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By Sasha Wagstaff

 



Changing Grooms 
Wicked Games 
Heaven Scent




For Mum and Dad, 
for all those summers spent in France and much more




 Prologue

It was true that the French loved a good funeral, Guy Ducasse thought as he stared out of the window at the newly dug grave. He raked a shaking hand through his sleek silver hair, leaving it uncharacteristically dishevelled. It was almost June and brilliant sunshine played on the new gravestone, seemingly unaware of the mourners’ preference for a more appropriately dismal, grey sky.

Guy glanced at his elder son Xavier. Wearing a charcoal-grey suit with a discreet black Yves St Laurent tie, Xavier appeared outwardly poised, glamorous, even. His chocolate-brown eyes were impenetrable, as usual, but behind the suave exterior, Guy knew Xavier to be passionate and headstrong, just like his late mother.

‘First your mother . . . and now Olivier,’ Guy said in a hoarse voice. ‘It’s too much, Xav.’

Xavier turned away and glanced at the private garden-cum-graveyard attached to La Fleurie, the Ducasse family’s beautiful Provence estate. The walled-off garden was as neat as a pin but, Xavier thought grimly, it was far more crowded than it should have been. Moss-covered gravestones marked the resting places of Aunt Paulette and Uncle Henri, of Xavier’s own mother and now, with a suitably stylish slab of pristine black marble, Olivier had joined them.

Death by jet ski, Xavier mused. His cousin Oliver had been a hugely likeable playboy who, during his brief but explosive twenty-six years on the planet, had somehow  managed to clock up an astonishing number of wrong-doings. And as much as Xavier had adored his cousin, he had to admit that ‘unruly, spoilt and irresponsible’ would perhaps have been a more fitting epitaph for his headstone than the flowery, poetic prose Leoni had insisted upon. But, of course, no one liked to speak ill of the dead.

‘What the hell was he doing in St Tropez, anyway?’ Leoni asked, joining Xavier.

‘I know . . . Plage de Tahiti, of all places.’ Xavier smiled at Olivier’s elder sister. The nudist beach just south of St Tropez had been made famous by Brigitte Bardot back in the 1950s but even now it boasted its fair share of hardcore exhibitionists. Still, as wild and self-indulgent as Olivier had been, it was an unlikely holiday destination for the eligible young bachelor.

Leoni tried to smile back. Clutching a cup of hot coffee, she wore a chic black couture dress that gave her an air of composure but Xavier, noting her shaking hands and pale complexion, knew his cousin was distraught at losing her brother. With her glossy brown hair cut in a sharp, chin-length bob and her brown eyes hidden behind glasses, Leoni resembled the consummate businesswoman, even on a day like this. Fiercely independent, she had been brought up to hide her emotions, just like everyone else in the family, but inside, she was vulnerable and feeling terribly alone.

Xavier snaked an arm round Leoni’s shivering body as she slumped against him, slopping her coffee on the exquisite, period flooring.

‘How could he do this to me, Xav?’ Leoni sobbed as she allowed him to gently remove the coffee cup from her hands. ‘He was my brother . . . he was all I had left . . .’

‘I know,’ Xavier soothed as her tears soaked his shoulder. Suddenly she twisted away from him and headed to a quiet corner to try to pull herself together.

Xavier felt a reassuring hand on his shoulder. ‘Ashton,’  he said, turning to find a familiar face. ‘So glad you could make it.’

‘Sorry I missed the service,’ Ashton said in English, his attempts at French atrocious at the best of times. Worriedly, he shot a glance at Leoni. ‘I got here as quickly as I could . . . terrible delays, of course.’

Xavier gave him a warm smile. Ashton Lyfield was a family friend, a school pen pal from England who had been taken under Olivier’s hedonistic wing one summer a decade or more ago. Ashton and Olivier had become firm friends – rather surprisingly considering Olivier had always been flamboyant and charmingly insincere, whereas Ashton, with his very blue eyes and sandy blond hair, was honest and engaging. More than that, Ashton was most emphatically British although he harboured a love of all things French. These days, he worked as an architect in Paris but spent all of his spare time at La Fleurie with the Ducasse family – a semi-permanent but very welcome house guest.

‘God, I’m going to miss Oliver.’ Ashton grinned but it was tinged with obvious sadness. ‘Strange, really. He was such an unpredictable, unreliable bastard, never where he was supposed to be and always up to no good. But I couldn’t help thinking the world of the crazy, bloody idiot, you know?’

He frowned. ‘Where are the twins?’

‘I sent them back to the house after the service,’ Xavier answered. ‘Seraphina was a mess and Max . . . well, you know how out of control he’s been since our mother died.’ He grimaced. ‘Their private college has given them compassionate leave but I still think someone needs to keep a close eye on them.’

Ashton nodded, looking up as a tall, soignée woman entered the room. Trailing distinctive wafts of the classic Rose-Nymphea perfume she always wore, Xavier’s grandmother Delphine leant heavily on her mahogany cane as she paused before the family. Everyone jumped to their feet, and no  wonder – Delphine was a force to be reckoned with; a veritable backbone of steel disguised in a vintage Chanel suit and topped with a chignon of deceptively soft-looking snow-white hair.

‘Mother,’ Guy said respectfully, taking Delphine’s arm as her keen, hazel eyes surveyed the family.

‘We must be strong,’ she said, frowning at Leoni who was struggling to control herself in the corner. How inappropriate. Clearly, they were all upset about Olivier’s death, but there were practicalities to deal with and sobbing into a tissue wasn’t going to do anyone any good. ‘Pascal is here,’ Delphine announced as an unassuming, bespectacled man in his sixties joined them. ‘I assume everything is in order, Pascal?’

Never failing to be intimidated by Delphine whenever she made the trip from her home in Toulouse, the family solicitor nonetheless found himself duty bound to deliver some bad news. ‘I’m afraid not,’ he answered solemnly, producing a huge batch of paperwork tied up with neat ribbons. ‘I have discovered something about Olivier that is rather . . . unfortunate.’

‘What does that mean?’ Leoni asked nervously. ‘Is it gambling debts? I mean, we all know Olivier had a problem but surely that sort of thing can be brushed under the carpet?’

‘There are a few debts to settle at various casinos,’ Pascal offered, ‘but that’s not the problem. It’s his share of the family business that’s become an issue, you see.’

Guy frowned. ‘Surely it just gets divided up and redistributed? Each member of the family is a shareholder . . . it’s how we’ve always done things.’

Pascal sighed. ‘I know, Guy. Look, I’m sorry to tell you this at such a sad time but it seems Olivier wasn’t just on holiday in St Tropez.’ Looking worried, he bit the bullet. ‘By all accounts, Olivier was . . . well, he was on his honeymoon.’

‘What?’ Delphine was stunned. ‘Married . . . Olivier ? No, I don’t believe it . . . that can’t be true.’

Xavier quickly examined the paperwork. ‘It is true,’ he confirmed. Christ, only Olivier could deliver such a surprise after his untimely demise. ‘According to this, Olivier married an English girl called Cat Hayes three weeks before his accident. The sly fox. He got hitched without telling us, then died a few weeks later. What are the odds?’ Xavier instantly regretted his flippancy when Leoni, her face white and pinched, abruptly sat down.

Ashton, struggling to keep up with the high-speed French conversation that was going on around him, finally worked out what Xavier had said. His mouth fell open. This was outrageous, even for Olivier!

Delphine was pale. An English girl? Meeting Guy’s eyes, she acknowledged that this wasn’t the first time an English girl had married into the Ducasse family. But Elizabeth, Guy’s deceased and much beloved wife, had been a different case entirely. This girl was an unknown . . . an intruder.

‘Who is she?’ Leoni asked, her voice shrill. ‘She must be some sort of gold digger!’

A tight-lipped Delphine agreed. ‘She must be dealt with . . . immediately. I will move back here until this is sorted out, Guy.’

Leoni’s eyes widened in horror.

Delphine ignored her and appealed to Guy. ‘There is so much at stake, Guy. The business . . . Olivier’s share is worth – well, it’s priceless.’

Groaning inwardly at the thought of untangling such a mess, Guy took the marriage certificate from Xavier. How could Olivier have been so stupid? To marry a girl he most likely barely knew . . . it was imprudent, even for his nephew! He turned to Pascal. ‘Where is Cat Hayes now? Back in England, I assume.’

Pascal consulted his notes. ‘It would seem so.’

Seeing Leoni trembling, Ashton reached out and put a hand on her shoulder. ‘Maybe this girl . . . this Cat . . . didn’t know  who Olivier was?’ he suggested. ‘Isn’t it possible she met him in good faith and just . . . fell in love?’

Leoni shrugged off his hand. ‘You’re just saying that because she’s English!’ she spat then instantly regretted it. ‘I’m sorry, Ashton. You forget that not everyone is as “proper” as you are.’

Xavier shot Ashton a warning glance; no one could reason with Leoni in her current mood. Diplomatically, Ashton retreated; the last thing he wanted to do was upset his friend further.

‘Look, we don’t know who Olivier’s wife is or what she knows,’ Guy cut in sensibly. ‘I think we should invite her to La Fleurie and find out what her intentions are.’

‘Welcome her with open arms, you mean?’ Leoni exploded. ‘Over my dead body.’ She flushed, casting her eyes to the ground. ‘Sorry, bad joke.’

‘We will give her a chance,’ Guy admonished. ‘That’s all I’m saying. Pascal, please prepare a letter asking this girl . . . this woman . . . to join us here in Provence.’ He rubbed his chin ruefully. ‘God, we don’t even know how old she is!’

‘I’ll also prepare a legal document,’ Pascal said, sliding his eyes to Delphine’s for approval. ‘Something formal, something that makes the feelings of the family absolutely clear.’

Delphine nodded. ‘Very good, Pascal. Nothing is more important than the business. Or the family, naturally.’

