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


 


No, not you, dear. Him.
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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.


        Just one prettily impromptu shot sneaked out; taken on a phone that had somehow made it through the X-ray machine provided by the security company that provided machines to international airports. It was a photo of Christina and Bill at the altar, having just exchanged rings. They were leaning together over their joined hands, foreheads touching, smiling deep into each other’s eyes. This was the photograph that would appear every time a magazine ran an article that mentioned the couple as an example of a successful celebrity marriage. Christina loved that photograph. It was taken from her best side.


 


A year later, Christina and Bill Morgan-Tarrant woke up in separate bedrooms in the three thousand-square-foot penthouse suite of the Mark Hopkins hotel in San Francisco. Christina took a couple of calls on her mobile and answered a few emails while sipping Earl Grey from a bone china cup. She stood at her window and looked out at the view. Ocean-mist. There was nothing to see. She heard the sound of the Cartoon Network drifting out from Bill’s room and considered going in there. It was their anniversary after all. But she decided against it. She needed to wash her hair. It was especially important to look good that day. That was what she’d told Bill the night before when he started making advances.


        ‘I need my beauty sleep, darling.’


        Bill had no idea how much work went into being one of the world’s most beautiful people.


        It was another hour or so before the anniversary couple greeted each other in the shared sitting room. Christina held out her cheek for a kiss. Bill responded perfunctorily.


        ‘Are you wearing that?’ was the first thing Christina said to her husband of precisely twelve months. She was wearing a dress by Zac Posen, her current favourite. Bill was wearing ripped jeans and a khaki T-shirt that had definitely seen better days.


        ‘What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?’ Bill asked. ‘You want to tell me what I should wear?’


        ‘No. But . . .’ Christina felt the rising frustration as yet another mundane exchange threatened to grow into a row. Why did he always have to be so difficult? This was not what she’d signed up for.


        ‘Don’t worry. The magazine are bringing the clothes,’ interrupted Bill’s tow-headed personal assistant Teak, who had just stepped out of the private lift that went directly from lobby to penthouse. ‘Car’s waiting,’ he said.


        The happy couple boarded the lift back downstairs.


 


The silence continued all the way across the Golden Gate Bridge and up the 101 towards Napa Valley. Well, not silence exactly. Both Bill and Christina took calls from other people. Christina’s agent Marisa had news of an advertising campaign for a Japanese sportswear line. Bill’s manager Justin gave him an update on box-office figures for his latest film. They were good, though he had been knocked off the top spot by the sequel to the previous year’s surprise hit: a wholesome teen movie about two kids who befriend a drug-addled prostitute and keep her in the basement of their parents’ chi-chi townhouse. If they weren’t taking calls, the famous couple simply stared through the blacked-out windows at the scenery passing by. When they arrived at their destination, however  . . .


        Bill leaped out of the car first and raced round to open Christina’s door before the driver could get there. Christina stepped from the car sporting an enormous smile, wrapped her arms around her husband and planted a lingering kiss on his cheek. Bill grinned back at her: still crazy in love after all these months, their expressions said. The camera caught it all.


        ‘Could you put your hand on his face so we can see your engagement ring?’ the photographer asked.


        Christina’s engagement ring – an enormous canary yellow diamond set in white gold – was legendary. It was said that it had originally belonged to Mumtaz, wife of Shah Jahan and inspiration for the Taj Mahal. Teak had done some research that seemed to confirm the diamond’s provenance.


        But why the photographer?


        A year after the Morgan/Tarrant wedding (a.k.a. Hollywood wedding of the year!), Hello! had commissioned another photo shoot of the couple that would be accompanied by a nice big piece sharing their views on the secrets of a happy marriage. The setting  . . .


        ‘The first anniversary of a wedding is traditionally celebrated as the “paper” anniversary and Bill Tarrant certainly honoured that tradition when he handed his exquisite supermodel wife Christina Morgan ownership papers on his anniversary gift to her: the Villa Bacchante.


        ‘Situated in the Carneros region of California’s famous Napa Valley, the Villa Bacchante is twelve thousand square feet of Tuscan-style home set in forty acres of vineyards. As you can see from our pictures, Christina was certainly surprised by her husband’s extravagant present. But she was definitely delighted.’


        ‘To own a vineyard has long been one of my fantasies,’ Christina told Hello! magazine. ‘As you know, I was raised on a farm in Iowa and I always dreamed that one day I would get back to the land. I can’t wait to get my hands dirty!’


        For the benefit of the magazine’s readers, Christina and Bill spent the rest of the day posing all over the Villa Bacchante and throughout its gardens in clothes by Armani, Zac Posen and Michael Kors. They posed in the vineyard. They posed by the huge ‘living flame’ fireplace in the ‘family’ room (which was fired up for the shoot though it was seventy degrees outside). They posed in the kitchen and the living room. They even managed a coy pose by the jacuzzi bath in the master en suite, wrapped in matching white bathrobes, each of them toting a flute of champagne.


        Bill took a slug from his.


        ‘It’s just a prop, Bill,’ said Christina.


        The crew from Hello! magazine laughed at the friendly married banter.


 


The photographs looked great. The natural beauty of the vineyards really set off the designer clothes, even if it was too early for grapes. (The stylist taped a couple of bunches of black table grapes bought at Whole Foods to one of the vines for the purposes of a more impressive close-up.) Despite that, everyone agreed it would make a wonderful spread. At the end of the shoot, Bill and Christina sat down with the journalist in the garden of this, the newest of their four ‘palatial’ homes.


        ‘What are you going to grow here?’ the journalist asked.


        ‘Grapes, I guess,’ said Christina. ‘It is a vineyard.’


        ‘I mean what kind of grapes,’ the journalist persisted.


        Teak, Bill’s PA, flicked through a folder and announced. ‘Most of the vineyards here are given over to Pinot Noir. The Carneros region is particularly suited to the grape and the Villa Bacchante has long been renowned for its sparkling wine, modelled on the famous Blanc de Noirs champagnes of France in Europe.’


        The journalist nodded approvingly.


        ‘There are production facilities to make a hundred and fifty thousand bottles per year,’ Teak concluded his spiel.


        ‘One hundred and fifty thousand bottles?’ Now the journalist was really impressed. ‘And you’ll be involved in the winemaking process yourselves?’ she asked.


        ‘Of course,’ Bill and Christina assured her.


        ‘Though I wouldn’t want to drink any wine made from grapes pressed with Bill’s gnarly feet!’ said Christina, to add a bit of authentic teasing colour to the piece.


        The interview moved from wine then to the couples’ more urbane projects. Bill talked about his new movies; he had three blockbusters coming up that year, filmed back to back in Romania. Christina talked about the clothing line that she had been asked to design for H&M.


        ‘I mean, I’m not actually going to design it but I am coming up with the overall concept.’


        ‘You’re quite the Renaissance woman,’ said the journalist.


        Christina looked at her blankly.


        ‘Modelling, wine, fashion design  . . .’


        ‘Oh, yes. I love all that stuff.’


        ‘Well, I think that about covers it.’ The journalist turned off her little digital recorder. ‘Thanks, guys. I should be able to pull something really good out of this.’


        ‘We’ll be sent the copy for approval, of course,’ said Christina.


        ‘Of course.’


        ‘Thank you.’


        The journalist stood up. Christina and Bill did the same. Like any ordinary married couple bidding farewell to a treasured guest, Christina thought.


        ‘This place is simply wonderful,’ said the journalist as she gazed out from the Tuscan terrace (made with reclaimed tiles imported from Siena) to the vineyards below. ‘All this green! So fantastic. It’s like the colour of life itself, don’t you think?’


        ‘Oh, yes,’ said Christina. ‘It is.’


        ‘I’m so envious of you both, getting to stay out here. What a lovely, romantic place to celebrate your first wedding anniversary.’


        Bill picked up a bottle from the table as though to toast to that thought.


        ‘Congratulations,’ said the journalist. ‘May you have many more happy anniversaries here at Villa Bacchante. Enjoy the rest of your evening.’


        Half an hour after the last of the Hello! crew had gone, Bill and Christina got into their limousine and were driven back to San Francisco International airport, from where Bill went with Teak to New York and Christina returned to LA.


 


Christina was furious. What kind of anniversary present was a vineyard? It was Bill’s dream, not Christina’s, to get back to the land. In the many articles that had been written about her enormous success, Christina had often romanticised her childhood in Iowa, but the truth was she couldn’t wait to get out of there. She thanked god on a daily basis for the looks that had brought her the crown of Miss Teen Dairy which gave her the courage to move to New York, where she got a nose-job that slimmed her little bobbed snout into something more elegant, more enduring in its beauty and more suitable for the pages of Vogue. After that, she never looked back. She’d certainly never been back to Des Moines.


        But she had to admit the Villa Bacchante had made a fabulous backdrop for the anniversary photo shoot and Bill’s super-geek PA had assured her it was a wonderful investment. When the estate came onto the market, fifteen buyers put in a bid for it, Teak said, which was why Bill had to pay so much over the odds. One of those fifteen other buyers would almost certainly pay over the odds to wrestle it back from Bill, especially with the Hello! spread as a marketing tool.


        ‘You better be right,’ Christina told the little smart-arse. Teak had a literature degree from Harvard and she was convinced he was only working for Bill so that he could write a warts-and-all exposé when his contract ran out.


 


Back in the Beverly Hills house, Christina prepared for bed. It was a long process involving three different kinds of dermatologist-prescribed night cream for the different ‘zones’ of her face. These were applied using a top-secret massage technique that allegedly improved their absorption and skin-rejuvenating performance by forty per cent. It was a ritual that was very important to Christina. Her face was her fortune after all. She knew she was lucky to still be doing so well at the age of thirty-four. As one of her fellow models had pointed out, the only models who continued to get covers after that age were usually subtitled ‘fabulous at thirty-five’ like it was some kind of miracle they hadn’t gotten mouldy. Just a few days earlier she had heard a British fashion photographer describe Gisele as ‘ageing like a fine wine. That’s been left too close to a radiator.’


        And so Christina kept up the nightly routine that supplemented six-weekly visits to her dermatologist for Botox, micro-dermabrasion and intense pulsed light laser therapy. You name it, she was having it. There had been just one night in the past ten years when she hadn’t taken off her make-up and applied some kind of anti-ageing serum before her head hit the pillow. It was the first night she ever spent with the man who would become her husband  . . .


 


Bill and Christina were introduced by Christina’s agent, Marisa. Marisa was a superficially abrasive but ultimately kind-hearted New Yorker who took the pastoral care of her models so seriously that she often went so far as to find them suitable husbands and wives.


        What Christina didn’t know was that Bill had flicked through Marisa’s modelling agency book as though it were a mail order catalogue and requested introductions to three girls who caught his eye. Christina also didn’t know that she was actually Bill’s third choice. The two girls he chose ahead of her were both attached.


        Still, Marisa set up a dinner party in Los Angeles and invited both Bill and Christina to attend. Christina hadn’t been single for all that long. She’d recently broken up with a New York finance guy. And so, Bill would later tell her, when Christina walked into the party that night, she was looking a little wistful. ‘Like that pre-Raphaelite painting of the lady in the boat,’ he said. They could neither of them remember the painting’s name or that of the artist but it didn’t matter. Though Bill’s status as a huge movie star meant Christina was automatically on the alert for a charm offensive, she was delighted to be compared to a classic work of art and by the end of the evening, Bill had almost convinced her that losing the ‘love of her life’ was actually a lucky escape.


        Having spent the previous month panicking that she would never find another man of the right calibre so long as she lived, Christina was delightedly surprised to feel that familiar tingle of arousal when Bill brushed her arm to draw her attention to something on the other side of the room. She didn’t even mind when he used one of the oldest tricks in the book on her.


        ‘I can read palms,’ he said, taking her right hand between his and stroking it gently. ‘And the lines on your hand tell me that you’re coming home with me tonight.’


        ‘Bill Tarrant, I hardly know you,’ she said, channelling a Southern belle.


        ‘So you’ll be glad of the opportunity to get to know me better.’


        They quit the party ten minutes later. She followed him in her little silver Mercedes SLK convertible up through the winding roads above Sunset Plaza to his bachelor pad – an enormous Frank Lloyd Wright-style house with glass walls and panoramic views. He made her a nightcap, which they drank by the pool, looking out over the glittering city below. By the time she had finished her drink, Christina knew for sure she would be staying the night. The cognac had put her way over the limit for driving home. Bill had almost certainly planned it that way. But she didn’t mind. She’d already decided she was going to sleep with him. Even if she never saw Bill Tarrant again, she didn’t care. When her ex found out that she had ended her post-break-up run of celibacy by sleeping with a movie star  . . .


        Bill got to his feet and started to take off his clothes.


        ‘It’s hot out here. I’m going for a swim,’ he announced.


        He wore no underpants beneath his well-cut black linen pants.


        Christina followed Bill’s lead, discarding her pale blue silk dress on the poolside lounger. She kept her bra and panties on and jumped into the pool. Bill swam across to her as she surfaced and when she opened her mouth for air, he covered it with a kiss. Moments after that, he divested her of her underwear. He plunged his penis into her and the deal was sealed.


        Afterwards, catching sight of her reflection in the mirror in Bill’s en-suite bathroom, Christina thought she hadn’t looked that good since the first time she had Botox (it had never worked quite so well again. She’d simply found other ways to frown).


