way. So, in five years’ time, we’re going to have our own private Judgement of Paris.’


        Hilarian raised an eyebrow. The Judgement of Paris was the name given to the infamous Paris wine tasting of 1976. Prior to that date, it was taken as gospel that French wines were the best in the world and, to prove it conclusively, a wine merchant called Steven Spurrier organised a blind tasting comparing French wines to their American equivalents. The idea was to put the upstart Yanks in their place. Eight of the nine tasting judges were French. And they judged the best wines to be American. When the competition was reprised several years later, some of the French houses tactfully refused to take part.


        ‘Weren’t there three competitors in the original judgement?’ Hilarian mused. ‘I mean in the myth, of course.’


        ‘Exactly,’ said Odile. ‘You’re not the only one who had a classical education. Aphrodite, Athena and Hera.’


        Hilarian gave Odile a small round of applause.


        ‘And so we will judge wines from three different nations. All made from this year’s harvest. Champagne for my country. “Champagne” from the United States for Ronald here.’ Odile made little quotation marks in the air to remind her companions that she fully subscribed to the French view that no sparkling wine produced outside the Champagne region should ever be called by that name. ‘And from your country, Hilarian, a sparkling white wine. Whatever you want to call it.’ She flicked her hand dismissively. ‘Or if you prefer, we can make you an honorary Italian and you could champion Asti Spumante instead. Might give you a better chance.’


        ‘Ha ha ha,’ said Hilarian.


        ‘What do you think?’


        ‘It’s not what I wagered,’ said Hilarian.


        ‘No,’ said Ronald. ‘It gives you better odds. You only have to beat two other wines with your chosen vintage.’


        ‘How much?’ Hilarian ventured.


        ‘Let’s stick with your original stake,’ said Odile. ‘Fifty thousand dollars each.’


        Hilarian tried not to wince. Fifty thousand dollars. What was that in pounds?


        ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ said Ronald to Odile.


        Thank goodness, thought Hilarian.


        ‘It’s got to be fifty thousand sterling!’


        ‘Even better,’ Odile laughed.


        ‘Are you serious?’ Hilarian asked her.


        ‘Of course,’ said Odile. ‘Winner takes all. Agreed? I’m going to buy myself a nice little Mercedes with your cash, boys.’


        ‘I wouldn’t be too cocky, Odile,’ said Ronald. ‘You remember 1976.’


        ‘Not as well as you, old man,’ said Odile. ‘Are you in, Hilarian?’


        He couldn’t afford to be. He had an ex-wife, two teenage sons to put through university and a telephone-number overdraft. But the moment of reckoning was five whole years away. Maybe he would have fifty grand to spare by then. He didn’t want to look a party pooper. Or give Ginsburg a reason to think he wasn’t doing quite as well as him. And perhaps . . . a tiny flicker of optimism tickled the back of Hilarian’s brain. His wasn’t a totally impossible position. Some of the finest palates in the world had mistaken the Sussex sparkler Nyetimber for vintage champagne. And if he did win, what he could do with a hundred thousand pounds  . . .


        ‘I’m in,’ he said as confidently as he could. ‘You know I think East Sussex has a terroir that easily rivals that of the Marne. And if there’s one good thing about global warming, it’s that it has been fabulous for the Great British grape. We’ve had a couple of outstanding years. I’d be happy to put a hundred thousand pounds on an English sparkler.’


        ‘Then let’s raise the bet!’ said Ginsburg.


        ‘No,’ said Hilarian quickly. ‘Really, fifty grand is fine. I wouldn’t want you to have to raid your retirement fund, Ronald.’


        ‘Then it’s settled,’ said Odile. ‘I love a competition. Fifty thousand each. We’ll declare our chosen vineyards at the London wine fair in June. These are the parameters. No bigger than fifty hectares. Must never have won an award before.’


        Bugger, thought Hilarian. That ruled out Nyetimber and Ridgeview.


        ‘May the best wine win,’ said Ronald.


        They raised a toast to that.


        ‘OK. Let’s make this official.’ Ronald got out his pen and started to draw up a contract on another napkin.


        ‘Will you please rip that up?’ said Hilarian, nodding at the original wager from the night before.


        ‘Don’t you want to keep it as a souvenir of your over-arching optimism?’ Odile teased.