Leoni eyed her grandmother. ‘Ah yes, business and family,’ she repeated with more than a hint of sarcasm. ‘What, Grandmother, could possibly be more important?’

Smacking the floor sharply with her cane, Delphine limped out of the room with her back erect and her shoulders square.

Xavier surveyed the effect of Olivier’s bombshell. His cousin would be rolling around in his grave with glee if he knew the commotion he’d caused. However, for the rest of them, it presented a very real and very complicated dilemma. Was  Olivier’s wife . . . or widow, as she was now, genuine? Had she known who Olivier was and how much he was worth when she married him?

Xavier shrugged the thought aside. Whatever the truth, this Cat Hayes was in for a rough ride. Unless she had seriously done her homework, she would have no idea how tight-knit and loyal the Ducasse family were. And if his grandmother had anything to do with it, Olivier’s widow would find herself unceremoniously ejected from La Fleurie within the space of a few days, even if they did have to pay her off.

But then, Xavier thought philosophically as he watched his dysfunctional relatives bristling at the possibility of a battle, what family wouldn’t want to protect a multi-million-euro perfume empire? Grabbing his cigarettes with a shrug, Xavier left them to it.




 Chapter One

Seven months later

 



Staring out of the window, Cat numbly poured herself a glass of white wine. She glanced at the box on the table. It contained a neat stack of framed family photographs and a couple of awards she had won at work and the sight of it made her spirits plummet despairingly. As if things weren’t bad enough . . .

The past seven months had been the toughest of her life. Even the usually raucous Christmas season had passed by in a dismal, uneventful blur, failing to lift her spirits and making her all the more aware of her solitary status. The one thing Cat had always been able to rely on – the one thing that had kept her going – had been her job with one of the most high-profile branding agencies in London. It had fired her up with passion and enthusiasm on a daily basis. Until today, at any rate.

Cat pushed her dark blond hair out of her eyes and groaned. Six or seven months ago, she had been a fun-loving, carefree girl with a good job, her own flat and nothing more taxing to worry about than where to go with her friends on a Friday night. What a difference a few months could make, she thought, biting her lip. Recklessly romantic at the best of times, she had well and truly thrown caution to the wind this time. While on holiday with her best friend Bella and a few other girls in glitzy St Tropez, Cat had fallen head over heels in love. A heady tryst with a gorgeous Frenchman had unexpectedly led to a simple but romantic marriage ceremony on a  beach with a Provençal sunset shimmering in the background.

‘There you are!’ said Bella, bursting into the flat, a letter clutched in her hand. ‘What are you doing here? Why aren’t you in your own flat? I’ve been banging on the door for ages.’

Cat looked up vaguely. ‘Sorry . . . I let myself in with your spare key because I knew you’d be home early today.’ She gave her best friend a watery smile. ‘I don’t know how much longer I’ll be in my flat, you see. And . . . I-I didn’t want to be on my own.’

‘Why aren’t you at work?’

‘Ah, work,’ Cat said in a flat voice. She raised her wine glass in a mock salute and realized it was empty. ‘I’m afraid I’ve just joined the ranks of the unemployed. Brian fired me this afternoon.’

‘No way!’ Bella slipped the letter into her pocket and slumped down next to Cat. ‘How could he? You’re the best in the business. And after everything you’ve been through too.’

‘Brian doesn’t care about that,’ Cat informed her. ‘He was furious with me for going on holiday, let alone for extending it for my honeymoon.’ She winced as she said the word ‘honeymoon’. Too emotionally spent to cry, she squashed it down and continued. ‘Brian kept me on to finish the Neon Flash campaign, then this afternoon, right after the deliriously happy client left, he fired me, telling me I’d let him down because I took a month off. I mean, seriously, Bel, I took a holiday for the first time in three years!’

‘Bastard,’ breathed Bella.

Neon Flash, a make-up brand developed by a skeletal pop star obsessed with eighties neon, had been an absolute nightmare, the most challenging of Cat’s career. It had involved working twenty-hour days and Cat had dedicated herself to it without complaint both before and after her holiday. It  had been gruelling but a welcome distraction from her grief. Now, she had nothing and all she could think about was Olivier.

Tall, with dark, mischievous eyes and hair the colour of glossy hazelnuts, Olivier had been one of the waiters who worked along the beachfront. He was penniless but happy, he said, and he possessed that indolent, sexy charm only the French can pull off. But that wasn’t the only reason Cat had been attracted to him. Olivier was also hugely likeable; he worked hard and had a down-to-earth attitude to life. He had told her that he had been brought up in a dilapidated house in a Provençal village and his parents, like hers, had died when he was young. It had bonded them, giving them a connection Cat had never felt with anyone else. Her heart clenched as she thought about how happy she’d been, how carefree . . .

‘And I’ve lost my flat,’ she added in a small voice. ‘It’s going up for sale and I had to put an offer in by the end of the week. I can’t do that without a job, can I?’

‘Oh, Cat.’ Bella squeezed her hand. Cat had been her best and most loyal friend since school and Bella couldn’t bear to see the pain and anguish in her eyes. Until a few months ago when Olivier had died, Cat had been so full of life and laughter, and now she had suffered yet another crushing blow. Bella thought worriedly of the letter in her pocket but she knew she had to tell Cat.

‘Sorry to dump this on you but . . . you know Serena in number ten?’ Cat barely responded and Bella pushed ahead. ‘She’s been away in South Africa visiting that millionaire boyfriend of hers. Anyway, she came back on Sunday and she had this mountain of post and when she finally opened it all, she found this.’ Bella pulled the letter out. ‘It had been posted through her letter box accidentally. It’s from some solicitor in France . . . Provence, to be exact.’ Bella paused. ‘The letter didn’t make any sense to Serena but then she saw your name at the top so she gave it to me to pass on.’

Cat took it listlessly. ‘I guess it’s something to do with Olivier.’

‘It is. Olivier Ducasse.’

‘Who?’ Cat asked, confused. Her Olivier went by the surname Laroque.

‘That’s what I’d like to know,’ Bella responded. ‘Because this letter is all about Olivier’s death in St Tropez . . . and it’s from his family.’

‘His what ? Olivier doesn’t have any family. He said his parents died and he was all alone . . .’ Cat stared at the letter, her eyes skimming over the polite words and formal English phrases, barely taking them in. They could have written it in French, Cat thought randomly; after all, she was fluent in the language thanks to the time she had spent in France with her parents as a child. But she guessed they didn’t know that. Bewildered, she read some phrases aloud. ‘. . . offer our most heartfelt condolences . . . hope you have recovered from Olivier’s untimely death . . . please join us at our house in Provence to discuss some business . . .’ Cat met Bella’s eyes. ‘Business? What business?’

‘I have no idea. Hang on . . . Ducasse . . . Ducasse . . .’ Bella shook her head. ‘Nah, it can’t be them. Forget it.’

Not really listening, Cat reread the letter. ‘Why would he lie about having a family?’

Bella shrugged. ‘Maybe he’s ashamed of them. Maybe they’re a bunch of nutters and he didn’t want you to be put off. Or . . .’ Triumphantly, she threw another idea out. ‘Perhaps he just fell out with them at some point and didn’t want to talk about it. That sounds reasonable, doesn’t it?’

Cat nodded slowly. ‘I guess so. But I wish he’d confided in me about them, Bella. Maybe I could have done something . . . helped him mend whatever went wrong . . .’

Bella said nothing; now was not the right time. Still, when was the right time? She had tried once before to voice her concerns about Olivier not being who he said he was and  Cat had blown up spectacularly. There was a lot about Olivier that hadn’t added up, such as his claiming to be penniless but somehow managing to afford a beachfront apartment in one of the swankiest areas in St Tropez, his phone constantly ringing, even though he claimed not to have any responsibilities elsewhere, his penchant for gambling and vintage champagne . . .

Maybe a rich friend had paid for the apartment, as he said, and for the champagne and the gambling. It was perfectly possible that Olivier had had rich friends who funded his holiday; he had been charming and charismatic enough to attract, well, anybody. But Bella had never managed to quite believe it.

‘You should go,’ she said brightly.

Cat lifted her head. ‘Go? Go where?’

‘To Provence.’ Bella tapped the letter. ‘I mean, you were his wife, you have a right to meet his family, don’t you? Those officials treated you like dirt when Olivier died.’

Cat grimaced at the memory. It was true. When Olivier had been pronounced dead, she had been treated like some silly bimbo who should back off and let those in charge get on with their job. When she had tried to protest that she wasn’t Olivier’s girlfriend, she was his wife, the officials had shrugged dismissively and told her to go home. She’d been in no state to do anything but flee back to England to the security of her job and her friends.

‘They must want to meet you,’ Bella went on. ‘Why else would they have sent you this letter asking you to join them in Provence?’

Cat shrugged. ‘I just don’t know if I can face it . . . it’s been so hard . . .’ Fiercely, she dashed her tears away.

Bella looked contrite. ‘I can’t even offer you a room in my flat,’ she confessed. ‘That guy I’ve been seeing for a while, Ben? I asked him if he wanted to move in at the weekend and he said yes . . .’ She winced. ‘I’m so sorry, Cat. I can tell  him it’s not possible if you need to stay here.’

Cat’s head snapped up. What was she doing, sitting here being miserable? What would that achieve? She might be a jobless, homeless twenty-six-year-old widow, but life went on, she just had to take charge of it.

‘All right, I’ll go to Provence,’ she said resolutely. ‘I’ll book a flight and go.’

Bella grinned. ‘That’s the Cat I’ve been missing for the last few months,’ she said with some relief. ‘I was beginning to think that crazy, reckless girl I used to be best mates with had gone for good.’

Cat held her wine glass out for a top-up. ‘As if.’

