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      Laughter bubbled up out of Hattie’s mouth as she turned off the car engine and sat for a moment staring up at the building in front of her. It exceeded every expectation, dazzling her in the brilliant sunshine of the early afternoon as bright light bounced off the pale stone walls and the white coping, making her squint even behind her sunglasses. In truth, she hadn’t been sure what to expect but it had definitely been more crumbling ruin than the rather magnificent façade of the Château St Martin. Gorgeous, grand, fairy-tale and her home for the next two months.

      It seemed a miracle that this morning she’d set out from a very grey overcast Surrey and in just six hours, here she was in the bright sunshine, with everything around her blooming full of life. It felt as if she were coming out of hibernation herself and the spontaneous laugh was surely a good omen. Laughter had been in short supply in recent months. She’d been too busy wading through the weighty business of living.

      Itching to get out and be in the moment, she opened the car door and stepped into warm, fragrant air. She had that instant punch to the senses that she wasn’t in England anymore. A row of cherry trees along the drive were bursting with pink pompoms of blossom, the odd petal fluttering in the air like confetti as if to say: this is the perfect place to hold a wedding. It was tempting to pinch herself to make sure she wasn’t dreaming. This last week had been horrendous and she still wasn’t sure she’d done the right thing leaving Chris and her job, but the minute the train left Folkestone and she’d crossed under the Channel, it was like a physical parting from her old life. She had to focus on the now, even if she was going to have to work extremely hard for the next few weeks. She had a hell of a lot to prove. Entertaining the prospect of failure was not an option. She might not have been her cousin Gabby’s first choice as wedding planner but she’d got the gig now. This was going to be a triumph, even if it killed her. It had to be. For the last few years she’d been a mere assistant, learning the ropes of the wedding planning business – she might have exaggerated a little to her uncle about her experience but she’d learned a lot answering the phone, arranging meetings and paying invoices.

      She took a deep breath and smelt the fresh tang of rosemary and marjoram in the flower beds beside her. Fresh start, Hattie. Fresh start. She lifted her chin and looked at the château again.

      If the inside was as spectacular as the exterior, Gabby was going to have one amazing wedding. The setting was quite, quite beautiful, as was the gorgeous countryside that she’d driven through from Reims to St Martin. The lush rolling hills were covered in uniform rows of bright green vines that undulated across the contours of the land. The never-ending lines marching across hill and field into the distance were punctuated by gnarled stumps supporting the fledgling canopy of leaves.

      Hattie was fascinated by them. The vines were much shorter than she’d imagined – but then what did she know about wine apart from it was made from grapes and she liked it? Maybe while she was here she could learn a bit about it, although she’d always been quite intimidated by wine. Her Uncle Alexander owned a half share in a wine company in London and was always very generous, bringing the posh stuff to her parents’ house.

      Although she’d almost spat her tea out when she’d seen the amount of money he’d deposited in her bank account. The number of zeros made her feel slightly sick and euphoric at the same time. It seemed money was no object for his daughter’s wedding.

      Alexander had told her that she had free rein in the château for the day of the ceremony, although he had booked an entire hotel for the guests and the bridal party. She’d also been told that there was a housekeeper in situ but she could hire any additional staff as she saw fit or bring anyone else in. Hattie had never hired staff in her life and although the thought didn’t worry her – she knew she’d be more than competent at doing so – it was more that she didn’t want to have to responsible for anyone else at the moment. She’d been doing that for too long.

      As she was standing marvelling at the house, the front door opened and a tall man stood in the doorway.

      ‘Are you going to knock or just stand there all day, hoping the door will open by itself?’ His English was perfect but the French accent was unmistakable and by the amused expression on his face, he found her gauche admiration of the splendour of the house entertaining.

      Hattie blushed and then raised her head with a regal lift. She wasn’t going to be intimidated by anyone. She was Hattie Carter-Jones and she was here to do a job.

      Then she blushed some more as her heart literally stopped in her mouth. Oh my goodness, what on earth did they put in the water here? The man had the most amazing blue eyes with the thickest, darkest lashes she’d ever seen and a head of swept-back curly hair. He wore dusky pink shorts which revealed long, muscled legs. Her mouth opened but nothing came out.

      ‘Can I help you? Are you lost?’

      The man raised an eyebrow and she knew without a doubt he knew exactly the effect he was having on her. She must look a right lemon standing there staring at him.

      ‘Hi,’ Hattie said. But in trying to control her voice, it came out an octave lower than her usual voice. ‘Bonjour. I’m Hattie.’

      ‘Hattie?’ A smirk crossed his face as he dropped the H making it sound adorably sexy and sending a shiver through her. ‘Cute.’

      Did he mean her name or her? It flustered her even more.

      ‘Well, it’s really Harriet, but most people call me Hattie which I much prefer because … I don’t know, don’t you think Harriet sounds a bit like a maiden aunt or something quite stuffy? I do.’ Now she was babbling and he wasn’t even trying to hide his amusement at her verbal outpouring. Then she realised she was probably talking far too quickly and about something that didn’t translate terribly well.

      She strode forward and held out her hand.

      He took it and she gave his hand a firm, no-nonsense shake, trying to claw back some dignity, which was a bit hopeless given his hand completely dwarfed hers. That bloody smile of his deepened as if he knew exactly what she was doing. She felt a bit like a small flea being swatted by a newspaper.

      ‘Luc Brémont.’

      God, just his voice, saying his name in that divine accent, made her go mushy inside.

      Once again she stood there looking like a gormless idiot. She really did need to pull herself together. It was as if she hadn’t been out in the real world for a long time and was adjusting from captivity. Which actually was quite a good analogy.

      ‘Can I help you?’ he asked again.

      ‘I’m working here … I’m the wedding planner.’

      ‘The wedding planner!’ He stared at her with a mystified look.

