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Prologue

‘Ten million dollars, US,’ Pierre Massot said.

The other man grunted; there was a crackle on the line. He hoped it wouldn’t go dead all of a sudden. Telecommunications were shoddy over there.

‘Twenty.’

‘I don’t have it.’ He spoke with calm assurance. ‘Twelve. It’s the best I can do. Plus the equipment. Take it or leave it.’

There was a pause; Massot felt his destiny hanging on the reply.

‘Very well.’

He forced himself not to exhale. It was his habit not to show weakness.

‘You must be here soon, though.’

‘I leave tonight.’ Pierre smiled. ‘I will see you shortly.’

He hung up. Excellent . . . excellent. For the first time, he felt a quiver of excitement. Not the shallow thrills of a rich man, the ones he sought and obtained daily, but the real thing. That passion, that sizzle in the blood. Something Pierre had not felt for a long time. Not since the birth of Thomas. And before that . . . Long before that . . .

He glanced around his huge corner office in the eighteenth-century building. It was elegant, but a little nondescript; an ideal place to do serious business. At the heart of Paris, he had once thought of himself as a spider;  his diamonds and gems sparkling like dewdrops on a web, enticing in the prey.

Once you gained all you desired, though, you got fat and lazy. Pierre, who still did a hundred push-ups a day, did not want that.

And now a window had opened to a whole new level. One that could only be bought at great personal risk. Paris belonged to him; soon it would be the world. Like Tiffany’s. Or better - De Beers . . .

House Massot sold great jewellery. But Pierre wanted more. The raw materials.

Diamonds.

He walked over to his desk and opened the secret drawer with the tiny gold key he wore around his neck. On their bed of dark green baize, the samples nestled.

Pierre drew them out and laid them in his hand. Breathtaking. They sparkled in the fading light of the evening, like tiny chips of ice glittering on his skin; as though moonlight could be captured and placed into cool, dazzling stones. One in particular caught his eye; it was blushing a rosy pink, like dawn over his château. A natural fancy pink, excellent clarity and rich colour saturation. At least three carats. It alone was worth at least ten million francs . . .

When he returned from that otherworldly place, he decided, he would take all these stones and have them set in a necklace. It would be a collar of diamonds in twenty-four-carat gold, the rose-pink pear shape nestling in the centre. He would hang it around the neck of his wife, Sophie; for she, like the diamonds . . . like the mines . . . like everything . . . belonged to him.

His telephone rang.

‘Yes?’

‘Excuse me, sir.’ It was his secretary, cool and efficient in the office, eager to please out of it, when he was in the mood. ‘It’s Mlle Judy on the phone.’ Her dislike showed;  Pierre was amused by her jealousy. ‘Shall I put her through?’

He considered it. It might be a week, maybe two, before he was back. There might not be sufficient women on the journey. Young Judy was so slavishly adoring . . . so lithe, so fit; he had not been worshipped that way since Natasha, and he enjoyed her . . .

But no, not tonight. He did not want the distractions. He would conserve his energy, as he always did at important times.

‘No; I am busy.’ He added cruelly, ‘I am returning to the château for dinner with my wife and son.’

The minute sigh at the end of the receiver showed that the barb had gone home. He liked to remind his mistresses of their situation, at times; it prevented any unpleasantness, any foolish expectations.

‘Certainly, sir. Good evening, sir.’

He wondered if he should visit his deputy, Gregoire Lazard. But he thought not. Lazard already knew too much. He would discover Pierre had left tomorrow; and in the meantime, he would have crossed the French border. The less anyone knew of his movements, the better.

Pierre Massot remained a loner.

He wanted to see his son and heir. Without speaking to anyone, he secured the sample diamonds, retrieved his coat, and stepped into his private elevator, the one that led directly to the garage.

No farewells; no complications. He liked it that way.

 



It was half past eight when his car reached the château. This was one of his favourite times of day - early evening, with his son playing in the bath, and Sophie, his little bride, waiting with a cocktail; he preferred a Tom Collins, and enjoyed her slight air of nervousness almost as much as the drink. Sophie was not the child-bride she had  once been; she was thirty-two now, but still with that milky English skin, those high cheekbones - a beauty that would last well into her fifties. Pierre had made that particular calculation early.

She was not quite so gauche these days, not quite so grateful and nervous. His vast wealth had ceased to overawe her. But yet, she was still anxious around him, off-balance; timid with the master of the house and her mother-in-law, the formidable and distant Katherine, who still withheld all approval and warmth.

Sophie poured herself into Tom, which was precisely what Pierre intended she should do. She was loyal, stylish and polite. A wonderful hostess, a loving mother; a decorative and obedient wife.

Not all that thrilling, perhaps. But he sought excitement elsewhere. The qualities he wanted in a spouse were the exact opposite of those he looked for in a mistress.

Well, there were plenty of women in the world. No one of them could be all things to Pierre.

He walked briskly across the gravel drive towards the pillared entrance of his château. Sercourt, his butler, was there waiting; he silently took Pierre’s coat.

‘Is Master Thomas still in the bath?’

‘I believe so, monsieur. Mme is with him in the east wing . . .’

Pierre did not wait to hear the rest of the sentence; he bounded upstairs towards his son’s bathroom suite.

‘Papa!’

Tom recognised his father’s tread; Pierre heard the hasty splashing as the taps were turned off. The door swung open; Sophie was there, smiling softly at him.

‘You’re early, chéri,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry - I haven’t got your drink ready . . .’

‘That’s quite all right, my dear.’ Pierre kissed her coolly on the cheek. ‘It’s Tom’s bath time.’ He grinned at his  naked son. ‘We always keep to our schedule, n’est-ce pas?’

‘I’ll get out!’ Tom said eagerly. He jumped up and grabbed a thick, fluffy towel. Pierre gazed, fascinatedly, at his son. Tom had his features, and it was strange - endlessly so - to see the joy that was written there, the love; like watching himself as a child, in an alternate universe, where his father had loved him.

Tom was himself, altered - different, better. He wanted to believe it. The one corner of his heart that was not wholly closed he had given to his son.

‘You’re all red. Like a Breton lobster,’ Sophie said, and kissed him; Tom shrugged away, pretending to be annoyed, but his eyes lit up.

‘Papa,’ he said eagerly. ‘Papa, will you read to me before bed?’

‘Of course, my darling. I’d love to.’ He bent down and gathered the boy in his arms, towel and all; to his wife, he said, ‘I’ll meet you in the drawing room.’

‘Very well. God bless, sweetheart.’ Sophie kissed Tom’s wet cheek, and then vanished noiselessly from the room.

‘Come on.’ Pierre held out one hand to the boy. ‘What should it be? Dumas perhaps. The Man in the Iron Mask.’

When his son was asleep, he came downstairs to find Sophie waiting. As he had expected, she had changed; she was wearing a pleasant dress of canary-yellow silk with a pattern of green and white across the skirt, and some yellow South Sea pearl earrings he had given her for Easter. She hurried across the room to hand him his drink, but he set it aside. Alcohol had no place in his plans for the evening.

‘How are you, darling? How was your day?’

‘Fine.’ He smiled at her, but without warmth. ‘Is all as it should be, in the house?’

She shrank back slightly, as ever, fearful of his disapproval.

‘Darling - what do you mean?’

He shrugged. ‘The gardeners. The grounds . . . the servants . . .’

‘Everything is perfect - exactly what you wanted.’ Sophie looked worried. ‘Why, have you noticed anything wrong?’

He shook his head. Yes, he could safely leave her in charge. She would change nothing.

‘Have you visited my mother lately?’

‘I went to see her this morning, for tea,’ Sophie answered, promptly. Pierre knew how she hated the visits to Katherine, but she kept them up all the same; she understood the concept of family. That pleased him.

He came over to her and kissed her on the cheek; his wife looked up at him, surprised.

‘Come to the door with me. See me off,’ Pierre said.

‘See you off? But where are you going?’

‘Back to Paris.’ He pressed her hand. ‘I have a couple of things to do; I may stay in the city for a few days.’

‘We’ll miss you,’ Sophie said. ‘Come back soon.’

He turned on his heel and walked back to his car; the lovely evening light was now fading over his pear orchard.

Pierre Massot climbed into his car and drove away. And Sophie stood there, watching until he disappeared.




Chapter One

‘So,’ the old lady said. ‘You have come at last.’

‘Just so, madame,’ said Sophie, nervously.

Her mother-in-law shook her head and made a little moue of annoyance with her thin lips.

‘Speak English, girl, for heaven’s sake,’ she snapped. ‘You were never any good at French.’

The maid was still hovering, pouring the tea, but Katherine Massot paid no notice. Of course she would snap at Sophie in front of a servant; in Katherine’s world, servants were invisible. They simply didn’t count.

‘I wanted you to understand my decision,’ Sophie said, trying to keep her voice from trembling. She had always been nervous of the older woman. There had never been any warmth from Katherine, not when she and Pierre were first married, not even when Tom had been conceived.

‘I can see your decision with my own eyes.’ Her paper-thin claw of a hand gestured angrily at Sophie’s dress. It was perfectly chic; Givenchy, gathered at the waist, falling to just below the knee, with a tailored jacket, and severe Christian Louboutin court shoes.

But the elegance didn’t matter today. The colour mattered. And the colour was black.

‘You are giving up on my son,’ the elder Mme Massot said.

Sophie flushed. It was as close to emotion as she had  ever seen Katherine come, and Sophie had no desire to hurt anybody. There had already been so much pain.

For a second she didn’t say anything. They sat together, silently, in the sumptuous parlour of the dower house, the Earl Grey rapidly cooling in front of them in its bone china cups. Sophie wished she could bolt. The excessive richness of the Louis XIV furniture, the antique silk Chinese wallpaper, it all seemed oppressive.

‘I could never give up on Pierre. But it has been seven years.’

‘Seven years and two days.’

Sophie nodded. Of course she kept exact count; she was his mother.

