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    When her tycoon father suddenly dies, Corinne Marchand throws herself into running his couture empire based in Paris. Having been abandoned by her playboy lover Philippe de Rochmort three years earlier, she’s also mistrustful of men and convinced that she is better off alone – so when she meets attractive merchant banker Miles Corsley, she refuses to give the him the time of day, let alone a date.


    Corinne's younger sister, model Yolande, has loved Philippe’s brother Yves all her life, and they are to be married – but after meeting bad boy film star Patrick Dubuisson she breaks off her engagement and embarks on a passionate affair in Hollywood.


    When Philippe finally returns to France and shocking secrets are revealed, Corinne has to decide if she will trust Miles with more than her money as they battle to save her company from a hostile takeover – while Yolande learns the hard way that Hollywood glamour doesn't always bring happiness.


    Paris is the city of love, but will it ever be in vogue for the Marchand girls again?


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter One


    ‘God, I feel sick.’


    Corinne Marchand’s dark eyes dimmed with pain. It was too hot. So horribly oppressive. Mid July, and despite the air-conditioning she was sweltering in a black linen suit in the executive bathroom at her father’s office, making last-minute touches to her make-up.


    ‘So do I.’ But Yolande, standing beside her, still looked infuriatingly cool even at this moment of crisis. ‘You’re smudging your mascara. Let me.’


    Corinne obediently stood still while her younger sister skilfully repaired the damage. Her stomach had been invaded by a squadron of butterflies, her hands wanted to shake. But she had her speech ready. In her head. Word perfect. She was here to fight. And she was going to win.


    ‘What if they vote against me?’


    ‘They won’t.’


    ‘But everybody expects Georges to take over.’


    ‘Why? Papa certainly didn’t want him to, and he doesn’t even want it himself.’


    ‘What about you? You’re perfectly entitled to stand against me.’


    ‘Oh, Corinne, really …’


    And they both had to grin. As if. Yolande had never been interested in anything other than modelling and enjoying herself in Parisian night spots where Corinne always felt out of place.


    ‘Had to read you your rights, petite fleur.’


    Yolande smiled sadly. That had been their father’s endearment for her. ‘Yeah, I know. But no thanks. Oh, I miss him so much.’ She turned into her sister’s arms, clung on, choked back the tears.


    ‘Me too. Me too.’ Corinne held her close, struggled to keep her control. ‘Don’t start me off. I’ll look like a complete Goth if this mascara runs again. We’re already late.’        


    It was quite a change after the high-rise steel and glass of the bank’s office on London Wall – a boardroom in exquisite Second Empire style, with all the gilt and glamour befitting the headquarters of a major fashion house on the chic Avenue Montaigne. Miles Corsley was at last beginning to enjoy his secondment to Paris. He briefly checked his tie in one of the huge mirrors and laid out his papers on the polished walnut table, tuning his ear in to the various conversations in French going on around him. There was Marchand Enterprises’ finance director, Georges Maury, a well-built man with thinning grey hair combed back neatly from his forehead, in ponderous discussion with a sharp-featured junior: business school clones. Then a couple of leisured looking gentlemen, more interested in their golf handicaps than the fact that they were here to vote on the future of one of France’s most prestigious companies. Non-executive directors up from the provinces, Miles guessed. Probably from Burgundy, where the late Jean-Claude Marchand had started his business empire as producer of one of the finest wines on the Côte d’Or before branching out into exclusive cosmetics and fashion.


    Miles had met the legendary Jean-Claude only once, four weeks previously, and had been almost knocked out by his sheer zest for life. He was every inch the tycoon – tough, shrewd, and charming, with penetrating green eyes and a sharp wit. That he had found time in his crowded diary to try to lick a young banker from London into shape was a tribute to both his generosity and his energy. And, Miles was sure his Uncle Rupert would say, to his incurable optimism. Now he was dead. It was a sharp reminder that one should always seize the day.


    An impeccably dressed young man with a shock of black hair was pacing the other side of the room. That had to be Yves de Rochemort, one of the major shareholders. Miles noted his height because it was unusual for him to meet a Frenchman at the same eye-level as his own six feet two inches. He was a baron, if Miles remembered correctly, though of course the title was of no account in the French Republic except in certain circles where the old nobility still concerned themselves with such things. He kept looking anxiously at the panelled double doors.


    Clearly the Marchand sisters were unused to business, and didn’t realise they should have been here fifteen minutes ago. They probably wouldn’t stay long. All Miles had heard was that their late father had been wildly indulgent and that the youngest, Yolande, who intermittently pursued a modelling career at Hervy, the ailing couture house he had rescued from oblivion a few years before, filled the gossip columns with her escapades. Twenty-nine-year-old Corinne was something of a mystery. An airhead like her sister, his colleague James had said, but without the looks. She worked for her father in some senior role, but seemed very good at keeping herself out of the limelight. No, they would be gone quickly. Georges Maury was sure to become the new managing director, and then Miles could have a long hard chat with him about the huge sums that Marchand owed Corsley First European Bank.


    The boardroom doors swung open. So the Marchand sisters had finally decided to show up. Miles glanced up perfunctorily; and was sure he heard the thud as his jaw hit the floor. The taller of the two had the grace of a dancer and a beauty that was searing and vital – tumbling chestnut hair, luminous green eyes under arched brows, high cheekbones, full mouth, and a surprisingly firm chin. Aristocrat and sex goddess all in one. He wouldn’t have believed her to be real if she hadn’t cast him a curious half-smile as her eyes swept the room. Obviously used to making an entrance, he thought. And bloody terrifying; the sort of girl who could eat a man for breakfast and two more for lunch and dinner. That had to be Yolande. He would have recognised her anyway by the strong resemblance to her father. Yves de Rochemort bounded over to her and circled her waist with his arm, then kissed her lips. He escorted her to a seat, while Georges Maury went over to Corinne. After the formal cheek-kissing, he gave her an affectionate hug.


    Miles watched in growing appreciation as Corinne was led to the head of the table. James needed to get his sight tested. Though her looks were more reticent, she was every bit as easy on the eye as her sister. Curvier, but still slender, her legs and hips were swathed elegantly in black. She wore a pale pink silk blouse and minimal jewellery. Dark hair was swept back from a classic face, with the same arched brows, high cheekbones, and uncompromising chin as Yolande. He realised that smouldering black eyes were trained on him warily but he just stared back. Couldn’t help it. A man could drown in molten eyes like that. And when he caught the spicy notes of her perfume, he felt as though he’d been punched in the gut.


    ‘Who the hell is that?’ Corinne whispered to Georges.


    ‘He’s representing the lenders. He’ll go when we’ve discussed the figures – first item on the agenda.’


    Corinne resented the way the man stared at her, and not just because of his want of manners. It was the fire of arousal in his eyes, the hungry way they raked over her and laid her bare. It infuriated her because for a millisecond she felt a responsive shiver, desire she thought she had killed entirely during the past few years. And surprised her because outwardly he seemed like a gentleman. An attractive one too if it weren’t for that insolent gaze. He had an air of unmistakable authority, with piercing grey-blue eyes that gave intensity to a rugged face. The nose was aquiline, the mouth stubborn. His light brown hair was closely cropped like a soldier’s. There was nothing soft about him, she thought. Well, maybe a gentleman who played hard ball. His pin-striped suit was decidedly English, and if she wasn’t mistaken, so was he. She resolved to conduct the entire meeting in French.