      Didn’t they have such things in France? ‘L’organisateur de mariage?’

      ‘I do know what a wedding planner is,’ he said with a look, making it clear that he wasn’t a halfwit. ‘I would have expected to be given some notice that you were arriving.’

      ‘I phoned.’

      ‘When?’

      What did it matter when? Didn’t he believe her? She lifted her chin. ‘Two days ago.’

      He raised an eyebrow.

      ‘I spoke to someone. A woman.’ In hindsight, the woman had been quite curt, despite Hattie’s self-conscious fumbling through her pre-prepared Google translation of Je suis l’organisateur de mariage. J’arriverai dans deux jours. ‘I said I was coming. And in French,’ she added indignantly, not wanting him to think she was one of those high-handed people who expected everyone to speak English.

      ‘Hmm,’ said Luc, his handsome face was marred by the briefest of frowns as if he wasn’t convinced.

      ‘I did honestly. I wouldn’t just turn up,’ she said at pains to reassure him that she wasn’t that sort of person.

      ‘The wedding isn’t for two months.’

      ‘No, it isn’t but they do take a bit of planning,’ she said crisply, not wanting to admit she might have acted precipitately. When Chris had given the ultimatum, him or France, she jumped right into the escape hatch with both feet. She smiled at Luc in what she hoped was a winning fashion. ‘I hope it’s not a problem but I understood the château has been reserved for the next two months.’ She certainly wasn’t going to admit that she’d booked the Eurotunnel as soon as she could. Business had been light at Bliss, the wedding planning agency she worked at, and she’d surmised correctly that they’d be happy to let her go.

      ‘You have a beautiful…’ Could she call it a home? Did people really live in places like this? ‘… a beautiful place.’ And how lucky was she that she was going to be living here for the next few months?

      ‘Yes, it is a beautiful place,’ he agreed, those beautiful eyes darkening, ‘although I’m not sure if you’ve been made aware –’ he paused ‘– this is a working vineyard. And it is our family home. My father has only agreed to let out the château because Monsieur Carter-Jones is an old and trusted friend.’

      This very polite reminder made Hattie pause. Having a whole load of partygoers descending on his house when he was trying to work probably wasn’t his idea of fun but the actual wedding was only one day and the guests staying the week would all be staying at a hotel. Her uncle had even booked several Eurostar carriages so that some guests could come just for the day. ‘No expense spared’ didn’t begin to describe his approach to this wedding. She picked up the holdall at her feet.

      ‘Are you just here for the weekend?’ he asked with a quick hopeful look at the holdall in her hand.

      ‘No.’ She bit back a smile.

      ‘You pack light.’

      Hattie laughed, relieved to think about something else. ‘I wish.’ She looked back to her car where another suitcase was nestled in the boot.

      ‘Ah.’ He caught on quickly. ‘Would you like a hand?’

      ‘No. No, it’s fine,’ said Hattie, hoping he didn’t think she was expecting him to play doorman – she was far too self-sufficient for that. ‘I’m sorry you weren’t expecting me. I don’t need to be waited on or anything.’

      ‘Just as well,’ he observed, dryly.

      She frowned, suddenly sick of pussyfooting around fragile male egos. She’d had enough of that to last a lifetime. ‘That,’ she said with a sharp bite in her voice, ‘was supposed to be an olive branch. I apologise for not giving more notice that I was coming but I’m here now.’ And he was just going to have to suck it up.

      He paused and to her surprise gave her a charming, and somewhat blinding, smile that had her nerve endings lighting up in response. He strode over to her car, opened the boot and hauled out her case as if it were no more than a feather pillow. Muscles bunched in his sinewy arms and she was aware of an odd tightening low in her belly.

      ‘It’s not a problem,’ he said tossing another smile over his shoulder at her. ‘I too should apologise. We’ve never done anything like this before. So I guess we’ll all be feeling our way. Why don’t you come in?’

      She followed him into the wide airy hall, full of sunshine and light that gave the soft yellow walls a golden glow. The scent of flowers in a huge vase on an elegant console table perfumed the air with the fragrance of summer and what she thought of as happiness. For a moment she paused, the smell evoking sudden light-heartedness. A grand pure white marble staircase, fenced on one side with intricate iron tracery in black and gilt, swept down into the hall, the rounded and smoothed-off lower steps pouring and pooling at the bottom like the train of a wedding dress. Although sparsely furnished, everything was of exquisite quality, including the slender-legged wooden tables etched with gilt that were dotted around the walls, and elegant art deco bronze statuettes of willowy-limbed women arranged to draw the eye to their delicate beauty.

      ‘This is…’ Lost for words, she simply stared. Her eyes were probably popping out of her head. This was a full-on stately home. It was difficult to imagine real people actually living here.

      ‘Nice, isn’t it,’ Luc said with a wink, and strode swiftly towards the back of the house. She upped her pace to follow him, admiring the fit of the fabric of his shorts that moulded his bottom rather nicely, which was totally inappropriate, but seriously he was a hottie. Totally out of her league, of course. She thought of her ex-boyfriend, Chris, with his ratty heavy metal concert T-shirts and perennial jogging pants. She gave a small internal sigh of regret. He hadn’t always been so attached to the same clothes. When they were at university, he’d loved his button-down-collared shirts. Could she have done more to encourage him to smarten himself up? The decline in his dress standards mirrored the decline of his zest for life. But you could only badger someone about things so much. She’d felt such a nag all the time. The break-up still felt raw and unfinished. Although it was what she wanted, she couldn’t help feeling guilty.

