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Dedication

For Grace





Epigraph

The idea of my life as a fairy tale is itself a fairy tale.

—PRINCESS GRACE OF MONACO
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Head Notes

The initial impression of a perfume; the notes that greet the nose immediately and evaporate quickly.





1

Sophie

Cannes

May 1955

Each scent holds a mystery, its own story. That was the first lesson Papa taught me. “To be a parfumeur is to be a detective, Sophie,” he’d say, bent in deep concentration over the mixing tube with a dropper of perfume oil. He would mix the solvent and sniff, mix and sniff, until he was satisfied. Only then would he soak a mouillette, a narrow strip of paper, and hand it to me. “What do you see?” he’d ask.

Because that was the real question: where the scent took me. I would inhale and be whisked away in an instant. A touch of jasmine hinted at carefree days in the sun. Woodsmoke conjured a cool autumn night and rich cassoulet for supper. Dry earth evoked our home in Grasse: a stone farmhouse surrounded by sunflower and lavender fields, windows standing open to wash the rooms with fresh air. I could almost taste the dust from the parched earth on my tongue as I fell into a memory of paper with smudged ink—the telegram announcing my father’s death.

Papa’s nature wasn’t suited for war; part scientist, part artist, he was a gentle man who loved nothing more than the fragrant fields of Provence and the bounty they provided for his parfums. The day he left us to join the fight against the Nazis, I was a young girl just blossoming into womanhood and the lavender was in full bloom, painting the hillsides in shades of purple and blue. It was the last time I saw him, a silhouette against the sun-soaked horizon. That was the day Maman took over the finances of the family business, and the day I first understood that life did not always work out the way you wanted it to.

The death notification arrived the following spring, along with Papa’s papers and personal effects. Dirt, blood, fear. The scent of a life so cruelly lost. Like all scents, it imprinted itself on my memory, and that was where I kept him now. A memory. An unanswered question of what might have been.

I sighed as I corked a small glass bottle and returned it to its place on the tray in my office. Nearly closing time, I stood and stretched, rolled my head from side to side to release a crick in my aching neck. I spent most of my time working on new scent combinations or overseeing the three perfumers who assisted me in my workshop in Grasse; they developed commercial scents to be sold to detergent companies, while I created fine parfums. That was my specialty: luxury fragrances. I blew out a tired breath. I wished I were in Grasse now.

During the tourist season, Papa had always insisted I accompany him to our little boutique overlooking the waterfront in Cannes. He wanted me to be the face of Duval one day, teaching me how important it was to mingle with our clients. Despite his humble background, he found it easy to make polite conversation with the wealthy tourists who came and went each year. I felt more at home among the hundreds of vials in our workshop, or rooting through the fields beneath the vast southern skies to track a new scent, but that shy child now found herself running the business. I played the part of confident socialite quite well, when necessary. I had to. I couldn’t bear the thought of disappointing Papa.

I’d spent the last two weeks in Cannes at my apartment in the old medieval quarter of Le Suquet and the boutique. I’d remain in the city until the end of August, making occasional trips to the workshop in Grasse to check on things there. Mostly to check on Maman. A bitter taste flooded my mouth at the thought of her. I would have to visit her sooner or later. And I couldn’t help but hope this time would be different, that I’d find her happy and healthy and not slumped over a half-empty bottle. I’d been hoping for the same thing for as long as I could remember.

“Natalie, could you check the shelves, please?” I called as I grabbed the keys and locked the door that separated the front of the shop from the office at the back. “It’s nearly closing time.” My feet ached from new shoes. My head ached from trying to conjure a new scent.

“We did well today,” Natalie said. She brushed a long strand of lightly silvered hair behind her ear. “Thank goodness for wealthy movie stars. I can’t believe I met Bernard Blier! He bought three bottles for the woman on his arm. She was exquisite.”

I smiled at her enthusiasm. “So you said.”

Natalie Buzay was beautiful, elegant, and warm. Everything my mother was not. Natalie took great pride in her work and the shop, and it showed in all that she did. I was grateful for her dependable presence; she’d known my father well and he’d entrusted the shop to her while he worked in Grasse the rest of the year. She was an excellent saleswoman, and enjoyed meeting the occasional Hollywood star and the affluent tourists that visited the shop. Though I enjoyed watching old movies with my elderly neighbor in Grasse, Madame Clouet, fame and wealth didn’t impress me. My heroes worked at the great perfume houses: Guerlain, Fragonard, and Molinard.

“It’s a shame you’d already left for lunch,” Natalie remarked as she combed the rows of glass shelves, moving bottles a fraction to the left or right, wiping away invisible dust. Everything just so. “You always seem to miss the really big names.”