    She took the chair and called the meeting to order. A secretary began to take minutes. There was one empty seat – it belonged to Antoinette Brozard, one of the non-executive directors. Corinne looked questioningly at Georges.


    ‘I’m afraid Toinette is unwell and sends her apologies. She nominated me as her proxy.’


    Corinne quickly extinguished a flicker of annoyance, and then fixed her eyes on the stranger.


    ‘We haven’t been introduced,’ she said, her voice as icy as her expression.


    ‘Miles Corsley.’ He stood up, tall and straight. ‘From Corsley First European Bank. May I offer our sincere condolences on your father’s death.’


    Oh, the boss’s son, thought Corinne. And though his French was good, the accent was definitely Anglo-Saxon. They had a damn nerve sending some junior family member to check on her company and apologise for driving her father so hard he had dropped dead of a heart attack. Fifty-eight, no signs of illness. No warning that her wonderful father, so full of life and love, would be lying on a mortuary slab instead of chairing this meeting with his customary verve and good humour. She felt tears come to her eyes, and forced herself to block out the image of his body at the hospital, that last kiss on his cold forehead.


    ‘Thank you,’ she said curtly. She turned to the secretary. ‘Sylvie, please note that Monsieur Corsley will be in attendance for agenda item one only.’


    It wasn’t so difficult when Corinne hit her stride. The butterflies fluttered away, her voice gained in confidence, she engaged everyone in the meeting with a look, a smile, as she hoped they would approve her presentation of the latest company figures. She’d watched her father do it so well, so many times. It was in her blood. And it soon showed.


    ‘As you can see from the spreadsheet, Marchand-Beauté profits show a seven per cent quarterly increase, with a projected twenty-five per cent for the full year – our sales peak comes at Christmas. We have increased turnover and reduced costs, and I expect further cost savings of twelve million euros for this year to come through once our rationalisation of production is complete. Our mid-range products are doing well in retail, but we have had rapid growth from the web boutique. It will be one of my priorities to continue the work my father started in this area. Hervy couture is finally showing a profit – modest, but very encouraging – while the accessories have really taken off in China and Russia, and I expect continued profits growth as we roll out in other global markets. We are spending a considerable amount on launch of the prêt-a-porter range and perfumes, but if anything I feel the profits forecast for this sector is conservative. My recent trips to London, New York, Beijing, and Tokyo have convinced me we have the right designer and product range to bring this great brand back to the glory days when Hélène Hervy established the company in this very building so many decades ago. Now, on the second page you’ll see projections for our holding in Elegance Hotels …’


    Miles lost his air of amused superiority during the second sentence. He even forgot how sexy Corinne’s voice sounded as coolly and swiftly she shredded all his preconceptions with her expert financial summary. He’d throttle James Chetwode when he got back to the office for giving him such inaccurate background information for this meeting. This was no brainless bimbo living at Papa’s expense in a job where she couldn’t do any damage, but a highly competent, intelligent professional who knew her company and her audience inside out and was about to subject him to ritual humiliation. He could see it as she turned those megawatt eyes on him with a charming but deadly smile and flipped over another page.


    ‘Monsieur Corsley, I’d like to draw your attention to page six, where you will see that although Marchand’s gearing is still substantial, we made two additional debt repayments during the last quarter and are well on target to meet our obligations for the rest of the year. I have outlined plans for further cost reductions across the group, which when combined with our increasing turnover and profits, should comfort the bank that despite a change at the top, Marchand will remain a well-managed and profitable business for decades to come.’ He felt the chill sweep across him as she switched back to ice queen mode. ‘If you have any questions, I’m sure Georges will be happy to discuss them with you offline. I’ll get this report emailed to you this afternoon.’


    And that was it. The regal dismissal. She didn’t give him a second glance as he gathered up his papers. He strode out of the room, fuming.


    ‘Well, that busted his ego,’ said Yolande, earning a reproving glance from her sister. She was quite unused to meeting protocol.


    ‘Was it altogether wise?’ Yves wondered aloud.


    ‘He had no right to be here,’ Corinne shot back. ‘Who invited him?’


    Georges cleared his throat. ‘Your father, my dear.’


    She paled and felt a little sick.


    ‘He’s new to Corsley’s Paris office and is taking over the Marchand account, and Jean-Claude thought it would help him to get his bearings if he sat in on one of our board meetings.’


    ‘Oh joy.’


    ‘Your father was also going to invite him to tour some of our operations, but I’m not sure how far he got with that.’


    ‘All set up, monsieur,’ said Sylvie. Then she looked at Corinne. ‘I’ve already put them in your diary.’


    By the time Corinne was ensconced in an armchair opposite her sister in their late father’s office she was the new head of a global luxury goods company with, as Georges kindly informed her, a great deal to do to persuade the markets that Marchand’s board had made the right choice. The first thing she did was to take the clips out of her hair and let it fall free, then slip off her detested high heels with a sigh of relief and curl her legs up beneath her.


     ‘I told you they’d vote for you,’ said Yolande.


    ‘Considering that in the end I was the only candidate, it was hardly a triumph. But thanks for your support, darling. I really appreciate it.’


    ‘You’ll be brilliant.’


    Yolande wasn’t gushing. She was absolutely convinced her clever older sister could handle anything. Corinne had waltzed through her degree at Oxford with a First, and had improved results at every department of Marchand she had ever worked in, from the shop floor up. Yolande herself had undertaken a few fairly calamitous placements with the firm in her summer vacations during a protracted spell of higher education on both sides of the Atlantic, before kicking off her modelling career at Hervy at the grand old age of twenty. She’d had countless agents trying to sign her for years, but hadn’t taken the idea seriously until it became clear she would never graduate. Her father had indulged her, always hoped that one day she would wake up and become more like Corinne. And when that failed to happen, he had pinned all his hopes on her engagement to Yves – one of those on-off affairs that kept the paparazzi happy, if no one else.


    It would be the wedding of the season if it ever took place. The Rochemorts had a large Burgundy estate neighbouring the Marchands’ vineyards, and the two combined could dominate the market for grand cru red burgundies. Other business alliances could also be strengthened. Yves was both a major shareholder and director of Marchand Enterprises, and his father and Jean-Claude had been close friends and business partners. He was the perfect choice. Too perfect. Perhaps that was why Yolande seemed to be doing her best to scupper the match. Rows and reconciliations had followed a predictable pattern over the past few months. Corinne looked at her and let out a deep sigh. How was she supposed to cope with her adorable, irrepressible little sister now their father was gone? She needed someone she could rely on, and all she had was a headstrong girl she’d fished out of trouble more times than she could remember. Without his encouragement and support, a Rochemort-Marchand marriage now appeared to be doomed. It shouldn’t have been Yves and Yolande, anyway. It should have been her and Philippe. She forced her mind back into focus. It was never a good idea to start thinking about Philippe.


    Sylvie provided a welcome interruption when she tripped in with a tray and cups. ‘I thought you might like some coffee, madame la présidente.’


    Corinne almost choked. ‘I hope you’re not going to make a habit of calling me that.’