Bella started to make plans. ‘I can look for jobs for you while you’re out there. Ben has some good contacts in the advertising business, he used to do IT for Brian’s competitor. I’m sure we’ll come up with something.’ She chinked her glass against Cat’s. ‘By the time you’ve sorted out whatever business you need to in Provence, you’ll have a brilliant new job and life will be back on track.’

‘God, Bel, I hope you’re right.’ Cat gulped her wine. ‘I just can’t help worrying that Olivier’s family might not like me as much as he did.’

‘Why on earth wouldn’t they?’ Bella told her loyally. ‘You’re fabulous and I bet this trip will be just what you need to, you know, get some closure, or whatever they call it.’ She pulled a face at the empty bottle. ‘I just hope Olivier’s family have a big enough supply of wine for your visit . . .’

 



Sitting in her office at the warehouse that packaged up Ducasse-Fleurie perfumes, Leoni gritted her teeth. She pushed her glasses further up her nose and sketched out yet another idea for the new line she was working on, scribbling rapidly for a good ten minutes without pausing. Finally she sat back and surveyed her handiwork. It was no good, she simply couldn’t concentrate. Just like her other efforts this morning, her latest  one was terrible. Leoni screwed it up and threw it in the bin to join the pile of other scrunched-up, angry-looking balls of paper. Her ideas, usually so clear and precise, were muddled and chaotic this morning. Nothing was flowing and nothing made sense.

She stood up and surveyed the thousand-strong workforce that supported the Ducasse empire. They all seemed so laid-back. Where was the spark? Where was the passion? It was all very well being cosy and family orienated but she couldn’t help thinking the business needed a vigorous shake-up. The fact was, Ducasse-Fleurie was flagging. No one wanted to admit to it but the figures spoke for themselves. Sales were down and the once well-respected Ducasse-Fleurie name was fading into the background as trendier, younger and fresher perfumes hit the market.

Ducasse-Fleurie had been resting on its laurels for too long, Leoni mused. No new fragrances had been created for years. Their bestselling classics, Rose-Nymphea and L’Air Sensuel, formed the mainstay of the business, but they were seen as the older woman’s perfumes. Which made the product, and somehow the company itself, seem dated and out of touch. Ducasse-Fleurie still made money, vast quantities of it, comparatively speaking, but it was on the wane.

Leoni smoothed her chic black Roland Mouret dress and marched downstairs into the warehouse. If only she could create a new perfume – or ‘juice’ as it was known to insiders – herself because then she could take control and mastermind a company revamp. But since Aunt Elizabeth, their master ‘nose’ or scent creator, had died two years ago, there was no one to conceive a new fragrance.

Actually, that wasn’t true, Leoni reminded herself as she sternly narrowed her eyes at a gossiping employee who quailed and hurriedly returned to work. Xavier had inherited his mother’s rare and much sought after gift for blending aromas and was more than capable of taking over the creative arm of  Ducasse-Fleurie. He just didn’t want to. Or maybe he had reasons none of them knew about, Leoni acknowledged more charitably. Xavier had fallen apart after Elizabeth had died and he had hung up his lab coat, apparently for good.

Leoni headed outside for some air. She wanted to develop a new fragrance, two even . . . a home fragrance line . . . a store in Paris . . . Ducasse-Fleurie had been conceived as a ‘fragrance only’ line like Fragonard, Annick Goutal and Pierre Bourdin, and for several decades it had outsold some of the most popular household names. The ongoing obsession with celebrity had saturated the fragrance market in the same way it had the publishing world, and classical perfume lines had been hit hard, with celebrity scents stealing most of the coveted top ten spots each summer. Leoni sighed and got into her navy sports car, the most sedate-looking car the Ducasse family owned. Since Olivier had died, nothing seemed right, Leoni thought. Her private life seemed stark and empty, and professionally she felt equally dissatisfied. She needed something, anything, to give her a new lease of life.

God, she missed Olivier so much it hurt! The grief she had barely allowed herself to acknowledge rose to the surface and threatened to suffocate her. And some other emotion was hovering nearby – fury. Leoni was so angry with Olivier, she could barely see straight. How dare he leave her like this, she raged as she activated the security gates and headed up La Fleurie’s vast driveway. Didn’t Olivier know how lost she would be without him? Didn’t he realise the vulnerable position she would be in? Olivier might have been an irresponsible playboy but he had been her rock, the only one who ever took her work ideas seriously. Without him, working in the family business would be harder than ever.

How could he marry some stupid English girl and then get himself killed, the stupid idiot, Leoni thought tearfully. And on top of everything, her twenty-ninth birthday was only a few days away and a huge party had been planned,  which was the last thing she wanted. She couldn’t even summon up the enthusiasm to comment on colour schemes or food ideas.

Leoni came to a halt in the driveway just as another car smoothly pulled up next to her. With a sinking heart she realised it was her grandmother’s bullet-grey limousine. The matriarch of the family was back, she thought gloomily, and that could mean only one thing. Aside from rocking her already unstable position in the family business and making a grand entrance before her birthday party, Delphine’s arrival signified something Leoni had been absolutely dreading. After an inexplicable eight-month silence, Olivier’s widow must be on her way. Maybe the strikes the French airport staff had promised would keep her away, Leoni thought hopefully. Or maybe they wouldn’t. Leoni slammed her hand on the steering wheel. She couldn’t bear it, she really couldn’t. Wasn’t it bad enough that Olivier had spent the last few weeks of his life with someone they didn’t even know? And now this girl was actually going to be staying at La Fleurie with them; they would have to speak to her, eat with her even. It was nothing less than intolerable.

Feeling panicked, Leoni took out her mobile phone.

‘Ashton?’ she turned on her car engine. Remembering how terrible his French was, she spoke in English. ‘I need a drink right now. Do you want . . . La Belle Vie is fine. I’ll meet you there in five.’

 



‘Should we disturb him?’ Seraphina fretted as they loitered outside Guy’s office. She fiddled nervously with the long white-blond plait that hung over one shoulder. ‘I really want to spend some time with him before we go back to that horrible college again.’

Max shrugged, looking sullen. ‘He’ll be too busy. He always is.’ He folded his arms across his chest, the gesture unconsciously defensive.

Seraphina sighed. Max was sensitive but the barriers he erected around himself made him quite unpleasant to be around at times.

Seeing Seraphina’s nut-brown eyes cloud over with disappointment, Max relented.

‘Fine, let’s try.’ But don’t say I didn’t warn you, his expression said as he moved closer to the door, his arms still folded and his chin tilted angrily.

Seraphina knocked on the door of their father’s office.

‘Come in!’ came the rather curt response.

Seraphina unconsciously squared her shoulders. She glanced around the office, noting how disorganised it was. Cardboard boxes containing sample perfume bottles were stacked under the window, paperwork to be signed sat in a neglected pile on the desk and reams of the lilac ribbon Ducasse-Fleurie was famous for spilled down from the shelves. The air was infused with a rich, heady aroma from tester tabs and open bottles belonging to other perfume houses.

Guy looked up irritably. ‘Yes?’

‘We wondered if you wanted to do something,’ Seraphina ventured timidly.

‘Do something?’

Seraphina cringed, mortified by her father’s slightly withering expression. ‘Er . . . together, you know. You, me and Max.’

Guy suppressed a sigh and with obvious reluctance put the disappointing spreadsheets he was deciphering to one side. What was it about the twins that irked him so much? he asked himself.

Max was as tall as all the Ducasse men, with tousled dark hair and moody, liquid-brown eyes. But he had a chip on his shoulder the size of Paris and he wore a permanent scowl. He was wildly out of control and under constant threat of expulsion from his expensive college. Hardly the model son. And then there was Seraphina. She was the very image of his  beloved Elizabeth with her fragile, luminous beauty and her dreamy, idealistic approach to life. She was wearing tight black jodhpurs and a red silk shirt, a disturbing combination of schoolgirl innocence and womanly maturity.

Guy stared at them, conscious of the inexplicable pain in his heart. He knew he couldn’t deal with them right now. ‘I . . . have too much work to do,’ he stated, averting his eyes. ‘I’m sorry,’ he added inadequately, not looking up.

Max’s lip curled. It was just as it had been for the last two years.

‘Come on,’ he said to Seraphina, taking her arm. ‘We’re clearly wasting our time here.’ Ignoring his father’s tense shoulders, Max shot him a contemptuous look before leaving.

Seraphina allowed herself to be pulled from the room and followed Max to the stables behind La Fleurie. Nothing seemed to please their father these days, she thought miserably, least of all his children.

Max saddled up his favourite horse, a fine dappled grey named Le Fantome. Some people said greys were unlucky but Max adored his horse. Even after what had happened to his mother, he trusted Le Fantome with his life. He pulled the worn, navy cashmere jumper he always wore out riding over his dark hair and breathed in the stable’s pungent aroma of straw, manure and excited horses. It cleared his head and calmed him, the way it always did. He had found other ways to relieve his stress over the past couple of years but this was legal and far safer than his other hobbies.

‘What do you think Olivier’s wife will be like?’ Seraphina wondered aloud, hoping to distract Max’s dark mood. She smiled as her horse Coco, named after her heroine Coco Chanel, came to the stable door and nuzzled her hand.

Max shrugged, his mouth twisting scornfully. ‘Who cares? She’s probably just some bimbo who found out how much Olivier was worth and made him marry her somehow.’ Inserting a foot into a stirrup, he smoothly mounted his horse.

Seraphina looked unconvinced as she hoisted a saddle on to Coco’s back and quickly did up the straps. ‘I can’t imagine how anyone could have persuaded Olivier to do anything he didn’t want to do.’ She couldn’t help feeling sorry for Olivier’s bride; not only had she lost her new husband within weeks of marrying him, she now had the Ducasse family to contend with. And they were a force to be reckoned with, Seraphina thought grimly. The ones that were left, anyway. Suddenly overcome with sadness, she cast her eyes to the ground to hide her tears.