      Luc turned onto a long corridor which seemed to run the length of the house, parallel to the front elevation. He led her into a huge kitchen and immediately it was obvious this was the heart of the house. Several tastefully distressed wooden beams criss-crossed the ceiling from which three large antique glass lamps were suspended. Everything else, including the two dressers, the long breakfast bar and the twelve-seater dining table, was in beautifully co-ordinated shades of white and grey, apart from the bright splashes of copper pans hanging from a rack above the big stainless-steel graphite-grey range. Despite the tasteful styling, there was a homely warmth to the room that invited you to take a seat and stay a while. Hattie couldn’t help the smile that spread across her face as she stood in the full beam of sunshine streaming in through double French doors that led out to a pretty patio.

      ‘This is gorgeous,’ she said.

      ‘Good, I’d hate you not to like it when you’re going to be here for so long.’

      Gosh, were all French people so direct? Although his words were diluted by the teasing smile on his face.

      ‘Would you like a coffee or is it tea you drink?’

      ‘Not everyone in Britain drinks tea all the time, you know,’ she said feeling a bit of her usual spirit fizzle into life. It wasn’t like her to be intimidated or flustered by anyone. Perhaps it was because she was a bit of a fish out of water and completely out of her comfort zone.

      ‘I lived in London for a while. All the students in my flat drank that horrible instant coffee stuff.’ He shuddered, still smiling. ‘It was torture.’

      ‘Some of us like proper coffee,’ she replied with a beam. ‘And I never touch tea, much to my family’s disgust – they all seem to run on the stuff. Give me a decent cup of coffee, any day.’

      ‘I like you already.’

      Even though she knew his words were flippant and inconsequential, her heart did a funny flutter.

      ‘It’s kept here. Please help yourself anytime.’ He opened a cupboard and pointed out a large glass jar of beans. ‘Grinder over there. Cafetières in here. Milk in the fridge and the cups are all in that dresser over there.

      ‘Brilliant,’ said Hattie with a blithe smile. He was making it quite clear that she wasn’t to be waited on. She lunged forward to grab the jar. She hadn’t stopped since Calais and she could murder a coffee. Unfortunately, she’d misjudged him because he stepped forward to reach for the coffee jar at the same moment and she found herself planting her nose straight into his chin.

      ‘Ow,’ she squeaked, sudden tears filling her eyes at the sudden shock of the pain. Why did noses always hurt so much?

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said, his hands coming up in flustered alarm, his French accent suddenly much stronger.

      ‘No, id wad my fauld,’ she managed to mumble, pressing her nose gently as if that might push the pain back where it had come from.

      ‘Here, sit down.’ He grabbed her arm to guide her towards one of the ladderback chairs.

      ‘Id fine,’ she said, nursing her nose, feeling a hot trickle dribbling from one nostril. In a panic, she pulled out of his grasp and veered towards the sink, stepping hard on his foot. The last thing she wanted was to drip blood everywhere.

      ‘Dorry,’ she said horribly aware of the increasing flood running into her cupped hand. She barged past him and just made it to the large white butler sink in time.

      Brilliant scarlet drops fell on the white porcelain, blooming like dystopian flowers in the faint sheen of water on the surface.

      Nausea rolled in her belly and she tensed her stomach muscles, fighting against the white hot rush of panic.

      ‘Here.’ He thrust a piece of kitchen paper under her nose. In haste, she grabbed it, clamping his hand to her face in the process and elbowing him in the ribs.

      ‘Dorry,’ she said again. God, could this get any worse? She looked down, realising immediately it was a mistake. She heard a high-pitched whine in her head. The scarlet blooms flowered and burst like peonies. Please, please, don’t let her faint.

      Uh oh. Her head felt floaty and not quite there and then nothing was quite there and…

      

      Coming to, cradled in the arms of a handsome Frenchman, had to be right up there in the top ten of fantasies, unless you were covered in blood and had made a complete tit of yourself in the process.

      She blinked up at him, a little dreamily, and smiled because how could she not? He was gorgeous. With looks like that he probably dated supermodels or super-successful women who made their first profit of the day before they’d even applied their make-up in the morning.

      ‘You are back with us?’ he asked, looking very concerned. Maybe she should faint more often. It was quite nice being the one who was looked after for a change.

      ‘I think so,’ she said in a pathetic little voice and then began scrambling to get out of his arms because, seriously, she didn’t do being looked after. As soon as she did, she realised her mistake because her head didn’t seem to be attached to her body properly and she went all floppy again.

      ‘Stay still. I’ve got you.’

      He most certainly did. His voice, with that divine French accent, was so, so soothing but could this be any more embarrassing – lying on the floor, her head and shoulders on his lap, while he held a wad of tissue to her nose? Thankfully, after that first violent flood, her nose bleed seemed to have stopped. Oh God, she winced. Lying in this position there was only one place to look and that was up at him. It was all a bit too up close and personal and she seemed to have incubated a flutter of light-headed butterflies in her stomach which took off every time he looked down at her with those vivid blue eyes, assessing her.

      ‘Do you think you might be able to stand up?’

      ‘Can you give me a moment?’ She felt like she’d been flung into a washing machine put on a high spin and spat out, leaving her like a stranded, disorientated beetle.

      ‘Your English is very good,’ she said. Had she already said that?

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘It’s very, very good,’ she observed, aware that she was saying it for the sake of saying something and not blurting out anything stupid.

      ‘I lived in London. After university there, I worked in my father’s London business. Are you starting to feel better?’

      ‘Mm. Yes. Sorry.’ He probably had better things to do than be sitting on the kitchen floor with a damsel in distress.

      ‘Let’s get you up off this floor,’ he said and helped her to a sitting position before hauling her to her feet. She swayed a second, light-headed again, and then Luc scooped her up in his arms and carried her over to one of the kitchen chairs, where he gently deposited her. Was it wrong to rather enjoy being carried?

      ‘I’ll make you a coffee and then I’d better let Solange, our housekeeper, know you’re here. She’ll be mortified that she’s not had a chance to get a room ready for you.’