        ‘You are the most beautiful woman I have ever met,’ Bill told her as she climbed back into bed. ‘And I’ve met most of FHM’s top hundred,’ he added with a smirk. Christina swatted him with a pillow but for some reason it didn’t bother her. She knew that the first part of his assertion was true. There was something in his eyes as he said it.


        Christina never went home. They had the traditional Hollywood whirlwind romance. The very next morning, Christina was photographed outside Bill’s home in a baseball cap and one of his big blue shirts. A week later, they were pictured looking cosy in front row seats at a Lakers game. They were seen leaving The Ivy on Robertson Boulevard in Bill’s Hummer. Just a month later, they were snapped ‘window-shopping’ at Harry Winston (in fact, they were just strolling past). They ended the lease on his bachelor house in the Hollywood Hills and her pokey place in Santa Monica and bought somewhere together in Beverly Hills. Bill’s big payday for Maverick funded the beach house in Malibu. He already had an apartment in New York.


        Bill wasn’t the kind of man Christina thought she would end up with. Actors were notoriously unfaithful and had the kind of career paths that made professional poker players look like a sensible option. But Bill seemed to be on an unstoppable upward trajectory. He had a lot of big toys. He had been signed for five new movies. Christina started to wonder if she should take him seriously.


        Two months after she met Bill, Christina was on a shoot for Vogue’s fall collections issue when she overheard a stylist gossiping about Victoria Beckham. ‘She’ll never leave him,’ the stylist said. ‘She knows that a celebrity couple is worth way more than the sum of its parts. How else is a thirty-something from a nineties girl band going to make a living?’ Later on the same shoot, far worse, Christina heard the photographer say to his assistant of her, ‘We need to do something about the lines around her eyes. How old is Christina these days anyway?’


        The following day Bill proposed, as he often did when he was drunk. This time, Christina accepted. She wasn’t sure she’d made the right decision, but a month after her wedding, Christina bumped into her ex at a cocktail party. She introduced her new husband to him.


        ‘Bill Tarrant. The movie star.’


        The old boyfriend went green. Christina was delighted. It took a lot to impress her extraordinarily wealthy ex. She’d obviously made a very good match indeed.


        And yet she found herself alone on their first wedding anniversary.


        Beauty routine finished, Christina peered at her face in the bathroom mirror. Could Bill really not have waited until the morning after their anniversary to fly to New York? How did that look? What would people think if they knew Bill would rather be on a plane than have dinner with his wife of one year?


        She remembered the conversation. She’d asked him to stay. He’d asked her to fly to New York with him. She’d explained that she had to stay in Los Angeles because she’d been invited to a fundraiser sponsored by InStyle.


        ‘It’s going to get four pages in the August issue,’ she said.


        ‘Well, if that’s more important to you . . .’ Bill concluded.


        It was important, Christina told herself. She needed to be seen at that fundraiser. Her public profile mattered just as much as Bill’s did. In any case, he was only going to New York for some cheesy award ceremony where he wouldn’t win a thing. It would have been a far better idea for them both to go to the InStyle party. To present a united front. Remind people they were a double act.


        Just as she was about to fall asleep, her mobile started to ring. Christina made a grab for it. Bill’s plane should have landed in New York about fifteen minutes earlier. Perhaps  . . .


        ‘Happy wedding anniversary, my darling. I hope you’re having a fantastic day,’ said her mother.


        Christina assured her parents that life as Mrs Tarrant was absolutely wonderful but she didn’t convince herself. When her mother hung up, Christina lay back on the pillows and nibbled absently at a cuticle as she looked at the framed black and white photos on the bedroom wall. She had been photographed by all the greats: Meisel, Bailey, Testino. The Bailey photo was her favourite. She was just twenty-one when he took it. She was running down a beach. Her long hair flying out behind her. Physically perfect and full of optimism that shone from her laughing face.


        Christina hadn’t been booked by Bailey in five years. She hadn’t had a cover in almost as long. Turning her face away from the haunting images of her past perfection, she felt a tear spring to her eye.


 










Chapter Nine


The news that she had inherited a farmhouse and a vineyard in Sussex did a great deal to improve Kelly’s mood on the day she learned of her father’s death. She immediately started fantasising about the money she would get when she sold the place and the smart London flat she would buy for herself with the proceeds.


        Unfortunately, the fantasy didn’t last long.


        ‘Oh dear. I’m afraid you can’t actually sell the farmhouse,’ said Mr Harper. ‘At least, not yet. The conditions of the will are that the house cannot be sold for at least the next five years.’


        ‘What?’ Kelly was furious. ‘But you said it was my house.’


        ‘Not quite. It’s in trust,’ Mr Harper repeated.


        Kelly was not glad to hear that. Five years was for-fucking-ever in her world.


        ‘Your father explains in this letter, which he asked me to give to you. I think the idea is that you should produce a “vintage” of your own before you make a decision whether or not to pass the farm on to someone else.’


        Kelly looked confused.


        ‘Vintage?’ said Mr Harper. ‘It’s a wine term. Five years is roughly how long it takes to make a bottle of good sparkling wine, which is what Dougal was producing at Froggy Bottom.’


        Kelly looked at Marina. Marina shrugged back.


        ‘So, basically, what you’re saying is I can’t get my hands on any money until I’m twenty-three?’


        ‘But it’s an exciting opportunity for you to learn about wine . . .’ Mr Harper tried.


        ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ said Kelly. ‘Forget it. I don’t know fuck about wine and I’m not bloody living on a farm. Just call me when the five years are up.’


        ‘I’m afraid I can’t do that. The conditions of the will are that you have to get your hands dirty, as it were, to get any money at all.’


        ‘But I don’t know anything about wine! I told you.’


        Mr Harper explained that Kelly wouldn’t be expected the run the vineyard on her own. There were three trustees to take care of the financial arrangements: Dougal’s former accountant Reginald Bryden, his former bank manager Georgina Nuttall and Hilarian Jackson, Dougal’s great friend. There was already a vineyard manager in place at Froggy Bottom and overall responsibility would remain with Mr Jackson until the five years had passed.


        ‘He’ll steer you right. He’s a noted wine critic,’ said Mr Harper.


        ‘I’ve never heard of him,’ said Kelly.


        Still Mr Harper persisted. He got out a map and showed Kelly exactly where Froggy Bottom lay. It was pretty close to London, he pointed out. Between Brighton and Lewes on the South Downs.


        ‘Brighton?’


        Kelly perked up a little. She had been to Brighton often as a child and later, she and her friends would sometimes catch a train down there to go clubbing. A big house near Brighton sounded better than a vineyard in the middle of nowhere.


        ‘I suppose I ought to have a look at it,’ said Kelly. ‘It sounds a bit better now.’


 


The day came for her to visit Froggy Bottom for the first time.


        Mr Harper picked her up for the drive down to Sussex.


        ‘You must be very excited,’ he said.


        ‘Sure,’ said Kelly. But she was soon feeling uncomfortable about the whole thing again. This place was nowhere near Brighton. At least not within cabbing distance. As Mr Harper drove her through a couple of tiny villages that didn’t even have their own pubs, Kelly could already feel the boredom that would eat into her bones if she actually had to live in there. And then it got worse.


        Mr Harper asked Kelly to navigate for the last part of the journey.


        ‘Turn up the farm track,’ was the first instruction Kelly read aloud.


        Within three minutes they were out of sight of any human habitation. It was as though they had driven back in time. Kelly felt oddly apprehensive. The downs rolled before them like a quilt freshly shaken out, rainforest-frog green against the gunmetal grey of a stormy May sky. It had rained solidly for the past fortnight and now it looked as though it was about to start again. Mr Harper’s brand new Audi A8 didn’t seem quite such a smart choice of transport anymore. This really was a track, two deep channels worn by years of tractor traffic. As they drove on, Kelly stared out of the car window in horror. If Mr Harper feared for his Audi, Kelly feared for her boots.


        A large puddle loomed across the track ahead of them. It was as wide as the child’s paddling pool in the park near Kelly’s house and the muddy water made it impossible to tell how deep it was.


        ‘I guess we’ll just have to chance it,’ said Mr Harper, manfully.


        It was a bad mistake. The Audi got just halfway across the mini-lake before it was stuck. The channels were just too deep, impossible to navigate in anything less than a Land Rover. Mr Harper revved the engines but the car was going nowhere. Not forwards; not backwards. Just nowhere.


        ‘I’ll have to get out and push,’ he said. ‘You steer.’


        ‘You are fucking kidding me,’ said Kelly.


        ‘I’ll steer if you push?’ Mr Harper attempted a joke that failed to bring a smile to either of them.


        ‘Fuck off.’


        Mr Harper opened the car door and looked at the puddle that swirled around the car as dark as chocolate milk. Wisely, he took off his shoes and rolled up his trousers before getting out. Kelly moved across into the driving seat.


        It was hopeless. After three more minutes of wheel-spinning, Mr Harper reappeared from behind the car. He was absolutely drenched from the water that the tyres had kicked up. He opened the driver door and leaned inside.


        ‘I don’t seem to be making much progress,’ he admitted.


        ‘No kidding. Well, I’m not pushing,’ said Kelly.


        ‘Perhaps if we push together?’ Mr Harper suggested.


        Kelly stared at him in horror. ‘I’m not getting out of here,’ she said. ‘Send someone to fetch me.’


        Mr Harper nodded with resignation. He got out his mobile to call the farmhouse. There was no signal.


        ‘What now?’ Kelly asked him, her voice getting shrill with panic.


        ‘Just stay here,’ said Mr Harper bravely. ‘I’ll walk down there. It can’t be far.’


        ‘It better not be. I’m cold and hungry.’


        ‘And I’m soaking wet,’ said Mr Harper. He waded to the other side of the puddle, put on his shoes and followed the path until he was out of sight.


        ‘Great.’


        Kelly remained frozen behind the steering wheel, staring in the direction Mr Harper had disappeared. Forgetting Mr Harper’s experience, she pulled her mobile out of her handbag. She could at least call one of her mates and moan until she was out of this hellhole. But her phone could find no signal either.


        ‘Fuck, fuck, fuck!’ she swore at the screen that declared ‘no service’ no matter which direction she pointed it in. ‘For fuck’s sake! I didn’t even want to be here. I just want to go home!’


        Then all was quiet again. Nothing but the sound of the wind rustling through the wheat in the fields on either side. Nothing at all. Until a frog jumped from the puddle through the open driver’s door and straight into her lap.


 


It was more than three-quarters of an hour before Mr Harper returned. By that time, Kelly had almost given up hope. As it was, she had completely lost the will to be polite or friendly to her father’s solicitor and the man who made up the rescue party in the Land Rover.


        ‘Hilarian Jackson,’ said the man, extending his hand. Kelly could tell at once that he was posh. He was properly equipped with Wellington boots and had the red face of a bon viveur. ‘I’m representing the trustees today,’ he explained to Kelly. ‘Piggy back?’


        ‘Anything. Just get me out of here. A frog left slime on my skirt.’


        Hilarian just laughed again. ‘They don’t call this Froggy Bottom for nothing. Let’s get you in my car.’ He hauled her out of there and gave her a fireman’s lift.


        The view from that final bit of road was breathtaking, but Kelly didn’t notice. She was almost crying as the Land Rover crested the last hill that hid the vale of Froggy Bottom. She didn’t see the chalk cliffs stretching into the distance or notice the sea-birds wheeling overhead, brilliant bright white flashes of flight against the blackening clouds. She certainly didn’t notice the neatly planted vines, marching up the south-facing slopes like regiments of thin, green soldiers.


        All Kelly could see was the mud that lay between her and the house.


        ‘I want to go back to London,’ she said.


 


There was one person at Froggy Bottom who really did hope that Kelly didn’t develop a passion for wine. Guy Harcourt had been running the vineyard for the past three years. He couldn’t believe the girl’s luck. In Guy’s opinion, she had inherited one of the best vineyards in Europe.


        Guy had come to England from South Africa. He was passionate about grapes. At just twenty-three he had far more knowledge than many men twice his age. It was largely because he was so young that old man Dougal had taken Guy on, thinking he would be able to pay him half the wages of someone more experienced. Guy didn’t mind. It was worth the pay cut to be able to run the vineyard his way, without any interference.


        And so, as far as Guy was concerned, the best-case scenario (after the old man leaving the vineyard to him) was that it should go to someone fairly disinterested, so that he could continue to experiment without having to justify himself.


        He was hugely relieved when he discovered that old Dougal Mollison had not left the vineyard to his legitimate children (they had to make do with the enormous house in Norfolk and the Scottish shooting lodge with its associated fishing rights). But he didn’t expect the illegitimate one to be any more exciting. He certainly didn’t expect her to be beautiful.


        Though it took a rare vision to notice that Kelly Elson was beautiful once she had her make-up on – war paint was a more accurate description – and her hair scraped back into the Croydon face-lift that showed off her thrice-pierced ears to perfection. The ring through her nose distracted from its snub prettiness. And as for her attitude . . . it was very hard to notice the elegance of Kelly’s heart-shaped face when she jutted her chin out so belligerently.


        ‘I’m your new boss,’ she said to Guy when Hilarian introduced them. ‘You better impress me.’


        They were off to a very bad start.


 


‘There is no way this is going to work,’ Kelly said to herself as Hilarian led her into the farmhouse that he referred to as her ‘new home’. For a start it was far from new.