Max slipped off his horse and put his hand on her shoulder. ‘Stop that, will you? You can’t let this get to you . . . you just can’t.’

‘I know, I know. I’m trying to be strong.’ Seraphina’s shoulders shook as tears slid down her cheeks. ‘It’s just . . . losing Mother . . . and now Olivier . . . it’s too much.’

Max felt despair wash over him. What did she want from him? Why did she keep crying like this? Max felt sorry for his sister but he didn’t know how to deal with her unhappiness.

‘Let’s ride,’ he said roughly, pushing her towards her horse. He remounted his and kicked his heels against Le Fantome’s flanks. ‘Catch me up!’ he shouted as he cantered towards the Ducasse family lavender fields.

Quickly wiping her tears away, Seraphina jumped up on to Coco’s back and headed after her twin. If Max could cope with Olivier’s death without shedding a tear, then so must she.

 



With the assurance of a seasoned player, Xavier tossed his remaining poker chips on to the table and flipped his hand over. It was a royal flush, with spades – the perfect hand. There was a ripple of applause from the watching crowds but Xavier shook his head modestly. He might be a good bluffer but he couldn’t take credit for the luck of the cards. Thank God  he didn’t have Olivier’s penchant for gambling; as fun as it was, everyone knew the house always won in the end so it was a mug’s game unless it was a casual pastime.

Rather like relationships, Xavier thought ironically. Fun was paramount – these days, anyway. He had long since given up serious dating. Just like gambling, it was only for the self-deluded, in his opinion. Catching the eye of a slinky brunette he had dated a few times, Xavier gave her an appraising once-over, wondering how on earth her low-cut satin dress was managing to contain her impressive breasts.

‘You are a better poker player than your cousin, Monsieur Ducasse,’ Gaston, the owner of the casino, said in a discreet aside. He nodded at the croupier to pay out, standing beside Xavier with his hands behind his back. ‘Olivier’s death is undoubtedly a great loss. My bottom line will suffer enormously in the long run.’ He smiled genially.

‘I think we both know you’ll be far better off without Olivier wrecking the joint every Friday night, Gaston,’ Xavier commented.

Gaston inclined his head politely. Olivier had rarely left the establishment quietly and usually it had been with the assistance of the casino’s security staff. Xavier Ducasse, however, was a gentleman, known for good play, large tips and impeccable manners. He also boosted the number of female players, who seemed to have inside knowledge about Xavier’s movements, turning up whenever he did, dressed to kill in sexy gowns. They were like groupies around a pop star, simpering and posturing in the desperate hope of being noticed, but Xavier seemed mostly oblivious to their presence.

‘Olivier was reckless,’ Xavier added, ‘in all aspects of his life.’ He scooped up his chips and deftly slipped a hefty one into the top pocket of Gaston’s rather shiny suit. He headed to the bar, accompanied by Gaston. ‘I trust my cheque covered all my cousin’s outstanding debts.’

‘It did. Thank you. You are indeed a gentleman.’ Gaston  was aware that Xavier had paid Olivier’s debts out of his own bank account rather than the family account.

‘Ah well, it’s easy to be a gentleman when you have money.’ Xavier ordered a Scotch on the rocks.

‘I disagree,’ Gaston said politely. ‘Your cousin had plenty of money too but he was short on both manners and decorum, if you don’t mind me saying so.’ He flushed. ‘Not that I should speak ill of the dead.’

Xavier sipped his drink, glancing across the bar. The brunette he had spotted at the table was giving him the eye and he smiled at her.

‘I heard Olivier got married before he died. Is this true? Olivier wasn’t the marrying type, surely.’

‘News travels fast around here.’ Xavier stood up and smoothed the front of his well-cut Dior suit jacket. ‘You heard correctly. Olivier’s young widow is due at La Fleurie any day. Our solicitor’s letter arrived at the wrong address, by all accounts, hence the long wait.’

‘She is, perhaps, after the Ducasse fortune,’ Gaston said lightly.

Xavier glanced down at the brunette who had shimmied to his side. ‘Who knows?’ He casually tucked the girl’s hand through his arm, racking his brain to recall her name.

‘Will you get involved in the business again one day?’ Gaston asked hopefully. His mother was a huge fan of Ducasse Perfumes but having worn Rose-Nymphea for years, she yearned for something different – something ‘fresh but timeless’ was how she put it.

Xavier’s chocolate-brown eyes had become distant, and Gaston thought he might have put his foot in it.

‘Oh, I doubt I’ll work at Ducasse-Fleurie again,’ Xavier answered smoothly, guiding the brunette towards the exit. Monique, he thought triumphantly, that was her name. ‘We have much better things to do, don’t we, Monique?’
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Miles away on a film set in Paris, Angelique Bodart was posing for her final scene, wearing a black silk negligée and high heels, her artfully coloured hair reaching almost to the cleft of her bottom. She pouted and slipped the negligée from her shoulders. It slithered to the ground, revealing very full breasts and creamy skin. She stood facing the camera full frontal, picked up a dagger and traced the tip down her naked body. The script called for her to stab herself because her lover had left her for another man. With several breathy moans, she fell to the ground and rolled into her final position. She turned her head to one side, buried her hand in her bush and faked death in the throes of a violent orgasm for all she was worth.

‘And . . . CUT!’ the director shouted frenziedly.

Angelique lay prostrate for a moment before sitting up gracefully and acknowledging the round of applause she received from the appreciative onlookers. She slipped her negligée back on loosely and strode to the director’s chair where she inspected the rushes over his shoulder. Satisfied she looked her best and had given her most accomplished performance, Angelique took a seat at the back.

At once her assistant Celine was at her side.

‘Newspapers,’ Angelique demanded.

Celine hurriedly placed a number of crisp newspapers on Angelique’s lap. ‘Your favourite society pages are in the middle,’ she stammered.

Angelique gave her an icy stare and flapped her hand in dismissal. Adoration was one thing but endless fawning became so boring after a while.

She flipped through the papers with little interest until she reached the society pages, where she spotted a picture of Xavier Ducasse with a glossy brunette on his arm. Angelique sucked in her breath. Xavier Ducasse, handsome, rich and sexy, always stylishly dressed and eminently beddable, as she knew first hand.

Angelique read the caption. ‘Xavier Ducasse attending a charity ball with Monique Rouman, a model and aspiring actress, on his arm . . . they’ve been dating for a few weeks – could it be serious?’ Angelique’s stomach tightened with jealousy.

As she read the article beneath, her eyes widened in disbelief. It appeared that Olivier Ducasse hadn’t died single, as was first supposed. It now transpired that he had married someone shortly before his accident, which meant that his inheritance – in other words, a sizeable slice of the family perfume empire – now belonged to his young English widow. Angelique read on, shocked to discover that Olivier’s wife was a girl he had met in St Tropez last year.

Well, well, well. Angelique sat back, a smile playing across her lips. What an interesting turn of events. She would have enjoyed witnessing Delphine Ducasse’s reaction to learning that Olivier had left a widow. If Angelique knew Delphine as well as she thought she did, the family matriarch would be fighting tooth and nail to make sure this unknown English woman didn’t manage to get her hands on a single Ducasse euro or bottle of scent.

And what about Xavier, what did he think about it all? Xavier . . . the one that got away . . . the one man who had rendered her putty in his hands. At the time, their relationship had been private – not even the press had got wind of it, which was exactly how Angelique had liked it – and it might prove advantageous now, she thought.

She tossed the newspapers to one side, her blue eyes sparkling with anticipation. All she had to do was think of a way to be accepted into the Ducasse family fold once more. But would they welcome her back? She had tentatively tried to re-enter their circle a few times before but it had been tricky; the Ducasse family were a difficult clan to infiltrate, especially when it had been achieved once already.

Xavier, La Fleurie, the Ducasse family – everything about  them represented what Angelique so desperately wanted from life. The respect that came with old money, the lavish yet somehow discreet way they enjoyed the privileges their long-established name brought them . . . Angelique looked at the newspapers again. This news changed everything. She knew that now was the time to make a move. All she needed was a legitimate way in . . .




 Chapter Two

Mystified, Cat leant forward and tapped the driver on the shoulder. ‘I’m sorry, I think there must be some mistake,’ she said in rapid French. ‘We’re going the wrong way, we must be.’

She sighed as the driver ignored her. Her French might be a little rusty but it was perfectly competent. The driver must have understood her but for some reason he wasn’t responding.

Cat glanced out of the car window again. The sky was darkening as evening descended and they were heading south of a pretty village at the foot of Mont Ventoux. Cat was sure they must be lost but she was so tired after her terrible journey, she wasn’t sure she was up to having a full-scale row with her driver. She was surprised he had even turned up. After being delayed for days at both Gatwick and Nice due to strikes by French airport staff, she had half-heartedly dialled the number given in the letter, not really expecting anyone to answer. She had been taken aback when a voice informed her that a driver would be with her in quarter of an hour. And, give or take a few minutes, he was.

Now Cat was beginning to think she should have made her own way to Olivier’s parental home because after passing between two enormous security gates that had magically and soundlessly opened as they had approached, the car was heading down a long driveway overhung with trees. Occasional lamps marked the side of the gravel and bright lights flitted in  and out of sight in the distance but it was impossible to see too far ahead.

‘I’m looking for . . . for La Fleurie,’ Cat repeated in French, glancing down at the address on the crumpled letter. What did La Fleurie mean? She racked her brains. Flowery? Full of flowers? ‘It’s probably very small . . . I’m sorry but we must have taken a wrong turning somewhere.’