        After lunch, Hilarian felt the beginnings of a headache as he climbed into a taxi and it wasn’t the Chassagne Mont­ rachet that had brought it on. Had he really just bet fifty thousand pounds that he could find a hitherto unknown sparkling wine from England that would beat a vintage champagne? He ran through the possibilities in his mind. And decided that there were no possibilities.


         If the other two didn’t let him wriggle out of this bet, he was stuffed.


 










Chapter Six


Kelly was smoking the remains of a cigar someone had left behind in room 506 when her supervisor caught up with her. In her hurry to put the cigar out, Kelly missed the ashtray balanced on the bed beside her and stubbed the glowing butt straight on a pillow instead. The smell of singed feathers instantly filled the room.


        Kelly fanned the smoke ineffectively.


        ‘Kelly!’


        She waited to be told she could collect her P45 on the way out.


        ‘You know you shouldn’t be smoking,’ said Geraldine. But the expression on Geraldine’s face told Kelly that her illicit puff on a Monte Cristo was the least of Geraldine’s concerns with her young employee that morning.


        ‘We need to talk,’ said Geraldine ominously. ‘What I’ve got to say is very unpleasant, so I want you to sit down.’


        Kelly’s heart flapped against her ribcage like a bird stuck in a chimney as she sat back down on the bed. Geraldine shook her head. This is it, thought Kelly. She’s found out. Just that morning, one of the Polish chambermaids had caught Kelly buttoning up her overall as she followed Daniel Weston out of an empty room where they’d spent their usual half-hour. Alicia must have said something to Geraldine. And now the jig was up. She’d definitely get the sack. It was a shitty job but Kelly couldn’t afford to lose it.


        ‘Sorry, I . . .’ Kelly began. ‘I can explain. You see, I was feeling faint and I had to lie down and this bloke  . . .’


        Geraldine put up her hand to stop Kelly’s excuses. ‘It’s OK. Forget about it.’


        ‘Really?’


        ‘Yes. Kelly, sweetheart  . . .’


        Sweetheart? Kelly was even more on her guard.


        ‘Your mum’s been on the phone. Said she’s been trying to get you on your mobile but you’ve not been answering. Is your phone working?’


        Of course Kelly’s phone wasn’t working. As usual, she was out of credit.


        ‘It’s urgent,’ Geraldine continued. ‘You better get home right away. Now.’


        ‘Right now?’ Kelly had another three hours left on her shift.


        ‘Yes,’ said Geraldine. ‘Oh, you poor girl! Come here.’


        Geraldine threw her arms around the younger woman and squeezed her tightly.


        ‘Is Mum OK?’ Kelly asked, suddenly really worried. ‘Has something happened?’


        ‘Your mum’s fine,’ said Geraldine.


        Then what was the problem, Kelly wondered. What was all this friendliness about?


        ‘Your dad’s dead.’


 


Kelly took up Geraldine’s kind offer of an afternoon off.


        ‘You look after yourself,’ Geraldine told her. ‘Get a taxi straight home, you hear?’ She handed Kelly a twenty-pound note. ‘Call me and let me know you’re OK.’


        ‘It’ll probably cost twenty-five to get to Tooting from here,’ said Kelly, folding the twenty into her wallet.


        Geraldine and the other chambermaids scraped together five more pound coins to cover the rest of the fare.


        And now Kelly was spending their money in Topshop, Oxford Circus. There was, you see, absolutely no need to hurry home as far as Kelly was concerned. Her dad was dead. So what? She’d never met him. In fact, her mother had always refused to tell Kelly his name, leading Kelly to conclude that her mother didn’t actually know who he was either. The slag.


        With five pounds left after she had bought herself a couple of T-shirts, Kelly bought a top-up card for her phone. An hour later, she finally called her mum.


        ‘Where the hell are you? I want you back home,’ said Marina. ‘Now.’


        ‘What for?’ asked Kelly.


        ‘What do you mean, what for? Your father’s died.’


        ‘So? I’m not going to get upset about somebody I never even knew.’


        ‘Get yourself home now or you’ll find your bags on the doorstep when you do, you stupid little cow.’


 


The reason for that outburst of love from Kelly’s mother? The Elson family had a visitor. When Kelly finally got home, it was to find a tall, worried-looking man in a suit sitting on the very edge of the sofa, as though he were afraid it might swallow him up if he leaned too far back. Actually, that wasn’t such a ridiculous concern. The sofa was old and had several dodgy patches where the springs had given up. It was the furnishing equivalent of quicksand.