      ‘Oh. Sorry.’ Hattie felt obliged to apologise once again.

      ‘You say that a lot,’ he said and she found herself fascinated by his lopsided smile.

      ‘Sor—’ She smiled back at him as his eyes twinkled and she felt a funny rush inside her chest.

      ‘And will you need me to move out?’

      ‘Er … I …’ She had no idea. It hadn’t occurred to her. ‘I don’t think so. Not until the actual wedding maybe. I hadn’t even thought that far ahead. I don’t want to kick you out of your own home. I’ve no idea what was agreed. It’s not like there’s a contract or anything, is there?’ she asked, realising that perhaps she’d been a little precipitate in diving headfirst into this venture.

      When she’d heard that the wedding planner for her cousin Gabby’s wedding had fallen through mid-arrangements, asking her Uncle Alexander if she could step in had been a long shot. She’d been so desperate to find a way out of a rut deeper than the Mariana Trench.

      Luc gave a twisted smile. ‘Not as far as I’m aware. It’s an agreement between Alexander and my father. As my father says, they have been in business together for the last twenty years, why should it be a problem? We shall have to learn as we go. I would prefer not to move out of my own home.’

      ‘Of course,’ she said. It was a big house, there would be plenty of room. She was surprised the bridal party wasn’t staying here but her uncle had told her that the original wedding planner had said it would be too much to organise from England when she hadn’t seen the château for herself. Hattie got the impression the wedding planner hadn’t been terribly impressed by the change of venue from a Surrey mansion to a French château. ‘And what about the housekeeper? Does she live here too?’

      ‘Solange. She has her own living quarters. A renovated annexe in the old stable block. My father didn’t see fit to tell her of these arrangements or what is to be expected of her. I haven’t yet informed her of the wedding.’ He pursed his lips, clearly not relishing the idea. ‘And I would suggest that you don’t expect too much of her. She already has enough to do looking after the house, which she does on her own.’

      ‘Okay,’ said Hattie, immediately imagining a Mrs Danvers type who would kick off if asked to do any extra work.

      ‘I’m afraid … I’m not sure what the protocol is. I can give you a key.’ He turned and rummaged in a drawer in the big white-painted dresser before handing over a long black iron key. Not exactly purse-sized. She stared at it for a minute. That certainly wouldn’t fit in the back pocket of her jeans.

      Luc interpreted her expression correctly, ‘It’s okay, we rarely lock the front door unless we’re leaving for a protracted length of time. It’s more symbolic. Giving you the run of the house and your own space.’

      ‘It’s not like there isn’t enough room. I don’t think we’ll be tripping over each other.’

      ‘Are you sure?’ he asked with a sudden teasing lift of one eyebrow, picking up his foot and rubbing at it with a grimace.

      ‘Sorry, I’m not normally this clumsy. It’s just you … you … d-d …distracted me.’ She looked appalled realising how close she’d come to saying dazzled me.

      ‘I don’t usually have women falling at my feet, Hattie.’ She wished he wouldn’t say her name, not in that super-sexy way. Every time he dropped the H, she could barely think straight.

      ‘Don’t you?’ she asked and realised that she shouldn’t have said that out loud.

      ‘Not usually, no. Are you feeling better now? It’s just that I was on my way down to the vineyard.’ He looked at the watch on his wrist. ‘I was due there half an hour ago.’

      She nodded. She wasn’t going to say sorry again. The constant apologies were starting to annoy her – she sounded completely wet, when normally she was much more on it.

      ‘I don’t have time to show you around. Perhaps you can choose a room for yourself and…’ He shrugged. ‘My room is on the top floor, under the eaves. If you want me for anything.’

      Hattie narrowed her eyes but his guileless, friendly smile gave nothing away. Was he aware of what he was saying or was it a mismatch between English and French? She couldn’t be sure. The charming Frenchman had her completely flustered.
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      Luc strode down towards the vineyard, his feet pounding the hard-packed ground beneath him with a mix of fury and irritation. He was going to kill his father, a slow, painful death. After all these years, he’d finally persuaded the old bastard to let him take over here and then he dumped a circus on him.

      What he hadn’t told Hattie, the would-be wedding planner, was that he’d only arrived a few scant hours before her and hadn’t even had a chance to unpack his own bag. He was disconcerted by her. By those bright brown eyes and the humour in her ready smile. It was as if he knew her already.

      Cute as she was, and she was very cute, he didn’t need any of the additional stress of a wedding on site. How could the old bastard do this to him? Well, one thing was for sure, he was not going to be sucked in to help. Cute Hattie was on her own. He thought of Solange. Yup, Hattie was definitely on her own. On his last visit Solange had still been grieving the death of her husband– a difficult character – but it seemed as if he’d taken her spirit with him, leaving her more like a ghost these days, drifting in and around the château. Luc shook his head, not liking the direction his thoughts were headed.

      Heaven forbid his father thought weddings were a good revenue stream and opened the château up for more such events. What if he decided to let out the bedrooms too? Luc paused outside the front of the brick-built cellar. He still remembered the very first time he’d been here, brought as a young boy by his formidable Great-Aunt Marthe, the driving force behind St Martin champagne. Like many of the pioneering female champagne makers, including the legendary Madam Clicquot, his aunt had continued her husband’s legacy after he had died in a labour camp during the war. She’d only stopped fifteen years ago after a stroke at eighty.

      Even at a young age she’d instilled within him a sense of awe at the importance of the building and the history of the caves below, dug by Roman slaves mining for chalk, centuries before. The caves were the perfect place to store fermenting champagne, providing a constant cool temperature, with exactly the right humidity.

      ‘Luc!’

      He turned towards the delighted cry and saw his friend Alphonse rushing towards him.