“Yes, such a shame,” I mumbled as I sifted through the register, pulling notes from the drawer and placing them into a zippered bank bag.

It had been a long week and I was ready to get home, sit on the balcony, and read a book over a glass of wine. I glanced at my wristwatch, hoping it would read six o’clock. I frowned. We had a quarter of an hour until closing.

As if on cue, the front door opened, bringing a fresh sea breeze rushing inside. My circle skirt billowed around my calves and a swathe of dark curls blew across my face. I grumbled under my breath, annoyed by the way the wind always twisted my hair into knots.

A tall, slim woman in pink Capri pants and a crisp white blouse closed the door behind her. Large dark sunglasses and a colorful headscarf concealed most of her face. “That’s some breeze! It reminds me a little of California,” she remarked, moving quickly to the far corner of the shop, away from the windows.

I noted the woman’s elegance and soft American accent. Another tourist.

“Good afternoon, madame.” Natalie jumped into action, switching easily into her heavily accented English. Working in a town that attracted so many tourists meant having a good grasp of the English language. Papa had been quite firm about this. “May I help you find something in particular?” she prompted. “We have a divine new perfume we’ve just developed. Printemps. Springtime. It’s very popular with the Americans.”

“I’ll just take a look around first, thank you.” The woman picked up a bottle, turned it over, and placed it back on the shelf without even smelling a sample. She picked up another and did the same before throwing an anxious look over her shoulder, toward the door.

I studied her from behind the counter. She hadn’t removed her sunglasses, and her behavior was a little odd, as if she were hiding from someone. Her clothes were pristine. A Hermès handbag hung from her arm. A few strands of blond hair had escaped from the headscarf and fell around her temples. Upon closer inspection, she appeared to be breathing hard.

“Madame, can I help you?” I offered, stepping forward.

She flinched and turned. Giving me a shy smile, she approached the counter. A cloud of vanilla and lilac enveloped me. A sugary perfume with a heavy floral bouquet and vanilla base note. It didn’t quite suit her.

Finally, she removed her sunglasses. “Yes, you can help me, actually. If you would be so kind.”

My reply stuck in my throat. Eyes the color of the Mediterranean looked back at me as I stared at her creamy skin and strong, straight nose, her perfectly sculpted lips and cheekbones—I knew that elegant face. I’d seen it a dozen times on the covers of magazines. I’d seen it on the big screen. She was a favorite of Madame Clouet.

“Grace Kelly,” I whispered.

Natalie stood dumbstruck, her feather duster poised in midair.

“Yes,” Miss Kelly replied with a slight smile, casting another nervous glance over her shoulder. “I’m Grace.” She held out a white-gloved hand. “Hello!”

I took her hand, thinking how American her greeting was, but I couldn’t make my lips move to say anything in reply. The one Hollywood star I knew something about, the most beautiful and famous woman in the world, was standing in front of me. In my boutique.

“You were going to help me?” Grace prompted, sweetly.

I cleared my throat. “Yes, of course. How can I . . . what can I do for you, Mademoiselle Kelly?”

“Please, call me Grace.”

I noted the sincerity in her voice, and despite my racing pulse, managed a smile. “Of course. What can I do for you? Grace.”

She leaned closer as if to divulge a secret. “I’m being followed by a photographer. He’s terribly persistent. I thought I’d given him the slip, but he reappeared on the promenade. I ducked behind a palm tree and raced across the street, and, well, here I am. It sounds like a scene from a movie, doesn’t it?” Relief and annoyance warred in her eyes. “I think I’ve lost him, but is there another exit from your store? Just in case? They can be terribly persistent. The British are the worst.”

I nodded. “There’s an exit through the back, but it’s very close to the street. He might see you.” She looked a little disappointed. “Perhaps if you wait in my office for a few minutes, he’ll be on his way and you can duck out then,” I suggested. “Will that do?”

“Oh yes. Thank you.” She touched my hand. “Thank you so much. I only wanted to take a walk through this beautiful town, and along La Croisette. It’s so fresh beside the water. I wanted to escape the madness of the festival for a few hours. I suppose I was silly to hope for such a thing.”

There was something a little melancholy in her tone, a childlike vulnerability I didn’t expect from someone in her position.

“Can we perhaps interest you in trying a new perfume, Mademoiselle Kelly?” Natalie offered, sliding behind the counter with her usual easy charm.

Though her tone was professional, I knew what she was up to, and shot her a warning look. She wanted to gossip with her friends about how she’d sold perfume to Grace Kelly, but now was not the time to play saleswoman.