‘We are going the right way,’ the driver assured her in accented English. He liked her cascade of messy, butterscotch-coloured hair and sexy, almost athletic body and wondered if this was Olivier’s much-debated widow. He decided she must be; after all, who hadn’t heard of the Ducasse estate around here? And she was English, as the rumours had suggested, even though she spoke decent French with a reasonable accent. In his opinion, she didn’t look much like the gold digger everyone in the village said she was, but then what did he know?

Cat scratched her head. Where on earth were they going? Olivier said his family – what was left of them – lived in a tiny, rundown house in a little-known village. Even in the disappearing light, it was clear that this vista was far too grand. Cat sat back tiredly, wondering if the driver thought she was on holiday and in need of a flashy hotel to stay in.

Cat wished this was the case. She felt tense and anxious at the thought of meeting the Ducasse family – petrified, in fact. And this hapless driver going off course on to what looked like a millionaire’s private grounds wasn’t exactly helping.

The car swept round the final neat curve of the driveway and Cat gasped.

‘La Fleurie,’ the driver announced grandly as the car slid to a halt.

‘It can’t be,’ Cat whispered in utter disbelief as she stared at what was a bona fide French château. It had three floors, with beautiful duck-egg blue shutters and a grand, double doorway flanked by lion statues. It was breathtaking.

As Cat climbed out of the car, she was hit by a rich, earthy  scent. Looking up, she guessed it must be coming from the abundance of bright yellow blossoms that grew in a graceful arc across the front of the house.

‘Le mimosa,’ the driver explained helpfully. ‘They. . . ’ow you say . . . bloom very early ’ere.’ He nodded, giving her a wink. ‘Useful for the parfum, oui ?’

‘Er . . . oui,’ Cat agreed, nonplussed. Why on earth was he talking about perfume? Too stressed to think about it, she glanced down at her outfit, suddenly conscious that her black skinny jeans, dove-grey sweater and low-heeled boots might not be appropriate attire in a grand old château. Especially one that France’s answer to royalty might reside in.

‘The Ducasse family . . . they are very well respected in France,’ the driver informed her. ‘They have history . . . they are old money, you know?’

‘Right.’ Cat was feeling more anxious by the second. Old money? Well respected?

‘Good luck!’ the driver said with a grin after he had heaved her luggage out of the car. He waved away her attempts to pay him or even give him a tip. ‘Guy Ducasse has taken care of everything.’ Realising belatedly that he’d forgotten to advise the Ducasse family of Cat’s arrival, he took the decision not to mention this to his passenger. ‘You no longer need to worry about money, eh?’ he added in rapid French.

Before Cat could ask him what he meant, he was back in his car and heading down the driveway, his mobile phone glued to his ear. Cat swallowed. Time to get on with it. She rang the doorbell at the front of the château but there was no response, so she headed round the side, dragging her bags behind her. She could hear classical music in the distance and she soon found herself in beautifully kept gardens lit by spotlights.

A sound to her right made her squint into the darkness. There was silence for a moment but then the noise came again – a distressingly pitiful sob. Dumping her luggage, Cat headed  towards the sound and stumbled upon a small alcove, covered by a pretty tangle of roses. Inside the alcove was a young girl curled up in a foetal position, her long platinum-blond hair obscuring her face as she wept unrestrainedly.

Cat faltered, unsure whether she should intrude on the girl’s distress. She could only be about fifteen.

Abruptly, the girl stood up, pushed back her blond hair and quickly wiped her eyes. Wearing an ivory silk dress that made the most of her porcelain skin she was astonishingly beautiful close up. Not noticing Cat standing in the shadows, she slipped out of the alcove and headed towards the château.

Cat gulped. She now knew for a fact that she was underdressed; judging by the girl’s outfit, there was some sort of party going on inside the château. Forgetting about her luggage and taking the same path as the girl, Cat found herself staring up at the back of the château which was just as beautiful as the front, with balconies, shutters and outside lighting. About to go inside, she caught sight of a young boy, no older than the sobbing girl, reclining on a wrought-iron chaise longue. He had dark hair and chiselled cheekbones and he was smoking the most enormous spliff. An older-looking girl sat next to him, giggling uncontrollably. Spotting her, the boy held the joint out.

‘Vous fumez?’ he asked, his eyes slightly glazed.

‘Er, no, I don’t smoke,’ Cat said, backing away. In her confusion, she took a path that headed back into the gardens and with the crazed laughter of the teenagers ringing in her ears, she found herself at the edge of a shimmering pool. Hearing splashing sounds, Cat froze. Nearby, there was a heated Jacuzzi tub, steam rising out of it. Two people were in it, a redhead who looked suspiciously as if she might be naked beneath the water, and a man with sleek, dark hair and broad shoulders.

As the man let out a throaty laugh and turned round,  Cat saw an arrogant nose, a wide mouth and sexy, sleepy-looking brown eyes. She caught her breath. For a moment, she was transported straight back to St Tropez, where a grinning Olivier had scooped her up in his arms in the glittering blue sea, his grin infectious as he leant in for a lingering kiss. Swallowing, Cat pushed the painful vision away, desperate not to make a fool of herself by allowing agonising memories to take over. She couldn’t think about Olivier right now.

Scrutinising the man in the pool again, Cat realised that he actually looked nothing like Olivier. He was in his early thirties, he had broad shoulders and he was very handsome but that was where the similarity ended. His hands wandered cheekily to the girl’s breasts, and as if he sensed Cat’s scrutiny, he turned and faced her. Cat backed away and with renewed determination headed for the château. Olivier’s family – if that was who she had just encountered – were not what she had been expecting at all.

Heading back the way she had come and entering through ornate double doors, Cat found herself in a stunning lemon-yellow sitting room full of antiques and tasteful ornaments. The classical music she had heard outside was now louder, as though a full string quartet were at work, and there was a murmur of voices and muted laughter coming from one of the other rooms. Mustering up some courage, she opened the door and went in.

As the final bars of the classical piece died out and silence fell, Cat found herself facing a crowd of people holding champagne flutes, the men in black tie and the women in exquisite evening gowns of silk, satin and lace. They were all staring at her in bemusement, clearly wondering who she was and why on earth she was there. Waiters and waitresses were unobtrusively circling the room with trays of Bellinis and canapés but even they were goggling at Cat as if she were a national exhibit.

Feeling absurdly scruffy in her jumper and jeans, Cat took in the room in astonishment, dazedly noting high ceilings, apricot walls and heavy, expensive-looking curtains at the windows. Period furniture, stunning paintings . . . My God, she thought, was that an original Monet? Her father had adored Impressionist painters and Monet’s water-lily series, glorious studies in rose-pinks, powdery blues and distinctive, cool greens, had been his favourite. The painting, small but striking, had to be the real thing; along with everything else in the room, it looked authentic and priceless.

So much for Olivier’s ‘humble’ upbringing, Cat thought, totally lost for words.

‘You must be Cat Hayes,’ said a good-looking man with sleek silver hair and an amiable smile. His English was flawless. He stepped forward and grasped her hand warmly. ‘I’m Guy Ducasse, Olivier’s uncle.’

Cat looked at him. He was in his fifties, she thought as he gripped her hand, and there was a hint of sadness in his otherwise friendly brown eyes. She realised he was saying something about not expecting her until tomorrow and she hurried to explain herself.

‘They . . . they laid on an extra flight,’ she stammered, wondering at his almost accentless English. Olivier had spoken English with a heavy French accent.

Guy smiled, half guessing what she was thinking. ‘My late wife was English and the children have had many English nannies over the years.’

Even more confused about Olivier’s heavy accent, Cat caught sight of the girl she had seen sobbing earlier. It was hard to believe this was the same person. She seemed self-assured and poised, her brown eyes remarkably clear, if rather frosty.

‘This is my daughter, Seraphina,’ Guy said, still speaking in English. He stared at Cat. This was not the tarty young bimbo he had envisaged Olivier’s widow to be. She looked to be in  her mid-twenties and she was very pretty. He caught a waft of Jo Malone’s Lime, Basil and Mandarin and raised his eyebrows approvingly. A radiant, citrus scent with floral tones – a good choice, in his opinion, it suited her looks perfectly. He couldn’t help warming to her, despite his mother’s instructions for all of them to keep their distance. Most of them were in fact doing just that, albeit accidentally, he realised; Xavier, Max and Delphine were all absent.

Someone came into the room and Guy flexed his shoulders as though he was expecting trouble. ‘Ah, this is Leoni. She’s—’

‘Olivier’s sister,’ Cat breathed. Leoni was the spitting image of Olivier with her glossy dark hair and the deep brown eyes – somewhat masked by the unattractive glasses she wore. Even her chin was the same – small with the faintest cleft. Wearing a chic black column dress, Leoni wasn’t a pretty girl but she had presence.

‘How dare you come here like this?’ Leoni hissed in English, her face turning pale. ‘It’s my birthday party. You have no right to turn up and make yourself at home!’

Appalled, Guy touched his niece’s arm. ‘Leoni! Remember your manners.’

Leoni shook her head vehemently. ‘No, Uncle!’ she snapped in French. ‘She’s not welcome and I won’t pretend that she is.’ She turned furious eyes to Cat and continued in French. ‘You are not family, do you understand me? And you never will be.’ Her lip quivered. ‘Just because you married Olivier doesn’t mean you belong here. Whatever you think you’re entitled to, you can forget it, do you hear?’

Cat recoiled and the crowd of people gasped collectively. The look in Leoni’s eyes was one of utter hatred. Cat flushed. What had she done, apart from marry the man she had fallen in love with? She wanted to hit back at Leoni but she stopped herself; it wouldn’t be a good idea, not when the atmosphere seemed so volatile. She wondered if Leoni assumed she did not understand French.

Guy swiftly cut in. ‘They laid on an extra flight and I’ve only just had word from my driver, Leoni. He should have called me at the airport and then we would have had more warning.’

‘Pah!’ Leoni was incensed. ‘It is disrespectful to Olivier’s memory to burst in on a family party.’ She turned her back on Cat.