      As the current vigneron of the vineyard, Alphonse was responsible for growing the grapes. He burst into a stream of excitable French. ‘Luc, it’s so good to see you.’ He clapped both hands on Luc’s shoulders. ‘You’re here at last.’

      ‘At last?’ replied Luc. ‘I only texted you this morning to tell you I was coming!’

      ‘Yes, another one of your flying visits to see Marthe. Have you been to visit her?’

      ‘Not yet. She’s demanding her brandy.’

      ‘That one will outlive us all, her organs will be well preserved. And how long are you here for?’ Alphonse tilted his head to one side.

      Luc gave him a broad grin, excited to tell him the news. ‘A while.’

      ‘That’s good. How long this time?’

      Luc paused before making his announcement. ‘Time enough to make wine. We’re going to make the best champagne St Martin has ever tasted.’ Since Marthe had retired, the grapes had been sold to a local co-operative each year, but all that was about to change.

      Alphonse stared at him, blinking as if registering each word one by one.

      ‘You’re kidding! Seriously! No way!’ Alphonse’s face lit up and he enveloped Luc in a bear hug, almost squeezing the life out of him. With a broad barrel chest and Herculean brawny arms, Alphonse was almost double the size of Luc. ‘You finally persuaded the old man!’

      ‘We came to an agreement.’ Luc decided not to tell Alphonse that the future of champagne production rested on one vintage so instead he blurred over the conditions. ‘There are a few considerations but nothing that will bother us.’ And he’d tell Alphonse about the interruption of the wedding later. For now they could celebrate bringing the plans they’d talked about since they were in their early twenties to fruition, quite literally.

      ‘We need to celebrate. I have just the bottle. Come. Does Maman know you’re here?’

      ‘Not yet. I didn’t see her at the house. How is she?’

      Alphonse’s mouth tightened and he lifted his shoulders in an indifferent shrug. ‘Much the same.’

      Luc didn’t say any more. They both worried about Solange and the way she’d been since her husband, Alphonse’s father, had died. Luc didn’t want to pry. Alphonse had never got on with his father, even though they had worked side by side in the St Martin vineyards. Perhaps that was why he and Luc, so different in background, had bonded. Neither of them had much of a father figure. Not that men put voice to such things, but they both had that common link.

      Alphonse clapped him on the back. ‘You’ll want to take a look around then.’ He ushered Luc towards the building. ‘Come on, nothing’s changed,’ he said leading the way. The big hall had an empty, deserted feel about it, although it stored a mass of grape picking, pruning and tending equipment. There were large green crates stacked high like Lego towers, rows of secateurs, scissors, leather gloves and tool belts neatly arranged on the walls. Wine might not have been made here for a while but Alphonse had kept the vineyard and the cellars in tip-top condition.

      ‘Want to see the caves?’ he asked.

      ‘How did you guess?’ asked Luc.

      ‘I can see the eagerness, you’re like a hound on the scent. Wait until we have our first bottles, you’ll be sleeping down there like a nursing mother.’

      ‘You know me so well, but it’ll be a while before we bottle our first vintage.’

      ‘Yes, but how wonderful will that day be.’ Alphonse grinned and led the way to the broad stairs that wound their way down to the caves. ‘Will we do tours? This looks very romantic.’ He indicated the elegant spiral of the brick-edged steps and large chalk slabs and he sighed. ‘I don’t suppose there’s a budget for an elevator.’

      Luc laughed. ‘When we’re as big as Taittinger, perhaps. Besides, I was thinking, this magnificent staircase is part of our brand identity. I might put it on the labels.’

      ‘On the label!’ Alphonse was horrified. ‘A picture on the label. No! But it is just not done. Think Taittinger, Moet, Bollinger, Veuve Clicquot.’

      ‘Exactly. They all look very similar. If St Martin is to be a success it needs to have some kind of differentiation. Think about New World wines and their labels.’

      Alphonse snorted.

      Luc held up his hand, not wanting to start what he knew would be a fruitless argument. He had a tough road ahead of him, trying to introduce new methods and processes. He needed to pick his battles and this was not one he wanted to fall out with Alphonse about on the very first day.

      ‘It’s just an idea. We’re a long way from labels and bottles at this stage. We need a good growing season and I know that you have that in hand.’

      ‘Ha! Yes. I can’t wait to tell that bastard Gilles Robard that he won’t be getting his hands on our crop this year.’ He rubbed his hands together with glee. ‘Does Marthe know?’

      ‘Not yet. I’m going to see her this afternoon and tell her the good news. I want to pick her brains for some of the history of the place. She has plenty of stories. We can write quite a tour guide with her knowledge of the place.’ Luc paused and looked back at the steps. ‘If there is enough money it would be good to improve the access, and knowing the history will be good for marketing.’

      The caves at St Martin had had a chequered history over the years, playing a part in both the First and Second World Wars, providing shelter and a hiding place for the local population and members of the Maquis.

      ‘Rumour has it she was in the resistance and killed a man with her bare hands once,’ said Alphonse. ‘It wouldn’t surprise me but she’s never denied or admitted it and she certainly doesn’t want to talk about it.’

      Luc could imagine his tough, wiry great-aunt doing what needed to be done without any fuss. She was nothing if not practical but then again she wasn’t one to seek glory or notoriety.

      They descended into the dimly lit caves and Luc’s skin bubbled up into goosebumps, making him wish he’d had the forethought to bring a fleece with him. The unseasonably warm spring sunshine had tempted him this morning and all he was wearing was a long-sleeved T-shirt.