        ‘Kelly, this is Mr Harper,’ said Marina in her ‘best’ voice as she led her daughter into the ‘lounge’. Marina never did remember that really posh people had ‘sitting rooms’.


        ‘Hello,’ said Kelly, ignoring the man’s outstretched hand.


        ‘Mr Harper is from the firm of solicitors who look after your father’s estate.’


        ‘Great. Are you going to tell me who my father is then?’ Kelly asked belligerently. She remained standing, arms folded across her chest, as she waited for an answer.


        ‘Of course,’ Tim Harper obliged. ‘Your father was Graeme Dougal Mollison.’


        ‘Dougal what?’


        ‘Graeme Dougal Mollison,’ Harper repeated. ‘Though nobody ever called him Graeme. Went by Dougal to his friends.’


        Kelly wrinkled her nose. It meant nothing to her.


        ‘You remember where we lived when you were very little, pet?’ Marina elaborated. ‘Out in Norfolk? In that cottage near the big house with the horses?’


        ‘Where you worked as a housekeeper? Yeah,’ said Kelly, ‘just about.’


        ‘And you remember the man the big house belonged to? Who used to come and visit us sometimes?’


        ‘The one who used to bring me sweets and pinch my cheeks? That old creep?’


        ‘Well  . . .’


        ‘Oh my god.’ The penny dropped. ‘You’re telling me that man was my father?’


        Marina nodded. She looked a little ashamed.


        ‘He was about a hundred years old, Mum!’


        ‘Only in his eighties, he would have been then,’ Marina corrected her. ‘And he looked young for his age. He had a young outlook too.’


        ‘Oh god.’ Kelly sank down on to a chair. ‘You had sex with him. An eighty-year-old man! You were only twenty. That’s disgusting.’


        ‘He had a nice personality.’


        ‘Don’t tell me it was love.’


        ‘Kelly  . . .’


        ‘Well, why do I care?’ Kelly shrugged. ‘Some old bloke is dead. He never cared about me.’


        ‘On the contrary,’ Mr Harper interrupted. ‘Dougal, your father, was very concerned with your welfare. He sent your mother five hundred pounds a month.’


        ‘What?’


        ‘That’s right. Every month for the first eighteen years of your life.’


        ‘But I never saw any of it!’ Kelly protested.


        ‘I spent every penny on you, love,’ said Marina. ‘I promise. Raising a child is so expensive,’ she added, addressing the remark to Mr Harper as though he might sympathise.


        ‘Bollocks. You spent it all on booze and fags!’ said Kelly.


        ‘I didn’t,’ Marina said to Mr Harper.


        ‘You let me go to school in second-hand clothes, you bitch. You told me I had to pay rent as soon as I turned sixteen  . . .’


        Mr Harper’s discomfort was no longer solely due to the state of the sofa.


        ‘Kelly!’ Marina pleaded. ‘We can talk about this later.’ She reached for her daughter’s hand.


        ‘Don’t touch me,’ Kelly hissed. ‘You’re worse than a prostitute.’


        ‘I can explain,’ Marina insisted.


        ‘Don’t bother. I don’t want to know any more,’ said Kelly. ‘I’m going out.’


        She turned towards the door.


        ‘Ms Elson,’ said Mr Harper, standing up. ‘Don’t go yet.’


        ‘Fuck off,’ Kelly made the ‘talk to the hand gesture’ and carried on her way.


        Mr Harper took a risk and caught her by the arm. ‘Please wait. There’s something else you need to know.’


        ‘What more can I possibly need to know? My mum’s a slag and my dad was some crummy old pervert.’


        ‘This is important. I’ve travelled all the way up from Sussex to let you know that you’ve inherited Froggy Bottom.’


        ‘What’s that?’ Kelly scoffed. ‘Now you’re going to tell me I’ve got some kind of genetic disorder as well?’


        ‘No, Ms Elson,’ said Mr Harper patiently. ‘Froggy Bottom is a vineyard.’


 










Chapter Seven


‘I’m so sorry for your loss.’


        ‘Thank you.’ Madeleine Arsenault nodded serenely at the platitudes of her father’s mourners. She’d been surprised at the number of people who thronged the tiny village church in Le Vezy for Constant Arsenault’s funeral. But of course she quickly realised that it wasn’t love for her father that made the local vignerons dress up and turn out. It was curiosity. And self-interest. When they asked her ‘how are you coping?’ they didn’t mean ‘how are you coping with the loss of your beloved father? but ‘how are you coping with Champagne Arsenault?’