    A discreet and very polished senior PA, Sylvie had worked for Jean-Claude for over two decades and had known Corinne as a girl, but she was a stickler for etiquette. She looked a little pained. ‘But …’


    ‘Corinne is fine.’


    ‘But …’


    ‘Please.’ The tone was final. ‘And you shouldn’t be bringing us coffee – I usually get my own. But thanks very much. It’s been a long day.’


    ‘It’s so kind of you, Sylvie,’ added Yolande, gratefully taking a cup and dropping in more sugar lumps than any girl her size had a right to eat.


    Sylvie melted as two smiles exactly like the late Jean-Claude’s beamed up at her. ‘It’s no trouble. Can I do anything else for you?’


    ‘You could tell me why Papa arranged all these visits for Monsieur Corsley,’ said Corinne. ‘I don’t remember him ever paying such attention to our bankers before.’


    ‘He genuinely liked him, I think. You know how he used to take a fancy to certain people. But he always had his reasons for a charm offensive.’


    ‘Exactly. If we were in a tight spot with them I could understand, but actually we’re not. Did he mention anything else to you?’


    ‘Not really. But he seemed to want you to handle most of the visits.’


    Sylvie left the room and Corinne frowned. Now she would have to be nice to the sexist pig. What on earth her father had seen in him she couldn’t fathom. She looked up and caught a glint of amusement in Yolande’s eyes.


    ‘What?’ she demanded in English, just in case they could be overheard.


    ‘Maybe Papa was trying his hand at matchmaking.’


    Corinne spluttered on her coffee.


    ‘Think about it.’


    She did. And was horrified to conclude that Yolande was probably right. Miles Corsley was exactly the kind of man her father would have considered an appropriate suitor; a dead boring banker with a superiority complex. Despite his own tangled private life, Jean-Claude had always held peculiarly antiquated views on relationships when it came to his daughters.


    ‘What a bloody cheek! He should never have accepted the meeting.’


    ‘I don’t suppose he has any more idea that was what Papa had in mind than you did.’


    ‘I’ll make damn sure he never does.’


    ‘But he’s seriously cute, even if he is a bit stuffy. And he’s definitely got the hots for you.’


    ‘Oh really?’ Corinne wasn’t sure whether to be exasperated or amused. Yolande’s requirements of men were seldom the same as hers, but her radar for the basics was usually infallible. ‘Wouldn’t he be more up your street?’


    ‘Absolutely not. He’s far too old.’


    Corinne decided to be amused. Anyone over thirty was ancient as far as her sister was concerned, and she doubted that Miles Corsley was more than thirty-five. She chuckled.


    ‘Anyway, he doesn’t want me,’ continued Yolande. ‘But he certainly noticed you, although that put down you gave him probably pissed him off a bit. He was simply drooling over you when you walked in.’


    ‘Look who’s matchmaking now.’


    ‘Oh I’m not suggesting you go that far! Just have a bit of fun. I bet he’s good in bed.’


    ‘Yolande!’


    ‘Oh, like you didn’t notice.’


    ‘You really are insufferable.’


    ‘That means I’m right.’


    Fortunately for Corinne, who found annoyance getting the better of her humour, Yolande’s mobile rang. ‘Patrick? Yes, the meeting’s over. I’m with my sister. Of course, darling, I’d love to. The Bar des Théâtres? I’ll be about an hour. See you.’


    It wasn’t the ‘darling’ that alerted Corinne. Yolande was always lavish with endearments – on a good day even their dour old concierge Monsieur Boniface could be ‘darling’. But the gleam in her eyes boded only one thing if she knew her sister – she was planning to have sex, and it clearly wasn’t going to be with Yves.


    Yolande just looked at her, all innocence.


    ‘You can’t fool me. Is this Patrick someone I need to worry about?’


    ‘No. He works for you, actually – modelling at Hervy. He’s great fun. But he’s an actor. He only models when he’s resting.’


    ‘You know that isn’t what I meant, Yolande. I thought there was something up with you and Yves.’


    ‘I was going to talk to him today, actually. But he’s gone straight back to St Xavier, and I can’t do it over the phone.’


    ‘Promise me you won’t keep stringing him along. It isn’t fair. You know it isn’t.’


    ‘I just don’t want to hurt him.’


    ‘You think screwing around behind his back isn’t going to hurt him?’


    Yolande’s expression hardened, and she seemed about to lash out with a retort but thought better of it. ‘You’re right. I must talk to him. I will, promise. He’ll be fine. He’s not in love with me, you know.’


    Corinne shook her head. ‘You silly girl.’


    ‘God, you sound just like Papa.’


    ‘And you’re acting just like him!’


    Yolande looked a little shamefaced. She said nothing.


    Corinne had adored their father, but his dizzying parade of female companions had been proud testimony to his inconstancy. Mystifying, really, when their mother was so beautiful and charming and had been very much in love with him when they had married. But the marriage hit the rocks soon after Yolande was born. Grace Albury had bitterly resented Jean-Claude’s philandering, and after one particularly blazing affair was talked about all over Paris, she walked out and went home to England. A protracted and acrimonious divorce followed. When Grace remarried five years later, she settled with her American banker husband in New York, but Jean-Claude retained custody of their daughters. Eventually they reached a messy compromise whereby the girls spent term time with their English grandparents in London and attended the French Lycée, with holidays divided between France and America. It had hurt so much. Corinne loved both her parents. She had hated taking sides, the rows, the court battles, the long tearful goodbyes every term. Now her father was gone, and she hadn’t had him to herself nearly enough. And Yolande seemed bent on continuing a most undesirable family tradition.


    ‘Be careful, Yolande. Please. I’m not going to say any more about it. You’re a big girl now. But I love both you and Yves, so it’s quite hard for me to sit on the sidelines while you two tear each other apart.’


    Yolande went over to perch on the arm of Corinne’s chair and put an arm round her. ‘Don’t say anything to Mummy, will you? Not until I’ve spoken to him.’


    Corinne tugged her down and gave her a fierce hug. ‘Monster! Of course not. Now let me up. I’m going back to the Avenue Foch to start clearing out Toinette’s stuff.’


    Yolande got to her feet. ‘Damn, I’d forgotten. I’ll come with you. I’ll put off Patrick.’


    ‘It’s OK, she’s not there. She’s at her own apartment. But we’ll have to cope with her at the funeral.’


    They both looked grim. Immaculate, elegant, steely Antoinette Brozard had been Jean-Claude Marchand’s mistress for over twelve years. Though she’d never been unkind, she’d been hell to get along with. Nothing could ever be out of place or less than perfect. It was like living in a TV commercial. The girls had tolerated her, but could never pretend they liked her – which was doubtless why they hadn’t thought of her before. They always tried to airbrush Toinette out of their lives as far as possible.


    Corinne winced as she pushed her feet back into her high heels.


    ‘They look really fab on you.’


    ‘Pity they don’t come with an insurance policy to pay for the corrective foot surgery I’m going to need.’ Corinne started to pack up her laptop. ‘How do you wear them all the time?’


    ‘Years of practice. And …’ Yolande pulled out a pair of glittery flip-flops and some Hervy jeans from her bag and proceeded to throw off her suit, ‘… emergency relief supplies.’


    Corinne laughed. ‘You are such a fraud.’