      Ahead of them were row upon row of racks where the bottles were stored for their second fermentation. The dark wooden racks were lined up like soldiers on sentry duty, silent and still in the gloomy light. Despite the austere environment, the dark wood against the white chalk walls and the cool dry humidity, Luc loved it down here. This was where the magic happened, where grape juice became something entirely other. A magical transformation aided by natural science, but one could never predict the outcome precisely. There were so many factors that impacted the final product: the weather, the harvest, the pruning – and that was just the grapes. It was said that wine was born in the vineyard, the terroir – the local environment, the soil, the weather, the direction of the slopes, the position on the slope, well-drained, well-nourished… These were the principles of winemaking that Luc had grown up with, but recent trips to New Zealand and Australia had made him start to think differently. Visiting some of the makers of great wine on the other side of the world had been an eye-opener and taught him that the winemaker could also make a significant impact. Convincing Alphonse, born and bred in the Champagne region, might take some time and he could already guess what Marthe would think of what some might say were radical ideas.

      Having inspected the caves and feeling chilled to the bone, the men returned to the surface. Luc tipped his face up to the sun, grateful to feel its warmth on his face and was immediately reminded of his new house guest and the way she’d revelled in the bright sunshine of the foyer of the château as if she’d not seen the sun for months. The way the light reflected the tawny shades in her hair and lit up the faint dusting of freckles on her face. Freckles that just begged to be kissed.

      ‘I have a good feeling about this year,’ said Alphonse.

      ‘Good,’ said Luc. ‘You know I want to make some changes.’

      ‘Excellent.’ The other man rubbed his hands together. ‘We’re going to make great wine together. We have to pray for good weather and an excellent harvest. Come to Maman’s place now for something to eat and I’ll bring the champagne.’

      Luc glanced at his watch. It was half-past five. It would be better to go and see his great-aunt in the morning.

      ‘Yvette has some news too.’

      ‘Yvette?’ Alphonse’s sister had been the bane of his life when he was younger and she had been determined that he take notice of her. Luc hoped that she’d lost interest in him long ago.

      ‘Yes.’ Alphonse grinned mischievously. ‘She’s home again.’
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      Feeling a little like Belle in Beauty and the Beast, Hattie pushed open the double doors and stepped into an enormous ballroom, with what felt like miles of marble floor tiles opening out in front of her. A row of tall windows shrouded in opaque blinds dimmed the brilliant sunshine outside, casting a shadowy half-light across the room. The quiet almost overwhelmed her and added to the uncomfortable sensation of being an intruder. She needed to shake it off and stop being so diffident but it didn’t seem quite right, prowling about someone else’s home on her own.

      Encouraging herself to take charge and treat this like work, she crossed to the windows and tugged at the cord on the blind. As light flooded into the room, the bright beams lit up the fine mist of dust motes released from the fabric. Her nose tickled, a sneeze threatening to burst out at any second. Like a torch beam, the shaft of sunshine cut through the gloom, revealing grubby rugs, the matt surfaces of furniture in need of a good polish, and a general air of tired decay. Any moment Hattie expected a Miss Havisham figure to rise from the sun-damaged chaise longue in front of her, where colour had leached out of the deep green velvet in one broad stripe across the seat and back. Hattie frowned. The elegant chaise, with its curved wood legs and intricately carved edges, had once been a beautiful piece. When she brushed her hand over the fabric another puff of dust billowed into the air and this time she did sneeze. Taking a very quick inventory, she decided to move on and come back later. Obviously a room this size was rarely used these days, hence its neglect. With a bit – okay a lot – of TLC, it could be quite something. This would be perfect for the wedding reception and she could imagine it filled with dozens of round tables which could be cleared back for dancing later. As she left the room, leaving the blind as it was, she pressed the light switch on the wall by the door and looked up at the four magnificent chandeliers. A few desultory bulbs came on but the number of dead ones easily outnumbered the few that lit up – and even those, thick with yet more dust, cast a half-hearted wattage.

      Next, she came to what had once been a magnificent dining room. At the sight of it, her heart dropped a little. Surely the whole house wasn’t going to be like this? What did the housekeeper do? Although perhaps, in a house this size, only a few rooms were used most of the time. She couldn’t imagine that Luc and his family ate formally in here very often, not when they had that fabulous kitchen. Through narrowed eyes Hattie studied the enormous mahogany table, its gloss diminished by yet another coat of dust, while half its length was hidden by piles of yellowing table linen, stacked haphazardly. On a set of equally shabby-looking sideboards were dozens of sets of china: stack after stack of dinner and tea plates, saucers, soup bowls, as well as columns of cups leaning like the Tower of Pisa, clusters of elaborate serving dishes and tureens, all in a variety of colours and intricate patterns. Deep petrol blues, lush greens, intricately painted flowers and elaborate gilt edging. Hattie picked up a delicate dinner plate from the stack nearest her and blew lightly on it, her finger tracing the dirty surface to reveal a lacy gold design around the edge and intertwining pale pink flowers around the centre. She turned it over. Limoges. Picking up another she looked at the stamp on the back – Meissen this time. She whistled. Anyone who’d watched enough Antiques Roadshow would know that this was quite a collection. There were at least a dozen matching sets here with place settings for twenty or more people. And it looked as if it had just been dumped on the side.

      Hattie shook her head, her sense of anticipation and happiness dimming. If the whole house was like this, she was really going to have her work cut out. It would need an army of cleaners to get it ready. And then she gave herself a talking-to. It couldn’t all be like this. These were the unused rooms. The family must use the smaller rooms.

      Walking to the other side of the house, she came to an elegant little salon where a pale blue, silk-upholstered sofa was positioned in front of an open fireplace and blue floral wallpaper lined the walls. It was very feminine and chic and she could imagine sipping afternoon tea in here. A mirror hung above the fireplace and on the white, carved mantelpiece was a selection of dust-free ornaments. Hanging on the wall in a corner of the room above a pretty little painted table was a very small pen and ink sketch of a young boy. Hattie breathed a sigh of relief. This was more like it. Perhaps Gabby could use this as an anteroom to gather with her bridesmaids and mother before the wedding ceremony and enjoy a glass of champagne.