        Vultures. The lot of them. It was clear they assumed that now Constant Arsenault was dead, the maison would be up for grabs. After all, Madeleine was a woman. She had no father, no brother, no husband. She couldn’t cope with running a champagne house alone (they conveniently forgot about Veuve Clicquot and Madame Bollinger). The best thing for her would be to put the whole place up for sale, take the cash and go back to London, which is where she had spent the last ten years. That’s obviously what she wanted.


        Well, they were right about one thing. Financially, it would have been better to sell Champagne Arsenault. Madeleine knew that her father didn’t have the killer instinct of some of the local businessmen, but until recently she had had no idea just how far into the red the maison had gone. Champagne Arsenault’s debts were enormous. Simply vast. Madeleine was certain that worrying about those debts had been a factor in her father’s demise, but she was perplexed. It was quite something to make such a loss in the champagne business. It would have required an almost suicidal determination.


        ‘My dear child . . . let me hold you.’


        Madeleine extricated herself from the too-close embrace of Monsieur Mulfort and headed for the one friendly face in the room. Axel Delaflote.


        Madeleine had known Axel Delaflote since childhood. Axel’s father had worked as a cellar master for Madeleine’s family at Champagne Arsenault. They had grown up within a couple of streets of each other. Now Axel took both Madeleine’s hands in his own and kissed them.


        ‘Ma pauvre chérie,’ he said.


        ‘Look at all these people,’ Madeleine whispered. ‘None of them cared about my father when he was alive. Paying their respects? They’ve got no respect. They’re only interested in getting hold of his land.’


        Axel nodded sympathetically.


        ‘I can’t stand it.’ Tears lent a glitter to Madeleine’s eyes.


        ‘You know,’ said Axel, ‘you don’t have to put up with this any longer. Why don’t you just go upstairs and take a rest? I’ll get rid of this lot for you.’


        ‘Would you?’ asked Madeleine.


        Axel fixed her with his soft brown eyes. ‘Of course.’ He ran his hand over her cheek. ‘You need someone to take care of you for a change.’


        Madeleine squeezed his hand. ‘Thank you.’


 


They hadn’t always been such good friends, Madeleine and Axel. As children, they were perpetually at war. As one of the heirs to Champagne Arsenault, Madeleine must be a snob, assumed Axel. Young Madeleine subscribed to her brother Georges’ view that Axel Delaflote was a pleb (though she had no idea what ‘pleb’ meant). But pleb or not, Axel and Georges were inseparable, so Madeleine and Axel had plenty of opportunities to engage in battle. Axel launched countless water bombs over the walls of the Arsenault Clos at Madeleine. Madeleine and her friends demolished Axel’s den in the woods. One day Axel had actually cut off Madeleine’s plaits with a pair of pruning shears. Madeleine retaliated by exploding a stink bomb in his school bag. The smell followed him around for months.


        Of course, all that changed when Georges had his accident and Madeleine was sent away to school in England. Suddenly, the easy hate–hate relationship of Madeleine and Axel’s childhood was reduced to the odd nod when they passed in the street during the school holidays.


        After school, they found themselves on different continents. Madeleine studied English at Oxford. Axel studied viticulture in Montpellier before he flew to the United States and joined the graduate programme at the University of California, Davis. Again they saw each other only at holidays. Easter. Christmas Eve, at Midnight Mass. Sometimes in January on patron saint of Champagne, St Vincent’s Day. And then Madeleine got her job at the bank and for almost ten years they hadn’t seen each other at all.


 


Lately, Axel had been spending more time in Champagne. Having graduated with top honours from UC Davis, Axel had been recruited by a big American wine producer in the Napa Valley. He’d moved from there to Domaine Randon’s Napa operation. Now he had returned to France, with his boss, to work for DR at the jewel in the conglomerate’s crown: Maison Randon Champagne. Madeleine had heard the news from her father during one of the rare phone conversations they had that didn’t turn into a fight about when Madeleine would also return to her roots, her people, her Champagne  . . .


        Madeleine knew her father liked Axel. As far as Madeleine knew, Axel was the only person from the village who had visited her father while he was ill. Not like the vultures he was shooing out of the house right now.


        ‘I’ll come and see you tomorrow, Madeleine,’ Monsieur Mulfort called up the stairs. ‘Make sure you’re doing all right.’