Guy ushered Cat to one side. ‘Leoni is still struggling to come to terms with Olivier’s death,’ he explained in a low voice. ‘Please forgive her. Er . . . where is your luggage?’

Still reeling from Leoni’s onslaught, Cat had to think for a second. ‘It’s outside in the garden.’ She winced, knowing she must sound crazy.

‘I’ll get the staff to collect it for you.’ Guy led her towards the door and nodded at the quartet to start up again. ‘But for now, I will show you to your room. You must be in need of a bed or, at the very least, a hot shower.’

Cat blinked. The staff? She followed Guy out of the room and heard the conversation resume loudly as soon as they left.

‘You have caused quite a stir.’ Guy smiled as he led the way into a spacious hallway and up a sweeping, marble staircase edged with an elaborate wrought-iron banister. ‘I would show you around the house but it’s too dark now. The stables are located at the back of the house by the lavender fields, and there is a graveyard just in front of them. Olivier is buried there. You may wish to visit his place of rest while you’re here.’

Suddenly exhausted, Cat felt tears pricking her eyelids. This was so much harder than she’d imagined. In some ways, Olivier’s death felt like a lifetime ago but being here, with his family, made it all seem very real and very recent. Embarrassed, Cat wiped her eyes. Guy pretended not to notice. He showed her into a pale room with raspberry-coloured curtains, an  ornate four-poster bed and what looked like immaculately preserved Louis Quinze furniture.

‘You should sleep, perhaps,’ Guy suggested kindly, thinking how vulnerable she looked with her red-rimmed eyes and pale face. ‘Feel free to join us downstairs if you wish but if you’re too tired, we’ll understand.’

Cat shook her head and sank down on to the four-poster bed. ‘Sleep sounds good.’ She didn’t want to say it out loud, but nothing short of near-death could have persuaded her to go back to the party. Something occurred to her.

‘Are . . . are Olivier’s parents here?’ She asked. It was suddenly important to know that the only thing Olivier had lied about was his upbringing. The death of his parents had been key to their relationship, it had been what had bonded them so deeply and she had to know for sure that Olivier had been genuine about the terrible riding accident that had snatched his parents from him at a young age.

Guy looked puzzled. ‘Olivier’s parents are dead. I’m so sorry, I assumed you knew. They died some years ago.’

Cat let out a ragged breath. All at once she felt better. She listened tiredly as Guy told her where to go for breakfast in the morning and she was hazily aware of him mentioning a meeting in a few days’ time in a boardroom. Shortly afterwards, he left the room.

Cat sent Bella a text to tell her she’d finally arrived, then lay down on the bed fully clothed. She barely stirred when someone quietly brought in her luggage. Soon she fell into a deep sleep.

 



Outside, Xavier was climbing out of the jacuzzi tub stark naked. Rubbing his dark hair with a towel and shivering slightly in the chilly night air, he stared up at the house thoughtfully. So that was Olivier’s wife, he thought, looking round for his boxer shorts. Widow, he corrected himself. Therese, the girlfriend who had recently replaced Monique,  emerged from the tub. Running towards him with her shaven privates on full display, she whipped the towel from his shoulders and made a show of drying her hair with it, her breasts jiggling provocatively.

Xavier retrieved his boxer shorts from a nearby plant pot and pulled them on, slightly unnerved by Cat’s arrival. He hadn’t expected her to be so beautiful, that was for sure – Olivier’s previous girlfriends had been pretty enough but this girl was different, not what he had expected at all. Perhaps she was less dazzling close up. Xavier shrugged and lit a cigarette to get warm. Why did he even care? Olivier dying so suddenly had revealed the extent of his sordid misdemeanours and Xavier had spent the past few months settling tabs with various bar and hotel managers and scaring off drug dealers he had found skulking around the grounds of La Fleurie. Olivier’s widow was most assuredly not his problem. Olivier had had more vices than any of them had guessed and Xavier had resolved to keep most of the details to himself. Leoni was in no fit state to hear any more negative press about her dead brother and there was nothing to be gained from antagonising his grandmother, who already thought Olivier was an impetuous, irresponsible playboy.

Impulsiveness was a family trait; hell, pretty much all of them made recklessness seem like a national sport, but, Xavier thought reasonably as he pulled his white dress shirt over his head, Olivier had pushed the boundaries further than any of them.

‘Oooh, it’s so cold,’ giggled Therese, putting his hand on a breast covered in goose bumps.

Xavier smiled distractedly.

‘What’s wrong, cheri?’ Therese asked, pouting when she saw his serious expression.

‘Just thinking about Olivier’s widow,’ Xavier said, removing his hand from her breast and flipping his Zippo lighter  open and shut edgily. He wondered if Cat Hayes knew how out of control Olivier had been. Probably not. She’d only known him a few weeks. No sane person married someone they hardly knew, did they? Marriage was something to be respected, not something to indulge in impulsively, just because you were in the first throes of lust. No, Cat Hayes either had to be a gold digger or she was insane, as far as he was concerned.

Realising he had ten minutes before they were due inside for Leoni’s cake and speeches, Xavier tipped Therese back into the Jacuzzi and slipped in after her.

 



‘Can you believe she just turned up like that and burst into my party?’

The following morning, Leoni was still fuming. Her party had been ruined by the impromptu arrival of Cat Hayes; her guests had talked of nothing else from that point on. Even when her grandmother and uncle had gone to bed and the more boisterous guests had ended up in the pool, Leoni had still found herself fending off impertinent questions about Olivier’s stupid widow.

Leoni had drunk far too much champagne in an effort to block Cat Hayes’s existence out of her head and she now had a terrible hangover that a pint of cold water and four aspirin hadn’t been able to shift. So she’d called up Ashton and joined him at the house he was working on for a client. Situated on the hilltop village of medieval Mougins, near Cannes, the veranda afforded them magnificent views of Grasse, which was all very well, but Leoni would have preferred a strong, hot coffee because that was the only thing she felt might revive her.

‘I just wish she hadn’t turned up unannounced,’ Leoni added sulkily as she threw herself into a padded chair next to him.

‘Well, she couldn’t have known it was your birthday party,’  Ashton pointed out, as he unrolled his architect’s plans. Sensing Leoni bristling with resentment, he hid a smile and continued. ‘And frankly, I can’t see you turning down a lift after being delayed in an airport for two days. You’d have done exactly what she did.’

Leoni stared straight ahead moodily. ‘Oh, whatever. And who leaves their luggage in the garden, for heaven’s sake? The girl is clearly deranged.’

Ashton pinned his plans down with an ashtray and glanced at Leoni. Wearing a black crepe shift dress, she looked professional and ready for work but there were dark shadows under her eyes and her shoulders were hunched with tension. Ashton sighed; if only Leoni were more approachable, he would have given her a good hug.

‘So, how are you really bearing up?’ he asked, going for the easier option. ‘I do realise it must have been hard for you to come face to face with Olivier’s widow like that.’

Pushing her glasses up on to the bridge of her nose, Leoni almost smiled. ‘Bearing up’ – how very English. But then that was Ashton; he was such a gentleman. She felt glad she had him as a friend because she felt so safe with him. Their friendship was uncomplicated, almost replicating the brothersister rapport she had had with Olivier. ‘I’m . . . angry,’ Leoni answered truthfully. ‘No, I am more than angry, I am livid.’ She spun round to face him, forgetting to speak English. ‘We are supposed to welcome this widow with open arms,’ she spluttered. ‘I cannot . . . I will not do such a thing! It’s undignified and unreasonable and under no circumstances will I lower myself to play nicely with this, this . . . bimbo!’ She stood up and paced the veranda.

‘Leoni, Cat Hayes was asked to come to La Fleurie. She didn’t turn up unannounced or uninvited, she responded to a letter she was sent, the one that went astray for so many months, and she did as she was told and booked a flight here.’ Ashton held his hands up in defence, his pencil in the air.  ‘And before you accuse me, I’m not just saying that because she’s English, all right?’

About to blast him, Leoni closed her mouth. He was right; Olivier’s widow had simply responded to the invitation to La Fleurie. It wasn’t her fault the letter had gone missing and she had made the effort to visit as soon as she had received it. Was that a good thing or a bad thing? Leoni didn’t know any more because her head was in a mess. The arrival of Cat Hayes had sent her spiralling all over the place and the drama of last night was affecting her ability to think clearly. She choked down a sob, feeling desolate.

Ashton watched her, wishing he could do something to help but he knew she would tense up and reject his offer of comfort. He busied himself with his plans, knowing she hated being seen to be weak or emotional in any way.

Leoni looked at him. Ashton would never know but many years ago, when they were teenagers, she had developed the biggest crush on him. It had lasted for years, a painful, unrequited crush that no one had known about until the day a young Ashton had been chatted up by the curvaceous red-headed sister of one of Olivier’s friends. Her brother had caught her agonised glance and, characteristically amused, a youthful and rather wicked Olivier had told his older sister that she clearly wasn’t Ashton’s type and that she should stop trotting around after him like a lapdog. Excruciatingly embarrassed, Leoni had resigned herself to being no more than Ashton’s friend from that point onwards. Unrequited love was a hideous thing and if she wasn’t his type, then so be it. It had taken time – too much time – but Leoni was finally over him.

Dabbing her eyes and pulling herself together, she forgot about the past and retreated into the safety of business. ‘Did I tell you about my plans? I have so many ideas. Obviously, if I could persuade Xavier, I’d get him to create a few new scents, of course, but if not, I’m going to try and convince the family  to branch out and develop a home fragrance line. You know, candles and linen sprays.’ Her brown eyes lit up. ‘Some of my favourite British perfumers do this – Miller Harris, Jo Malone. I really think we need to get involved.’

‘It’s genius!’ Ashton smiled supportively. ‘Sorry, I mean it’s a great idea.’