        ‘The original building dates from the sixteenth century,’ Hilarian explained. ‘The outhouses were built in the eighteenth. It’s been in your father’s family all that time.’


        ‘Why didn’t they just pull it down and build something more modern?’ Kelly asked.


        The place was disgusting. The ceilings were low. The windows were tiny. It was dark and smelled of damp. The furniture was ancient too. Kelly saw no point to antiques. The three-piece suite in the sitting room made her mother’s settee look positively smart. Neither did the inglenook fireplace impress Kelly.


        ‘You mean like you have to light a proper fire if you want to sit in here in the winter?’


        ‘Yes,’ said Hilarian. ‘Or in the summer. It does get chilly out here. But I think it’s rather romantic.’


        ‘Filthy,’ Kelly said. Not to mention labour intensive. The rest of the tour of the house confirmed her worst fears. There wasn’t a radiator in the place. There was no dishwasher in the kitchen. The washing machine was on its last legs. Hilarian merely laughed when she asked about a tumble dryer. There was no shower in the single bathroom. Kelly turned on a tap full blast and was rewarded with a trickle of cold brown water. How could anyone live like this? Kelly asked herself. She certainly didn’t intend to.


        Guy was in charge of giving the tour of the winery.


        ‘Let’s start with the vineyard itself,’ he said.


        ‘You’ve got to be fucking joking,’ said Kelly. ‘In these boots?’ She indicated the dagger-sharp heels. ‘It ain’t happening.’


        ‘We must have a pair of wellies around here somewhere,’ said Hilarian. He went back into the farmhouse and returned with a pair of green Hunters. ‘Bit big,’ he said. ‘But we’re not going to walk far. These must have been your father’s,’ he added.


        ‘What? You want me to wear a dead person’s shoes?’ Kelly was incredulous. ‘You are having a laugh. Fuck off!’


        So they didn’t go up to the vineyard. Instead they stayed on the relatively safe territory of the concrete outside the winery while Guy pointed to the vines they could see from that vantage point and let Kelly know what varietal was planted where with the help of a drawing he’d taken hours to prepare.


        ‘Doesn’t mean anything to me,’ she told him when he had finished a fairly impassioned speech about the suitability of the terroir at Froggy Bottom for creating sparkling wine. Guy said he could explain it all again if she wanted but Kelly told him the only thing she wanted right then was to get inside and out of the drizzle.


        And so they went into the winery itself. It was the newest of the ugly looking sheds that flanked the courtyard. Inside it was like any other factory. All piping and concrete floors. Kelly stared up at the enormous stainless steel vats and started to zone out while Guy explained the whole process of making sparkling wine from grape to bottle. The occasional word – familiar from Daniel Weston’s wine monologues – drifted into her consciousness but seeing the tools of the craft laid before her didn’t make things any clearer or more interesting. Meanwhile Guy’s strong Afrikaans accent began to grate on Kelly. She’d made a decision within seconds of seeing him that she didn’t fancy him and that first impression was only being reinforced the more he droned on. He sounded as arrogant as he looked.


        Kelly glanced from Guy to Hilarian and caught him looking back at her. He’d seemed happy enough when he came to her rescue in the Land Rover, but now she decided that he’d taken a dislike to her too. His eyes were narrowed as he regarded her. He probably thought she was stupid and common, Kelly decided. People like him always did. Well, it didn’t matter what he thought. She’d never have to see him again. She wasn’t coming back to this place until the time came to sell it. Kelly had talked to one of the girls at work: a law student at LSE. She said she thought Kelly would be able to get round the whole trust thing if she wanted to. ‘Circumvent’ was the word she’d used.


        ‘OK,’ said Hilarian suddenly. ‘I can see that our guest of honour is flagging in the face of all your jargon, Guy. Shall we cut to the chase?’


        Guy had already prepared a little tasting area in the corner of the winery. He’d covered a small folding table with a red and white checked tablecloth and arrayed eight glasses in front of two different vintages of Froggy Bottom’s finest. He poured out tasting measures. Hilarian and Mr Harper examined the colour of the wine against the background of the white tablecloth. Kelly listened to Hilarian’s pretentious description of what looked like bubbling piss to her.


        ‘I’m very proud that Froggy Bottom has produced a wine this good,’ said Hilarian. ‘Which is lucky because in five years’ time, I’m going to need your first vintage to be a world-beater, Kelly.’


        ‘Eh?’ said Kelly.


        ‘I made a little bet,’ Hilarian told her. ‘With a couple of other wine critics, that your wine would be better than their favourite sparklers. Actually, it was quite a big bet. So if you don’t produce a great first vintage . . .’ Hilarian pulled his forefinger across his throat in a slashing motion.


        Kelly frowned.


        ‘Don’t worry. You won’t be doing it on your own. Guy and I will be with you every step of the way. Now, tell me what you think. Slight hint of grass on the nose,’ he suggested. ‘Biscuity overtones.’


        Kelly took a small sniff and a big gulp. She swallowed. She knew the men were waiting for her verdict.


        To her surprise, Kelly tasted the grass Hilarian spoke of at once. She also tasted fresh green apples and the fizz lingered longer than she had expected when she looked at the bubbles in the glass. What word was it that Daniel Weston had used to describe fizziness? Mousse? That didn’t sound right.


        She didn’t want to make a fool of herself.


        ‘I’d prefer a Bacardi Breezer,’ she said at last.


 


The visit ended fairly shortly after that. Guy and Hilarian helped Mr Harper get his Audi out of the mud and waved him and Kelly back off to London. With relief.


        Visitors gone, Hilarian and Guy retired to the farmhouse for a debrief over what remained of the bottles they had opened for the tasting.


        ‘Thanks for coming today,’ said Guy. ‘I don’t think I could have handled that without you.’


        ‘I think it went particularly well,’ said Hilarian.


        ‘English sarcasm, I presume,’ said Guy.


        ‘I suppose the one good thing is that you now know for certain you don’t have to worry about someone moving into Froggy Bottom and sweeping all your hard work on the vines aside in favour of planting GM tomatoes or some such nonsense.’


        ‘I’ll raise a glass to that,’ said Guy.


        They clinked their glasses together.


        ‘So, Hilarian,’ Guy asked then. ‘Just how big is this bet you keep talking about?’


        Hilarian swallowed. ‘I suppose you should know the whole story. Fifty,’ he said.


        ‘Pounds?’


        ‘Times a thousand.’


        Guy, who had been taking another sip of wine, suddenly snorted it all over the table. ‘That we can make a wine better than a champagne chosen by Odile Levert? Or Ronald Ginsburg’s favourite Californian Blanc de Noirs? Are you crazy?’


        ‘No. I don’t think so,’ Hilarian lied. ‘I have absolute faith in you. And the new châtelaine of Froggy Bottom.’


        ‘Do you think she’s actually going to come here and get involved?’


        ‘I don’t know,’ said Hilarian. ‘I really don’t know. She said she prefers Bacardi Breezers.’ He shook his head with a mixture of amusement and bewilderment. ‘Poor old Dougie must be spinning in his grave.’


 










Chapter Ten


Almost a month had passed since Madeleine’s father’s death. Realising just how big a mess the maison’s affairs were in, Madeleine had resigned herself to the fact that she would be spending some time in Champagne. Two days after the funeral, she returned to London to pick up her car and the clothes and other bits and bobs she would need for a couple of weeks in the country. But a fortnight had turned into four weeks and still no return to London was in sight. Trust her father to force her to stay in Champagne from beyond the grave. Madeleine’s grief was mixed with large portions of anger and annoyance.


        Madeleine spent hours every day sitting in her father’s dusty office going through his papers, trying to work out how the maison’s bank account was quite so far in the red while all his neighbours – even those who made wine that tasted like cat’s pee – swanned around in Mercedes Benz. Le Vezy was a grand cru village. It should have been impossible to make a loss. It became clear that while her father had sent out lots of champagne – the maison was represented in some surprisingly good restaurants and hotels – he hadn’t been quite so good at chasing up payment for it. There were simply dozens of unpaid invoices.


        And dozens of gambling chits.


        Madeleine groaned as she saw how much money her father had spent on the horses. It would never have happened while her mother was alive but since she’d died, seven years before, it was clear that Constant Arsenault had done whatever he wanted. And he obviously wanted to gamble. Pity he didn’t have Lady Luck on his side.


        Meanwhile, the vines still had to be tended. On arriving in France to bury her father, Madeleine had learned from Monsieur Mulfort (who recounted the tale with some pleasure, she thought) that Constant Arsenault had been tending his grapes up on the hill alone for the few months before his death. The Clos had been pretty much left to go wild. It transpired that Madeleine’s father had argued with his vineyard manager over unpaid wages. The manager had walked and the maison’s three full-time workers had walked with him. Champagne Arsenault had subsequently fallen behind on every aspect of that year’s production.


        Madeleine discussed the situation with Axel, who told Madeleine that as far as he knew, Henri Mason, the former manager, was a good man who would not have deserted her father lightly. Having left Arsenault, Mason tried to find work at Maison Randon. There were no vacancies and thus he was still unemployed. Axel suggested that Madeleine contact the man and ask him to come back. Beg if she had to. Fortunately, she didn’t have to beg. Henri Mason was only too happy to return to his former position once Madeleine had made good the shortfall in his wages with money from her own pocket. It was worth it. She had yet to decide what to do with the maison and, as Axel pointed out, a champagne house without its vines was . . . well, it was just a house.


        ‘The vines are the maison’s biggest asset,’ said Axel. ‘Especially the Clos. You need to get that into shape right away.’


        ‘You’re taking such an interest in all this,’ said Madeleine. ‘I’m very grateful for that.’


        ‘Anything for an old friend,’ said Axel.


        ‘You’ve forgotten the stink bomb then?’ Madeleine asked.


        ‘I’ll never forget the stink bomb.’


 


‘What are you going to do about the old place when you’ve sorted it out?’ Geoff, her old boss, asked every time he called with news of the job hunt, which was daily. She could hear the desperation in his voice. Poor Geoff. His ex-wife was snapping at his heels like a Hermès-clad hellhound. ‘You can’t be planning to stay out there for ever, Mads. I mean, you’re not . . . are you?’


        Geoff wanted Madeleine to tell him she was coming back to London to be part of the killer team that would get him a position at another, better bank. But Madeleine couldn’t give him that answer. At least, not yet.


        ‘You should make the most of this time off,’ Madeleine suggested instead. ‘Enjoy your children.’


        ‘Yeah, right. Have you met my lovely daughters? Take after their mother.’


        One afternoon, tired of calling the maison’s debtors to claw back what little she could of the money her father was owed, Madeleine drove up to the Arsenault vineyards above the village. She sat down on a picnic table erected for the tourists who flooded the region each summer. Looking down over the valley, she remembered sitting in that same spot with her father and her brother, Georges, while Constant pointed out features in the vineyards below and explained why they were the luckiest children in the whole of France because they stood to inherit the best patch of land on earth.


        Well, Constant was wrong. A year later, Georges was dead and Madeleine came to see the vineyards as cursed. Could she ever feel any differently?


        Looking out at the view, while swifts danced in the sky above, Madeleine felt as though she were under water. Eventually, she would have to come up for air. Make a decision. She’d gone a long time without making big decisions in her life. Not since she made the move from France to London. Was she still on track? Did she have a life? Could she have a life in Champagne?


        There were bright spots. Definitely. Well, at least one bright spot. She’d been seeing a lot of Axel Delaflote. He was often in the village, attending to Maison Randon business; Randon had several hectares in Le Vezy. And whenever he was in the village, Axel would stop by Madeleine’s house. After that first night, when they made love in front of the fire, Madeleine had told herself not to expect too much but, despite her reservations – including the peculiar fleeting thought that at any moment, Axel might revert to calling her names over the wall of the Clos – something seemed to be growing between them. If she didn’t actually see Axel, then she spoke to him every day. Was he interested in something serious?


        Madeleine’s phone shattered the peace of her moment on the hill with a tinny rendition of ‘The Ride of the Valkyries’. Geoff had changed her ringtone for her back when they were still fighting for their jobs. It was a battle cry. She had rather liked it, but now it just made her dread the sound of Geoff’s voice.


        Thankfully, it was Axel’s number that appeared on caller ID.


        Madeleine relaxed.


        ‘Do you have plans for dinner this evening?’


        ‘Well, as you know, my diary is absolutely packed these days,’ Madeleine laughed. ‘But perhaps I can squeeze you in.’


 










Chapter Eleven


Unfortunately, Axel’s plan for a romantic dinner with Madeleine was scuppered by a call from his boss. Mathieu Randon had been in the United States, visiting the Manhattan headquarters of Fast Life, a sportswear firm he’d had his eye on for some time. It was a relatively small company but it was ripe for dramatic expansion, having recently become deeply cool thanks to the assertion of a popular rap star that she never wore anything else.


        The owner of Fast Life was keen to sell to fund an ugly divorce. Randon was keen to buy, sensing an opportunity to profit from the other man’s misery. And so he called an extraordinary meeting of the main board of Domaine Randon to expedite the process. His flight landed at Charles de Gaulle at 7 p.m. The meeting in the Paris boardroom was called for eight o’clock – clashing exactly with Axel’s dinner reservation in Champagne.


        ‘I have to do this,’ said Axel to Madeleine, when he called her from the TGV en route to the Gare De L’Est in Paris. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t even know why I’ve been asked to go along. But I’ve just started working for the man and if I want to get ahead  . . .’