        ‘Thank you,’ Madeleine called back down. ‘Bastard,’ she added under her breath.


        A knock at the door.


        ‘Come in.’


        It was Axel.


        ‘They’re all gone,’ he said. ‘For now.’


        ‘At last. Thank you so much,’ said Madeleine.


        ‘You need to watch out. I think old Monsieur Mulfort is planning to ask for your hand in marriage. Quickest way to get his hands on your land.’


        ‘Oh god!’ said Madeleine. But the idea brought a smile to her face. Jean Mulfort was at least ten years older than her father had been.


        ‘I told him being a newly-wed again would kill him,’ said Axel. ‘But that it would probably be a nice way to go.’


        ‘You sod.’ Madeleine threw a small cushion at Axel’s head. ‘Sit down. Drink?’


        Axel nodded. ‘Yes, please.’


        ‘Papa’s marc?’ she suggested, holding up a bottle of the deadly local spirit.


        Though he tried to prevent it, Axel couldn’t stop a slight grimace flitting across his face.


        ‘Wise choice,’ said Madeleine as she poured them both a glass of brandy instead.


        ‘To your father,’ Axel raised a toast.


        ‘And the mess he’s left me with,’ said Madeleine.


        Axel gave Madeleine’s hand a squeeze. She smiled gratefully. She hadn’t told him quite everything about the state of the maison’s accounts but it must have been obvious that all was not well. Apart from Madeleine and the undertakers, Axel was the only person who had seen the state of the place as it had been when her father breathed his last.


        Madeleine hadn’t known what to do when she let herself into the house and found her father stiff and cold in his bed. She’d run out into the street and narrowly missed meeting her own demise beneath the wheels of Axel’s car. He’d scooped her up from the road, ascertained the reason for her tears and took over from that moment on.


        So, Axel had seen the truth behind the grand gates of Champagne Arsenault. The dirt and the disarray. The dishes piled high in the kitchen sink. The rotten food in the fridge. The filthy sheets on the bed. The tattered pyjamas that were her father’s shroud. Her father had died in conditions that would have made the average tramp turn up his nose. And Axel had seen it all. Madeleine shuddered at the thought.


        As if he sensed that she needed distraction, Axel broke the silence. ‘We’ll take a proper look at the vines tomorrow,’ he said.


        Like the house, with its peeling paint, Madeleine suspected that the Arsenault vineyards had suffered badly from some seasons of neglect. There was no doubting that was true of the Clos. Once her father’s pride and joy, the tiny walled vineyard at the back of the house was choked with weeds. Brambles held the rusted gates shut.


        ‘Do you have time for that?’ Madeleine asked.


        ‘I’ve got plenty of time,’ Axel assured her.


        She wondered if he knew how grateful she was.


        They sat companionably side by side looking at the fire. As Axel held up his glass to look at the flames through the amber liquid, Madeleine studied his profile.


        Like the Le Vezy Rouge his father had once produced for Champagne Arsenault, Axel Delaflote was ageing very well. He had a fine, aquiline nose. Noble. His dark hair flopped over strong eyebrows and dark chocolate eyes. His mouth was a strong, straight line. His skin was perfectly tan from years spent working outdoors in Napa, checking the progress of Domaine Randon’s grapes. He had taken off his jacket and rolled up his sleeves. Madeleine looked at his strong forearms and felt a flicker deep inside.


        Axel Delaflote had always been the most interesting boy in Le Vezy.


        She wasn’t in the least bit surprised that they ended up in bed  . . .


 


It began, as these things do, with a kiss. Without saying a word, Axel placed his glass on the floor and turned towards her. He cupped her face in his hands and pulled her close. Automatically, Madeleine closed her eyes and parted her lips in anticipation of the touch of his.


        What started softly soon became more passionate. They devoured each other’s mouths. Meanwhile, Axel’s hands roamed the exquisite curves of Madeleine’s body. She sighed happily as they moved slowly from her waist towards her bottom. Soon, he was undoing the buttons at the back of her plain black mourning dress. Madeleine lifted her arms obediently so that he could pull the dress off over her head. Axel gave a murmur of appreciation as he took in Madeleine’s expensive pewter-coloured silk and lace underwear. His fingers traced the edge of the balconette bra that lifted the perfect white orbs of her bosom. Her nipples were already tight and hard.


        While Axel dipped his head to kiss the soft skin of Madeleine’s décolletage from the notch at her throat to the bow between her breasts, she worked at undoing the buttons on his shirt, eager to feel his bare chest against hers. Soon they were both completely naked. Chest to chest. Skin on skin.