‘Do you think so?’ Leoni brightened. ‘I already have a contact that makes wonderful candles – Jerard something or other. And I also want to open a store in Paris but Uncle Guy is sure to dismiss the idea.’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘And if he doesn’t, my beloved grandmother will definitely step in and veto my plans.’

Ashton waved a hand. ‘If anyone can convince her, you can, L,’ he said, unthinkingly using his pet name for her. ‘If you’re serious about this idea, you could always join me when I next head home to visit my family. You could do some research there and visit Jo Malone and Miller whatsit while we’re there.’

Leoni’s mouth twitched. ‘Miller Harris.’ She thought for a moment. ‘That’s a great idea. Thank you, I will.’ She caught a waft of his aftershave as he stood up. Dunhill London, with its crisp scent of apple, followed by the rose heart note and the winey patchouli base tones. It was modern and British. And so very Ashton.

‘I feel much better,’ Leoni said, standing up and giving him a brief kiss on the cheek. ‘You always manage to do that.’

‘Do I?’

‘Always.’ Leoni smiled. ‘Even my hangover seems to have lifted. It’s almost like having Olivier here again.’ Her voice cracked but she was in control. ‘Have fun with this house,’ she said, jerking her thumb in the direction of the sitting room inside. ‘Please don’t tell me they’re going to install a Jacuzzi tub out here?’

Ashton grinned. ‘I talked them out of that so they’ve settled  for one in the games room instead.’ His eyes alighted on the slender curve of Leoni’s neck as she headed inside with a wave, and he reminded himself that he had a job to do. With an effort, he refocused on his plans.




 Chapter Three

Having spent a restless night sleeping in the four-poster bed while the party downstairs became increasingly raucous, Cat woke late with a pounding headache. Feeling groggy, she threw back the white linen sheets she’d slept in, surprised to find that a raspberry-coloured silk floss duvet had been added during the night for warmth.

A ‘guilt’ duvet, Cat thought with a flash of humour as she headed into an ensuite bathroom with walls the colour of cherry blossom and pristine white fittings. It had a freestanding bath, an enormous shower and two sinks, which were surrounded by small, expensive-looking toiletries. It was like being in a luxurious hotel, Cat mused. A hotel without the usual welcoming reception. Guy had been polite and friendly but that had been about it.

Cat turned the shower on, jumping as hot water immediately shot out of several jets in the walls. She was still upset about Leoni’s reaction to her arrival but she hoped it was just a knee-jerk reaction. Didn’t Leoni realise she was just as devastated about Olivier’s death? As odd as the situation was, they actually had something in common: they had both loved Olivier and they both missed him terribly.

Cat peered into the bathroom mirror, shocked at how pasty she looked. A bad night’s sleep on top of her airport delays had left her looking ill and fragile – and crying into her pillow hadn’t exactly helped, she thought ruefully. She was furious with herself for feeling so emotional after so many months had  passed but being here made her feel closer to Olivier somehow, even if coming face to face with evidence of his privileged upbringing had shocked her to the core.

What she needed to do now was find out why Olivier had lied to her about them. Cat determined to do some digging and learn more about her late husband while she was here. He must have had a good reason to hide his family from her, she told herself firmly; it was just a matter of finding out what was behind it all.

As she dried herself, Cat noticed a silver monogram in the corner of the white towel. The letter ‘D’ entwined with the letter ‘F’. She frowned. ‘D’ for Ducasse, obviously, but what did the ‘F’ stand for? She put on some make-up in an attempt to look more human – plenty of blusher and a smear of pink lipstick. Bypassing a bright green dress that looked far too jaunty for a widow to wear, she decided on a more sombre black one. It was short but it would have to do, and she added a long cream sweater to keep the morning chill at bay – it was January and even though it was much warmer than in the UK, it wasn’t sunbathing weather, by any means.

In the room, she found a formal invitation that must have been delivered while she was in the shower. Handwritten but on a stiff white card with silver edging, it requested her presence at a meeting in the boardroom the following day. Cat assumed this must be the ‘business’ the letter had outlined and taking her unexpectedly sumptuous surroundings into account, she was beginning to realise there could be legal implications to her marriage to Olivier. They must be suspicious of her, at the very least.

She went downstairs and left the house, wrapping her arms around her protectively as she braced herself for bumping into a member of the Ducasse family. Finding herself by the oval pool, which looked just as impressive in the cold light of day, Cat remembered the couple frolicking in the nearby hot tub and wondered who they were. Sure she wouldn’t be able to eat  a thing, she avoided the salon Guy had told her breakfast was served in, not least because she couldn’t bear the thought of running into Leoni. The last thing Cat needed right now was a fracas with Olivier’s formidable sister over the Bonne Maman preserves.

Staff were milling about discreetly, wearing white and maroon uniforms with the same swirly monograms on their lapels as the towel upstairs. Cat watched them, open mouthed. She’d assumed that the staff she’d seen last night had been hired for the party but apparently not. What looked like maids, gardeners and footmen were cleaning up debris from the party and ensuring that the château was put back to its immaculate best. One maid rescued what looked suspiciously like a pair of knickers from behind a pool lounger, discreetly stuffing them into her pocket without missing a beat, as if such things were an everyday occurrence.

Bemused at just how rich the Ducasse family were, Cat was about to head towards the graveyard Guy had mentioned when she realised she wasn’t alone. Turning apprehensively, she found Guy’s daughter, the girl she’d seen sobbing, staring at her with slanting, feline eyes. She was wearing a pair of tight jeans that made her legs look endless, and a pink Lacoste sweatshirt. She appeared taller than she had the night before and she was clutching a small photo album. Her expression was haughty and Cat bristled, realising it wasn’t just Leoni who resented her presence.

‘What are you doing?’ Seraphina asked in perfect English, her tone as chilly as her gaze.

‘Just . . . looking around,’ Cat responded lamely, not wanting to admit she had been about to visit Olivier’s grave.

‘Wondering how much it’s all worth?’ Seraphina returned.

Taken aback, Cat shook her head. So she was right about the Ducasse family being wary of her and her motives.

‘I saw you admiring the Monet last night,’ Seraphina commented, watching Cat carefully.

‘The Monet? God, yes . . . it’s absolutely stunning.’ Cat couldn’t help laughing. ‘It’s not every day you get to see a real one, is it? At least, it might be for you but it most certainly isn’t for me – or for most people.’ Seeing Seraphina’s unchanged expression, Cat decided on a more open approach. ‘My dad loved Monet, especially the water-lily series. Seeing the Monet reminded me of him . . . he’d have keeled over if he’d seen that last night. So if I seemed a bit dumbstruck, the honest truth is that I was.’

Not sure if the story about her Monet-loving father was true or not, Seraphina gestured to a sun lounger and took a seat on one nearby. Cat sat down, wondering why the girl wanted to talk to her. The comment about the Monet made her sigh and, glancing up at the château, she felt perturbed. What did they think she wanted – to be given part of the house, or something? It was too silly for words.

‘You don’t look much like a widow,’ Seraphina said in an unfriendly tone.

‘Really?’ Cat wasn’t sure what a widow should look like. She glanced down at her outfit. ‘Is it the dress? It’s too short, isn’t it?’

Seraphina shrugged and didn’t comment. ‘The family have been discussing you non-stop since Olivier died,’ she informed Cat, almost as if she was assessing her reaction. ‘We didn’t know if you were ever going to make an appearance.’

Cat quickly explained the missing solicitor’s letter. ‘I didn’t know if I should come,’ she admitted, ‘especially since so many months had passed since Olivier died.’ She looked away. ‘But then I decided I had nothing to lose. I didn’t even know any of you existed until I received the letter.’

Seraphina raised her eyebrows disbelievingly. ‘Really? How odd.’

‘I know.’ Cat had an idea Seraphina was being sarcastic and that made her feel uneasy. She paused, not sure how to word her question but she had to know why Olivier had pretended  his family didn’t exist. ‘Was Olivier estranged from his family?’ she asked. ‘Had there been some sort of big argument?’

‘No!’ Seraphina looked astonished. ‘I mean, he and Grandmother never saw eye to eye, but there was no big argument, to my knowledge. Why would you think that?’

Cat bit her lip. Surely it was inappropriate to reveal that Olivier had pretended he was penniless and that he didn’t even have a family to speak of. ‘He . . . gave me the impression his life was . . . not as lavish as all this.’ Cat gestured to the pool and the extensive grounds of the château.

‘C’est bien de lui!’ Seraphina exclaimed. ‘How like Olivier . . . you know, to lie to you like that,’ she translated for Cat’s benefit, unaware that Cat had understood her. ‘Olivier was un farceur . . . a prankster,’ she explained. ‘He would often pretend he was poor because it amused him.’

‘Did he? Did he really?’ Cat immediately felt better; so she had been right to believe Olivier wasn’t a phoney. She still couldn’t understand why he would have played such a prank on her, especially after they were married, but she guessed perhaps she didn’t know him as well as she’d thought she did. That’s what happened when you fell head over heels and married someone you barely knew, she thought wryly. Impulsiveness was all very well but it had its down sides.

Something occurred to Seraphina. ‘Did Olivier use the name Laroque or did he tell you he was a Ducasse?’

‘He used the name Laroque,’ Cat replied, wondering why Seraphina had asked this. Before she had a chance to question her, Seraphina caught her off guard.

‘Did you love him?’ she asked bluntly. Her feline eyes demanded the truth.

The question hit Cat like a body blow. She had loved Olivier, very much, but clearly the family doubted her feelings. Cat understood why they had misgivings about her – they’d never met her before now, for a start – but still, the fact that  Seraphina was even asking her that question filled her with sadness.