        Madeleine was sad but understanding.


        And so, when he should have been sipping champagne with Madeleine, Axel was pouring himself a glass of still iced water while Randon’s new personal assistant (who bore an uncanny resemblance to the unfortunate Bertille) passed out folders containing everything the team needed to know about Fast Life.


        Axel wasn’t quite sure what he was doing there, sitting at a table with the most important players at Domaine Randon. He could only imagine it was because his direct boss at Maison Randon, the champagne house’s MD Stefan Urban, was holidaying in the Maldives. Axel tried to convey the impression that he wasn’t phased, however. He was just glad he was wearing his best suit, pulled out specially for dinner with Madeleine.


 


Axel Delaflote had always been ambitious but unlike Mathieu Randon, his ambition had not been instilled in him as a means of living up to the family name. On the contrary, Axel had grown up thinking that his family name meant merde. He wanted to succeed in spite of it.


        It was true that like the Randons, Axel’s family had been in the champagne business for several generations. But his family name had never been on a bottle. The Delaflotes had always been employees. In fact, his great-grandfather had briefly worked for Maison Randon. His grandfather and father had both worked as cellar masters for Champagne Arsenault.


        Axel remembered quite clearly the night when his father Alain had announced proudly that Champagne Arsenault might as well be called Champagne Delaflote, since it was his nose that made the maison’s wine as good as it was. Axel’s entire family had applauded Alain Delaflote that night but the following day, when eight-year-old Axel repeated his father’s assertion to young Georges Arsenault, he got a kick in the head for his trouble.


        ‘What are you talking about? The Delaflote family are Arsenault’s slaves!’ Georges had announced with the kind of cruelty that only a child could show.


        From that moment on, Axel was ashamed of his father. It was true. His father was an employee, not a freeman like Georges’ father. Though he attended the same local state-run school as Georges and Madeleine Arsenault, from that day forward Axel no longer felt their equal. He was a serf. The Delaflotes lived in a house that was rented from Champagne Arsenault.


        Even when Madeleine was chosen to play Marianne, symbol of the French Revolution and personification of la liberté et l’égalité, in their school pageant, Axel saw it as confirmation that she had been marked for better things than him from birth. Her beauty was just another in a long list of privileges Axel would never have.


        At the age of ten, Axel refused to join his father in the Arsenault vineyards anymore. He decided he didn’t want to touch a single grape belonging to that family.


        ‘Don’t you want to learn how to be a good vigneron?’ Axel’s mother asked when she heard about his decision.


        ‘I don’t want to learn how to tend another man’s vines,’ said Axel grandly.


        His mother shrugged. ‘You’re being silly,’ she said. ‘I don’t know what’s got into you. You and Georges used to be such good friends. You used to love playing in the Clos with the Arsenault kids. Make up with Georges and you’ll all be so much happier.’


        Axel didn’t have a chance.


        ‘Georges Arsenault is dead!’ his father ran in shouting that afternoon.


        Axel slunk to his bedroom with the horrible knowledge that sometimes prayers are answered.


 


Years later, Axel’s love for the vine had overridden his childhood anger at not having any land of his own. He decided that it didn’t matter if he had no family vines. He could still be the best winemaker in the world. He would make his mistakes at other people’s expense and then buy his own vineyard. Not that he had been making mistakes. Axel graduated at the top of his class from Montpellier and he had been a star student at UC Davis.


        Stefan Urban, head of Randon’s Napa operation, had recognised Axel’s talent and nurtured it further. Axel had felt his heart swell with pride when Mathieu Randon told Urban that he wanted him to return from California to head up the champagne operation and Urban responded, while Axel stood in front of his desk and listened in on the call, via speakerphone. ‘I’m moving nowhere without Delaflote. Axel is my right-hand man. Damn it, Mathieu. He is my right hand!’


        Randon agreed to bring Axel back to Champagne too.


        ‘Would you really have turned down the job if he’d refused to transfer me?’ Axel asked his boss later.


        ‘Of course,’ said Stefan. ‘You make me look good.’


        Such unequivocal support meant a great deal to Axel and so he was determined to be a good representative of Stefan Urban’s team when he joined the rest of Domaine Randon’s board at the huge oval table in the office on the Champs-Élysées.


 


The meeting continued until midnight. It was tiring but exciting too. Axel had always wanted to be a part of this world in which he found himself now, where people bandied about seven- and even eight-figure numbers without batting an eyelid, though he found it slightly nerve-racking when Randon went around the table asking each person present to give their opinion.


        ‘What about you, Delaflote? Will Fast Life be a worthy addition to the DR stable? Would you wear Fast Life?’


        ‘I’m wearing their underwear right now,’ said Axel, regretting the words even as they came out of his mouth. But, thank goodness, everybody laughed. Mathieu Randon laughed hardest.


        ‘Then it’s done,’ he said.


        Finally Randon called the meeting to a close. Like obedient schoolchildren, the meeting’s attendees stood up almost as one and began to gather together their belongings.


        ‘Not you, Monsieur Delaflote,’ Randon said to Axel.


        Axel paused in packing his briefcase, empty but for his phone and a pen. Randon beckoned him to the top of the table. Axel duly stepped up, aware that every gaze in the room was following him as his colleagues wondered why he had been singled out. Axel also wondered.


        ‘I need a dining companion,’ said Randon. ‘And you’re today’s lucky winner. Bertille, call Le Cochon D’Inde and tell them I’ll be there in twenty minutes.’


        ‘I’m not Bertille . . .’ the girl began. A smile from Randon quickly silenced her.


 


Le Cochon D’Inde was one of the best new restaurants in Paris. Ordinarily, its kitchen closed at midnight, but a call on behalf of Mathieu Randon could persuade most Parisian chefs to stay after hours, even if they knew that the great man would order nothing more than an omelette when he did arrive. Randon had recently invested heavily in a couple of restaurants and every eager young chef courted his patronage.


        Axel’s mouth watered as he studied the menu. He was ravenous. He fancied a steak. But even as he was reading it, Randon plucked the menu from Axel’s hand and ordered for him too.


        ‘The usual. Two omelettes. Much too late at night for anything heavier, don’t you think?’


        Axel demurred.


        There was to be no wine either. The waiter poured two glasses of sparkling water. Axel prayed that his stomach wouldn’t growl as Randon began to speak.


        ‘I’ve heard good reports about you, Monsieur Delaflote.’


        Axel nodded. He wanted to say ‘thank you’ but he had a mouth full of bread.


        ‘You may have wondered why you were invited to join our meeting this evening,’ Randon continued.


        ‘It had crossed my mind,’ said Axel. He had definitely been the most junior person present at the boardroom table that night. ‘I suppose you wanted someone to represent Stefan.’


        ‘I’ve decided that I want to give you more responsibility.’


        Axel raised an eyebrow. He tried to look cool. As though such an honour were inevitable.


        ‘As you know, Domaine Randon began with, and still very much revolves around, my family business in Champagne. Maison Randon dates back to the eighteenth century. It was a favourite of Napoléon. It is the seat of my family and the heart of my empire. So you can imagine how much it concerned me when that heart began to ail.’


        Axel nodded.


        ‘That’s why I asked Stefan to bring you across from Napa Valley.’


        ‘Thank you for the opportunity,’ said Axel.


        ‘You’ve proved yourself to be worthy of it.’


        Randon paused for a moment while the waiter placed their omelettes in front of them. The smell had Axel’s mouth watering again but he didn’t dare pick up his silverware just yet.


        ‘You’re a Champagne man yourself, Delaflote. You know how proud the Champenois are. You understand the meaning of family pride. Well, I want to reinvigorate my family name. I want to grow Maison Randon. Here is a list of the land I would like to acquire over the next three to five years.’


        He passed the list on monogrammed paper across the table to Axel, who read the names written thereon with a sense of rising panic.


        ‘I want you to do due diligence on each of these houses. I want to know how much you think they’re worth. I trust you, Monsieur Delaflote. I know you won’t disappoint me. And people who serve me well are always well rewarded.’


        Dinner over, Randon offered Axel a ride to the Gare De L’Est in the back of his chauffeured car.


        ‘Thank you for keeping me company this evening,’ Randon said when they arrived at Axel’s station.


        ‘It was a pleasure.’


        Randon peered out of the car window.


        ‘Damn nuisance to have to catch a train at this time of night. We should get you an apartment in Paris,’ Randon commented. ‘I’ll have the personnel department find you something in town.’


        ‘I’m happy in Épernay. It suits me just fine,’ said Axel.


        ‘Not with your new job title, it won’t. You’ll need a place here, as well as in Champagne.’


        ‘I’m sorry . . .?’ Axel began.


        ‘Kill the engine for a moment,’ Randon instructed his driver.


        The engine was duly silenced.


        ‘Stefan Urban takes a lot of holidays,’ Randon continued. ‘I’m not entirely sure of his dedication to the cause. Since he seems to enjoy his time off so much, I think it may be time for him to take a proper sabbatical. And for you to take a promotion. How do the initials MD sound to you, Monsieur Delaflote?’


        Axel’s mouth dropped open. ‘Are you serious?’


        ‘We’ll talk about it further in the morning. My office. Nine o’clock sharp. Now get some sleep. By the way,’ Randon said, almost as an afterthought, ‘I do hope you didn’t have to cancel an important assignation on my behalf.’


        Axel shook his head automatically. He was absolutely in a daze.


        ‘Of course not.’


        ‘Good,’ said Randon, nodding approvingly. ‘Because as every man should know, love is the enemy of success.’


 










Chapter Twelve


Christina and Bill hadn’t seen each other in almost a month. Since their first wedding anniversary, Bill had been spending most of his time in New Mexico filming an action movie called Kings of the Stone Age. It was about a paleontologist who, foolishly believing the modern scientific community’s view that the dinosaurs were made extinct before humankind evolved, is suddenly transported back in time to a world where dinosaurs and man co-existed. And all the girls wore fur bikinis  . . .


        ‘This shoot is pure hell,’ Bill assured Christina whenever they spoke on the phone.


        ‘Are you lonely, honey?’ Christina asked.


        ‘Very.’


        Christina didn’t know that Bill was so lonely, he had generously agreed to share his Winnebago with model/actress twins Misty and Lisa from Dallas.


        Each phone conversation would end in exactly the same way.


        ‘I miss you, baby,’ Bill would tell Christina.


        ‘I miss you too,’ she’d tell him back.


        But the truth was, Christina didn’t have all that much time to miss her husband. The Hello! magazine anniversary spread and the gorgeous publicity stills released from the Maison Randon commercial shoot seemed to have reminded the fashion world that Christina still existed. She was on a small roll. Her agent Marisa had her fully booked for a month: editorials and commercials back to back, culminating in her own swimsuit calendar shoot in Baja. Every supermodel had to have her own swimsuit calendar.


        It was while she was in Baja that Christina caught up with a very old friend  . . .


 


Christina was kneeling in the sand, having Evian water sprayed on her thighs and décolletage to make her skin glisten for the camera when the commotion began.


        ‘Hey!’ one of the shoot’s bouncers shouted at a couple that was trying to walk by. ‘You can’t come through here. The beach is closed.’


        ‘You’re shitting me. You can’t close the fucking beach,’ the man of the couple shouted. ‘This is public property.’


        ‘Not today it’s not,’ said the bouncer.


        ‘Says who, asshole?’


        The make-up artist who had been making Christina glitter paused to watch the fight. The stylist and the hairdresser craned over Christina’s head to see what was happening. The photographer’s assistant let the reflector he had been holding aloft droop to the sand. Even the photographer was distracted.


        Christina was furious. How had members of the public got so close to her in the first place? She stood up and pulled on a dressing gown. The shoot team seemed to have forgotten that she was topless. Not that she would be showing any nipple in the calendar. She would have her arms folded tastefully across her chest.


        Christina strode over to the water’s edge, where the bouncer and a small, skinny white guy in voluminous board shorts were scuffling while the guy’s girlfriend shrieked and the entire team watched. Christina addressed the girlfriend.


        ‘Will you please take your boyfriend and go back to whichever skanky low-rent all-inclusive resort you came from? We are trying to work.’


        ‘Fuck you,’ said the girl. ‘Who do you think you are anyway?’


        Christina’s mouth dropped open. The girl squared up to her. The circle that had formed around the men fighting turned their attention to the altogether more exciting possibility of a bitch fight.


        Christina stood firm but felt her legs go to jelly. The last thing she needed was a single scratch on her perfect form.


        Meanwhile the bouncer finally subdued the girl’s boyfriend, getting him in a neck-lock and knocking off his sunglasses to reveal his famously mismatched eyes.


        ‘Oh my god!’ the stylist shrieked. ‘Oh my god. Oh my god.’


        Rock god, to be precise.


        Christina Morgan’s chin dropped further still when she recognised her ex-boyfriend, Rocky Neel.


        ‘Christina Morgan!’ Rocky shook his head affectionately inside the bouncer’s arm lock when he saw her in her white string bikini. ‘My oh my, haven’t you grown?’


 


Christina quickly ensured Rocky’s release and he spent a jolly half-hour signing autographs for the shoot team, including the bouncer, who was suitably mortified at not having recognised his victim. Together with his band, Cold Steel, Rocky Neel had been one of the biggest-selling rock artists in the world in the late nineties. His star was somewhat out of the ascendant these days but Cold Steel could still sell out an international stadium tour. They’d just released their second ‘greatest hits’ album in five years.