    With her blouse hanging loosely over her skinny jeans and the flip-flops on, Yolande didn’t even look her twenty-three years, more like a fresher at an Ivy League campus. She shook out her hair and fastened a huge belt around her hips to complete the look.


    ‘That’s better. I’ll probably see you later tonight.’


    Corinne raised an eyebrow.


    ‘Or maybe not. Bye, darling.’


    


    Future of Marchand Enterprises in doubt as Madame Brozard threatens lawsuit.


    Corinne threw the newspaper down in disgust. There was a pile of them, all with similar variations of the story. Only two days after his funeral. Poor Papa. How Toinette must have fooled him all those years! And the way she had wailed at his grave – just a disgusting sham.


    Yves bent his long frame down to gather up the papers, then sat back at the large cluttered desk by the window of his office. Outside, the vineyards and gardens which made the Château de Rochemort one of the most celebrated estates on the Côte d’Or were bathed in hot summer sunshine.


    ‘Do you really think she’ll sue us?’ asked Corinne. ‘Can she?’


    ‘Probably not,’ he said, scanning the reports rapidly. ‘Look, this piece is by Laurent Dobry, and he and Toinette go way back. It’s just to frighten the Bourse.’


    He tossed the paper aside and poured Corinne a glass of red wine. One of Château de Rochemort’s classic years; she sipped it appreciatively.


    ‘You shouldn’t waste your best vintages on me, you know.’


    ‘I’m sure you’ll reciprocate,’ he said. ‘So what are you going to do? Marchand shares have already depreciated eight per cent. You could buy them in.’


    ‘Can’t afford to.’


    Yves drummed his fingers on the desk. ‘Well, someone will make a killing, and it could be Toinette. Don’t forget that holding company she has an interest in – the one that bought Philippe’s stake.’


    Corinne flinched. Philippe. Yves’ older brother. Breathtakingly handsome, clever, sexy. The love of her life. The ten months they had been together had been the happiest she had ever known. But he had left her, his family, and France one fine day three years before without a word of explanation. Marchand-Rochemort companies almost collapsed when Philippe sold his holdings in both family businesses to UVS, a private equity company with an address in Paris and not much else. Yves had eventually recovered the Rochemort shares by taking out a hefty bank loan, but a heavily indebted Marchand had been unable to do the same. Months of silence and heartbreak followed before word came that Philippe was in Australia. But even his redoubtable mother Marie-Christine knew little of his activities. He sent only the occasional postcard or noncommittal e-mail to show he was still alive and nothing at all to show that he cared.


    Corinne rubbed her eyes, tried to, had to focus on business. ‘You don’t think UVS will launch a takeover bid?’


    ‘Doubt it. You and Yolande are majority shareholders. They can’t get overall control. It could just make life awkward for a while.’


    ‘You really think Toinette is behind all this?’


    ‘She’s the sort of woman who has to get her own back.’


    Corinne bridled. ‘But Papa left her five per cent of the company! Not to mention a drawer full of Cartier and some rather collectable paintings.’


    Yves gave her a wry look. ‘Corinne, look at it from her point of view – twelve years with your father, taking so much care of him – don’t look like that now, you know she did.’


    ‘So?’


    ‘She hated it because she couldn’t call herself Madame Marchand. When a woman has enjoyed that kind of lifestyle she’s sure to view a five per cent shareholding and a few diamond necklaces as a pretty poor pension.’


    All Corinne remembered were the times she’d been forced to attend Toinette’s famous parties, how she had detested the superficial chat and hordes of strangers who had left her feeling an outsider in her own home.


    ‘Let’s leave it for now. Perhaps you’d come over for lunch tomorrow? We can talk then. I’ve got so much paperwork to get through.’


    ‘Great. I want to talk to Yolande too. We really must discuss the wedding. I’ve hardly seen her lately.’


    He sounded confident, as he had every right to be. He had inherited his mother’s imposing features, with intense blue eyes that sometimes reminded Corinne too much of Philippe. But at twenty-eight, Yves showed no signs of developing Philippe’s deadly charm. He was still the same direct and down-to-earth guy she had grown up with, though perhaps a little cool for some tastes. But he had always been her friend and she was very fond of him. She was tempted to warn him about Yolande, then thought better of it. There had been Patricks before. If Yves was willing to turn a blind eye to what Corinne sincerely hoped was just another of her sister’s regrettable lapses, there might still be a wedding to talk about after all.


    His mind was still on business. ‘Do you mind if I give you some advice, Corinne?’ He leaned forward in his chair. ‘Let the world know that Marchand Enterprises has a new boss, and stop these rumours before the shares fall any further.’


    ‘Georges will sort it out.’


    ‘But it’s your company! Georges is a great accountant, but he has absolutely no flair. I assume he’ll remain vice-president, but make sure he dances to your tune. Jean-Claude always did.’


    She rose to leave. ‘You are, as usual, absolutely right. I’d better get on with it.’


    Corinne returned home to Le Manoir de St Xavier, the Marchands’ mellowed seventeenth-century mansion with shuttered windows and a high mansard roof, to find Yolande glumly contemplating a sheaf of papers. She waved it at her sister as she entered the salon.


    ‘Corinne, thank God you’re back! Georges gave me this while you were out. What does it all mean?’


    ‘That you’re rich and powerful.’


    ‘But what about my allowance?’ wailed Yolande. ‘This is all in bonds and shares.’


    It took an hour to convince Yolande she wasn’t a pauper, and only a few minutes more for her to decide that Corinne was the best person to deal with her affairs. A salaried non-executive directorship on Marchand’s board without the inconvenience of work seemed a good deal overall. Afterwards Yolande went off to finish removing Toinette’s personal possessions from the house and Corinne went into her father’s office.


    Small and comfortable, it couldn’t have been more different than his imposing quarters on the Avenue Montaigne. It felt so odd to be sitting behind the desk instead of in the armchair at the side. Wine charts were fixed to one wall, whilst a Fragonard adorned another. Just the style of painting her father had most enjoyed – the frivolous, erotic side of the eighteenth century. On the desk beside the computer there was a framed photo of Yolande and Corinne as children with their mother, and stuck to the monitor, a holiday snap of Toinette, laughing and happy. Corinne ripped it off and dropped it into the bin, then picked up the telephone and opened her father’s large business address book. He had never really got to grips with his personal organiser. Yes, all the numbers were there, neatly listed under newspapers.


    ‘Les Echos, can I help you?’


    ‘This is Corinne Marchand. I’d like to speak to your editor, please.’


    Then Le Monde, Le Figaro, Reuters, Bloomberg, and the Financial Times in London. A press release from Marchand’s communications director would have been sufficient, but Corinne felt the personal touch would work better this time. Her husky voice sounded appealing in both English and French, and reporters were duly tasked to write up articles for the following day’s editions.


    ‘Do we have a picture?’ asked one senior editor.


    A researcher tracked down a photo of Yolande in one of hot young designer Franco Rivera’s creations for Hervy. ‘It’s her sister.’


    The editor whistled. ‘Just make sure we run it.’


    Marchand shares rally under new chief executive.


    ‘Well done, Corinne,’ Yves said over lunch the following day.


    Georges looked amused. ‘It was classic Marchand PR.’ He turned to Corinne, who sat quietly next to Yolande, rather disconcerted by their praise. ‘You’re more like your father than you know.’