“Perhaps another time, Natalie,” I interjected. “Please, Grace, follow me.”

I fished the keys from my handbag and flipped through them to find the right one. I tried to ignore my excitement and nerves, while the strong fragrance Grace wore irritated my nose. Vanilla was a bold scent, generic but comforting, reminding many of home. But it also covered deep insecurities. Papa used to say that those who wore a bold scent might have a large personality on the surface but often longed for approval.

“To be a parfumeur is to be a psychologist.” That was the second lesson Papa taught me. He said that everyone had deeply hidden insecurities, and that many people wished to be something more than they were. Our job as parfumeurs was to uncover what that something more was and make it for them. Papa was extraordinarily good at guessing secrets, but I couldn’t help wondering if he was wrong about vanilla. At least this time. I doubted the mighty Grace Kelly had any insecurities.

“Why don’t you allow me, Sophie?” Natalie offered. “I’d be happy to show Miss Kelly to the cozy chaise in your office. I know you like to do a quick inventory of the shelves before you leave.”

Though I’d have liked to spend more time with Miss Kelly, I couldn’t very well argue with Natalie without looking foolish.

Grace held out her hand to me. “Merci, Sophie, is it?”

I nodded. “Sophie Duval.”

Her eyes lit up in a smile. “Ah. Duval. You’re the owner?”

“Yes.”

“Well, thank you again, Sophie. I won’t forget your kindness.”

“I hope you might return to our shop under better circumstances, one day.”

“I’d like that very much,” she said, her blue eyes twinkling.

As Natalie escorted Miss Kelly to the office, the front door opened again. A very tall man peered inside. He lingered on the doorstep, half in and half out of the shop. He wore an old-fashioned Homburg hat and a shabby leather jacket, clearly underdressed for the Riviera. I noticed a camera hung from a strap against his chest. It had to be the photographer chasing Miss Kelly. I took an instant dislike to him.

“Pardon me, monsieur, we are just closing.” I didn’t bother to hide the irritation from my voice. “We open again tomorrow at nine.”

In faltering French, he asked if Grace Kelly had come into the shop. His accent was terrible. His incorrect use of vocabulary was almost comical.

I pursed my lips. English. The worst kind of press hound. Miss Kelly herself had said so. 

I sniffed, and replied in English. “I’m not in the habit of telling strangers whom I have and haven’t sold perfumes to, monsieur. It’s bad for business, and frankly, none of yours.”

He regarded me a moment through golden-brown eyes and burst into laughter. “Well, aren’t you perfectly French.”

I felt heat rising to my face. How did Miss Kelly put up with such awful people pestering her all the time?

“You don’t have to tell me what she bought,” he pressed, casually picking up a couple of business cards from the counter. He glanced at them briefly before slipping them into his pocket. “I’d just like to know whether or not she came in here.” I raised a quizzical brow at him, incredulous he should try to jockey for information as if I were Miss Kelly’s private secretary. “The name’s Henderson, by the way,” he added, extending a hand. “James. Jim to my friends.”

Seeing my expression and realizing I wasn’t going to shake his hand, or divulge any information, he took off his hat, and ran his hands through his hair, sending it sticking up every which way. I bit my lip to keep myself from laughing.

“Thing is, miss, I’m having a hell of a day and if I don’t get a decent picture of her—of anyone important, really—I might not have a job to go home to and the cat will be terribly disappointed in me. Not that it’s of any concern to you, but, well, that’s how it is.” He held his hands out in front of him. “Help out a useless English chap, would you?” He tilted his head to one side. “Merci beaucoup?”

I was suddenly very busy straightening the tissue paper and rolls of ribbon beneath the counter. “I believe the phrase you are looking for is s’il vous plaît. I’m afraid I can’t help you, monsieur,” I added. “If you are so incompetent at your job, I doubt a small perfume boutique can save you.” I glanced up at him.

A wide grin split his face. “Quite right. I’m a ridiculous fool and should be on my way.” He touched the brim of his hat in salutation and turned to go but when he reached the door, he hesitated. “Actually, before I go, can I ask what perfume it is you’re wearing? It’s really rather lovely.”

I turned to meet his gaze. “And you are rude—”

A flash went off. I was blinded by the light, and my hand flew to my eyes. “What are you doing?”

He shrugged. “If I can’t have a photograph of Grace Kelly, I might as well have one of a furious French girl.” With that, he left, laughing as he closed the door behind him.

Furious French girl? How dare he! As I roughly turned the shop sign to Fermé, I watched him light a cigarette and saunter off down the street. The familiar aroma of leather and balsam lingered in the shop where he’d stood. Despite my bad humor, the scent provoked memories of happier times.