        That night, Rocky and Christina dined together on the private terrace of his oceanfront suite at the exclusive Santa Maria spa and resort. The girl Rocky had been promenading with on the beach that afternoon was nowhere to be seen.


        ‘Oh her? She’s just a friend,’ Rocky claimed. ‘I sent her back to Los Angeles. And you?’


        ‘Happily married,’ Christina assured him. She fluttered the fingers of her left hand and Rocky gamely pretended to be blinded by the bling.


        ‘Ah yes. To the film star. I saw the eight-page spread in Hello! How come I didn’t get an invite to the wedding, eh?’


        ‘Didn’t want to walk down the aisle in front of all my ex-boyfriends,’ Christina smiled.


        ‘Not even me?’


        ‘Especially not you,’ said Christina as he turned on that old Rocky twinkle. ‘Are you kidding? Bill would have had a seizure.’


        ‘That’s good to know.’


        Rocky went to pour more chilled white wine into her glass. Christina put her hand over the glass to stop him.


        ‘Uh-uh. I’m working tomorrow,’ she told him. ‘Can’t risk having puffy eyes.’


        ‘As I remember,’ said Rocky, ‘you look rather lovely even when your eyes are puffy and bloodshot  . . .’


        ‘My eyes are never bloodshot!’ Christina swatted him on the hand. ‘Rocky Neel, you haven’t changed at all.’


        ‘Oh no. I’ve definitely changed,’ Rocky assured her. ‘After I had that near-death experience  . . .’


        Christina remembered reading reports of the car crash that Rocky narrowly escaped with his life.


        ‘. . . I realised that there’s more to life than material success. I’d been living like a maniac. You know how it gets, Chrissy-babe. I had six houses, twenty-four cars, OK, twenty-three, after the crash. But, while I was in hospital, I realised that none of it matters. A man’s got to have some spiritual fulfilment too.’


        ‘Spiritual fulfilment?’ Christina rolled the words around her mouth as though she’d never heard them before. She certainly hadn’t heard them from the mouth of Rocky Neel. ‘Has the real Rocky Neel been abducted by aliens?’


        ‘Let me finish.’


        As he explained to Christina just how important this ‘spiritual fulfilment’ was, Rocky illustrated his speech by waving his hands in the air. On his left wrist was a solid-gold Rolex. On his right pinkie finger, a diamond as big as an almond. Around that wrist, he wore four thick gold bangles. There were more diamonds in his ear and a gold hoop through his left eyebrow. Still, he seemed quite sincere as he introduced Christina to his latest project.


        ‘None of the material stuff matters. It’s all about icicle now,’ he said.


        ‘Icicle? Rocky,’ Christina leaned forward and put her hand on his arm. ‘Are you talking about some kind of drug?’


        Rocky let out a laugh.


        ‘God, no. That’s funny. I am completely clean these days. I swear. Almost . . . Actually, it’s I.S.A.C.L.: the International Society for the Abolition of Child Labour. Stay there. I want to show you something amazing.’


        He jumped up.


        Christina couldn’t help remembering the first time Rocky had uttered those words: ‘I want to show you something amazing.’ It was the night she discovered he had a gold bar through the tip of his cock. But this time, Rocky slipped into the suite and returned with his trousers still safely done up. He was carrying a black MacBook. He logged into the hotel’s wireless network and opened up a connection to ISACL’s website.


        ‘I’m telling you, this is such bad stuff,’ he said, as he clicked on the photo of a small, sad-eyed orphan. ‘I knew I had to do something after I met these kids in India. They have no choice but to work for a pittance wherever they can. It’s that or begging, prostitution. They have to work or starve. There’s no protection in place for these orphans. You can’t believe the conditions they live in, Chrissy. It’d break your heart. Look at that. That’s not a pile of rubbish I’m showing you. It’s this poor child’s home.’


        Christina felt her eyes begin to get wet.


        ‘This is just awful,’ she said, as Rocky flicked through more pictures, each more shocking than the last. ‘I will write you a cheque at once.’


        ‘I’d like you to do more than that,’ said Rocky, laying his hand over hers. ‘You and I meeting on the beach this afternoon, that’s destiny. I’ve been thinking about how I can get the message out to a broader audience. You could be the perfect spokesperson for ISACL. Will you help me make an infomercial?’


        Christina put her hand to her throat in surprise.


        ‘Me?’


        ‘Yes. Of course. Not only one of the most beautiful women in the world, but an incredibly caring one too.’


        ‘Are you serious?’


        Rocky nodded. ‘It was your caring heart that made me love you.’


        ‘Wow, Rocky, that’s . . . of course I’ll do it.’


        Christina was delighted to be asked. And her delight only grew when Rocky told her about the other celebrities who had already agreed to take part. The list was like a who’s who of Hollywood (her husband excluded). Christina would be in incredible company. To be associated with such a cause could only be good for her profile. She couldn’t wait to tell Marisa.


        Rocky proposed a toast to their new association. Christina toasted in water. She’d already had that night’s glass of wine. And then he proposed a walk along the shoreline in the moonlight. Christina agreed. It was a beautiful night. The sky was clear. The moon was nearly full and its cool white light made it almost as bright as day. As they walked, Rocky reached for Christina’s hand. She held his hand happily. It seemed appropriate. As did allowing him to slip his arm around her waist and pull her close. Friendly. It was lovely to be back in Rocky’s company, as his friend, so many years after they dated and broke up. And she felt so very honoured that he had asked her to be in his campaign  . . .


        After walking for an hour, they were back at the hotel.


        ‘Nightcap?’ Rocky suggested.


        ‘I can’t,’ said Christina. ‘I told you I have to be up at six.’


        ‘Decaf coffee?’ he tried again.


        Christina shook her head.


        ‘You’re right,’ said Rocky. ‘Decaf coffee is horrible.’


        They were standing face to face. Suddenly, Rocky tucked his fingers through the belt loops on her jeans and pulled her closer.


        ‘How about we just go to bed?’


        ‘Rocky!’


        ‘Just a kiss? For old times’ sake.’


        ‘Rocky  . . .’


        He didn’t wait for permission. Instead he leaned in and placed his warm lips upon hers. He wrapped his arms tightly around her so that their bodies were pressed together and she felt his hardness against her. Taken by surprise, Christina found herself returning the embrace. But, seconds later, reality overtook her and she pushed Rocky away.


        ‘I’m a married woman,’ she said, brushing herself down.


        ‘Worth a try,’ said Rocky ruefully.


        Christina shook her head.


        ‘I hope this doesn’t mean you won’t be in my infomercial.’


        He gave her the cheeky, English schoolboy smile that had first attracted her to him more than a decade before. It was such an innocent look that Christina didn’t consider for a moment that he might only have asked her to support his cause in an attempt to flatter her back into bed.


        ‘I’ll do your infomercial,’ Christina told him. ‘For the sake of the kids.’ Then she grinned and planted a goodbye kiss on Rocky’s cheek. Quite chastely. ‘Have your people call mine.’


        ‘The minute I get back to NYC.’


        As Christina sashayed from his suite, Rocky sang a few bars of ‘Super-Sexy Lady’, the hit song he had composed especially for her – and the two other women he had been seeing at the time.


 










Chapter Thirteen


At the Elson household in south London, an affectionate mother-and-daughter exchange was taking place. A man walking his dog in the alley behind the scruffy terraced house bent to fasten the dog’s lead just in time to avoid being decapitated by a plate flung from the open kitchen window. He straightened up just in time to see a couple of mugs fly past, also at head height, and smash against a wall.


        ‘You’re an ungrateful little cow,’ Marina screamed at her only daughter. ‘I gave up all my hopes and dreams to have you. I didn’t have to. I could have had an abortion.’


        ‘I wish you had had an abortion,’ Kelly spat back at her. ‘I didn’t ask to be born into this shit-fest of a life.’


        Marina paused in throwing the contents of her crockery cupboard into the street to light another cigarette. ‘You are breaking my heart,’ she said, between anguished drags on the cancer stick. ‘Why do you have to be so nasty to me all the time? Your own mother?’


        ‘Oh, boo hoo,’ said Kelly. ‘Here we go. Here come the waterworks. You expect me to feel sorry for you, you old slag? You stole my last fiver to buy those fags.’


        ‘I’d have paid you back,’ said Marina, affronted.


        ‘Like you paid me back all the money my father sent you for me? For my upkeep? Five hundred pounds a month for the past eighteen years! And you spent it all on yourself!’


        ‘Not all of it. But it’s fucking hard being a single mother. You’d begrudge me some happiness?’


        ‘You begrudged me a fucking school uniform.’


        ‘Whaddya mean? I put a roof over your head!’


        ‘Maybe it wouldn’t have been such a crappy one if you’d spent my money on rent instead of fags and brandy.’


        ‘Well,’ said Marina, stubbing out her cigarette on a dirty plate and stiffening up for a fight again. ‘You don’t have to stay under my crappy roof now, do you? I’ve had enough of this. Go on. Go upstairs and pack your bags. Get out of here. Go on. Fuck off.’


        ‘If that’s how you want it,’ said Kelly, ‘I will.’


        Kelly slammed her way out of the kitchen and ran upstairs to her bedroom. She opened her wardrobe and flung every item of clothing she owned on to the sagging single bed. It didn’t take long; there wasn’t much to fling. Then she took the one proper piece of luggage in the family and stuffed as much as she could inside. The rest, she stuffed into a bin bag. Which promptly split.


        ‘Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.’


        Kelly started again.


        Marina watched from the doorway, puffing on three more cigarettes in quick succession and occasionally shouting encouragement.


        ‘Go on. See if I care. I won’t miss you. Why would I miss seeing your miserable face across the breakfast table every morning?’ It didn’t occur to Marina that mother and daughter hadn’t actually breakfasted together once in the past eight years. ‘I’ll be glad to get rid of you, I will. I’ll rent your room out and spend all the money on fags!’ she roared.


        ‘You do that.’ Kelly set her jaw and carried on packing.


        ‘You can’t take that,’ said Marina, when Kelly tried to pack a ratty old towel. ‘That’s linen, that is. It belongs to the house. That stays here.’ She snatched it from Kelly’s hand.


        ‘Fine,’ said Kelly. ‘I’ll dry myself on this.’


        She brandished a tea-towel in her mother’s face.


        ‘Take it,’ said Marina, failing to register that the tea-towel her daughter stuffed into her bag was the one Kelly had brought home from primary school, aged six. One of the teachers tried to raise funds for new books by printing up a tea-towel with the children’s drawings and selling them to proud mums and dads. Kelly had drawn a picture of her mother. A pretty good one. Written beneath it, in her childish handwriting, were the words ‘My butifull mummy.’


        Marina didn’t look too beautiful now. Her face was twisted with anger as she followed her daughter downstairs to the front door, spewing out expletives all the way.


        ‘So you’re really going then? Good. I’ll call you a fucking taxi.’


        ‘I can’t wait that long,’ said Kelly. She stepped out into the night and started off down the path, dragging her luggage behind her.


        ‘Wait!’ Marina came after her.


        Kelly paused. Was her mother about to attempt reconciliation?


        She wasn’t.


        ‘I want your bloody keys!’ screamed Marina. ‘I’m not having you coming back here and stealing all my stuff while I’m out, you little slut.’


        Kelly pulled her keys out of her pocket and dropped them into her mother’s open palm.


        ‘You’re welcome to them. I don’t want anything more from you. I don’t even want to know if you’re alive or dead. Forget you ever had a daughter,’ she added dramatically.


        ‘And you can forget you ever had a mother and all!’


        Marina slammed the door hard behind her.


        And so Kelly found herself standing in the street with a wheelie case, a dangerously flimsy bin bag and nowhere to go. She tried calling Gina Busiri – her best friend and fellow chambermaid at the hotel – but Gina didn’t answer.


 


At ten to midnight, Guy Harcourt was woken by the insistent ringing of the telephone. The ancient answer machine was on the fritz so the phone simply rang and rang until it was answered or the caller gave up. This caller wasn’t giving up. Guy hauled himself out of bed and followed the sound of the ringing downstairs.


        ‘I’m at the station,’ said a girl’s voice.


        ‘Who is this?’ Guy asked. ‘You must have the wrong number.’


        ‘It’s Kelly Elson,’ said the caller. ‘I’ve decided I want to come to Froggy Bottom after all.’


        Perhaps it was because he was too tired to argue. Perhaps he thought he was dreaming. In any case, Guy didn’t protest. He merely told Kelly to stay right in front of the station until he could get to her.


        ‘Don’t get into anyone else’s car,’ he warned her.


        ‘I won’t,’ said Kelly. ‘I’m not twelve years old, you know.’


        She may not have been twelve years old but she didn’t look much older when Guy found her. She was smaller than he remembered. Possibly because her thin brittle hair was flattened against her head. The orange glow from the single streetlamp also stripped away the years. And the hardness  . . .


        In the brief moment before Kelly spotted the car, Guy watched her standing under the streetlamp with the reverence of a museum visitor admiring a Renaissance Madonna. Her face was so open and innocent. Her eyes were far away. You could have projected a thousand different thoughts on to a face like that.


        Kelly’s gaze turned towards the car.


        ‘Hello,’ he said.


        ‘Hi,’ she said back. ‘Thanks for picking me up.’


        ‘No problem at all,’ he managed sincerely.