    She was astounded by her own success. The share price had recovered, rumours of a lawsuit had ceased that very morning, and Yolande’s beguiling smile had cheered many a businessman’s dreary commute to work. The crisis was past. Soon they were in animated discussion of the marketing plans for Hervy’s new ready-to-wear collection which was being launched in Europe and the States in the autumn.


    Yolande was remarkably quiet throughout the meal. Yves, sitting opposite her, tried to read her expression, but her eyes were distant and unfathomable. When they rose from the table, he took her by the arm and steered her outside into the garden. They walked aimlessly across the lawn until they reached the welcome shade of a poplar tree. He stopped and pulled her into his arms.


    ‘Yolande…’


    She let him hold her, but he could feel the resistance in her muscles.


    ‘We need to talk about the wedding.’


    ‘It’s useless, Yves. It’s over.’


    ‘Over? You don’t mean that.’


    She broke away from him and took a few steps backwards. Then she tugged his diamond and emerald engagement ring off her finger and held it out.


    Yves was shocked, but he played it cool. She was feeling fragile. There was no need for a scene. ‘I’m so terribly sorry about your father, darling. Perhaps we should talk later, hmm?’


    He moved close and stroked her cheek gently. Yolande’s patience snapped. She hated the way he treated her – like a child, a small recalcitrant child. All she had ever wanted was Yves. She had adored him – hopelessly, it seemed – for ever. He’d had a string of girlfriends while she was away at school and university, and then suddenly he’d opened his heart to her, told her he loved her and proposed. She’d walked on a cloud of happiness for weeks, and then came the slow, bitter awakening. He never shared his plans, discussed their future, made her feel necessary. Worse, he never made her feel like a woman. He held her as though she were a priceless porcelain vase and pressed tentative lips against hers, and she wanted to scream at him to take her, to love her with the same fierce desire she felt for him. But he never did. If she tried to arouse him he would draw back, smile that truly sweet smile of his and stroke her cheek or kiss her hand; and make her feel as though she were five years old again, grateful that he had come to her birthday party and admired her new dress.


    ‘I told you – it’s over. I know you think it’s only because of Papa dying …’ Suddenly she desperately wanted to cry and she paused for some moments, fighting back the tears. ‘But it’s not that, Yves. I don’t want to marry you, that’s all.’


    ‘I thought you loved me,’ he said, looking straight at her.


    It was harder than she had foreseen. She didn’t hate him. It was impossible to hate Yves. She’d loved him so long that he would always be part of her life, and anyway he was the sort of man you simply had to like. His blue eyes seemed to be boring right through her, but it had no effect. She could only think of Patrick. She needed him so badly. Soon she would be with him again and everything would be all right.


    ‘I don’t love you,’ she said. ‘Not that way. Not enough to marry you.’


    Yves was stunned. She seemed determined. So beautiful. So unaware of how much she meant to him, how much he wanted her. He seized her in his arms, crushing her against him. ‘I’m sorry I haven’t been around much lately. I’ve neglected you. But once we’re married it will all work out. Yolande, please …’


    His lips brushed against her neck, his words came in hot breaths on her skin. She tried to break free, but he held her fast and forced his mouth down on hers with a passion that was entirely unexpected. But it was far too late now. He’d had his chance and he’d blown it. She pulled away.


    ‘Let me go, Yves! I mean it.’


    ‘Have you met someone else?’ he asked, his voice quivering slightly.


    ‘Surely you guessed a long time ago?’


    ‘But I love you!’


    ‘Let me go!’


    He bent his head to kiss her again, but she struggled and he released her. Yolande didn’t want to see the wounded look in his eyes and ran back into the house, wiping her lips with the back of her hand. He’d get over it. His pride had taken a knock, that was all. Men didn’t suffer heartache in the same way as women.


    As soon as Yves entered her office Corinne knew the inevitable had happened, but she hadn’t expected him to look quite so upset.


    ‘It’s over?’


    He nodded.


    ‘I’m so sorry.’


    He sat down opposite her, staring at the ring which Yolande had tossed at him as she turned away. ‘Why did she wait so long? Now she says she doesn’t even love me!’


    ‘I’m afraid she doesn’t tell me all her secrets.’


    ‘Who is he?’ demanded Yves savagely.


    There was no need to stoke the fire. Corinne didn’t answer.


    He was silent for several moments, then put the ring in his pocket and said goodbye. As he crossed the hall on his way out, he heard a movement on the staircase and looked up. It was Yolande. She stopped and leaned on the carved balustrade.


    ‘I’m really sorry, Yves. But you know I’ll always be your friend.’


    He didn’t see the cool, poised woman she had become, those spellbinding siren eyes, but the little girl he had played games with, the teenager he had laughed and danced with, the Yolande he had loved for as long as he could remember. He turned on his heel and left. She sauntered into the office a few moments later looking quite puzzled.


    ‘Do you know, Corinne, he won’t even speak to me now?’


    Her sister glanced up from her e-mails with a despairing expression, then the telephone rang. It was another business call from Paris.


    Jean-Claude Marchand’s legacy wasn’t going to be an easy one.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ Franco Rivera, small, sleek, dark, and harassed gazed at Yolande in surprise, then turned and bellowed to the stylists and semi-clad models behind him. ‘Catherine, that belt’s too slack! Kim, do I have to tell you again? It’s the red shawl!’


    ‘You’ve given Catherine my outfits!’ exclaimed Yolande. ‘Didn’t you get my voicemail? I called you yesterday to say that I’d still do the show.’


    ‘Here, carissima, come where we can talk.’


    Franco led her to the relative oasis of a clothes rail loaded with numbers for Hervy’s autumn collection. The Rivera style, instantly recognisable – colourful materials cut daringly, yet with the innate classicism that characterised all his work. He hugged her close and kissed her warmly on both cheeks.


    ‘Sorry, I’ve lost my mobile again. Catherine very kindly stepped in at the last minute, and I can’t really send her away now.’


    ‘I see.’ Yolande’s lips puckered slightly.


    ‘I thought – well, with your father’s death. I was sorry, truly sorry to hear of it. He was such a lovely man.’


    She looked at him sharply. ‘You think I’m a bitch, don’t you? Doing a show only a week after his funeral. But I couldn’t bear it at home another day. My sister’s taking over the business, so I’m back here where I belong.’


    Franco gave a shrug – he had too much to do to have time to attend to the cogs turning the wheels at the House of Hervy. ‘Well, you’ve done some brilliant PR for me with your picture in all the papers.’


    ‘Where’s Patrick?’


    ‘Back there,’ he said, jerking a thumb over the rail. ‘Look, Yolande, perhaps you’d do me a favour now you’re here? I have some very influential people out there today. One in particular – he may get me the backing I need to set up on my own.’


    ‘You’re leaving Hervy? But why?’


    ‘My contract runs out next year, and Paul Dupuy’s already recruiting my replacement.’


    Paul was always terrified that Hervy would lose its reputation for dressing the discreet and discerning. Franco had been considered a daring gamble when appointed by Jean-Claude Marchand straight out of fashion college in London, but he had succeeded in maintaining the ‘Hervy look’, albeit at the expense of his natural flamboyance. Yolande fully understood his desire for independence, though as an owner of Hervy’s parent company it ought to have worried her.