‘We’ve heard nothing,’ she pointed out. ‘Not a word, not a sign.’

‘There were reports that he was seen,’ Mme Massot said stubbornly.

‘We investigated all those,’ Sophie reminded her. ‘They came to nothing.’

She glanced outside the tall, narrow windows of the eighteenth-century house. They afforded a beautiful view of the park, across the lake, all the way up to the main house, Château des Étoiles. The Castle of the Stars. Pierre’s house. And now, hers.

‘If I had the slightest hope that he was alive . . .’

‘I have not the slightest doubt he is,’ the old lady said, fiercely.

‘Based on what?’ Sophie asked. ‘Have you some new information?’

Oh, how she hoped she did. Then she would not have to go through all this. Then she could retreat to the familiar comfort of the château, and go on doing what she was good at, being Pierre’s patient, obedient wife, keeping the home fires burning, and their son’s hope alive.

Instead of having to face everything. Starting, but by no means ending, with Katherine Massot.

‘I have not felt it. When a man like Pierre dies, you know, you sense it. Men like him do not pass unmarked.’

She looked at Sophie scornfully, as though to ask, for the millionth time, what Pierre had been doing to unite himself to such a mouse.

‘I understand. It is a mother’s love,’ Sophie said.

The old lady turned away in a rustle of silk.

‘What do you know of love,’ she said.

‘I loved Pierre.’

‘I wonder,’ said her mother-in-law.

Sophie felt anger for the first time, but it was drowned out by her fear. Katherine scared her; she always had. It had taken weeks, months even, to screw up enough courage to do this. And of course, she would take whatever Katherine threw at her. In this, as in everything else, Sophie would behave as Pierre had demanded she do. With impeccable dignity; with the bearing Sophie hadn’t acquired by birth, but which she had been aping for so long it was now part of her.

And besides - this was Pierre’s mother. And she was in pain. Imagine if it were Tom, and I were hearing this from Tom’s wife, she thought.

‘This is a dreadful thing for you,’ Sophie said, kindly. ‘I hope you will come and see me in a few days. And Tom,’ she added, trying to sweeten the deal with the promise of her grandson. ‘He should be over from Oxford for the weekend.’

‘What does Thomas think of what you are doing?’ Katherine demanded.

She pronounced the name in the French way, just to let Sophie know what Pierre would have wanted.

Sophie’s face paled a little.

‘He is very fond of his father. And, like you, he still hopes.’

‘He disapproves,’ Katherine said, triumphantly.

Sophie sighed. ‘It has been too long. It is time to put  an end to it. As much for Tom’s sake as anything. He must learn to move on, to have his chance to grieve.’

Katherine stared at her, then gave a brittle laugh.

‘You are very naïve,’ she said, ‘if you don’t think life gives one plenty of chances to do that.’

Sophie looked down. Naïve. Stupid. Passive. Yes, well; she knew what Katherine thought, what they all thought. She, middle-class, uneducated Sophie Roberts, picked, against all likelihood, by the great Pierre Massot when she was nineteen, to be his wife. And the mother to his one child, thankfully, a son. What had she done, all these years, except learn how to dress, and behave, and host parties?

She rose. ‘I had to inform you myself.’

‘Yes. Thank you for that.’ Katherine’s bony claw picked up the papers, neatly folded, and extended them towards Sophie. She reached to take them, but for a moment the old woman held on to them.

‘Amazing,’ she said. ‘You need only sign. And you will control eighty million euros.’

Sophie hesitated, then gently took the documents from her mother-in-law’s hand.

‘Pierre would never have wanted us to quarrel.’

‘And all you have to do to get them,’ Katherine said, as though she hadn’t spoken, ‘is declare that he is dead.’

‘Because he is dead,’ Sophie said, helplessly. ‘It’s been so many years.’

Katherine Massot sighed and turned her face away, as though she were just too weary to deal with Sophie any more.

Sophie waited a moment, then noiselessly rose, and left the house. Outside, on the raked gravel of the driveway, her car and driver were waiting. As he stepped out and opened the back door for her, and Sophie slid gracefully inside - knees together, ankles lifted in one catlike movement - she breathed out. Not so much in  relief. There was too much to do for her to be relieved. But at least in respite.

The car pulled silently away, following the winding road back to the main house. It was late May, and a glorious spring evening, the warm, fading light bright with the promise of summer. The topiary hedges cast long shadows over the smooth lawns, and the lake sparkled brilliantly in the setting sun.

It was an evening very like that one just over seven years ago, when her husband, Pierre Massot, kissed her on the cheek and told her he had to see to some business in the city. Nothing important, he had told her.

He had walked out of the front porch, and she never saw him again.




Chapter Two

‘And the Oscar goes to . . .’

The superstar comic paused for a second to give the moment its required suspense. In the glittering ballroom, Hugh heard the intake of breath all around him. Everybody was waiting, eyes fixed on the giant screen.

He was not nervous. He felt perfectly calm. His heart was pulsing at a steady sixty beats per minute, an athlete’s pace.

‘Jill Calvert!’

The comic’s plastic smile was drowned in the sounds of whoops and cheering as the screen split from five beautiful faces, four of them pretending to be pleased, to the one who really was. She lifted one arched eyebrow, placed her manicured fingers to her throat, as if to ask, ‘Me?’

The camera loved it. It lingered for a second on the creamy skin. And, of course, the deliciously avant-garde necklace that surrounded it.

There was a fresh explosion of cheering. Hugh now permitted himself just the faintest of smiles. Hands were slapping his back, his shoulders. Ah, he thought with satisfaction, you just wait.

Jill swept regally up to the stage in her dress, a twenties-style flapper thing made of millions of tiny sequins. A heavy fabric that clung to her skin, black and sleek like an otter. Sexy, but very simple. The perfect  backdrop for jewellery. And what jewellery! Hugh had chosen these pieces himself. Gems for a rebel. Great chunks of citrine, one of the cheapest, most plentiful semi-precious stones in the world, strung on wires of yellow eighteen-carat gold; but along those wires, glittering like tiny suns, were bezel-set canary diamonds.

It was perfect. Nobody had ever seen anything like it. Mixing the cheap and the incredibly costly, the delicate and the spiky. Matching wire earrings dangled from her perfect lobes, silhouetted against her jet-black Louise Brooks bob.

Hugh Montfort had won the designers’ lottery. A fresh young star had just received her first Oscar, wearing a design by Mayberry, his firm. A firm which Hugh Montfort, the youngest CEO in its history, had led out of the fusty, half-forgotten backwaters of St James’s to international prominence as the number one house for the freshest, funkiest pieces money could buy. He had followed his hunches and worked - slaved, even - to get Mayberry gems round the necks and fingers of every hot young thing who ever graced the cover of a hip magazine. Indeed, such had been his success that Jill Calvert’s people had called him.

He briefly imagined the faces of his rivals in New York, Paris and London. Cursing. Montfort had pulled it off yet again. Yes, he thought; perfect. A brief surge of pleasure at a job well done washed over him. He lived for these moments, when his successes enabled him to forget.

‘Perfect!’ Pete Stockton, the chairman of the Mayberry board, exploded next to him.

Hugh nodded towards the screen. ‘Watch.’

He had another surprise up his sleeve; one he had suggested to a surprised, and instantly grateful, Miss Calvert, who could see at once what it would do for her. How it would take her from just another worthy actress into instant superstardom. Fame was the currency, Hugh  thought. For her; for him, as well. An Oscar was nice, but it didn’t necessarily make you huge by itself. Who remembered Marisa Tomei? Or Roberto Benigni?

Jill Calvert smiled, bowed, shook her beautiful head. The citrine and diamond earrings sparkled like raindrops in sunlight. Around Hugh there were sighs of envy and pleasure.

On the screens in front of them, Miss Calvert lifted her golden Oscar aloft and kissed it. More cheering. She smiled radiantly and said, ‘Thanks.’

And then she turned and left the stage.

The superstar comic stared.

There was a horrible pause, before the band leader, caught utterly by surprise, started to play, his muzak barely drowning out the murmurs of the crowd. And then, as Hugh watched, there were smiles . . . smiles of amusement, and smiles of jealousy. Every man and woman sitting there was an old media hand, and each one of them realised at once what Jill Calvert had just done. The only thing that would be talked about the next morning. On a show where weeping, ten-minute speeches thanking everybody from God to a star’s dog-walker were the norm, she had made the shortest Oscar speech ever.

And it couldn’t be beaten, either, because it was precisely one word long.

Jill Calvert would be everywhere tomorrow. And in the months to come. Endless pieces would be written about that moment. Analysing everything, talking about her image. And the sleek black dress, and the wild, flashing jewellery would be a part of that.

Montfort smiled. When the exchanges opened tomorrow, Mayberry stock would be up. He thought possibly as much as five or six per cent.

The crowd broke around him, applauding him, as though he were a movie star himself. These were  Mayberry executives and salespeople, the front-line troops in the L.A. office. Most of whom owned a little stock in the company, and all of whom were thinking about their wallets.

Montfort glanced at his watch, a discreet gold Patek Philippe. Mayberry made watches, but he never wore them; nor his firm’s cufflinks, for that matter. Funky was not his style. He was an old-fashioned Englishman with a horror of ostentation, and would rather have been shot dead than caught wearing any of Mayberry’s jewellery for men. He had inherited several pairs of cufflinks and a signet ring from his father, Sir Richard, and that was all the ornamentation he required. Early on Pete Stockton had suggested Hugh switch to Mayberry products, but a single look had been enough to warn him that that was a deal-breaker.

And they had wanted Montfort, while he had not particularly cared about going to work for them. Mayberry’s was an interesting challenge, nothing more. He had been born rich, the son of a baronet, and didn’t need the money.

Working at the firm was only about one thing to Hugh Montfort. Winning. That was it. And that was enough.

It was ten-thirty. By the time his limousine had arrived at the Governor’s Ball, dinner would have started. Even in Hollywood, where it was fashionable, Montfort hated to be late. It seemed undisciplined.