        He loaded her wheelie case and the bursting bin liner into the back of the Land Rover and cleared the passenger seat of maps and random paperwork so that she could sit down. She’d clearly been crying.


        ‘So, what made you change your mind?’ Guy asked, regretting the question almost as soon as he’d asked it. She would probably unleash the waterworks again, he thought. But she didn’t.


        ‘I dunno,’ she said. ‘Just got fed up of London, I suppose. Thought it might be a laugh to come to the country for a bit.’


        ‘Well, I’m sure your father would have been very glad to welcome you to Froggy Bottom so I will do my best to make you feel at home on his behalf.’


        ‘Thanks,’ said Kelly. She stared out of the window at the blackness passing by. Guy had a feeling she was still trying very hard not to cry.


        ‘It might be a bit cold in the farmhouse,’ Guy continued to take her mind off whatever it was that had sent her rushing to Sussex in the middle of the night. ‘The place has been pretty much shut up since your dad died. I stay in the flat above the barn. Smaller and easier to heat. You could have my room tonight. I’ll sleep on the sofa.’


        ‘The farmhouse will be OK,’ said Kelly.


 


Guy let Kelly into the old place and showed her where the ancient boiler was hidden and what she should do to reignite the pilot light when it blew out, as it often did. He turned on the equally antique immersion heater so that she could have hot water for a bath. There was linen in the airing cupboard but, since the house had been empty for so long, it smelled distinctly musty. Guy nipped across the courtyard to his own home and returned with a set of bedding and two towels from his own collection. He made another trip and came back with half a pint of milk and the remains of a loaf of bread that he had been saving for his breakfast the following day.


        ‘We’ll go into town tomorrow,’ he said. ‘I’ll show you where the supermarket is. You can get yourself properly set up.’


        ‘Thanks,’ Kelly managed.


        But Kelly didn’t bother to dress the bed with the sheets that Guy had provided for her. Neither did she bother to run a bath with the hot water from the boiler that had valiantly spluttered into life. Instead, keeping all her clothes on – taking off only her boots – she climbed under the bare duvet and the scratchy blankets. She lay in bed, looking up at the beams that made frightening shadows on the peeling paintwork and wondered what she had done.


 


On the other side of the courtyard, Guy fell asleep pretty quickly. He felt sorry for Kelly but also optimistic. She was a sweet girl, he decided. He’d soon instil in her some enthusiasm for Froggy Bottom and what he hoped to create there. He’d long since decided that Froggy Bottom was a magical place. No one who came there for any length of time could possibly remain unchanged.


 










Chapter Fourteen


Two months after her father’s death Madeleine was still in Champagne. Geoff had stopped calling daily with news from London. Sometimes Madeleine almost missed him. She hoped things were going well for him. She guessed that Geoff had found himself another position and abandoned his so-called crack team for the money. For her part, Madeleine’s time in the City was slowly receding and becoming more and more like a dream. She found herself considering letting her London flat out to tenants. Only in the short term, of course. But her life in Champagne was definitely taking on something of a routine.


        Henri Mason was only too pleased to remind Madeleine of the way the vines needed to be cared for. He had known Madeleine since she was a little girl and Henri was, as Axel had promised, a very reliable worker. But he was almost as old as Madeleine’s father had been and he was starting to show his age as he moved around the vineyard. Likewise the three other guys Henri referred to as ‘the youngsters’ were a bunch of emphysematic fifty-somethings, who spent more time complaining about their backs than pruning. Madeleine soon found herself picking up the slack.


        That morning, Madeleine had left Henri alone in the Clos while she went up to the Arsenault vineyards on the hill above the village. When she arrived for work in the early morning, thankful that her years in the City had made her used to early starts, it was quite cool, but by midday she had stripped off to a vest and a pair of cut-off jeans.


        Pausing for a drink from a battered flask that had belonged to her father, she looked down over the valley and spotted Axel’s car. He was quite a way off. It was unusually hot for the time of year and he’d taken down the soft top of his BMW. She could hear the music he was playing drift towards her across the vines. Some heavy rock band. Madeleine smiled to herself. Axel might dress like a grown-up these days but his musical taste was that of a teenager.


        Seeing Axel’s car turn on to the track that led to her vines, Madeleine set down her flask and her pruning shears. She took off her gloves and gave herself a quick once-over in the rear-view mirror of her father’s old Twingo. It was a good job she did. She had a big smudge of dirt on one cheek. By the time Axel got to her, her cheeks were perfectly clean and her lips glistened with Blistex, the only thing approaching make-up she had to hand.


        But Axel didn’t seem to care too much whether Madeleine was perfectly groomed. He skidded his car to a halt on the dusty track and sprang out. He opened his arms and Madeleine practically skipped into them. They kissed. Deliciously.


        ‘You didn’t tell me you were coming out here today,’ she said.


        ‘I didn’t expect to be. But Randon wanted me to show some Americans around the house. I just put them on a train back to Paris and decided I would take the rest of the day off.’


        ‘Good. I’m glad you did. You work much too hard.’


        ‘It suits you,’ said Axel, smoothing Madeleine’s hair out of her face.


        ‘What does?’


        ‘Outdoor work. You look more fantastic every time I see you.’


        Madeleine shrugged and looked down at her ragged denim shorts self-consciously. She’d found them stuffed in the back of a drawer in her old room. They were at least fifteen years old.


        ‘Do you have time for lunch?’ Axel asked.


        ‘Sure. I’ve just about finished up here for the day,’ said Madeleine. ‘I’ll follow you down into the village. I’ve got nothing in the house but if we hurry we should be able to catch the brasserie.’


        ‘No thanks,’ said Axel. ‘I hate that place.’ In truth, most people did, but there wasn’t much choice. ‘Besides, I’ve brought lunch to you.’


        He took Madeleine by the hand and led her across to the BMW. On the back seat was a wicker basket covered with a bright red and white gingham cloth.


        ‘Oh, thank you,’ said Madeleine. ‘Where shall we have it?’


        ‘Not here,’ said Axel. ‘Too much like having lunch at your desk. How about at Les Faux?’


        Madeleine grinned. The Faux De Verzy – a forest of beech trees that had somehow grown so twisted that they were more like domes than trees – was a well-known courting spot. Or, rather it had been. These days the trees were fenced off and the tourists could only troop past on prescribed paths.


        Axel opened the passenger door to the BMW and Madeleine slid gracefully into the passenger seat. She might have been wearing the clothes of a farm worker, but she put her knees together and swung her legs into the car in one smooth movement like a finishing-school graduate. As Axel whipped along the road towards Reims, Madeleine untied her long dark hair and let it flow behind her.


        En route to the forest, he amused her with his impressions of the American visitors. One of them had asked from some Perrier to mix with a glass of Éclat.


        ‘Can you imagine?’ Axel asked. ‘She’s lucky Randon wasn’t there. He’d have gutted her with his Mont Blanc pen.’ Taking one hand off the wheel, Axel mimed the action. Slash, slash, stab. Madeleine shivered.


 


A couple of minutes later, Axel pulled the car off the road into the tourist car park but he and Madeleine were soon well away from the crowds who stopped to marvel at nature’s diversity from behind the barriers.


        ‘There’s a particularly good tree over here,’ he said, taking Madeleine by the hand and leading her further into the woods.


        ‘How do you know? Don’t tell me you’ve brought another woman out here?’ Madeleine teased.


        ‘Of course not,’ Axel teased back.


        There weren’t many people who’d grown up in Champagne who hadn’t taken someone to Les Faux. It was the perfect trysting place for anyone who didn’t have a home of their own or, for other reasons, couldn’t go home with the one they wanted to make love to.


        Axel parted the branches so that Madeleine could step inside this particular domed beech. He took the red and white checked cloth from the top of the basket and spread it out on the forest floor. It was wonderfully cool beneath the tree. And private.


        ‘Like our own little house,’ said Axel.


        Madeleine was surprised to feel a little shiver of pleasure at the words ‘our own’.


        Axel had packed a wonderful picnic, cobbled together from the lunch the Maison Randon chef had prepared for the American visitors. They’d hardly touched a thing, he explained. Too many dietary complications that the Randon chef – like most French chefs – refused to pander to. And there was champagne, of course.


        ‘Maison Randon?’ Madeleine observed.


        ‘What can I say?’ Axel shrugged. ‘It was free. And in any case,’ he added, ‘I think the ’96 Éclat tastes perfectly good. If you mix it with Perrier.’


        Madeleine laughed. Axel removed the cork from the Maison Randon with a pop.


        ‘I’m feeling exuberant,’ he explained.


        Madeleine held out two tulip-shaped glasses, also lifted from the Maison Randon tasting room, and Axel filled them halfway.


        ‘We should have a toast. To you,’ he said, raising his glass to Madeleine. Simple but perfect.


        ‘And to you,’ said Madeleine.


        They both took a sip. And pulled suitable faces of ‘disgust’ though in fact the Éclat was excellent by anyone’s standard. Even that of a rival champagne grower.


        ‘It’s OK,’ admitted Madeleine afterwards. ‘I have had worse. Pass me that egg to take away the taste.’


 


‘How are you really finding it?’ Axel asked later. ‘Being back here in Champagne.’


        Madeleine lay back on the gingham cloth and looked up into the canopy of leaves.


        ‘It has its moments. Lunch-breaks weren’t like this when I worked at the bank.’


        ‘But it can get quite dull, can’t it? Hitting the town in Reims can’t be like going out in London. You must be bored.’


        ‘Hitting the town in London with a bunch of bankers was getting pretty boring too.’


        ‘Fair enough. But you’re not itching to go back.’


        ‘Not right now, I’m not. I could stay right here for ever.’


        Madeleine closed her eyes and stretched luxuriously.


        Axel plucked a blade of grass from the ground. He rolled over on to his front, supported on his elbows, next to Madeleine and used the grass to tickle the end of her nose. With her eyes shut, Madeleine assumed she was being attacked by some kind of insect. She batted the blade away. Eventually she opened her eyes.


        ‘Axel,’ she said.


        He placed a kiss on the end of her nose.


        ‘Stop teasing me.’


        ‘With the grass?’


        ‘Yes.’


        ‘Can I tease you some other way instead?’ A slow smile spread over his lips.


        Madeleine felt the blade of grass on her knee this time.


        ‘Axel  . . .’


        Then she felt his lips touch her knee where the grass had been. Meanwhile, Axel was using the blade of grass to trace a path all the way up the inside of her thigh. Madeleine’s inner thigh tensed in anticipation and, sure enough, Axel followed the blade with his lips. Soft short kisses like the footsteps of a butterfly on her silky skin. Both Madeleine and Axel sighed with disappointment as he reached the hem of her tiny denim shorts.


        ‘Foiled,’ said Axel.


        ‘Wait there,’ said Madeleine. She unfastened her belt and wriggled out of the denims. Beneath them she was wearing a pair of simple white cotton knickers.


        ‘Shouldn’t you take those trousers off?’ she asked Axel. ‘Don’t want to get them creased.’


        Axel had put on a smart linen suit for the Americans’ visit. He happily took Madeleine’s advice and soon they were both completely naked, rolling around on the picnic rug, sending the half-full glasses of Éclat flying.


        ‘Joey!’ called a Canadian-accented voice. ‘There’s another one over here. Bring your camera.’


        Madeleine sat up abruptly, pulling the picnic blanket around her just in time. Axel was still naked to the world when Joey’s companion parted the branches of the gnarled old beech and peered into the gloom.


        ‘A glass of champagne, perhaps?’ asked Axel, offering the poor shocked woman a flute.


 


That evening, Axel took Madeleine to dinner at Château Les Crayères in Reims. This time, Randon would not call him away.


        Madeleine hadn’t been to Les Crayères in almost ten years. The occasion was her parents’ wedding anniversary. The last anniversary they shared before her mother died. It had been a relatively solemn event. That evening was to be very different.


        It began with drinks on the terrace overlooking the perfect lawn that swept down towards the trees. Madeleine was glad she had dressed so carefully as she glanced around the terrace at the other guests. Les Crayères was the kind of place that demanded a certain level of effort from its clientele. Her lacy black dress fitted the occasion perfectly. As did her boxy Chanel evening bag. She placed it on the table with the famous linked C logo facing out.


        The elegant dining room was busy yet somehow still perfectly intimate. The wonderful acoustics kept the place quiet as a cathedral. The last of the sunlight bouncing off the soft cream-painted walls bathed the room and its occupants in a veil of beauty.


        It was so easy to be with Axel, Madeleine reflected as he bantered with the sommelier. He had the kind of manner that fitted well anywhere. Even the poor Canadian woman who had disturbed them at Les Faux had left the scene relatively charmed.


        Wine chosen, Axel raised another toast.


        ‘To my beautiful Madeleine. I truly cannot think of anywhere in the world I would rather be right now,’ Axel said.


        ‘Me neither,’ Madeleine agreed.


        Madeleine felt almost grateful to her father in that moment. Coming back to the house had brought Axel back into her life. It was astonishing. She had never felt so much excitement at the thought of seeing someone as she did every time she thought of Axel Delaflote. Everything in her life she wanted to share with him. She couldn’t look at him without wanting to reach out and touch his gorgeous face. She hoped he felt the same way; it seemed he felt the same way. As she thought it, Axel reached out and stroked her cheek.


        ‘You’re so beautiful,’ he said.


        Madeleine felt herself actually welling up with happiness.