    ‘So what do you want me to do?’ she asked.


    ‘Just look gorgeous and tell this guy how wonderful I am.’ He cast a critical eye over her figure-hugging dress, flatteringly cut in dark grey jersey, then dashed off to a table nearby, returning with some chunky costume jewellery which he draped around her neck. 


    ‘But Patrick …’


    ‘He’s all yours after the show. Come on, Yolande – there isn’t much time.’


    A tangible air of expectancy could be sensed amongst the occupants of the hard gilt-framed chairs arranged in a semi-circle beneath the grand chandeliers in the Hotel Intercontinental’s Salon Opéra. Fashion editors and buyers, film and television celebrities, a couple of European princesses, a few sports stars, and a battalion of photographers. Only a few of the seats still bore place-cards, a fact that clearly pleased Hervy’s operations director, Paul Dupuy, sitting next to his wife in the front row with a self-satisfied smile on his face. The fashion writers were impatient for something, anything to liven things up. The shows had been predictable this season. No earth-shattering new trends, no dramatic sackings of erratic designers. Juicy copy was at a premium. Had any of them known that Franco Rivera was presenting one of his last collections for Hervy, there would have been uproar.


    But the lights dimmed and music began, so few people noticed Franco discreetly ushering Yolande to a chair next to Count Ulrich von Stessenberg, who was chatting quietly to Althea, sociable wife of the dull but exceedingly rich American entrepreneur Hank Pedersen. Stessenberg stood up, bowed slightly, and kissed Yolande’s hand as she was introduced, greeting her in one of those hard-to-place international accents – English with American undertones, yet occasional hints of European stress. Althea Pedersen looked at her quizzically when she heard her name.


    ‘Rikki, you’re flirting with a girl who’s just become president of a big company here. Am I right?’ she asked Yolande.


    Yolande sat down while Franco hurried away. ‘I’m afraid not. My sister’s the new president.’


    ‘Marchand Enterprises, Althea,’ said Stessenberg. ‘Didn’t you know they own Hervy?’


    ‘Well I saw your picture in the paper, so I thought it must be you,’ continued Althea doggedly. ‘Who can figure out all that French? Are you French?’


    ‘Half. My mother’s English. She’s married to an American now – Tex Beidecker. Perhaps you’ve met him?’


    Althea raised her well-manicured hands in a comic gesture. Didn’t the whole of New York know Tex Beidecker? He was a great guy. They knew Yolande’s mother too, and Stessenberg made some flattering remarks about her which drew a volley of giggles from Mrs Pedersen. Yolande noticed that he still kept cool appraising eyes on Franco’s collection as the models started strutting down the catwalk. Remembering Franco’s brief, she was enthusiastic in her praise of the designs, and the count was keen to get her opinion.


    ‘Is this the Hervy look according to Franco Rivera, or Franco Rivera according to Hervy, mademoiselle?’


    A tricky question, thought Yolande, surveying the lean contours of his face. German or Austrian? She wasn’t sure, but it was a patrician face. Keen, slightly sardonic, but inscrutable; a closed book. He was perfectly dressed, faultlessly polite, and altogether chilling.


    ‘Well, Franco tries to do his own thing, but there are limits. We have a strong brand to promote.’


    ‘He’s under exclusive contract to Hervy, isn’t he?’


    ‘Yes – until next year.’


    ‘Hey, I go for that one,’ whispered Althea, as Catherine fluttered past in a revealing crimson ensemble.


    Yolande didn’t think it would suit her at all, but remained quiet.


    ‘What do you think of that?’ Althea asked, as another, more restrained dress appeared on the catwalk.


    ‘Elegant and timeless,’ remarked Stessenberg, turning to Yolande. ‘That’s Hervy rather than Franco Rivera, eh?’


    Before the show ended, she found herself invited to have dinner with them both at Le Grand Véfour that evening. Franco was delighted when she told him, hugging her with Italian verve as he promised to make her look fabulous.


    ‘You are coming with me, Franco? I can’t go alone, and you want to speak to this guy, don’t you?’


    ‘Not yet, Yolande. Paul Dupuy has spies in every restaurant in Paris. If I’m seen with Stessenberg …’ He drew a finger expressively across his throat. ‘All you need do is a little discreet advertising. Take Patrick – I’ll lend him something to wear. He always looks so hungry.’


    ‘Merde!’ Patrick Dubuisson surveyed his reflection dismally in a mirror propped against a wall of his studio flat in the Marais. ‘I actually look respectable. It’s gross.’


    ‘You look marvellous.’ Yolande danced round him, straightening the collar of his loosely cut Hervy evening jacket. ‘I wish you’d dress like this more often.’


    He put his hands around her waist and gave her a serious look. ‘Yolande, don’t try to change me. I’m an actor, remember – and tonight I’m playing a part just for you. So, what does Franco want? Mean and moody?’ He fixed his heart-throb features in a gangster’s glare and looked terrifying. ‘Sweet country boy up to see the sights?’ Yolande struggled with laughter as he adopted a vacuous smile. ‘Or simply irresistible.’ The lust poured out of his eyes into hers.


    ‘You’re just supposed to wear the clothes,’ she got out before she collapsed with giggles. ‘Idiot.’


    ‘My talents are wasted on you,’ he said in mock disgust.


    She caught his face in her hands. ‘Oh, I wouldn’t say that, Mr Irresistible.’


    ‘God, you’re so beautiful.’


    She met his lips eagerly, desire erupting through her whole body. Patrick always had this effect on her. His arms tightened around her, his mouth feeding greedily on hers. She could feel him hard against her as his fingers moved unerringly to the concealed zip at the side of her low-cut dress.


    ‘No, darling, later. We’re supposed to be there at eight.’


    But her impatient tongue in his mouth was telling him the exact opposite. He pulled the dress down to the floor and rubbed his thumbs over her nipples, teasing them until they were aching with expectation. Then his tongue followed, while his fingers moved down to stroke between her legs. She was already wet, swollen, begging for it. He liked making her beg. She whimpered and started to move rhythmically against him, her hands tugging away his clothes.


    ‘Two weeks without you …’ he groaned. ‘I thought I’d go mad.’


    He had her naked and on the bed in a matter of seconds, pulling her gorgeous long thighs apart while he freed himself from his trousers. He couldn’t hold it much longer. Crushing his mouth to hers, he simply plunged into her. Yolande arched up to receive him, feeling at last that she was home. It wasn’t making love. Patrick thought making love was for wimps. It was raw sex, visceral need, possession, pain, ecstasy. Fast, breathless, merciless. She screamed out his name as they shuddered to climax, her nails digging into his buttocks. Afterwards he lay still inside her while she kissed him over and over again.


    ‘I love you,’ she murmured.


    ‘Didn’t you love me before?’


    ‘Yes – but I kept thinking it would have to end, that it was all wrong.’


    Patrick rolled off her on to his back, his hazel eyes anxious. ‘So you’re not going to marry your baron now?’


    ‘No.’ Yolande smiled, then bent her head and kissed him lingeringly on the lips. ‘Aren’t you pleased?’


    He didn’t know how to react. He hoped she wouldn’t propose to him. She was beautiful and passionate and he couldn’t get enough of her, but long-term commitment wasn’t on his agenda.