‘I should go,’ he said quietly.

‘Go, go,’ Pete said, slapping him on the back again. ‘Damn good job, Hugh. What is it you Brits say? Good show.’

Montfort smiled thinly. ‘Can I give you a lift somewhere? ’

Pete Stockton shrugged. ‘I’m OK. I’ll probably just head back to the hotel.’ His eyes, hooded in the fleshy face, flickered over the crowd, settling on a couple of  salesgirls. Both blondes, one of them pneumatic. They smiled warmly at his corpulent boss.

Montfort tried not to let his distaste register. No, Pete Stockton would not care to party tonight. Too many people about that knew his wife, Claudia, a regular on the L.A. charity circuit. And Stockton did not really care about stars or mingling. Just the bottom line. He knew perfectly well that was served best when their dashing CEO did the meet and greet.

‘See you later,’ Stockton said. He stared at the girl with the tits. She simpered and tossed her fountain of blonde hair.

Montfort nodded. ‘I believe we have a board meeting in June,’ he said. An implicit rebuke. He had no intention of seeing Pete Stockton again until he absolutely had to. Stockton waddled off in the direction of the salesgirl, and Montfort, diligently avoiding all congratulations with murmurs of thanks, made directly for the door, and his limo.

The signature red and white stripes of the Mayberry awning hung over the illuminated showroom, newly leased at great expense, but well worth it. In L.A., if you weren’t directly on Rodeo, forget it, Hugh thought. He would drive by here tomorrow on his way to the airport, just to see the crowds that would be thronging around the door, clamouring for a glimpse of the new collection. He made a note to himself to raise the starting price on every piece a thousand dollars. Tonight. An imperceptible nod, and his driver pulled into position.

‘The Dorothy Chandler Pavilion,’ he said, once he was seated inside.

‘Yes, your honour,’ said the driver, respectfully.

Montfort lifted his head; grinned. The first genuine smile to have crossed his lips for some time. That was funny. The man had evidently looked up the passenger name - the Hon. Hugh Montfort - and thought he was  some kind of a judge. But he wouldn’t dream of correcting him. He tried never to make people uncomfortable, if business wasn’t involved.

‘Big party tonight, sir,’ said the driver.

‘I’d rather be in bed with a book,’ Montfort said, completely honestly.

The man laughed. Hugh swallowed a sigh and looked out of his tinted windows at the L.A. traffic streaming through the night. This was the part of the job he most loathed, but he would do it to the best of his ability, all the same. Glad-handing celebrities, networking with agents. Fending off the attentions of the minor starlets, delicately, so that none of them took offence. That was hard; some of them were very persistent.

Hugh Montfort had everything a millionaire actress could want. Chiselled good looks of the non-plastic kind. A military background he never discussed. Money of his own. Success that would never compete with hers. A sort-of title. And a castle in Ireland. It was a distinguished list, and not one that was overlooked. But he had no interest in actresses, even very beautiful ones, except as walking billboards for Mayberry jewels. He supposed there would be lots of offers tonight, both business and personal. Especially once the rumours started; that he had advised Jill Calvert, not only on what to wear, but on what to say.

But he would disengage himself gently. Appear at as many parties as possible, and head for home, what, about 3 a.m.

A great weariness swept over him. He was already jet-lagged and exhausted. And he took an engineer’s care with the machine that was his body; no stimulants other than coffee, and not too much of that. He would not be fuelled by coke or uppers, or whatever designer drug the rich were into these days, to ease the pain of having nothing important to do.

Montfort balled his fist, summoning forth reserves of adrenaline. When much younger, in the Marines, he had learned how to do with very little sleep, and how to concentrate in much worse conditions than this. A raw second lieutenant, barely twenty-one, crawling through sodden, freezing fields on his belly. Trying to take an Argentine position. Praying he didn’t get anyone shot. Yes; that was suffering. Not going to a dull party, even ten dull parties.

He thought of the war whenever he felt depressed, or the urge to quit reared its persistent head. It was better to think of that than his real sorrow, the one he fought day and night not to dwell on. And it put the present trouble back in perspective; as something trivial, not worth his consideration. That attitude, he knew, had helped him become the powerhouse of his business that he was tonight. No covers of Fortune or Forbes; not yet. But Hugh Montfort had something better. His rivals, to a man, knew him. And feared him. He had taken Mayberry from nothing, from just another fussy, small marque eternally obsessing over Cartier, to the leaders of young style, and the brink of worldwide dominance.

But the brink was not good enough. Montfort wanted to go all the way. To establish a brand so big, so impressive, that people would pay tens, even hundreds of times what a piece was worth just because it came packaged in red and white stripes. He knew it could be done. Tiffany’s had done it.

Mayberry was going to be next.

The limousine pulled up and Hugh prepared himself for the next round of congratulations. He smiled in the back seat. Preparing his charm like the weapon it was.

This was business, he reminded himself. And he lived for business.

There was certainly nothing else to live for.




Chapter Three

‘Voilà, mademoiselle,’ said the waiter. He placed Judy’s breakfast down in front of her with a flourish, together with the cheque.

She smiled. ‘Merci.’

Judy sighed with pleasure. This was absolutely her favourite moment of the day, and her favourite time of the year. Breakfast in a little café along the banks of the Seine, 8 a.m. on one of those warm mornings as spring faded into summer, with the light golden and warm, and the breezes not cool enough to be chilly. She was surrounded by tourists, but she didn’t care. Her café au lait smelled heavenly, as did her croissant, and they were guilt-free, because she had finished her morning run. Three miles a day, without fail, all weather. It kept her figure slim, her eyes bright, her energy up. And it worked. Sometimes, like today, waiters still called her mademoiselle and not madame.

She was trying to learn not to hate that word so much. There was no point in hating aging. I need to keep my energies for things I can change, Judy thought. She was proud of that attitude. Fifteen years in France had not knocked all the American out of her yet. She took a sip of milky, sweet coffee - only the French really did coffee quite this well - and stared out at the river, glittering in the morning sunlight. Soon it would be warm enough to switch to an outside table.

Her reflection gazed back at her from the window. Judy approved of it. She was thirty-six, five-seven and a hundred and twenty-five carefully monitored pounds. Today she had chosen a particularly chic little outfit; a red dress, with an A-line skirt, a cream cardigan and purse, and cream shoes with a red piping trim. She wore simple earrings, pearl studs and a small, but very fine, solitaire ruby set in rose gold on her right hand. Both Massot pieces. Even with an employee discount, Judy had saved three months to afford each of them. But she had never regretted it. That was something else she had learned in France. It is so much better to have a very few, costly and classic pieces, in both clothes and jewels, than a crowded wardrobe full of junk. One was both better dressed and better off, shopping that way. This cardigan had cost her almost three thousand francs, three hundred euros in the new and less romantic money. But she had been wearing it every spring for five years, and thought she would be able to use it for another five, at least.

Yes; it was an elegant outfit. Judy had no doubt M. Lazard would approve. She buttered her croissant and ate it with relish. She was going to ask for - no, demand - a promotion today, and she had no doubt at all that she would be successful. It had been seven years, and she was due.

Ever since Pierre had left, disappeared, Judy’s career had been on hold. Naturally. He had helped his young lover rise rapidly through the ranks, making her a director of publicity just before he disappeared - walked out of her life, and everybody’s. Even now, when she thought of him, there was a wince of pain. Pierre. A playboy, a dazzler of a man. He had blinded her when she first knew him; the smooth good looks, the endless money, the status. Everything hungry young Judy had aspired to have and to be. And he had offered to take her  along for the ride. How eagerly she had jumped on board.

But then, once he left, and didn’t come back, and all the police investigations and missing persons reports came to nothing, nobody had known what to do with her. In the end they didn’t do anything. And Judy, for want of better choices, had put her head down and worked.

Of course M. Lazard, the new CEO, knew. Everybody in the office knew. But he did not seem to object on principle. And at first, of course, everybody thought that Pierre might some day just turn up. Nobody would dare to sack his girl.

Or one of his girls, as she now knew she had been.

I ought to hate him, she thought, but then shook the thought away. Dwelling on the past was unproductive. No, years of patient, cautious work, running parties, entertaining journalists, and they had finally made her a vice-president. Judy had grown to love her work. The day she got that title, she felt some of the pain seep out of her. Pain from the loss of Pierre, first, and then pain from the loss of who she thought Pierre was. But anyway . . . she had received that title entirely on her own merit. Nobody could say she had earnt it on her back.

Judy threw down a few euros and left the restaurant. She would walk to the Massot offices, a quiet eighteenth-century building on the rue Tricot, almost a mile from the nearest glittering Massot showroom. She had asked M. Lazard to see her at nine precisely, and she didn’t want to be late.

She smiled in anticipation as her pace quickened. Senior Vice-President, with the money to follow. Two hundred and fifty thousand a year. Yes! Judy wanted all that. She wanted to upgrade her smart little flat to a townhouse, wanted a few more outfits like the one she was wearing. Some classic Vuitton luggage, maybe a  shopping spree in New York. She had learned the hard way she could only rely on herself in this world. And her career, not a man, was going to give her everything she wanted.

There had not been a man for a long time.

Judy pulled her cardigan around her. What had it been, three years now? There was that unfortunate one-night stand with the London sales director. Ill advised; neither of them could wait to bolt for the hotel door the next morning. And six months before that there was the folk guitarist she’d met in that jazz club on vacation, in New Orleans. But that didn’t count; vacation sex.

Both encounters had been empty for her. She felt the urge, sometimes, almost a clinical curiosity, just to check she was still a fully functioning female. But pleasure . . . what pleasure was there in clumsy fumbling and a few thrusts?

None. She had none.

And so there were no boyfriends. Just the one man she thought of too often, although she tried to break the habit. Pierre; brilliant, sparkling Pierre, as golden as champagne. Her mentor in business, sex and life.

There was the corner, and her offices. House of Massot written discreetly on a small brass plaque. She felt relief at the familiarity of it all. Her life would go on, quite comfortably, with more money, and the settled achievement of her job, of having carved out a little niche in this business all for herself.