‘I fell head over heels in love with him,’ she confessed frankly. ‘He was handsome but he was so kind and funny too.’ Cat paused. ‘The holiday . . . it was so romantic and even though I knew it was crazy, when Olivier proposed, I had to say yes. I mean, I wanted to do it, I would never have married him if I hadn’t had deep feelings. It just felt right to live for the moment.’ She turned to Seraphina. ‘You must believe me. Who would do something as serious as getting married if they weren’t in love?’

Seraphina let out a short laugh. ‘You’d be surprised, especially where my family are involved.’ She studied Cat, trying to work out if she was genuine. She seemed it – her aquamarine-blue eyes seemed honest and everything about her behaviour and manner appeared sincere. Seraphina put down the photo album and pulled the sleeves of her sweatshirt over her hands. She wanted to trust Cat, she really wanted to believe Olivier’s widow wasn’t a gold digger, but having grown up around adults who mistrusted people’s motives where money was concerned, Seraphina felt the need to be cautious.

‘Leoni seems very upset about Olivier’s death,’ Cat commented, wondering why Seraphina was scrutinising her as though she were a fascinating artefact in a museum. ‘Understandably so,’ she added, in case she sounded unsympathetic.

Seraphina sat back and said nothing, her expression impassive.

Cat couldn’t help wondering why Seraphina appeared so sanguine; aside from the tears she had witnessed last night, she couldn’t see any evidence of grief over Olivier.

‘We . . . we lost our mother two years ago,’ Seraphina said suddenly in a soft voice, as if she’d guessed what Cat was thinking. ‘And Olivier’s parents, our aunt and uncle, died too but that was a very long time ago.’ She picked at the sleeve of  her pink sweatshirt distractedly, her eyes downcast. ‘We are used to loss, I suppose.’

‘Does anyone ever get used to it?’ Cat said, staring past her.

Seraphina looked up. It sounded as though Cat knew what she was feeling but that was impossible because no one understood. ‘We . . . we’re not supposed to show emotion,’ she said in halting tones, not sure why she was confiding in Cat. ‘Not in public. Grandmother frowns on it.’

So that was why Seraphina had needed a private place to weep. Clearly, betraying emotion was unacceptable in this family. ‘That’s a shame,’ Cat responded as tactfully as possible. ‘Sometimes having a good cry or just opening up to someone can make all the difference.’

‘No one knows what it feels like,’ Seraphina blurted out, tears clouding her vision. ‘When you lose someone, I mean.’

Full of compassion, Cat nodded. Having lost her own parents at Seraphina’s age, she knew how difficult it was to accept such an unfair situation. ‘It’s like the rug’s been pulled out from under you, isn’t it?’ she commented, thinking aloud. ‘No, worse than that. It’s as though there’s this big hole in your heart that can never be filled again. People think they understand what it’s like to lose a parent but they don’t. You feel so abandoned . . . so alone.’

Seraphina stared at Cat. No one had ever described it like that to her before but the words summed up her feelings perfectly. Realising she had found a kindred spirit in Cat, Seraphina felt the urge to open up to her more. She was starved of female companionship because all her friends were at college and career-obsessed Leoni and her austere grandmother were hardly ideal confidantes.

‘I don’t actually know what I’m doing here,’ Cat said, sitting up and hugging her knees. ‘I mean, I was invited and the letter mentioned something about business but, I don’t know, I thought perhaps the Ducasse family wanted to meet me.’ She  laughed. ‘Get to know me, or something.’ Remembering Leoni’s horrified expression, Cat’s eyes became sober. ‘I think I’ve made a huge mistake.’

Seraphina felt a flash of guilt. If Olivier’s young widow was as genuine as she appeared, she must be feeling bewildered and hurt by the hostile reception she had received. Seraphina tried to make amends.

‘You must meet the rest of the family,’ she said in a warmer tone. ‘My brother Max – he’s my twin but he’s dark and, just to warn you, he can be very moody. Boys.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘My older brother Xavier is gorgeous and the best person to be around, but he’s a bit preoccupied with his new girlfriend, Therese. She’s a redhead and bit of a slut, between you and me. But I’m biased. I always think Xavier deserves better because he’s had such a hard . . .’ Seraphina stopped, as if she felt she had said too much. She stood up. ‘Anyway, he’s lovely. I’m sure you’ll meet him soon. How long do you think you’ll be here?’

Cat shrugged. ‘I expect I’ll fly back at the weekend after this meeting. I haven’t a clue what it’s about but I hope it gets sorted quickly. I have a life back in England.’ She grimaced. ‘Not a great one, admittedly, but still.’

Seraphina picked up the photo album and thrust it into Cat’s hands. ‘Here are some photos of Olivier. I thought you might like to see them.’ Seraphina didn’t want to admit she had an ulterior motive for showing Cat the photos: she wanted to gauge her reaction and check if any tears that appeared were crocodile ones or real ones.

Touched, Cat took the album and opened it. She gasped as Olivier’s grinning face stared back up at her. The hazelnut eyes met hers and Cat traced a finger round his tanned jaw. ‘Do you know, I’d almost forgotten what he looked like,’ she murmured, her voice unsteady. ‘I only had a few photos on my phone and I kept looking at them but somehow I couldn’t quite see Olivier . . . not like this.’ Overcome, she turned the  pages of the album, barely able to keep back the tears when she found a photo of Olivier as a small boy, his shoulders already broad and his grin cheeky and appealing.

Seraphina had all the evidence she needed; Cat’s reaction was totally genuine, she was sure of it. ‘Keep them,’ she offered generously. ‘We have plenty of photographs. No one will mind. Look, I’m off for a ride so I’ll see you later, all right?’

‘Thank you . . . this means . . . thanks.’

Cat sat back clutching the album. She flicked through the pages again, feeling sad and alone. Then she jumped up and headed to Olivier’s grave, not even looking over her shoulder to check if anyone was watching her. She found his pristine black gravestone and fell to her knees in front of it.

‘Olivier,’ Cat whispered, her heart clenching. ‘God, I miss you so much.’ She put her head in her hands, utterly distraught but glad finally to be able to say goodbye, something the French officials had denied her. ‘I’m so sorry . . . you said one of the things you admired about me was my zest for life.’ She sniffed, almost breaking into a smile. ‘Not much of that going on at the moment. I’ve done nothing but cry and make a fool of myself since you’ve gone . . . you’d be telling me off for snivelling all over the place if you could see me.’

Staring at the photographs again, Cat remembered exactly why she had fallen in love with Olivier. And reaching out to touch the words engraved into his headstone, she opened up and told him everything, all the things she’d wanted to say since he’d died. At the end, Cat let out a huge sigh and pulled herself together. She had cried enough. It was time now to do whatever his family needed her to do so she could go home and get on with her life. Clutching the photo album, Cat left the graveyard and headed back to her room.

Upstairs, leaning heavily on her cane because her arthritic hip was causing her pain, Delphine watched with pursed lips. A convincing, heartfelt performance; Cat Hayes made a pretty  little widow. Delphine snorted. The sooner she and Guy confronted her, the better, she thought, picking up the phone.

 



‘Bonsoir, Monsieur Gregoire!’ Ashton called to his neighbour who was struggling with some parcels outside his apartment. Ashton entered his own apartment with the same sense of pleasure he always felt when he came back to Paris after a trip away.

Just a few steps away from the famous Avenue des Champs-Élysées, the Parisian apartment was Ashton’s pride and joy. He had heard about it from his former boss three years ago and had only managed to secure it by selling everything he owned of any value, including his house in England, and a vintage car that had been his pride and joy. He had also been forced to accept a generous payment from his parents which basically meant he had nothing left to fall back on; he had effectively already spent any inheritance that would have been due to him.

The purchase had left him severely out of pocket (he was still struggling to claw back his day-to-day expenses) and without a single luxury item to his name, but Ashton didn’t care because this was the kind of apartment he had read about and hankered after for years. Boasting period features, elegant fittings and a traditional balcon with a stunning vista of the Place de L’Etoile, the apartment was, quite simply, an architect’s dream.

Ashton collected up his post and listened to his answerphone messages. There was a message from Jeanette, a gorgeous Parisian girl he had been out with a few times.

‘Appele-moi,’ her message said breathily. Call me. ‘Tu me manques, Ashton . . .’

Hearing that Jeanette missed him and wanted him to call her, Ashton scratched his head and wondered what to do. She was a lovely girl but something was missing between them, though he couldn’t put his finger on what it was. Maybe it was  because he spent much of his life in Provence with the Ducasse family . . .

Recognising the writing on an envelope as that of his friend Herve, Ashton forgot about Jeanette and tore it open. Herve was an architect he had studied with who often let him know about sensational buildings that were coming up for sale. He had impeccable taste as well as knowing exactly the kind of buildings that sent Ashton’s heart rate soaring with enthusiasm. Feasting his eyes on the grainy photograph of an astonishingly beautiful building with a sign saying ‘A Vendre’ next to it, Ashton felt the familiar buzz that shot through him when he looked at something he would kill to work on. It wasn’t just that the building appeared to be a perfect example of late eighteenth-century, Rococo-style architecture, it looked as though it might be just the right property for Leoni’s Paris shop.

Ashton grabbed his keys. If this place was for sale, he wanted it. He checked the directions and headed to the building on foot. This was why he’d become an architect, he thought to himself, as he darted between chattering tourists and busy shoppers browsing along the majestic streets of the Champs-Élysées. It was this buzz, the thrill of discovering something old and beautiful that could look spectacular when it was developed.

Coming from humble beginnings in Oxfordshire where he discovered a talent for freehand drawing and a love of old buildings, Ashton had decided early on that he wanted to be an architect. He had paid his way through five years of study, plus two stints in professional studios in London and Paris, and had now made a name for himself – a good one. He was very much in demand with high-end clients and the majority of his commissions were split between Paris and the south of France.
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or a family in need of rescue,
shes the perfect remedy...
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