    ‘Patrick … is everything OK?’


    He grinned and pulled her back towards him. They were more than half an hour late leaving for the restaurant.


    ‘Do you think we ought to order, Rikki? She’s obviously not going to show.’ Althea Pedersen enviously eyed the guests at a neighbouring table in Le Grand Véfour.


    ‘Fashion’s such an exhausting business, isn’t it?’ said Stessenberg. ‘I take it you’ve ordered something from Hervy?’


    ‘It means staying here for the fittings, but Hank’s tied up with his bid for Brenton so I might as well enjoy myself.’


    ‘The pharmaceuticals group?’


    ‘Yeah. He’s really after their cosmetics subsidiary but they won’t sell it off. Somehow I don’t think you’ve got any fittings lined up.’ She gave him a canny glance. ‘What are you up to, Rikki?’


    Stessenberg leaned back in his chair. ‘I’m simply soaking up the history. Do you know that revolutionaries used to meet here two hundred years ago?’


    ‘Should I be bothered?’


    ‘Only if you believe in ghosts.’


    ‘It would take more than some old French ghosts to scare me. Well, here she comes at last!’ exclaimed Althea, as Yolande breezed in and heads swivelled. ‘Who’s the hunk with her?’


    ‘I don’t know, but he reminds me of someone.’


    Althea took Patrick in from head to toe as he and Yolande were ushered to the table. Twenty-four or twenty-five. Five-eleven and slim. Tousled short brown hair, sexy eyes, luscious mouth. Decidedly French. And a very cute butt. Yolande’s profuse apologies left no one in any doubt as to what had delayed them.


    ‘I hope you don’t mind me bringing my boyfriend? Patrick Dubuisson – he’s an actor.’


    Althea liked the gallant way he kissed her hand, and registered something in his eyes that said he wasn’t impervious to her thirty-eight-year-old charms. Though not beautiful, she had a very good figure, an attractive face, and knew how to make the most of herself. Stessenberg called for the menu, and was rather put out by Patrick’s broad smile when he ordered a bottle of Château Lafitte.


    ‘Don’t you like Bordeaux?’ he enquired.


    ‘Yolande is from Burgundy.  She ’as ’er own wine.’


    ‘Really?’


    ‘Yes,’ said Yolande. ‘My father … I mean, my sister and I have a vineyard at home in St Xavier.’


    ‘St Xavier!’ exclaimed Althea. ‘Not the St Xavier?’


    Yolande nodded. ‘It’s been owned by the Marchands since 1792.’


    ‘What did I tell you about ghosts, Althea?’ whispered Stessenberg.


    But she didn’t hear. ‘You mean you actually own it?’


    ‘One of my ancestors bought it when monastic property was confiscated during the Revolution.’


    Yolande would have been glad to leave the subject there, but Althea kept at it throughout the entrées. It transpired that Mr Pedersen, as well as owning a global corporation with interests ranging from petrochemicals to toiletries was also a wine connoisseur.


    ‘He’s thinking of buying a winery in California, you know, but he only wants the best. They don’t come on the market very often.’


    Patrick raised his eyebrows in disbelief. ‘You know, in Paris very few bars ’ave the American wine. Sometimes I go to ’Arry’s Bar to see the film producer there. But is not possible to ’ave good discussion without the French wine.’


    It was the longest continuous speech he had ever managed in English, and he looked round triumphantly.


    ‘If you want to cut it in Hollywood, you’d better restrain your chauvinism,’ said Stessenberg in fluent French.


    ‘Hollywood? I asked Yolande to help me with my English so I could do a screen test, but you see how far I’ve progressed. Do you know any producers who want French actors?’


    ‘Not off hand.’


    ‘Hey, what’s all this about Hollywood?’ interrupted Althea, annoyed at being unable to follow the conversation.


    She soon found out, and the main course was punctuated by a discussion of the American film industry. Patrick’s polite interest became real as the names of famous stars were mentioned casually as neighbours or friends of the Pedersens.


    ‘I’m from California, and we have a beach house at Malibu,’ explained Althea. ‘We don’t use it much, I guess. Hank’s mostly in New York, and I’m often some place else. But I suppose I know all the big names. Vic Bernitz, for example.’


    Patrick was impressed. ‘The director of Night Below Zero? One of my favourite films.’


    ‘He’s a neighbour. A real nice guy.’


    Yolande felt ill at ease and suspicious. They were baiting him, teasing him, dangling the Hollywood carrot in front of his nose; and he had fallen for it completely. She wished she hadn’t come, and feeling cross, departed for the ladies’ room. Althea gave Stessenberg a sly smile, then asked Patrick for his telephone number.


    ‘I’ll pass it on to Vic when I get back home. You’ve been in some movies already?’


    ‘Yes – French. One film of Jacques Bertin I am in won two awards at Cannes this year.’


    ‘Not bad,’ remarked Stessenberg. ‘I thought I recognised you.’


    ‘So you ’ave seen Souvenir Amer?’ asked Patrick eagerly. ‘What you call in English … Bitter  …’


    ‘Bitter Memory? I don’t think so.’


    ‘I know I haven’t,’ said Althea. ‘I don’t get it. I was sure I’d seen you somewhere before too.’


    Patrick lapsed into silence, and when Yolande returned the conversation dwindled into meaningless small talk. She was glad when at last she got him away from the seductive atmosphere and outside into the warm Parisian night. They started to walk.


    ‘Aren’t we going to the Avenue Foch?’ he asked.


    ‘I don’t think so. Corinne said she was coming up to town this evening.’


    ‘My place then. Let’s get a taxi.’


    Back to a narrow seventeenth-century street, up the breath-snatching stairs to the top floor, into a dark studio. There was enough light from a dim lamp to reveal the unmade bed and Patrick’s usual domestic discomfort – minimalist furniture and dirty laundry strewn haphazardly on the floor, film posters on the stark white walls. It couldn’t have been more unlike Yolande’s luxurious abode at the other end of town, but she liked it.


    ‘I hope you’re not pinning your hopes on Mrs Pedersen and Vic Bernitz,’ she said, as Patrick took off his jacket. The air was heavy, and he opened the window before lighting a cigarette.


    ‘Of course not.’


    His shoulders and head stood out in relief against the night sky. Yolande was anxious, wondering what Althea Pedersen had said to him during her absence. His mood was quiet and reflective. She had a horrible sensation of not being party to his thoughts, not counting in his plans. He seemed absorbed by ambitions she neither shared nor understood.


    ‘What did you think of her?’


    ‘Mrs Pedersen?’ he asked. ‘Quite an amusing woman. Vain, likes admiration, has spent a fortune on her teeth. That’s why she smiles so much.’


    ‘I hadn’t noticed.’


    He moved over to the bed, sitting down beside her. Yolande took the cigarette from him and inhaled deeply before handing it back.


    ‘What’s wrong?’


    ‘It’s you, Patrick. Sometimes I feel I don’t know you at all.’


    He fell back on the duvet, looking at her a little warily.


    ‘Are you worried because you’ve got no work? Surely your agent will come up with something soon? Especially after Souvenir Amer did so well.’


    ‘I didn’t win the awards, Yolande – the director did. He’s working on a new film, but he won’t tell me about it.’