‘I am glad you came to see me, madame,’ said M. Lazard.

‘Thank you for making the time to see me, sir,’ Judy replied, in her perfect French.

‘I think we had better switch to English,’ Lazard said. He propped up his half-moon spectacles on the brink of his nose and smiled briskly at her.

Judy bristled; she thought her accent was impeccable.

‘And why is that?’ she asked.

‘You haven’t heard?’

Judy sat forward in the walnut-backed chair, mystified. Gregoire Lazard smiled at her. He was tall, and beautifully, very carefully dressed, and he had friendly, twinkling eyes. But they still made her nervous.

‘I would have thought you would have heard the rumours,’ he said.

Judy shook her head. ‘I have spent the last two weeks in London, monsieur.’

‘Ah yes, the fashion shows.’

‘We persuaded Vogue to run a piece on the new collection,’ Judy added, pointedly.

‘Yes. Congratulations.’

‘I wanted to talk to you about my position.’ You had to be firm with people, steer the conversation in the direction you thought it should go.

‘Oh, Judy. I do not think your position is in any danger.’

Judy stared.

‘Excusez-moi?’

‘English,’ he reminded her.

In danger? She had come here to be promoted.

‘I don’t understand what you are talking about, monsieur.’

‘Your new boss,’ he said. Despite his excellent English, there was a trace of French in the calm tones, even a touch of something underneath it; Slav, maybe, an Eastern European touch. M. Lazard had the slight, rather sexy, hooding of the eyes that made Judy think of Genghis Kahn. Although he was, thankfully, altogether a more serene man. ‘And mine,’ he added.

Judy exhaled. ‘A new boss.’

She could have kicked herself. How could she have missed this? Two weeks in dreary, raining London and she hadn’t bothered to read the business press. Her entire  attention had been focused on the women’s magazines, where Massot had to jostle for space with all the other small designers and the major jewellery houses.

‘Somebody bought the company?’ she asked, apprehensively. That was a problem. A big one. New brooms loved to consolidate, to fire, to replace. She could easily be swept aside. Even though Lazard said her position wasn’t in any danger, how could he possibly know for sure?

‘No, nothing like that. It is just that Mme Massot has decided, finally, to have M. Massot legally declared dead.’

Judy froze in her chair, with shock.

‘It’s been seven years,’ Gregoire Lazard continued. He looked at her, then judiciously looked away, perhaps to give her time to compose herself, Judy thought.

She swallowed hard.

‘What . . . what does that mean for us, monsieur?’

He shrugged in that particularly Gallic fashion, involving his whole upper body.

‘I have no idea. Probably not much. It simply means that Mme Sophie will now control the company and her husband’s share of the stock. We expect her to visit headquarters soon, which is why I have asked staff to switch to English. I gather Madame’s French is still a little rusty.’

Rusty. After twenty years in France? Judy was shocked at the violent wave of dislike that shuddered through her. But of course Sophie could afford to have poor French; what did that woman need to do other than order servants about all day?

She could not think of anything to say, so she said, ‘I see.’

‘I doubt that Madame will enact many changes,’ Lazard told her. ‘She doesn’t seem the type to be much interested in business.’

‘You expect her to come here and take an inventory.’

‘Precisely.’ Lazard inclined his head.

‘And then you’ll run things much as before?’

‘I imagine that is what Mme Massot will prefer, yes.’

‘I believe that it’s my time to be promoted to Senior Vice-President for Publicity,’ Judy said, suddenly and fiercely. She thrust the image of mousy Sophie Massot from her. She had met her once, long ago, at a party to celebrate the launch of a new summer collection. Sophie, slim and dark and only slightly pretty, had stood in the corner clutching her champagne flute, her eyes never leaving Pierre as he mingled and shook hands.

And that, that was what he had preferred to her. To Judy and Judy’s fire and passion.

It would make no difference to her that Pierre’s widow controlled the stock. She would carry on exactly as though nothing had happened. Judy had come here to ask for a promotion, and so she asked for it.

‘Yes, I anticipated that.’ Lazard smiled at her. ‘But I think we must wait at present for Mme Sophie to define her plans for us. If any.’

Judy’s head tilted up, arrogantly.

‘Very well,’ she said. ‘If you’ll excuse me, then, M. Lazard, I think I should get back to work. The collections have met some resistance. It’s going to be tough, trying to sell them to the press.’

‘Of course,’ he said. He stood and offered Judy his hand. ‘And please call me Gregoire. We have been colleagues for several years now.’

Judy flushed with pleasure. ‘Gregoire,’ she repeated.

‘I may have to bring Mme Massot round to introduce her,’ he said, apologetically.

Judy’s eyes flashed. She did not want Lazard to say anything open. Her affair was known, but never referred to. And now of all moments she wanted it to stay that way.

‘Of course, I’ll be delighted to meet Mme Massot,’ she said, lightly.

‘Good day, Judy.’

‘À tout à l’heure,’ she said, grinning at him, deliberately choosing the informality. Lazard smiled as she left the office. He did everything short of wink at me, she thought. She took the marble stairs down to her own, third-floor office, avoiding the coffin-like Victorian elevator. Her heart was in turmoil. She didn’t know what to think.

Sophie Massot. Judy imagined her now, thickened with the passage of time, a plump, boring dowager. She would come round the offices, poke at everything, shake a few hands. Leave M. Lazard - Gregoire - to get on with things. Judy would be forced to endure the meeting, and the sniggering of all the secretaries.

But on the other hand Lazard had asked her to use his first name. A good sign; no, an excellent one. Once Sophie had left, she would get that promotion. But I can’t stay around for her visits, as she swans in here like the Queen Bee, Judy thought. I’ll go home - to New York. Head up the division there. Make my name, maybe put in for a transfer.

But then she thought: No. Why let her hound me out of Paris?

Never. Judy resolved, on the spot, that she would fight. She would never give in to Sophie. That woman had stood between Judy and her only love. Judy hated her, and she would never let that spoiled, pampered woman defeat her again.

She turned on to her own floor. Judy’s secretary was already in her office, laying out last night’s faxes and this morning’s call sheet.

‘Bonjour, madame,’ she said cheerfully.

Judy thought of Pierre, her darling, with his chocolate eyes and his smooth chest lifting above her. The thought caused her physical pain, a stabbing in her side.

‘Speak English, Marie,’ she said. ‘You can speak English?’

‘Oh. Yes.’

‘Mme Massot is arriving to take over the company,’ Judy said calmly. ‘And we must all make her as welcome as possible.’

Whatever happened, she would face this like she faced everything; head high and damn them all to hell.




Chapter Four

The bells in Tom Tower tolled nine times. That meant it was five past nine at night. The old clock was exactly one degree west of the Greenwich meridian, and so the clock-maker had decided to set it five minutes slow.

Tom smiled. He loved it. Right now he was in love with the English and all their mad eccentricities. He thought about Polly, the redhead who had just slipped from his room, five minutes ago. She swore like a sailor and left the place reeking of smoke, but on the other hand, in bed . . .

He reclined in the covers over the spot where she had been, breathing in the musky scent of her. He wondered what streams of invective Polly would spew forth if she knew she was the third girl he’d had this week . . .

Ah, college; it was great, wasn’t it?

An endless procession of opportunities. His studies weren’t going too well, he’d barely scraped through his Mods, and then only because Maman had offered to make a large donation to the Old Library restoration fund. But studying was way down on the list of things he’d come to Oxford to do.

Number one was to get laid a lot. So far this was going swimmingly.

Number two was to party a lot. Another check.

Number three was to get a rowing Blue, but he had given up on that one early on. Tom hadn’t realised quite  what a demanding, incessant drag it was on one’s time. They expected you to rise before the sun almost every day, even when it was freezing cold, and to practise until your arms dropped off. That was fine - for the stiff-upper-lipped Englishmen, and their brawny American cousins. Thomas Massot was a civilised Frenchman, however, and he preferred the sun to find him in altogether softer surroundings; silk sheets brought with him from Paris and the willing arms of some chick. Nationality was not important. He was an equal-opportunity employer, like Bill Clinton.

Massot admired Clinton, another foreigner at Oxford. What a taste in women! People laughed at him for it. But of course, the true connoisseur knew that looks, although pleasant, were the least important factor in a woman’s sex appeal. An ugly woman who knows what she’s doing beats a pretty-but-cold debutante any day, he thought.

Polly, of course, was hot and pretty. And gutsy and clever. Tom liked her - a lot. She was easily the favourite of his women. For a moment Tom experienced a fleeting pang of guilt. Sex was fun, sure, and he liked his women in a variety pack. But what if Polly found out?

Don’t be bourgeois, he told himself; she never will find out. How could it harm her if she never knew about it?

Oh well. It was almost noon. He was going to be late for another tutorial, and Mr Hillard was getting to be tiresome about it, threatening to complain to the Junior Censor. Tom supposed he had better take a shower and go to it.

 



On his way to Hillard’s rooms in Peckwater, Tom stopped at the Porters’ lodge. The rows of wooden pigeon-holes stood crammed with post and flyers from all sorts of clubs and societies he had no interest in. The  Union, the college beagles; who could be bothered? They meant less time for partying.

There was a letter in his pigeon-hole from his mother. Massot sighed; not another one. He wished Maman would leave him alone. She was forever pestering him to study more, to make some real friends, to stop going down to London in cabs and spending his money in nightclubs. But Thomas was hardly going to travel on public transport, and he had crashed his Porsche too many times on the English roads with their stupid driving on the left.

‘You are half English, Tom,’ his mother would remind him. Lately they had drifted apart. But the difference between us, Tom thought, is that I welcome it, I know it is natural. And Maman wants to cling to a time when I was five years old, and needed her.

Of course, he still loved her.