 


‘I’ve got something to show you,’ said Axel when the waiters had cleared away everything but the coffee cups.


        ‘Oh yes?’ Madeleine leaned forward.


        ‘Don’t get too excited,’ he warned.


        She leaned back again.


        ‘Tonight is a double celebration for me,’ said Axel. ‘Firstly because, at long last, I get to take the woman of my dreams to Les Crayères.’


        Madeleine smiled and shook her head. ‘Delaflote, you are so smooth.’


        ‘Secondly, because  . . .’


        Axel reached into his jacket pocket and brought out a little silver card case. Madeleine raised an eyebrow. It wasn’t the kind of executive accessory she would have expected Axel to have. Axel flipped the case open and pulled out one of the neat cream-coloured cards inside. Madeleine immediately recognised that the card was the colour of the Maison Randon label. And there indeed was the Maison Randon crest. And beneath it, in the same script used on a bottle of Éclat were the words: Axel Delaflote, Managing Director.


        ‘Axel!’ Madeleine exclaimed. ‘What is this?’


        ‘I got a promotion. Bit of a surprise.’


        ‘You’re telling me!’


        ‘Actually, I feel quite bad about it. Stefan was away in the Maldives when it happened. He went crazy when he heard, of course. But apparently he’s been thinking about doing something else for a while. Randon said he knew Stefan had been taking interviews elsewhere. I know Stefan talked to me about how unhappy his wife is in Champagne. She wants to move back to the south and he’s quite keen on Montpellier—’


        ‘Axel,’ Madeleine interrupted the litany of justification. ‘This is incredible. Managing director. You are officially one big swinging dick, as they say in the City.’


        ‘I’ll take that as a compliment,’ he laughed.


        ‘Can I keep this?’ Madeleine asked.


        ‘Of course.’


        ‘Autograph it,’ she said.


        ‘What?’


        ‘Write something on the back of this card so that when you’re too big to talk to the little people like me, I can tell everyone that I knew you.’


        ‘You’re nuts,’ said Axel, taking the card back and pulling out a Mont Blanc.


        ‘I knew it!’ Madeleine laughed. ‘You’ve even got rid of your old biro.’


        ‘Signing-on gift from Randon,’ Axel explained as he put a smiley face and three kisses on the back of the card.


        ‘Kisses! Thank you,’ said Madeleine.


        ‘The formal announcement will be made on Monday.’


        ‘But we should start celebrating now. What would you like?’


        ‘I suppose it should be a glass of Éclat.’


        Axel summoned a wine waiter. Meanwhile Madeleine tucked the business card into a tiny pocket inside her black satin Chanel evening bag.


        ‘I want to keep this safe,’ she said. ‘Axel Delaflote, head of Maison Randon. I ask you  . . .’


 


In the taxi back to Le Vezy, Madeleine found herself falling into a snooze against Axel’s shoulder. He planted a kiss on top of her head. She felt so perfectly relaxed in Axel’s company. Safe.


        Axel reached for Madeleine’s hand as they walked across the courtyard at Champagne Arsenault, dropping it only when she had to look in her bag for the key. While she opened the door, he kept his arm around her waist. It was as though he didn’t want to lose physical contact with her for a second. Madeleine was happy with that.


        They started to kiss as they were taking their coats off in the hall. Still kissing, they ascended the stairs and stumbled into the bedroom.


        ‘Your dress is beautiful,’ Axel murmured, as he searched for the zip. ‘But I’d far rather see it on the floor.’


        Madeleine was happy to oblige. Meanwhile she loosened Axel’s tie and slipped it off over his head. She undid the buttons on his cool blue shirt. He unfastened his own belt and stepped out of his trousers. Madeleine delighted in the feeling of his bare chest as he wrapped his arms tightly around her and pulled her close. He kissed her tenderly.


        They lay down on the bed. Axel kissed Madeleine’s breastbone and pulled one lacy cup of her bra out of the way so that he could find a nipple. Madeleine gave a small groan of delight as she felt his tongue make contact with the small pink bud. She tipped her head back, exposing her long throat. Axel kissed his way up it until he found her lips again.


        ‘I want you so much,’ he said.


        ‘Me too,’ she assured him.


        Soon they were entirely naked. Madeleine slid her hand between their bodies and felt the hardness of Axel’s penis with great anticipation. Hard as he was, Axel slid easily inside her. Madeleine immediately wrapped her long legs around his back, feeling him go as deep as he could. She rocked her pelvis up to meet his and soon they were moving in the fast frantic rhythm of two people who couldn’t get enough of one another. Again.


        Madeleine’s hands moved all over Axel’s body. Across his back, through his hair. He raised himself above her just a little and stared right into her eyes. She stared back at him. Every part of them was joined. Bodies and minds.


        ‘I’m coming!’ Axel’s voice was ragged with excitement when at last he found he could hold back no longer.


        Madeleine squeezed her thighs more tightly against his waist. But she didn’t try to slow him down. She loved it when he lost control. She felt him lose his rhythm as he pushed hard against her and his orgasm ripped through them both.


 


Afterwards came the best bit. Axel wrapped his body around hers protectively. Spooning. Madeleine felt perfectly content, listening to the sound of his breathing in her ear. Feeling the warmth of his breath on her neck. She would happily have stayed like that all night. Every night. Because suddenly the three little words were on the tip of Madeleine’s tongue. She wanted to whisper them in Axel’s ear. She wanted to shout them out loud. She wanted everyone to know that this was it. She was in love.


        ‘I love you, Axel,’ her mind rehearsed. ‘I love you, I love you, I love you.’


        Madeleine rolled over to face him. She looked deep into his eyes. She was going to say it. Now was the moment. It wasn’t as if he couldn’t tell from the way she gazed at him anyway  . . .


        Without warning, Axel suddenly sat up against the pillows and announced, ‘I’ve got to get up.’


        ‘Are you leaving?’ Madeleine sat up too. Panicked.


        ‘No. Of course not,’ Axel stroked her cheek. ‘It’s just that I’ve got to make a couple of phone calls before I can fall asleep in your loving arms.’ He was already standing up. ‘The boss is in New York this week. I said I’d check in before close of play his time.’


        ‘What time is it over there?’ Madeleine asked.


        Axel glanced at his watch. ‘Six in the evening. I should have called earlier. He’ll have me skinned.’


        ‘Is he really so awful?’


        ‘Yep,’ Axel smiled. ‘He’s a complete tyrant. And now I’m even more at his beck and call than ever.’


        ‘Price of success, Monsieur Managing Director.’


        ‘I’m sorry, sweetheart. I will be right back.’


        ‘You better be.’


 


Axel left Madeleine to make his calls. Meanwhile, she drifted into the bathroom, the romance of that perfect day making her feel lighter in spirit than she had in a very long while. She floated from her bathroom into the bedroom and began to pick up the clothes scattered all over the floor. She folded Axel’s suit carefully over a chair. She hung her simple black dress on the wardrobe door, catching sight of herself in the mirror as she did so.


        She was still flushed. Her hair was prettily loose and dishevelled. A month working on the vineyard had left her looking much better than six years with a personal trainer in London. Muscles tight and sexy. She gave herself a wink.


        Axel was still on the phone. Madeleine could hear the murmur of his voice drifting up the stairs. She took a shower. Afterwards she anointed herself with Chanel No 5 – the first perfume she had ever worn. She wondered if it would take Axel back to being a teenager too. She arranged herself on the clean white sheets and waited for his return.


        But Axel’s boss kept him on the phone for far longer than Madeleine had expected. After an hour had passed, she decided she would see what was going on, using the pretext of fetching water glasses from the kitchen. Not quite knowing why she felt the need to be sneaky in her own home, she crept down the stairs as quietly as possible. It wasn’t hard. She’d had plenty of practice as a teenager at getting out of the house without alerting her parents to the fact that she was leaving. And so she made it to the bottom of the stairs without Axel noticing at all.


        Madeleine glimpsed her lover as she passed the study door. He was sitting at her desk, doodling on a note pad as he made the transatlantic call. He looked bored, she decided, and hoped that meant he would try to wind up the call soon. She walked on by to the kitchen and fetched the water glasses. On her way back she paused in the doorframe, letting her elegant dressing gown fall open to reveal the shimmering oyster-white silk negligee beneath. She expected Axel to turn around, sensing her presence. But he didn’t. He carried on talking.


        ‘She grew up here,’ said Axel. ‘So she knows what she’s doing to a certain extent. And she’s got the old boy Henri Mason helping out. I fixed that myself. The vines are in perfect condition.’


        The person Axel was calling – Randon, Madeleine assumed – spoke back. Axel nodded. ‘I haven’t broached the subject yet but I will do. I think the right time is almost upon us. Tomorrow. Monday at the latest.’


        Randon spoke again.


        ‘Of course she’ll sell,’ Axel replied. ‘She’s enjoying it now, sure, while the weather’s fine and being away from London seems like a nice break. It’s a novelty. But it won’t be long before she’s begging us to take Clos Des Larmes off her hands. Madeleine Arsenault is no vigneronne.’


        Madeleine froze.


        ‘I’d better go. She’s waiting for me upstairs right now.’


        Axel laughed in response to his boss’s doubtless lewd comment.


        ‘Actually,’ said Madeleine, mustering all her resources to address Axel without bursting into tears, ‘I’m waiting right behind you.’


 


‘You heard me wrong,’ said Axel when Madeleine confronted him.


        ‘I heard you say that Madeleine Arsenault is no vigneronne.’


        Axel reached out for her and rubbed the tops of her arms placatingly. ‘Well, darling, let’s face it. You’re not. You never wanted to be. Even when we were kids you used to talk about escaping. You got out of Champagne as soon as you could. You only came back for your father’s funeral and you wouldn’t be here now if you didn’t feel guilty for not having seen him before he died.’


        ‘That’s not true.’ Madeleine shut her eyes and tried to oust the memory of the last time she heard her father’s voice in the message he left while she was having dinner at Montrachet to try to save a job she hated. It was impossible. The message replayed as though the answering machine were inside her head.


        ‘Fine,’ said Axel. ‘Maybe it isn’t. But I don’t think it would be such a bad idea. Randon would look after this place. You know he would. And he’d give you a good price.’


        Madeleine looked deep into Axel’s eyes. He smiled at her, as though he were certain that she was going to see sense. He even leaned forward to kiss her nose.


        ‘Get off.’ She pushed him away. ‘I can’t believe you’re saying this to me. Is this what you’ve been building up to? Everything that’s happened since my father’s funeral? All that talk about how much you’d always wanted to be with me. The flowers. The phone calls. The picnic this afternoon. Dinner at Les Crayères? It was all sponsored by bloody Mathieu Randon! Did you get it on expenses?’


        ‘No,’ Axel insisted. ‘I swear to you. I came to your father’s funeral because I respected him. I’ve been spending time with you because I enjoy doing that. I went to bed with you because I wanted it more than anything in the world.’


        Axel tried to take Madeleine’s hands again. She pulled away.


        ‘It’s too late,’ she said. ‘I want you to go.’


        ‘Just hear me out. Randon’s not trying to rip you off. I wouldn’t let him. I’m only putting his offer to you because I think you might subconsciously want the opportunity to be rid of this place. It wouldn’t be an ordinary deal to Randon,’ Axel continued. ‘He wants Arsenault because it used to be part of his own family’s estate. Did you know that?’


        ‘I did not.’


        ‘Long before your family moved out here. So you can trust that Randon won’t mess you around. This land is important to him in more than a financial sense. It’s an emotional deal. A good proposition. I’ve had my land agent look over the vines and  . . .’


        ‘What? How did you? When?’


        ‘While you were in London picking up your car.’


        ‘You came on to my land without my permission?’


        ‘Madeleine, we’re friends. It was right after the funeral. I didn’t want to disturb you while you were grieving.’


        ‘You mean, you didn’t want me to say no. Axel, I can’t believe you would do that to me.’


        ‘Well, I’m sorry,’ Axel stiffened. ‘I suppose I did think you might find the idea distasteful, but I wanted to be able to offer you a proper price and that meant I had to know what state the place was in.’


        ‘Champagne Arsenault is not for sale.’


        ‘Think about it. Randon will offer you at least five per cent over the face value. A premium because it means so much to him to reunite his ancestral lands.’


        ‘It’s not for sale.’


        ‘Just look at the figures. I’ve had the contract drawn up. You would have enough money to do whatever you wanted. You could get a bigger place in London. You could go to the States.’


        Not one of the options he mentioned included the possibility that Madeleine might have wanted to remain near him. Or that he wanted to keep her nearby. That was what finally brought the truth of the situation home to her. Madeleine couldn’t even pretend that Axel had wanted what was best for her. This was a business deal.


        ‘Get out.’


        ‘Madeleine, think about it properly.’


        ‘I have thought about it. I have thought about it every day since I was born. And I am telling you one more time that Champagne Arsenault will never be for sale.’


        ‘You’re an idiot,’ said Axel flatly. ‘You’ve told me what a mess this place is in. What use is all this family pride you talk about when you can’t even afford to harvest your grapes?’


        ‘If I have to pick every bunch myself, I will do it.’


        ‘Madeleine, you might be able to organise a dinner for a few bankers but you don’t have a clue when it comes to making champagne.’


        ‘I’m a fast learner.’


        ‘You better be.’


        ‘Just go.’


        Axel was already looking round for his car keys. Madeleine pulled her robe more tightly around her. She was suddenly very, very cold.