    ‘Did you fall out with him?’


    Patrick snorted. ‘Who doesn’t fall out with the delightful Jacques? He’s such a shit. Don’t worry. He’s not the only director in the world even if he thinks so.’


    Sometimes she amused him, fussing him like a baby, looking so hurt when he recounted his setbacks. She couldn’t see it was all a game. Jacques would call him next time, and he would make him crawl. Althea Pedersen, now, she knew the game. Vic Bernitz might even give him a chance.


    ‘Still, Franco needs you,’ said Yolande. ‘There’s the Hervy gala in New York in October, and he’ll want you to go. Will you?’


    ‘If I’ve got nothing better to do.’


    Patrick had had enough of the conversation. He pulled her down beside him. She didn’t understand, she wasn’t the right woman for him, but her body acted on his like an addictive drug. That amazingly beautiful face, lit up with desire for him. Her smooth silky skin, her eager caressing hands, her creative and insatiable sexuality. He took her slowly this time. No restaurant to hurry to, no important strangers to entertain. Just the two of them in the enveloping darkness, heat on heat.


    ‘Why are you jealous of Althea Pedersen?’ he asked, when she lay quivering beneath him.


    Yolande ran her hands down his back, her legs clamped around him, then pulled his head down so that her lips brushed his cheek. ‘Because I couldn’t bear to lose you, Patrick. I just couldn’t.’


    He shut her up with a kiss, and not until much later did Yolande realise she had let him know how far she depended on him. How had he guessed she was jealous? Was she? Not of Althea Pedersen, surely, but of that plausible Hollywood talk that made Patrick’s eyes light up in a way they never did for her. Talk which smelt of greasepaint and rolling film cameras, actors and scriptwriters – talk that excluded her. For the first time in her life she felt insecure. It wasn’t a sensation she enjoyed.


    ‘So how’s your new boss, Georges?’ asked Toinette Brozard, pacing tigress-like in the pristine salon of her small apartment near the Invalides. ‘I hope she appreciated my flowers.’


    ‘She was rather surprised to get them after your little sabotage effort in the press. But she asked me to thank you and said she’s sorry to hear you’re still ill.’


    Toinette gave a short laugh, then coughed. ‘This wretched flu. Can’t seem to shake it off. Have a Scotch.’


    She motioned him to an armchair and stepped over to a sideboard to pour him a drink. ‘Ice?’


    ‘Please.’


    Still lithe and slim at forty-nine, neither flu nor a loose gown pulled in carelessly at the waist could lessen her appeal. Her small, pretty features were skilfully made up, and her hair, Viking blonde and a little flyaway, was tailored neatly to the contours of her head. She handed Georges a glass and sat down opposite him.


    ‘What’s this about Yolande? Is it really over between her and Yves?’


    ‘So it seems. She’s mad about some actor.’


    ‘I met him. It won’t last.’ Toinette fiddled with a ring on her finger. ‘Jean-Claude invited him to dinner a couple of months ago, and one could tell it was just sex – well, for Patrick anyway.’


    ‘Yolande has other ideas,’ said Georges. ‘She’s practically living with him.’


    ‘Silly girl! Throwing away a fantastic guy like Yves for some egocentric young actor who will dump her once he’s successful.’


    ‘I had a chat with him at the Hervy show to try to get some information for Corinne, and it was as though we’d met before. Very odd.’


    ‘Do you know, I felt the same thing? There’s something about him, but I just can’t pin it down. He wouldn’t reveal much about his background.’


    Georges smiled. ‘So you did ask? He told me Jean-Claude never mentioned it.’


    ‘Did Jean-Claude ever look into things like that? It was always left to me.’ She got up and poured herself a drink, which she gulped down. ‘I shouldn’t, but I must.’


    ‘How are you managing?’ he asked gently.


    ‘OK, I suppose. It’s horrible without him. I hate it here. No one to talk to, nothing to do.’


    ‘What about your friends?’


    ‘They’re a bit thin on the ground.’ She resumed her seat, giving an expressive shrug of her shoulders. ‘Let’s face it, Georges, most of them only cultivated me because of Jean-Claude. I don’t suppose Corinne will do much entertaining.’


    ‘I shouldn’t think so.’


    ‘How could she be so dull at such an early age? I’ve never exactly seen eye-to-eye with Yolande, but at least we usually agreed on parties and clothes. But Corinne …’ She sighed at the hopelessness of her elder step-daughter.


    Georges gave her a penetrating look. ‘Why did you threaten to sue, Toinette?’


    She took a cigarette from a silver case, and tapped it two or three times against the lid engraved with her monogram before lighting up. Only after she had inhaled did she answer him.


    ‘I was his wife in all but name for twelve years. I did the best I could in difficult circumstances. But those girls treated me like a pariah. And the legacy was an insult.’


    ‘But a five per cent stake in Marchand, as well as a seat on the board …’


    ‘I earned that directorship a long time ago!’ she snapped. ‘He would have lost control of the company if I hadn’t stepped in when Philippe sold out.’


    ‘You hardly helped matters by encouraging Philippe to sell his shares to UVS.’ He leaned back in his chair.


    ‘Jean-Claude couldn’t afford to buy them. You know that. I thought it would be better having them owned by a firm over which I have some influence rather than letting our rivals buy them on the open market.’


    ‘Possibly.’ He grimaced. ‘But UVS is such a secretive little outfit, isn’t it? Nobody had ever heard of it. We did a lot of research, but all we uncovered was a foreign private equity firm in which you have a thirty per cent stake.’


    ‘So. Would it kill you to thank me?’ she asked. ‘If Jean-Claude hadn’t overstretched himself buying Hervy, none of it would have happened.’


    ‘True.’ Georges drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair. ‘But we could never get Philippe’s shares back afterwards. I always wondered why.’


    ‘How should I know? I don’t make the investment decisions for UVS.’ She took a long pull on her cigarette. ‘Look, Georges, I know what you’re driving at, but if you really think I’m about to stage a bid for Marchand you must be paranoid.’


    ‘Then why threaten a lawsuit? Why force down the share price?’


    ‘I told you – I was very upset over the will.’


    ‘So it was simply spite?’ he persisted.


    Toinette considered the question carefully. ‘Not at all. I wanted to remind Corinne and Yolande to treat me properly in future. I could still make things very awkward. They shouldn’t forget that. They’ve hardly been sympathetic so far.’


    ‘But they were extremely hurt.’


    ‘So am I. I loved him.’


    Georges began to look very uncomfortable, as though he’d had his fill of broken-hearted females lately. He seemed relieved when Toinette stood up and stalked over to the sideboard to pour another drink. She turned to face him, glass in hand.


    ‘I’ll see you around, Georges.’


    He moved across to her. ‘We must do lunch soon.’


    She kissed him lightly on each cheek. ‘Give Corinne my love, won’t you? I’ll continue to support her for the moment, but you know me – I can easily change my mind.’ They walked towards the door. ‘And tell Yolande I hope she’ll invite me to her wedding.’


    After he left, Toinette rested for a while on a sofa, chain smoking in the grey light grudgingly admitted by the half-shuttered windows. When she felt sufficiently calm, she picked up the telephone and called Ulrich von Stessenberg’s suite at the Crillon. 
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