He tapped the letter affectionately against his palm. It was written on his mother’s signature pale blue Smythson paper, and had that faint scent of violets from the perfume she always wore, the one she had custom-blended on rue Faubourg. For a second, to his surprise, he felt violently homesick for Paris. For some decent food and real coffee. The so-called ‘French’ cafés round here served greasy, heavy croissants wrapped in a napkin with a tricolour, and a vile thick brew you could cut with a knife and fork, and that was supposed to satisfy him? He wouldn’t touch it. Pigswill.

He paused, wondering whether to ignore the letter, then shrugged and tore it open. 






Darling Tom,

This is a short note to let you know that I have recently been to see M. Foche . . .



 



The family lawyer. What could she want with Foche?  He quickly scanned the rest of the letter. His eyes widened, and he gasped.

The porter was delivering post to the pigeon-holes around him and glanced at him with concern.

‘Are you all right, sir?’

Tom snapped back to himself.

‘Oh yes - perfectly - thank you,’ he said. He took the letter over to the wastebin in the corner, and methodically ripped it into shreds. His back was rigid with anger.

The porter wisely said nothing. Tom Massot was a good-for-nothing wastrel, just another rich playboy; they had a bunch of those every year. He wondered what the letter said. Maybe one of his girlfriends was up the duff. That would give the little shit something to concentrate on.

Massot strode out of the lodge and paced down the warm flagstones of Tom Quad towards his tutorial. He would get that out of the way, and then decide what to do. He thought of Papa, then wrenched his mind away. No! Whatever, whatever happened, he must not cry. Not even have red eyes. This was not child’s play, now, this was the business of the House of Massot. He would not have his affairs become the gossip of a bunch of impoverished Britons.

To take his mind off it, he concentrated firmly on Polly and last night. Yes; that worked. That would work for the next hour.

 



As soon as the tutorial was over, Tom, having grunted his way through a dull analysis of Pope’s Rape of the Lock, raced back to his rooms, ignoring the cries of his friends who wanted him to come in to lunch at Hall. He locked his door and pulled out his mobile. He hoped his mother was there; not having one of her endless hair appointments or holier-than-thou visits with Father Sabin.

‘Sophie.’

‘Maman,’ he said, switching to French to punish her. They had always spoken English together, but what the hell. He was his father’s son. Something she had apparently forgotten. ‘You cannot do this.’

She gave a long sigh. His mother was always sighing. Tom raged.

‘I have done it, darling. It had to be done.’

‘No, no it didn’t,’ he cried. His heart thudded from the betrayal, from the grief. ‘You have no idea if Papa is dead.’

‘Of course he’s dead. He couldn’t be alive; he would never abandon you on purpose.’

He hated her for putting it like that.

‘He could still be alive,’ he said. ‘Maybe he’s been hit on the head and lost his memory. He could have amnesia!’

There was a long silence. He could hear her struggling for what to say, and of course it let him hear how ridiculous the idea sounded.

‘We both loved Papa,’ she said. ‘You know, we must give him the gift of mourning him and of celebrating his life. He would want us to do that. You must stop hoping, darling. You should pray for him.’

‘Pray!’ Thomas groaned. ‘Please, Maman. And the House? Now what will happen to the people running it?’

‘I take control of it. I’m going into town tomorrow to meet the executives.’

He scowled. ‘Maman, that all comes to me when I’m twenty-one.’

‘Yes, darling.’

‘So you should wait until then.’

‘I can’t wait another three years. We must take care of your father’s affairs, he would have wanted that.’

‘No, he wouldn’t!’ Thomas exploded. ‘He appointed all the people who are there now! He chose them! You shouldn’t alter Papa’s decisions! You should leave that  for me. I’m head of House Massot, not you - if he is truly dead.’

‘He truly is, sweetheart.’

‘You’re betraying him,’ Thomas said, and was ashamed to find his own voice now thickening with the tears he had been suppressing. ‘And you’re betraying me.’

‘I’m doing all this for you, my dearest.’

‘Oh yes, your dearest. But you can’t stand to see me take control of my own inheritance!’

‘You are eighteen. These next three years you need to be getting your degree. A year ago you were still in school, Tom, be reasonable. You’ll have your whole life to run Massot.’

‘My father never wanted this for you. He provided for you to stay home, to live very well, Maman.’

‘It will be all right, darling.’

‘No it won’t,’ he said, crying. ‘Because of you!’

He hung up on her. He wished it was a real phone so he could have slammed the receiver down. Pressing a little red button didn’t seem to have the same effect.

Thomas stood up from his bed and caught sight of his reflection in the little age-spotted mirror over the sink. His eyes were bright red and his nose was flushed. He blushed with sheer embarrassment; he looked like the child his mother thought he was. He grabbed one of his monogrammed flannels and washed his face, breathing in deeply until it had returned to normal.

Good. Better, anyway. He was not as young as all that. He picked up his Blackberry and tapped in the name ‘Gemma’. She was another of his girls, more pliant than Polly, a little blander, but what he wanted right now. Nothing stressful, a woman who knew her place. He needed to assert his manhood and she would do very well. After Gemma he would go to the bank, check his current account. Take stock of everything he had. Perhaps there would be enough to hire a really good lawyer of  his own, not like Foche, that double-crossing old fool. Perhaps he could stop his mother doing this.

If she really loved Papa as he did, she would never have done it. He was ashamed of her.

Oh well; she was not a Massot by birth. He must not expect too much of her. In a few years it would be down to him. Calme toi, he told himself. This uncharacteristic action was the only thing his mother had done on her own account since Papa had left. Most likely, other than the dreadful declaration of his death, she would not rock the boat. She knew nothing about anything. She would leave things for him, as was right and proper, and so, perhaps, in time, he might possibly forgive her.

But for now he would get himself a woman.




Chapter Five

The car purred silently through the twisting roads of Paris. The traffic wasn’t too bad; she would be there in good time. Sophie tried to calm her nerves. She’d felt forced to take this decision - it was in the interests of Tom, and, please God, the worst was over already: the visit to her mother-in-law, and then the letter, and the awful phone call that had followed it.

The loneliness she had been feeling and trying to ignore for so many years was as nothing compared to the loss of her son.

Was that too melodramatic? It did feel like a loss. The cheerful, bright, laughing little boy she had grown up with, altered of course since the night he had lost his father, at the age of eleven, but still at heart her Tom, the light of her life. The only true purpose to her days, to her rising and sleeping. Even back when Pierre had been around, he had not visited her bed often, and the lovemaking, if you could call it that, had been cold and perfunctory. After Tom’s birth it had stopped completely. That was such a relief.

Not that she’d tell anybody - a young wife is supposed to love sex, isn’t she? But Sophie hadn’t. Pierre wasn’t tender, and she wasn’t excited; she submitted to it out of duty. Sex was what married people did. But she kept the lights off, so he wouldn’t see her biting her lip, the occasional grimace of pain. By common consent, outside  the bedroom, they never spoke about it. Pierre didn’t complain. And Sophie didn’t trouble to ask why not.

Pierre had provided magnificently for them, of course. There was nothing they could ever want. And he would kiss her and squeeze her hand and give her little compliments. Sophie cherished these; she didn’t realise she was starving for true affection. But the unbridled love of her baby boy had changed her world, and she had blossomed then, like a daisy uncurling its petals towards the sun.

She had no idea when Tom had started to slide away from her. Eton, maybe. Boarding school. Towards the end of his time there. She agonised again in the back seat of the car, as she had done so many times. Was that a fatal mistake? Sending him away? But Pierre had been so adamant he shouldn’t be a mama’s boy, and she hadn’t wanted that either.

Precisely because he was her only child, her little one, she hadn’t wanted to smother him, make him, God forbid, effeminate. And when he started to get a reputation, when she got a call from the school about an affair with a local girl, well. Despite her faith in God, Sophie had secretly sighed in relief. He was a normal boy. Of course she had lectured him sternly. His father would never have done such a thing . . .

Well; she had confessed her relief and gladness and been sternly lectured herself. But now, now she wasn’t quite so glad. There were women, countless women, so she had heard in unguarded remarks from his friends. And she believed it. And even though he’d made it into Oxford, he wasn’t working, wasn’t bothering, was wasting his fine mind.

More hurtfully, he wanted less and less to do with her. It seemed to her that her baby suddenly disliked everything about her.

That call - well. It had been dreadful. Sophie was expecting it, but - dreadful, all the same.

She was doing this for Tom’s own good. Sophie snapped open her Chanel purse and took out her spotted cloth handkerchief, a relic from her childhood, a little piece of her English life that she carried with her everywhere. A secret rebellion against Pierre and all his grooming of her as a proper grande dame. Of course, not much of a rebellion. She had obeyed him in almost everything . . .

Her marriage came flooding back to her; the years of trying to fit in, the young bride desperate to live up to her millionaire husband’s expectations. How her nerves and timidity had kept her silent. The awkwardness at the formal dinner parties; Sophie hadn’t even known which fork to use. Pierre’s dazzling society friends, aristocrats and moguls, had terrified her. She’d become used to keeping quiet, keeping her head down. Hiding behind Pierre, desperate for the approval he withheld. She wanted to show she was grateful, to prove she could learn - she wanted to be the kind of wife he desired. Quiet and ladylike and modest. In the end, she’d become accustomed to living in his shadow; a beautiful, stylish cipher, and with practice, an excellent hostess. But Tom’s birth had changed everything; when Tom arrived, Sophie had come alive.

And now all her baby did was shout and rage at her.

Sophie dabbed the handkerchief to her eyes. She wouldn’t think about it any more. Loving your children often meant doing things they didn’t like. It was a mother’s place to endure the anger and the crying.

Tom had to move on. It was unhealthy to obsess over somebody who was never coming back. And his company, no doubt everything was fine there, but she didn’t think she was overstepping her boundaries just to check. It would be a full three years before Tom could take over.

I’m just seeing to this the way I balance my chequebook, Sophie told herself. She still spent on herself, to  the cent, only the allowance Pierre had said she should be allotted. And she accounted for every penny. Another childhood habit, as natural to her as brushing her teeth.