        ‘In a year’s time you will be begging me to take this wreck of a maison off your hands. I promise you. And I will buy it from you. But at half the price I am offering you today. And I will plough up your father’s precious vines and turn your home into a bed and breakfast. In ten years’ time, no one will have heard of Champagne Arsenault.’


        ‘Fuck you,’ said Madeleine. ‘Fuck you, Axel Delaflote.’


        Axel blew her a kiss. There was nothing affectionate about it.


        He slammed the door as he left the room. And as if on cue, a chunk of plaster fell from the ceiling and landed on the tiles in the hallway, smashing into dust.


 










Chapter Fifteen


Early mornings were not Christina’s thing, but you didn’t become a successful supermodel by demanding a lie-in on a commercial shoot and so she had forced herself to get used to it. Besides, in this case, the pain of being up at five to catch a flight from Buenos Aires, where she was shooting a spread for Elle, to New York, was offset by the warm feeling inside that Christina got when she thought about what she was flying there for. The final list of participants for the ISACL campaign was stunning. To be in their company would really put Christina on the map.


        Rocky Neel was true to his word. As soon as he got back to the States, he had the team at ISACL call Marisa and make arrangements for the filming of her infomercial on the charity’s behalf.


        One of Rocky’s assistants had drafted the short speech Christina would deliver to camera and faxed it through to the hotel in Argentina. Christina read the speech on the plane, made a couple of minor adjustments, and was word perfect by the time her flight touched down twelve hours later. A car met her at the airport and whisked her straight to the studio, where two dozen assorted supermodels, rock stars and actors were all waiting to do their bit.


        ‘This must be what it was like to do Live 8,’ Christina commented to Rocky.


        Rocky nodded, though the words Live 8 always made his hackles rise. He hadn’t been invited to join that particular bandwagon.


        Christina was gratified to learn that, of all the people present, she had clocked up the most air miles to be there. It gave her instant status in the celebrity generosity stakes. And made the whinings of some other models, just flown in from London or Paris, seem rather pathetic.


        Thankfully, Rocky had hired one of the best make-up artists in the United States to knock everyone into shape before filming started. The make-up guru quickly put the roses back into Christina’s flight-dehydrated cheeks. Meanwhile, the set hairdresser gave Christina a fabulous blowout that made her look like she had twice as much hair. And she was extremely pleased to discover that the T-shirts the stars would be wearing had been printed up in hot pink. Christina looked fabulous in hot pink. Unlike some of the other girls.


        ‘Rocky? Do I have to wear this?’ asked Koko, a hot new model from Finland. ‘Pink just makes me look sick.’


        ‘You could go nude?’ Rocky suggested.


        ‘Rocky, you are as awful as you ever were,’ said Christina, sticking up for Koko while simultaneously reminding the younger girl that Christina had known Rocky for years.


        Christina was even more pleased to learn that, while there were other supermodels in the line-up, she was the only one with a speaking part. As such, she joined the other spokespeople for a short meeting with the director, who explained to them the tone in which they would be expected to deliver their speeches.


        She took herself off into a quiet corner and practised her speech in front of a mirror. She had no trouble whatsoever pulling the appropriate faces. One of her great strengths as a model was her ability to convey a whole world of emotion through her expressions. Happiness, sadness, lust, adoration, jealousy. It was harder than people imagined to get such things over in a still photo. Christina could certainly do integrity and determination, which were the required emotions today.


        ‘Christina Morgan?’ she was interrupted by one of the production staff. ‘We’re going to need you in five minutes.’


        One last read-through of her speech while the make-up artists repaired her lipstick and Christina was in front of the camera.


        ‘You nervous?’ asked Richard Redman, one of Hollywood’s biggest stars, and one of Bill’s biggest rivals.


        ‘Of course not,’ said Christina. ‘I mean, how hard can speaking a few lines possibly be?’


        It took her just eighteen takes to get it right.


        ‘My name is Christina Morgan,’ she began. ‘I’m a model. You probably know my face. You probably know I’m from Iowa. You probably know that I’m married to Bill Tarrant, the movie star. But what you probably don’t know about me is that I’m absolutely passionate about the rights of children worldwide.’


        Significant pause. Eyes to camera. Lids slightly lowered. ‘Think Princess Di,’ the director had suggested.


        ‘As people born in the West, you and I have already won first prize in the lottery of life. For most of us, a roof over our heads and enough food to fill our bellies can be taken as a given. For children in the Third World, however, the reality is very different. No wonder so many of them are tempted to abandon their education – if they ever had access to education in the first place – and get to work as soon as they are able. But we’re not talking about the kind of jobs our children have here in America. These aren’t newspaper delivery rounds or weekend jobs at the local supermarket. Children in the Third World are forced to do the kind of dangerous work we’ve outlawed in the United States.’


        There followed a segment of film showing children working in a textile factory, sad-eyed and skinny, like little ghosts. Then a close up on a small girl, probably less than seven years old, who had lost an eye in an accident at that same factory. She was, nonetheless – the voiceover explained – back at work just a few days later because her family needed any financial contribution she could make.


        ‘It’s a sad picture, isn’t it?’ said Christina as the film cut back to her.


        Serious face. She thought about her childhood pet dog being hit by a tractor until her eyes glittered with tears.


        ‘If, like me, you’re asking how you can help these children to a more dignified way of life, the International Society for the Abolition of Child Labour can offer you some pointers. You can give money, of course. You can find details of how to contribute tax-efficiently on our website. Or you could give your time. But even if you have neither time nor money to spare, there is a very simple way you can make a difference. You can help these poor children by showing those Western companies who are prepared to profit from child labour that you aren’t buying it. I Don’t Buy It. That’s the name of the ISACL’s new campaign. Boycott the big names who are prepared to exploit the small workers.’


        Behind Christina was a montage of the labels on the hit list.


        ‘Refuse to fund these dreadful conditions. Force these companies,’ she gestured to the names scrolling down the screen behind her, to examine their business practices and add ethics into the mix. I’ve already made a stand. I’ve told my agent I won’t be modelling for any company that can’t show a completely clean record where child labour is concerned. I may not be a mother but I’ve decided that these children are my responsibility. They’re your responsibility too. Don’t shut your eyes to their plight. And when you see injustice, don’t buy into it. Say “I don’t buy it” to the results of exploitation. It’s as simple as that.’


        Christina finished her final, perfect take to applause from the production team.


        Rocky raced on to the set and enfolded her in his arms.


        ‘You were magnificent, my darling. So moving.’


        Then he opened his arms and whirled around as if to embrace everyone in the room. ‘You’ve all been magnificent. I can’t thank you enough. The children of the Third World can’t thank you enough!’


        Everyone whooped and cheered in an orgy of self-congratulation.


        The day ended with a magnificent dinner at a fabulous new Japanese restaurant in the meatpacking district. All evening long the great and the good discussed the fabulous, glittering fund-raising events they could stage for ISACL’s cause. Meanwhile, in the kitchen downstairs, two new illegal immigrants on less than the minimum wage struggled to keep the sushi coming.


 


The high-profile supporters of ISACL meant that every newspaper in the States and many in Europe picked up news of the campaign too. It was shocking. Fortunately the professional team at ISACL had plenty of evidence to back up their claims so there were no libel suits. Instead, one by one, the companies on the blacklist began issuing carefully worded statements, claiming they had been unaware of the conditions in their overseas suppliers’ factories and would implement changes at once. The infomercial ran all over the world. The studio that made Richard Redman’s films paid for the infomercial to be run right after the trailer for his latest project. Christina did several interviews on TV and in the papers regarding her involvement. Oprah ran a special item on supermodel philanthropists in which Christina featured heavily.


        ‘I am so glad I did this,’ she said to Bill over the phone (he was now filming in Romania). ‘I think it’s going to be fabulous for my image and it’s made me feel so good about myself. When you get back to LA,’ she continued, ‘you and I are going to hold a special dinner for ISACL. Marisa has already spoken to someone at InStyle. They said they would be delighted to do a feature if we got the right people along. I was thinking Tom and Katie. Maybe David and Victoria. She and I have been meaning to hook up for months  . . .’


        ‘Sure,’ said Bill.


        ‘Oh, and Marisa got the new Domaine Randon contract. Couple of sneaky clauses but she’s ironing them out.’


        ‘Uh-huh,’ said Bill. ‘I’m going to bed now.’


        ‘Is it that time already over there?’


        Bill confirmed that it was.


        ‘Then good night. I have to get ready to go to dinner with Rocky anyway.’


 


As she was a model, no one particularly expected Christina Morgan to have a firm grasp on all the facts she spouted as spokesperson for the ‘I Don’t Buy It’ campaign, but as a spokesmodel for Maison Randon champagne, Christina might have hoped that someone, somewhere in the vast entourage of people who made a pretty decent living around the fringes of her life would have noticed that one of the labels to be boycotted was Fast Life. And further, to have noticed that the high-end sports gear line was the most recent addition to the fashion houses in the Domaine Randon luxury goods empire.


        Mathieu Randon saw an extract from Christina’s interview with Oprah while flicking through the channels in his suite at a London hotel. He was unimpressed.


        Randon called Bill Tarrant right away. He knew the actor was in Romania and was probably still awake.


        ‘Do you have no control over that wife of yours?’ he asked as soon as Tarrant came on the line.


        ‘Hey, Randon. What are you talking about now? Tell me you haven’t seen a photo in some tabloid of that pretty wife of mine going wild with my credit card? Again.’


        ‘I’ve just seen her on Oprah,’ said Randon flatly.


        ‘You did? Plugging that ISACL campaign? It’s quite something, eh? My wife the activist? Standing up to all those evil designer brands. Who would have thought it?’


        ‘Indeed. Who would have thought it? You obviously didn’t think about it, did you, Bill?’


        ‘I’m sorry?’ Randon was obviously disgruntled but Bill didn’t understand.


        ‘This “I Don’t Buy It” campaign. Claiming that Western brands are profiteering from child labour. Specifically claiming that one of my brands, a Domaine Randon brand, Fast Life, is involved.’


        Bill cleared his throat.


        ‘Fast Life is one of your brands?’


        ‘As of last month. You might have noticed the name at the bottom of the headed notepaper that accompanied the new contract you received last week.’


        ‘My agent looks at the contracts,’ Bill said by way of an excuse.


        ‘Then you need a new agent.’


        ‘But I wasn’t involved in the ISACL thing,’ said Bill. ‘Christina did that all on her own.’


        ‘Silly girl. What we have here,’ said Randon, ‘is a conflict of interests.’


 










Chapter Sixteen


June was a busy time in the vineyard at Froggy Bottom. Not that you would have known that by taking a look behind the curtains of the main farmhouse.


        The curtains of the farmhouse had been perpetually drawn since Kelly moved in. They were closed when Guy left his tidy flat above the shed at six in the morning to get some work done before the sun came up. They were closed when he headed back to his flat to grab something to eat at nine o’clock. And they were still closed when Guy came back from a second morning shift in the vineyard for his lunch.


        In fairness, Kelly hadn’t actually been asleep for the whole of that time. She’d had to get up to use the bathroom and then she made herself a cup of coffee and smoked a couple of cigarettes. Then she got back into bed. It was cold in the bedroom and she needed to warm up again to give herself the energy to get dressed. The farmhouse had such thick stone walls, Kelly had no idea whether it was four or twenty-four degrees outside. And, of course, while she was warming up beneath the duvet, she couldn’t help drifting back to sleep. She was finally awoken by a call at five in the afternoon.


        ‘Hey, babes.’


        It was Gina Busiri, her best friend and former colleague from The Gloria Hotel. ‘I’ve come to see you, like I said I would. I’m at the station.’


        ‘What? Now?’


        ‘Yes. Like we agreed.’


        ‘Shit,’ said Kelly. ‘I forgot.’


        ‘Charming!’ Gina laughed. ‘Just come and get me, will you?’


 


Truthfully, there was no one that Kelly would be happier to see than Gina. They’d clicked the very first day they met, two years earlier, when they sat side by side at The Gloria Hotel’s induction day for new staff. At seventeen, they were the youngest girls in a room full of older women, but they couldn’t have infiltrated the Polish and Romanian cliques if they’d wanted to. So they gravitated towards each other. They shared a fag and a moan during the first coffee break and had been firm friends ever since.


        They did their best to work the same shifts and they covered for each other. If one of them had a heavy night and would rather take a nap on an unmade bed than make it, then the other would keep a lookout and warn of a supervisor’s approach. And while chambermaids were meant to pool what paltry tips they found, Gina and Kelly shared them only with each other. Soon they were spending most of their time outside work together too.


        Plenty of Kelly’s former colleagues were consumed by jealousy when they heard that Kelly had moved to Sussex. Only Gina understood the pain Kelly felt at having left London behind. Gina sympathised with Kelly about her relationship with her mother. Her own upbringing had been hell in a different way. Gina’s father had been a violent man. Together with her older brother, Gina had spent her childhood following her mother through a variety of women’s shelters.


        The girls talked about their families sometimes but most of the time they just tried to have fun. Clubbing at the weekends. Hitting Topshop on payday. These were the things that made them feel better about life.


        ‘You’re the sister I never had,’ Kelly often told her dear friend.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/Cover.jpg
In
; B%&(l)qlz uour @esir
COLLECTION

Fans of
Fifty Shod®*
Wit loV e
Olivia
Parling

OLIVIA DARLING





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