      That happy picture was quickly shattered. She surveyed several beautiful reception rooms, each of which required a thorough deep clean, as well as a stunning library with dark wooden floor-to-ceiling shelves harbouring centuries’ worth of books, the most wonderful ornate spiral staircases in dire need of a ton of beeswax polish, and a couple of enormous deep sofas that could have doubled as beds. The last room she came to was a pretty salon with teeny, feminine sofas and chairs, upholstered in watered silk, and fine-legged marquetry tables that looked as if they should be in a stately home or on a Jane Austen film set.

      As Hattie took the first step on the staircase, she had to force herself to keep moving, almost too scared to find what awaited her on the next three floors. By the time she reached the attic rooms on the top floor, she was ready to weep. The place was awash with beautiful furniture, sumptuous but faded fabrics and the most elaborate cobwebs she’d ever seen in her life. However, she was inordinately grateful that she didn’t have to get these rooms ready for guests. That would have been a Herculean task.

      Luc had said his room was up here and for a moment she wondered at his choice. These would have been servants’ quarters, and must have had far less money spent on them. Surely they’d be even more dilapidated. There were two more rooms to see at the far end of the eaves. Opening the door to one she was pleasantly surprised: it had plain white walls, with a couple of posters on them, and dormer windows opening onto a little balcony. The wide, wooden floorboards had been sanded and polished, and the room was comfortably furnished with a king-size bed tucked under the sloping roof and several shelves lining the wall with books, a few model cars and a Lego model of a Star Wars spacecraft – from memory she thought it might be the Millennium Falcon – along with a couple of familiar figures. This was obviously Luc’s room and from the look of the contents of the shelves it had always been his. She smiled at the childhood books, recognising St-Exupéry’s Little Prince, a couple of Babar the Elephant titles and one that thanks to the Netflix series Lupin she knew – Arsène Lupin, Gentleman Cambrioleur. There were more recent titles too – thrillers, she presumed, as she picked out the words mort and noir in some of the titles.

      Luc was tidy. There were no clothes in sight apart from a pale blue sweatshirt draped over the chair in the bay of the dormer. On the desk, a simple affair with an Anglepoise lamp, were several large hardback books, a couple open showing pictures of grapes and vines. They looked like reference books. Hattie realised as she stared down at the glossy pages that she was invading Luc’s privacy and hastily retreated, going to the room next door.

      As soon as she walked in, she knew this was where she would stay. It was a mirror image of Luc’s room and she was immediately drawn to the balcony and the view out over the valley. She stepped outside skirting the little patio table and chairs, leant on the white stone balustrade and looked down over the formal gardens. The flash of azure blue caught her eye and she turned. She could just see the end of a swimming pool and a couple of sun loungers on one of the terraces below the gardens built into the hill. She would be checking that out at some point. An early-morning swim would be a lovely start to the day. Which reminded her, she needed to bring her luggage up here.

      Although the balcony was the main selling point, she was equally charmed by the simple white wrought-iron bed, the white-painted wooden bedside tables on spindly legs and the cosy armchair. The sloping ceilings were dappled with sunlight and from the bed she could see the lush green of the countryside on the horizon. The bonus was the en suite shower room with a walk-in shower tucked into the sharp angle of the ceiling. She liked the simplicity of the room and the easy access to the balcony and the fresh air. She let out a long breath, feeling something loosen inside her. For too long she’d felt cooped up, like a battery hen unable to stretch her wings. Here she’d be able to spread out and grow. For the first time in a long time, she was looking forward, outwards and not inwards. If nothing else, she’d be perfecting her cleaning skills.

      After dragging her luggage upstairs, she unpacked quickly and decided to set up her laptop and notebook in the library. It seemed a fitting place to work and if it was okay with Luc, she’d make this her office. This was his home and she didn’t want to overstep the mark and make him feel as if she were taking over.

      

      When Luc pushed open the door to the kitchen in the stable block annexe, he spotted Solange immediately, sitting at the table staring out of the window. She’d lost weight and looked paler than ever but the minute she saw him, her face lit up. ‘Luc! What a wonderful surprise. Does Alphonse know you’re here?’

      Luc laughed. ‘He just asked me the same question. I have news.’

      ‘What?’ Solange was half the size of her son, but since he’d known her Luc would swear that she hadn’t aged. She must be in her early fifties now but her olive skin was line-free, her dark hair not touched by grey, although her bright brown eyes were shadowed where once they’d danced with merriment.

      ‘Alphonse has gone to get a special bottle to celebrate.’

      ‘It must be very good news indeed,’ she said, more soberly now. ‘He is like a miser with that wine.’ She let out a weary sigh and, with what looked like great effort, hauled herself to her feet. ‘Have you eaten? I was at the market this morning.’

      ‘No, there wasn’t time,’ he said, immediately feeling guilty. He should have been more evasive. Solange looked as if finding food was the last thing she needed at the moment. ‘When he gets here, I’ll tell you all about … everything.’

      She nodded. ‘Have you seen Marthe?’

      ‘No, I’ll go tomorrow morning.’

      ‘There’s brandy in the cellar.’

      She exchanged a weak smile with him.

      ‘I think the only reason she tolerates visitors is because we bring her illicit goods,’ joked Luc.

      ‘But of course,’ replied Solange. ‘Would you like something to eat?’ She waved a vague hand at the fridge.’

      ‘No, it’s fine,’ he said and was immediately outed by his stomach grumbling in protest.

      With another one of her weary sighs, she shook her head. ‘Take a seat out in the courtyard.’

      ‘I don’t want to put you to any trouble…’

      Her mouth pursed and she straightened, an unexpected spark of steel in her eyes. ‘The day I can’t put a plate of food together, Luc Brémont…’ With more animation than she’d shown since he’d arrived, she waved him outside.