This is nothing to be afraid of. This is just a bigger chequebook, she thought. Ah, rue Tricot. There were Pierre’s offices. Today was overcast, cooler than it had been, and the grey sky matched the colour of the building. It also matched Sophie’s mood. Sombre and serious. She had chosen a suit - Dior haute couture - and kept it deliberately feminine, the required black of mourning, but with ivory buttons, and a matching string of pearls. Massot, of course; Pierre had presented them to her on her twenty-fifth birthday. She also had a touch of scent at her wrist; Chanel No. 19, very light and springlike. There was no point in her wearing pin-stripes or playing the businesswoman. Sophie did not want to look ridiculous.

As her driver opened the car door and saluted as she walked out, she felt a sudden burst of hope.

Perhaps this would be the last of it. There was the funeral Mass to arrange, of course. She didn’t know quite what to do about that. Hold it privately in the château’s private chapel. Katherine Massot and Tom would probably both refuse to attend. Katherine despised all priests, and Tom had stopped going to church. She didn’t dare push it. She would do things privately for Pierre.

But this was the last awful, public thing. She had confronted Katherine and her son, and now all she had to do was to check on things here and then she could go back to the château and forget all about everything.

Sophie couldn’t wait. She just wanted to get back to normal. These confrontations, so unusual for her, left her drained, tense and unhappy.

It was almost summer and she wanted to start work on that herb garden they had planned. All term-time, when Tom wasn’t there, Sophie worked on the gardens  in the château. It kept her occupied, and it felt useful. You could create things of great beauty that way.

She opened the heavy door with its brass handle and let herself into the offices. Her heart sped up, but Sophie breathed in, trying to slow it. No need to be nervous; why, they’re probably all afraid of you, the big bad widow who votes all that stock. The portrait of herself was ridiculous, and she smiled.

‘Yes? Can I help you?’ the receptionist asked, with a touch of challenge.

‘Madame,’ Sophie said. It slipped out before she had a chance to stop it.

‘Excuse me?’ the girl demanded, angrily.

‘Madame,’ Sophie said, apologetically. ‘You know - “Can I help you, madame?” We should be polite to our customers, don’t you think? Or to anyone who walks in, really. It’s just good manners.’

‘You have an appointment with somebody?’ the girl demanded.

Sophie flushed. She hated arguments. She was no good at them. But there was nothing for it. She stared the girl in the eye.

Now the girl flushed.

‘Why are you staring at me like that? I’ll call security,’ she threatened.

Sophie did not move. The girl looked at her. She watched her take in the beautifully cut suit, the huge pearls, the Chanel bag, the quiet, unmistakable scent of money. The wheels started moving, slowly.

‘Oh,’ said the girl, sullenly. ‘Of course, you mean, I should say “madame”. Do you have an appointment with somebody, madame?’

She repeated this flatly and with resentment.

‘With M. Gregoire Lazard,’ Sophie said.

The girl flushed again. ‘Of course, madame. Please accept my apologies. I will remember what you said.’

‘It just makes people feel more welcome,’ Sophie said, wanting to excuse herself now she had won the point.

‘No doubt,’ said the girl, ‘madame.’

She hates me, Sophie sighed.

‘Name please, madame.’

‘Sophie Massot.’

The girl’s eyes widened in fear.

‘Yes, yes, Mme Massot, at once,’ she said, diving to her phone. ‘Monsieur, Mme Massot is here.’ She listened, then hung up.

‘I - he is on the tenth floor, madame,’ she said in halting English. ‘I am to take you to him.’

‘Do the elevators go to the tenth floor?’

The girl nodded.

‘I can find the way up there myself.’

‘Oh, please, madame,’ the girl said, almost crying. ‘Do please excuse me and don’t mention it to M. Lazard . . . I need the work, the job.’

‘I’m not going to say a word,’ Sophie said, appalled that she should be frightening anybody. This girl didn’t look much older than Tom. ‘I only want people to enjoy coming to House Massot, mademoiselle. Please don’t concern yourself.’

The girl nodded and bit her lip.

‘Everything will be fine!’ Sophie said heartily, getting into the elevator. It was very small and dark, lined in red velvet, the old-fashioned sort with the metal grille you needed to pull closed yourself before the thing would start. She shivered and pressed the button for the tenth floor.

Sophie was slightly claustrophobic, and below her, as the elevator cranked and wheezed its way up the stair-well, she could hear the young girl snuffling. Of course, she had been abominably rude, but still . . .

Dulouc, the gardener, would be out there already, with his flask of coffee, raking the moist, crumbly soil that  turned over on his trowel like a pat of butter. Ugh, she hated all this. Damn Pierre for getting himself killed, she thought, crossly. She hadn’t been here five minutes and already she wanted to go home.

Blessedly, the tomb-like lift juddered to a halt. She pulled open its inner door; an assistant, beautifully dressed in a little navy twinset, of which Sophie approved very much, opened the second door for her.

‘I decided to come up by myself,’ Sophie said hastily, seeing the older woman’s eyes look for the errant receptionist.

‘Very good, madame. Welcome to House Massot.’ She offered her a brisk handshake. ‘My name is Cecile Lisbon, I am assistant to M. Lazard. It is a great honour to have you pay us a visit. I will take you to M. Lazard, if you will follow me.’

Sophie dutifully walked behind her through the offices. They were open-plan, with employees sitting behind their little screens staring at computers or on the telephone. Most of them looked bored, though a few stared at her with open curiosity. It didn’t seem to her like the headquarters of a great house of jewellery and fashion; it seemed just like any other office building. When she was a girl, she had visited her father one day in his work at the local paper. The atmosphere reminded her of that. But perhaps all business was the same, and just as dull as Pierre had told her it was.

‘In here, madame.’ The assistant opened a beautifully carved walnut door, and ushered her in to Lazard’s office.

It was tastefully decorated. Sophie had an eye for these things. She took in the soft, royal blue carpet, the cream-coloured walls, the mahogany desk lined with, unexpectedly, navy leather in place of the usual burgundy or forest green. Large bay windows looked over the Parisian streets, where shoppers and tourists and businessmen mingled in the chilly morning. There were no cushions  on the window seat. If she worked here, Sophie thought, she would pile up cushions and sit there like a cat, staring into the street and looking for inspiration . . .

But of course that was fanciful, and that was why M. Lazard was the executive and she just a hostess.

‘Madame, enchanted,’ Lazard said. He came forward from behind the mahogany desk and bowed over her hand, pressing it to his lips in a courtly gesture. Then he pressed his own on top of it. ‘I am so tremendously sorry for your loss. M. Massot, or if I may say, Pierre, was a good boss and a good friend. We have all missed him these long years.’

Sophie felt her eyes prickle at the warmth of the greeting. This stranger was kinder to her than her own family.

‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘You know, I do speak French, if you would be more comfortable.’

‘Certainly not; I have instructed all the staff to change to English. Please, madame, sit down.’

The chair in front of his desk seemed awfully formal, so Sophie gingerly perched herself on a chaise-longue covered in a gorgeous ice-blue silk.

‘I am sure you will not want to be bothered with House Massot’s affairs for too long.’

‘I hope not.’

‘But while you are here, you must read various documents, and you will need to ask questions, to satisfy yourself about the state of affairs. It is hard enough in one’s own language at times without having to use a second one. We only employ bilingual staff anyway - we do a large amount of business with London and New York, and, of course, there’s De Beers in South Africa to consider. It is good for everybody to brush up their English.’

She relaxed. Well. He wasn’t hostile at all, and didn’t seem disposed to think her interfering.

‘You’re very kind.’

‘Not at all, madame. You are in charge now, you know.’

He smiled at her and his eyes twinkled. ‘So where would you like to start?’

A good question, Sophie thought. She had no idea.

‘I’ve read the company report, but . . .’

‘Legal jargon, I know. Impossible to understand. May I suggest something?’ he asked, deferentially.

‘Of course.’

‘Perhaps you would like to meet the department heads, the staff. We could call a meeting, or I could walk you around the place, and you could see everybody working as normal.’

Sophie brightened. ‘That sounds perfect.’

‘And then, if you have the time, perhaps I could take you out to lunch, and give you an overview of the company, and where we stand. It is important for you to judge our stewardship of Pierre’s legacy.’

Sophie smiled. ‘Thank you, yes. I should like that very much.’ He was very kind and not in the least intimidating, despite being so tall.

‘Me too. It’s so nice to really talk to you, madame. I wish it could be on a more auspicious occasion.’

‘Please call me Sophie,’ she said.

 



Gregoire took her round the building, steering her slight body in his huge one. He was very protective and chivalrous, opening every door, summoning the staff with a snap of his fingers. There were many of them to remember, but that was one thing Sophie felt confident about; painful years of being forcibly turned into the perfect hostess, for Pierre, had trained her, given her an almost perfect recall of names and faces. They were mostly men; Jean-Paul Roubin, wiry, fifties, the head of sales; Richard Roget, a bulldog of a man, acquisitions; Felix Petot, also squat, and a nose flushed from wine, an  unlikely head of designers. The head of public relations was Giles Keroualle, in New York today, apparently, but his deputy was an attractive, rather hard-looking woman called Judy Dean. She was the easiest to remember of all the vice-presidents; the only American and the only woman.

‘Glad to meet you,’ Judy said, shaking Sophie’s hand with a firm grip.

Sophie inventoried her; an elegant suit in raspberry wool, rather a bold colour choice. Her hair was a touch too short for real beauty, but she was very striking, no doubt. It was a short-sleeved suit and Sophie couldn’t help but note the marvellously toned arms.

She felt slightly inadequate. She was a member of several of Paris’s most exclusive health clubs, but hadn’t darkened their doors for months. Sophie thought she would feel foolish, taking up free weights and jogging shoes in her late thirties, but this girl obviously did it, and she couldn’t be that much younger, and she looked fantastic.

‘Delighted. Thank you for all the hard work you do for us,’ Sophie said.