        Axel briefly caught Madeleine’s eye and grinned before he parted her long slim legs and dipped his head down between them. The touch of his tongue on her clitoris sent an electric shock right through her. She was already aroused. Kissing Axel was enough to have done that.


        When it became too much to bear, Madeleine pulled him up and had him lie down on top of her. She parted her legs around his body and felt his penis resting hard against her pubic bone.


        Madeleine slid her hand down between them and sought out his erection. Meanwhile, Axel’s fingers had moved to the smooth silken tuft of her pubic hair. Madeleine couldn’t help gasping as she felt him make contact with her clitoris again, sending more shivers of arousal up and down her spine like sparks.


        Now all Madeleine wanted was to have him all the way inside her. Not just his fingers. She wrapped her hand around his penis, gently moving the soft sheath of his foreskin backwards and forwards while her other hand massaged his balls. It wasn’t long before he was hard enough for Madeleine to tilt her pelvis towards him and slowly guide him in.


        She had never felt such pleasure as she did in that moment when her body relaxed around Axel’s penis and he began to move. Madeleine wrapped her arms and legs around him and held him so close it was as though she had started to melt into him. She loved the way he kept kissing her or buried his face in her neck. She loved the taste of the sweat on his skin when she kissed him back.


        He moved slowly at first. She moved in time with him, rising up to meet each of his thrusts. Their breathing grew heavier as the pace quickened. Madeleine dug her fingers into Axel’s buttocks, pulling him still further inside.


        After a while he flipped her over so that she was on top. Her hair shaded his face like a veil. She balanced above him so that they were touching only where he entered her, teasing him until he had to roll her over again.


        She came right before he did. Her orgasm electrified her. Her entire body seemed to dissolve as she started to come. He came quickly afterwards; the sound of her ecstasy tipping him over the edge.


        ‘I have waited for that for a very long time,’ Axel sighed as they lay in each other’s arms afterwards.


        ‘Me too,’ said Madeleine, realising in that moment that it was true. ‘Me too.’


 


When Geoff, Madeleine’s boss, called from London the following morning to tell her that they were definitely going to lose their jobs in the takeover, Madeleine wasn’t half so disappointed as she expected to be.


        ‘Don’t worry, Mads. I’m not going to take this lying down,’ Geoff assured her.


        ‘I will,’ thought Madeleine, placing her mobile phone on the bedside table in what had been her childhood bedroom and sinking back into the pillows with an expression that was approaching beatific.


        ‘Good news?’ asked Axel, as he snuggled into her side.


        ‘Lost my job,’ she said simply.


        ‘If it means we’re going to see more of you out here in Champagne,’ he said, ‘then I’m glad.’


        Madeleine certainly didn’t feel quite so bereft as, later that day, Axel helped her chop her way through the brambles into the Clos and assured her that, though her father hadn’t been properly tending the vines for quite a while, all was not lost.


        ‘Buds,’ he said, beckoning her closer to one of the sticks she had assumed was dead. ‘A new beginning.’


 










Chapter Eight


The fifteenth of April was a very special day in the Morgan–Tarrant household. Exactly a year before Christina and Bill had celebrated their marriage in the artfully wild garden of their luxuriously appointed Malibu beach home.


        Given the bride and groom’s status, the wedding was a hotly anticipated affair. To put the press off the scent, caterers and wedding planners set the scene for three identical wedding parties at three venues in the Greater Los Angeles area: a hotel, the beach house and the Bel Air estate of the director of Bill’s most recent movie. Celebrity guests were informed of the actual location just hours before the ceremony began, whence they were whisked from a rendezvous point at the Beverly Hills Peninsula Hotel to the beach in a fleet of blacked-out limousines.


        When they reached the beach house, the guests were disgorged from their cars beneath a pink ribbon-trimmed gazebo that shielded their identities from the press helicopters that were somehow already circling overhead. Since the couple had done an exclusive deal with Hello! magazine for the photographs of their nuptials, cameras and even mobile phones that took pictures were banned. A few days later, one of the papers carried a small gossip piece in which a grande dame of Hollywood ‘anonymously’ objected to the way she had been frisked by the security staff. ‘I don’t even know how to use the camera function on my Motorola!’ she complained. An ad campaign for the phone company in which the actress did learn to use her picture function properly swiftly followed.
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