      A few minutes later she emerged with a tray bearing a plate of cheese, a basket of rustic white bread, a dish of olives and some slices of richly coloured saucisson, along with four champagne coupe glasses, which she put on the bistro table in the shade of a wisteria that was just about to bloom.

      ‘And before you say anything, I like these glasses. No doubt, like Alphonse, you look down on them.’ These traditional glasses had long fallen out of fashion. ‘The champagne will not be in them long enough. Sometimes,’ she said wistfully, her eyes going dreamy, ‘there is joy in using beautiful things instead of practical things.’

      Luc smiled. She’d always been very particular about presentation and appearances.

      ‘Yvette is on her way,’ said Solange. ‘Alphonse texted her to say you were here.’

      Luc smiled dutifully, although not without a frisson of alarm.

      ‘Luc!’ He rose to greet her a few minutes later, as she hurled herself into his arms, making him grateful that she had her mother’s build rather than her brother’s.

      ‘Yvette.’

      She cupped his face with a tanned hand. ‘You’re still so handsome.’

      ‘Thank you,’ he said, relieved to see the twinkle in her eye and one from the diamond on her finger. This was obviously her news.

      ‘Who’s the lucky man?’

      She held up her hand to admire the sparkling engagement ring. ‘Bernard. I’m not sure you would remember him. He was always away for the summers and was in the year above me in school.’

      Luc shook his head. Although he’d spent his summers here, he didn’t know many of the local children apart from Alphonse and Yvette.

      ‘You’ll meet him soon. He’s in Brittany this week. Me and Maman are going down to join him tomorrow for a week. You’ll have to fend for yourself.’

      ‘I’m so sorry, Luc,’ said Solange apologetically. ‘If I’d known you were coming...’

      Guilt pinched at him. He really should have let Solange know he was coming. ‘I shall be fine. You do remember it was you and Marthe who taught me to cook.’

      ‘See, Maman. He’s a big boy now. And what news from you, Luc? How long are you staying this time?’ There was a slight mocking inflection in her voice, reminding him that she’d once had feelings for him and that he’d always disappeared at the end of the summer.

      He looked up to acknowledge Alphonse’s approach. The other man was clutching a dark green bottle with the tenderness of a mother with her firstborn.

      ‘I’m staying for a while.’ He paused before making the announcement, ‘My father has finally agreed that we can produce champagne.’

      Yvette squealed and clapped her hands. ‘Oh Luc, that’s fantastic news. Marthe is going to be so pleased. It breaks her heart to know that the grapes are being sold to Gilles Roban. I wish I could be there when you tell him that he won’t be getting this year’s harvest. He cheated Marthe last year, paying such a low rate per tonne.’

      ‘I’m looking forward to being there too,’ said Alphonse. ‘He’s been pestering me to meet him to discuss terms. He said if we agreed a good rate early, he would take more grapes.’

      ‘Yes, and we know what sort of rate that would be,’ spat Yvette. ‘He’s a crook.’

      Alphonse shook his head. ‘He’s a businessman.’

      ‘Who takes advantage. I wouldn’t waste my spit on him.’

      Luc laughed. ‘Still making friends wherever you go then?’ he teased.

      Yvette tossed her rich red curls, which matched her fiery personality. ‘He is a brute. It will be so wonderful to have a Brémont here producing champagne again.’

      ‘And let’s get this champagne open, it’s the 2014.’ Alphonse waggled his eyebrows. ‘I’ve been saving it for a special occasion. And I think a St Martin champagne is the very best reason.’

      Luc straightened in anticipation. The year 2014 had been a very good vintage with a long growing season. He was keen to try it.

      Alphonse shot his mother a quick glance as he popped the cork but knew better than to say anything about the glasses.

      With the crisp golden wine poured into the delicate coupe glasses, which Luc knew had been in the family for over a hundred years, he reached forward and picked up a glass, taking a good sniff before tasting. He let the liquid swill over his tongue, savouring the sharp tang of bubbles and the biscuity flavour with underlying notes of lemon and honeydew melon.

      ‘Very nice,’ he said.

      ‘It’s exquisite,’ said Yvette. ‘Although I notice you didn’t open this for my engagement.’

      ‘Luc coming home is more important,’ teased Alphonse. As Yvette bristled, Luc decided that a change of direction was called for.

      ‘How is Marthe?’

      ‘I saw her yesterday. She’s very well,’ said Solange. ‘Ruling the roost, of course. She has all the carers running around doing her bidding.’

      ‘I can’t believe she’s happy there,’ said Yvette. She spread expansive hands. ‘This is her home. She should be here.’

      It wasn’t actually – the château had been inherited by Luc’s father but he’d let Marthe, his aunt by marriage, continue to live there, although he’d stopped the champagne production when she had her stroke because he didn’t want to spread himself too thin in too many different areas.

      Solange sank into herself as if it was an argument they’d had many times and Luc realised he was in danger of causing another. The good Bernard must be a saint to put up with Yvette’s volatile nature.

      ‘Marthe never wanted to be a burden,’ Solange started to say.

      ‘She wouldn’t have been. We could have turned one of the downstairs rooms into a bedroom and we’d have all helped.’

      Solange shrugged, which luckily Yvette didn’t see. Luc knew without a shadow of a doubt that the burden would have fallen on Solange, who would never have complained, but it would have been an unfair responsibility. She was employed as housekeeper to the château, not as a carer.

      So what ideas do you have for the champagne?’ asked Alphonse, a past master at defusing arguments. ‘A brut, a demi-sec, a blanc de blancs, a blanc de noirs, a cuvée?’

      ‘So many questions,’ said Solange. ‘He’s only just arrived. Let him eat and drink.’

      ‘Don’t worry, Alphonse,’ said Luc, patting his friend on the shoulder.
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