‘Well, thank you for my salary.’ The younger woman smiled, to show it was a joke.

‘There aren’t that many woman working at House Massot,’ Sophie remarked.

‘No. So many still prefer to stay home,’ Judy said coolly.

Sophie paused. Was the younger woman attacking her? But she was smiling, with those very American, brilliantly white teeth.

‘I suppose so. But I’m glad you’re here; it will be good to have another woman’s opinion while I’m looking over the firm.’

‘Any way I can assist you, Mme Massot. Just let me know.’

‘Judy is one of our rising stars,’ Gregoire chimed in.

‘I’m sure,’ Sophie said. ‘Nice to meet you, Judy.’

‘Have a nice day,’ the younger woman said, turning back to her computer.

‘Why are there so few women here?’ Sophie asked as Gregoire led her down the stairs. She would rather walk than take that tiny elevator; perhaps she would authorise a new, modern one, she thought. Quaintness was nice, but not when it came to lifts.

‘They don’t apply,’ he said. ‘Behind the glamour of the showrooms and the fashion shows, the actual business is rather dull. All euros and statistics. Ladies have much better things to do with their time, as I’m sure you know very well, madame. Sophie,’ he corrected himself. ‘Excuse my old-fashioned manners. It is just the force of habit.’

They reached the ground floor, where the receptionist looked at them nervously, but Sophie smiled, trying to put her at her ease. Gregoire opened the door for her; his car was ready, and he opened the back door so she could slide inside.

‘Do you have any objections to La Couronne?’

She recognised the name; that was the new, extremely expensive restaurant that had recently been awarded a coveted third Michelin star for its classic French cooking. A Normandy menu, lots of cream and apples. Sophie found her mouth was watering.

‘None.’

‘Then we shall go there.’ He leaned forward and gave the instructions to the driver. ‘I am so looking forward to this. It will be wonderful to have some interesting company.’ Lazard looked at her, his blue, slightly slanted eyes dancing. ‘I remembered that you were beautiful, of course, but not that you were also intelligent.’

Sophie blushed scarlet. It had been a long time since anybody had paid her a personal compliment, and it had  never been about her mind. She looked at Lazard gratefully.

‘Thank you,’ she said, remembering Pierre’s instructions. A lady always receives a compliment gracefully, she doesn’t protest it.

‘I will try to make this whole thing as painless for you as possible,’ Gregoire said. And smiled.




Chapter Six

‘Good morning, sir.’

‘Good morning, Mrs Percy.’

Hugh strode in to his office and put his briefcase down on his desk, snapping it open and removing a few documents.

‘Get me Louis Maitre on the phone, will you.’

‘Certainly, sir.’ Elizabeth Percy placed a cup of tea, black, no sugar, served in a wafer-thin bone china cup, in front of him, admiring him as she did every morning. She was twenty-eight and very happily married, but there was no harm in looking, was there? Today, like every day, he was beautifully dressed, with that effortless style - she was sure he never gave a thought to it. All his suits were bespoke, of course, and his shoes, and shirts; she thought the only thing he bought retail were his ties. Today, like every day, the tie was perfectly understated, a dark red and navy Paisley. Hugh Montfort’s clothes were never allowed to get in the way of his body. Underneath that perfect fit you could still perceive, in the way he walked and held himself, the tight muscles, the sinewy strength of him.

She booked all his appointments, and so she knew his workout routine; karate five times a week, boxing three, and daily sessions at the gym. He would have been there this morning, kicking a punch-bag, lifting weights. And then back home for breakfast, which he would make  himself; scrambled eggs, bacon, toast, and he might be the last man in England to still regularly add a kipper.

The tea she served him now would be the last caffeine he would have today. He would not have wine at lunch, and rarely more than one glass at supper. It was a heathy routine, very much so, but Elizabeth knew Hugh would scoff at any such description. He merely programmed himself so as to maintain the highest energy levels, to help him at work.

He treated his body like he treated everything; as a means to an end.

Hugh tossed the tea back, it was almost scaldingly hot, the way he liked it, and handed his assistant the empty cup and saucer.

‘Thank you.’

She removed it silently, and in a few seconds his phone was lit up. He pressed the button.

‘M. Maitre, sir,’ said his secretary’s emotionless voice.

‘Put him through, thanks.’ She was working out well, Hugh thought with satisfaction. He would never hire another unmarried woman, not to work with him, anyway. He winced at the thought of the last two girls both breaking down and declaring their undying love. How bloody awful, all round, that had been. Of course he had transferred them elsewhere with a rise in pay; but he never wanted to go through such a scene again.

He had no interest in women . . .

‘Hugh, mon brave.’ Maitre’s voice pulled him back to the present. ‘Congratulations on the Oscars. What a triumph, we have been besieged.’ Maitre was his eyes and ears in Paris, and ran Mayberry’s small, but always packed, boutique store on rue des Princes.

‘Yes; so they tell me.’ The new collection was flying off the shelves, so fast it presented a problem; they needed to source more stones, or come up with something new.  He couldn’t have his stores empty. ‘How is the report coming along?’

‘It should be with you in a day or so.’

‘Give me a preview now. Wait a second.’ He put the Frenchman on hold and buzzed Mrs Percy. ‘Hold all my calls - nothing must interrupt this.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Tell me everything.’ He spoke to Maitre again, and pulled forward a yellow legal pad and his Mont Blanc pen.

‘Well, I think the moment may have arrived. Enfin.’

Hugh smiled broadly. ‘Really.’

That was wonderful news; far better than the Oscar hoopla or the sales of the new collection. He wanted House Massot. The board wanted House Massot. Taking it over would end every problem associated with Mayberry’s rapid expansion. He thought covetously of the prime locations, the ancient stores, fusty and ripe for redevelopment, on Bond Street, Fifth Avenue, rue Faubourg Saint-Honoré - they even had a presence in Tokyo, although that store was a giant money-loser. And there were the contracts with the De Beers site holders, the artisans, the designers, the gold mines . . . everything.

He had been trying to buy House Massot for the last nine years. Nothing doing. They wouldn’t even talk to him. That popinjay Pierre Massot, so in love with his own name and the showgirls of the French Riviera; he couldn’t give a damn what was best for his shareholders. And then Gregoire Lazard insisting he must hold to Massot’s wishes, even though the man had disappeared off the face of the earth.

Mayberry, under his leadership, had had a clear vision, but not enough money or clout for a hostile bid. Although the balance of power had been shifting, every year, in his favour. And he had never given up.

This was it. This was the deal. The one that would  make Mayberry into the new Tiffany’s. He had sold it that way to Pete Stockton and the Board, and to a man they agreed with him.

‘They’re in trouble,’ Maitre said. ‘The latest collection was a disaster.’

‘Fashion or jewellery?’

‘Fashion. It was practically booed off-stage at the shows. The accessories line, worse. That was received with indifference. Same old same old,’ Maitre said, proud of his colloquialism.

‘And the jewellery?’

‘Continues steady, from what I can discern. But their company accounts are impenetrable. So many intangibles. They gave our auditors headaches.’

‘But they verify the figures?’

‘They can’t contradict them. Not enough information.’

‘So their sales are lacklustre.’

‘The fashion house must be bleeding money, monsieur. It is a disaster. My wife would never shop there,’ Maitre said earnestly.

Montfort smiled; such a French analysis. But he remembered Diane Maitre; a very stylish woman. If she wouldn’t shop there, he was inclined to trust her judgement.

‘There is something else.’

‘Go on.’

‘The wife has had Pierre Massot declared dead.’

Hugh exhaled in surprise. ‘The wife?’

She had done nothing, said nothing, for as long as he had been following House Massot, even back when Pierre was around. A trophy wife, a cipher of a woman, the kind that is quite content to stay home and give tea parties while her husband cats around with every blonde in France. She’d had two blind eyes to it, from what he had heard. With her enormous château, which had, he believed, a very fine park indeed, perhaps she hadn’t cared.

‘When did this happen?’ He could hardly believe it. Such initiative.

‘Just two days ago. A contact in the courthouse called me.’

‘And that means . . .’

‘She inherits a large sum, but most of it goes to the son. However, he will not take over the stock until his twenty-first birthday. So she votes Massot’s thirty per cent, for now, and also takes his place as Chairman of the Board.’

Montfort felt his excitement rise. ‘She has no business background?’

‘None at all; he married her when she was nineteen. They had a son; that’s what she’s been doing.’

‘This is terrific!’ he exclaimed.

Maitre’s voice reflected surprise at his emotion. ‘I’m glad you are pleased, M. Montfort.’

‘Perhaps she will see reason. And if not, we shall go to the shareholders. They were always dazzled by Massot, but his wife . . . they won’t care to have their stock reduced by a chairman of the board without a shred of experience.’

‘But I cannot imagine M. Lazard will encourage her to interfere. What if she just leaves him alone to get on with it?’

Montfort thought about it. ‘Yes; and I suppose she will, if she’s half a brain in her head. But we should be able to plant the fear that she will use Massot as her personal playground. Anyway, the best you can say of Lazard is that he’s trodden water.’

‘He has not been an inspiring leader, monsieur,’ Maitre said respectfully. Unlike you hung in the air.

‘Thirty per cent is a problem, but there’s still a seventy per cent float out there.’ He grinned. ‘Pierre Massot is gone, and now House Massot will be, too.’

‘You can do a better job, monsieur.’

Montfort nodded. ‘I certainly can.’

‘I will send you the report.’

‘Excellent. Well done. Goodbye, Maitre,’ he said, hanging up. He pressed the buzzer.

‘Yes, sir?’

‘Mrs Percy. Clear my schedule for next week, would you?’

‘Certainly, sir.’ She knew better than to ask questions, but he heard the curiosity in her tone.

‘I’m going to Paris,’ he said. ‘Book me in at the Georges the Fifth. And Mrs Percy?’

‘Yes, sir?’

‘You may take the rest of the day off.’

‘What?’ asked the normally unflappable Elizabeth. ‘I mean - excuse me - it’s only eight-twenty in the morning.’

‘I know. But I shall be working from home today. I need some time to think. Is there anything urgent, meetings that ought not to be rescheduled?’

She quickly checked the screen. ‘Just internal ones.’

‘Then cancel them.’

‘Very good, sir.’

‘You do have something to do today?’

Elizabeth Percy smiled. How like Hugh Montfort to imagine that if somebody wasn’t working they were at a loose end. Of course she had something to do. She would go home, shower, call Jack at the bank, and they’d go at it like rabbits. Jack could get away for half an hour. And then afterwards maybe she’d go shopping . . .

A day off. Montfort never gave her even five minutes off. This was like Christmas.

‘Oh yes, thank you, Mr Montfort.’

He appeared in the outer office with his briefcase. ‘Well - have fun, then, I suppose.’

‘Goodbye, sir,’ said his astonished assistant.

What on earth could Louis Maitre have had to say to  Mr Montfort? It was as though he’d won the lottery, she thought, as her boss strode out with the same purposeful gait he’d walked in with. She admired the rear view. No, must have been better than the lottery; that was just money, and money would never keep him out of the office.

Oh well. Mustn’t look a gift horse in the mouth, and all that. She dialled Barclays in High St. Ken. Maybe she could catch Jack between meetings . . .

 



Hugh ignored the taxis. It was a fine day, and he preferred to walk. London, for all the choking exhaust fumes and crowds of badly dressed shoppers, was still a marvellous place in late spring. The sky was clear blue, with just a few white clouds scudding briskly across it. He felt a surge of something very rare, not quite happiness, as such, but more satisfaction. Yes; it was finally coming together, and he felt satisfied with himself. It was the same feeling he got when playing chess at the club, when he could look across the board and quite clearly see his checkmate, a mere five or six moves away.

The exercise would help calm him. Whenever he felt excesses of emotion, good or bad, he liked to go for a walk. When he was retired, in what, fifteen years or so, he would get a couple of dogs. He wasn’t in Ireland long enough to own dogs there, and you couldn’t keep dogs in London, it was too cruel.

No; at present he had no ability to own a dog. Or form any other kind of attachment. Even if he had wished to, he travelled too much.

The thought of Georgiana came back into his mind. For once, he didn’t shove it away. Sometimes he needed to think of her, or he would go mad. Work occupied him most of the time, but not always. Today was a beautiful day. He accepted the thought of her, and the pain, quite calmly, and with love.

There was always love.

His wife. Beautiful, although that had been the least interesting thing about her. Everybody had said it was a brilliant match, an old-fashioned, society match; he was the younger son of Baron Montfort, and she was an earl’s sister, willowy, white-skinned and graceful; although he wasn’t to inherit any estates, nor she, they both had money, enough to live very well indeed. Certainly enough for houses in town and the country, and horses, and enough to put any amount of good-looking, well-bred children through public school. And she was intelligent, too. He had been to Cambridge, and Georgiana had studied at the Sorbonne; just to be different, he had teased her. Theirs was a glittering marriage, the congregation at the tiny country church in Alfriston thick with titles and society photographers. Everybody waited for the fruit of such a dynastic alliance, and speculated on the godparents. A duke, or perhaps even a minor royal?

But nobody had seen it like the two of them. Hugh couldn’t care less about dynasties and suitable matches. He didn’t care about Georgiana’s finishing school or her family’s estates in Scotland. All he cared about was her - kind, sexy, funny. So kind; she always saw the good in everybody.

She was his own darling, and he had wanted children with her more than anything in the world. Lots of children. Ahhh . . . a fresh stab, then, at the thought of the baby. Georgie shrieking with joy, racing downstairs waving a plastic stick at him with a couple of blue lines in the little window. And how he’d caught her up and whirled her round and then set her down again gingerly, afraid he might have knocked it loose or something. It was only a little speck . . .

It had ended one night in Dublin as they walked home together after a friend’s party. She had stepped out into  one of the narrow streets. He heard the motorbike before he saw it; the old soldier’s reflexes still keen, had lunged, reached for her . . . he had caught only her dress. He could still feel the silky fabric brushing ineffectually against him, still see her crumple, and horrified eyes under a helmet. The man sped off. He wasn’t looking for a numberplate, he was crouched over her, cradling her. Screaming for help, but knowing, all the same, it was too late. The glassy look in her eyes. And yet so little blood, just a touch at the temple. Georgiana staring up at him, quite mildly, looking amazed . . .

He sat with her in the hospital until the undertaker came. He had gone out to Ireland with a family, and flown back with a coffin.

After that there were no more women. None to speak of. The odd whore, when he felt he couldn’t take it. But those girls, even though they were high-class, whatever that meant, disgusted him. Because he was using them, and afterwards, when the hot need had evaporated, he disgusted himself.

Ah; now his mood really was blackening. The image of Pete Stockton, lusting after those shop girls, forced its way into his consciousness. He was like Pete. He, Hugh Montfort. It was an awful thought. He vowed never to do it again, but it was a promise made, and broken, several times now, and he did not trust himself.

Montfort stopped dead in the street and breathed in.

‘Watch where yer goin’, guv,’ somebody snapped at him.

He focused directly on a shop window. Liberty’s; the mannequin wearing some outrageous Butler & Wilson costume pieces. At once the thoughts of fat Pete and his own weaknesses were banished. He had thought of Georgiana, and now he could move on. Work had become his life; and now he had been presented with a chance at the ultimate triumph.

Hugh reached his front door and let himself in. As ever, his surroundings instantly soothed him. He had the house set up exactly as he wanted it; rush matting on the floors, dark red wallpaper, William Morris curtains, originals, heavy against his windows. Together with his antique furniture, some of it a gift from his elder brother, taken directly from his childhood home, the whole thing provided a sanctuary. He shut the door on London, and was almost back in the country again.

He hung up his coat and went straight into his study. The laptop was perched incongruously on his ancient mahogany desk, but he didn’t reach to turn it on; Montfort needed to think, just to think.

Was there a way of approaching this problem? Something he could do that would secure the deal, without the need for expensive legal counsel and investment bankers?

But there was, of course. The woman. Sophie Massot. It was all down to her now. With her thirty per cent, obtaining a majority stake would be easy.

He smiled. Of course, it would be aggravating, having to go to Paris and charm the smug young widow of such a playboy. He, who had known such happiness in marriage, despised men and women who made a convenience of it. Sophie Massot couldn’t wait to get her hands on the château, the riches, the servants, and had never objected to such a charade. She was like so many wives of his acquaintance; little better than a hooker. Just someone with better marketing.

But facts were facts. Mme Massot had the largest shareholding, and was now Chairman of the Board. And it was all to his advantage. Women; he could hardly keep them away from him. Sophie Massot, Montfort thought, would not be a problem. He sat down at his desk, took out a pen, and began to make notes on his proposals.




Chapter Seven

‘Come on, babes.’

Polly stood there impatiently, tapping her foot. She was wearing jeans and those ridiculous Wellington boots that swallowed up what was, Tom reflected, really a very well-turned calf. These she had teamed with a boxy T-shirt that covered up all her shape, and under that were probably those greying Marks & Spencer’s undergarments she favoured, despite his occasional presents of sexy lingerie; La Perla and Agent Provocateur. She complained the lace was scratchy.

It annoyed him that Polly could be so inelegant, and yet still look good. She had that very pale English skin, milky, and the bright blue eyes that always go so well with red hair. Several of his fellow undergraduates stared longingly at her as they walked past. Tom would have liked to knock their heads off. It was disrespectful; Polly was with him.

‘I told you, chérie, I don’t have time today.’

‘But you should make some. We don’t get weather like this every day, or hadn’t you noticed?’

Polly gestured to the sky with one of her aristocratic hands; long, delicate fingers, but the effect was ruined by the fact that she invariably bit her nails. And never applied polish.

‘I know.’

The sun was indeed blazing down from a deep blue  sky, punctuated only by a few tiny white clouds, scattered across it like daisies.

‘Might even turn out to be another hot summer. I fucking love global warming,’ Polly sighed. She lifted her plastic bag. ‘I’ve got everything. Scotch eggs.’

‘Disgusting,’ Tom said. But he gazed at her fondly. She was a lot of fun.

‘Baguette and pâté,’ she added, ignoring him. ‘Strawberries. Bar of Dairy Milk. And a bottle of champagne.’

Despite himself he glanced at the champagne; it was an inferior brand.

‘That stuff is horrible. All blended. The worst on the market.’

She coloured. ‘We don’t all own fucking vineyards, Tom. It was cheaper, OK? I get what I can afford.’

He wanted to reassure her.

‘I told you, you don’t need to pay for anything, Polly; I’ll take care of it.’

‘It doesn’t work like that.’ She smiled. ‘Look, after the first two glasses you won’t give a toss about the quality, trust me.’

‘I’d love to go on a picnic with you,’ he said, wistfully. Actually, Tom couldn’t think of one thing he’d rather do. ‘But I’ve got a meeting this afternoon. I must prepare for it.’

She snorted. ‘You, prepare for a tutorial? That’s a new one.’

‘It’s not a tutorial,’ Tom explained. He wished he could tell her everything, but he didn’t want to expose his mother. ‘It’s family business, and very important.’

Polly ran her bitten fingers through her lush red hair and sat down on the bed.

‘You’re no fun,’ she said. ‘Well, I suppose it’ll keep. You can shove this in your fridge. Apparently it’ll be nice tomorrow, too.’

‘Sounds good,’ he said, absently.

She reclined against the pillows, letting her hair spill against them. ‘I bet if I wanted a shag you’d have time.’

She grinned, and Tom smiled back at her. ‘Make love,’ he said.

Polly trailed her fingers across the shapeless T-shirt. The simple motion pressed it to her breasts. Tom tried not to look, but it was difficult. Even though he knew her body so well, it seemed fresh to him every time. Tom sensed his familiar, implacable stirring; the letter from the lawyers became less interesting.
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