That was the third lesson Papa taught me. “To be a parfumeur is to be a keeper of memories, Sophie. Every scent will remind you of something, or someone.”

It was only as I walked back to the office to assure Miss Kelly he’d gone that I realized who the English photographer reminded me of.

James Henderson reminded me of Papa.





2

James

The scrum of press photographers was already ten deep outside the Palais des Festivals on La Croisette by the time I arrived. I was late, as usual. Lucky for me, so was Grace Kelly. I’d already missed one chance to photograph her and I really couldn’t afford to bugger things up again—if, indeed, it was Grace Kelly I’d chased into the perfume shop yesterday. Thanks to Mademoiselle Duval I would never know for certain. I had to admire her, I suppose. If she’d really hidden a Hollywood star in the back of her poky little boutique she would have had quite the story to tell her friends over dinner. I wondered if she’d mentioned me at all.

I pulled one of her business cards from my jacket pocket. Sophie Duval, Parfumeur. Cannes. Grasse. Snooty, beautiful Sophie Duval. Infuriatingly French. And impossible to stop thinking about while the scent of her perfume lingered on the card. I returned it to my pocket and pushed my way through the mob, grateful for the gentle warmth of the afternoon sunshine after a morning of rain.

As I elbowed my way through the pack, I looked for Teddy Walsh. He’d promised to save me a space at the front as he always did. He was good to me that way. I might be late but I wasn’t giving up a front-row view just because I’d overslept. A photo op like this—Cannes Film Festival, glamorous Hollywood stars—promised the opportunity to find something extra special through the lens and favors were being pulled in faster than the day’s catch. We’d do pretty much anything for the best shot. Bribes. False promises. Tip-offs and spare film begged from here and borrowed from there. That’s how it was in our line of work, and when a leading Hollywood actress was in town, the stakes rose even higher and our morals sank even lower.

I lifted my camera above my head and fired off a couple of speculative test shots of the crowd as I made my way forward. My eye was drawn to the contrast of the press pack’s dark suits against the vivid blue sky. Colors and landscape were what really interested me. Celebrities, not so much. The fact was, I’d be much happier photographing the Riviera’s cliffs and coves and terrifying switchback roads than I was photographing platinum blondes. But landscapes were for artists, and I was nothing but a hack, just a regular nine-to-five press photographer with bills to pay and an editor breathing down my neck. That was what kept me elbowing my way to the front, treading on toes. “Oi! Watch it, Henderson.” “Get out of the way, Lanky.” “Give a fella a chance, would you.” I ignored their griping and insults. All I cared about, all any of us cared about, was the shot that would keep the boss happy and the paychecks rolling in. I’d had my last warning and Sanders was not the type to go back on his word. Cannes, or bust. That was the deal.

Pushing on into the crowd, I was surrounded by a wall of noise as flashbulbs were tested and film was loaded. Old friends greeted each other with a hearty slap on the back. The smell of tobacco clung to suit jackets and smoke wound from Gauloises cigarettes dangling from lips while busy hands fiddled with equipment. The familiar smell and the huddle of men sent me straight back to billets in Southampton as we waited to cross the Channel to the beaches of Normandy, but I pushed the memory away, like I always did, and moved on toward the front of the pack, the sickly sweet scent of cheap aftershave and brilliantine making my head throb.

Finally, I found Walsh. “Afternoon,” I said, shoving in beside him, a barrage of complaints following from those behind. My height had never won me any friends.

“Jesus, Jim. You look bloody awful. What happened to you?”

I shrugged and grabbed Walsh’s camera, peering into the back of the flash lamp. My face was peppered with day-old stubble and dark shadows lurked beneath my eyes. My shirt collar was creased. My leather jacket had seen better days. Teddy was right. I looked terrible. “Life happened to me, Teddy,” I joked, handing his camera back to him. “You don’t look too good yourself, I might add.”

“It’s this damned cough. It’s keeping me awake at night.”

“You should see someone about that. Or quit the smokes.”

“Where’ve you been anyway?” Walsh mumbled, ignoring me, a cigarette dangling from his bottom lip as he adjusted the shutter speed on his camera. “She’ll be here any minute.”

“Phone call to Emily. It’s her birthday. She wanted to tell me about her new chemistry set. I couldn’t exactly hang up on her.”

Teddy offered a sympathetic slap on the shoulder and that was all there was to say about it.

We swapped lenses and checked settings for range and lighting, aperture and framing, the usual routines done almost without thinking. Just as well since I was a little groggy after too much cheap vin rouge last night. I didn’t even like red wine but everything had felt better by the time I’d reached the end of the bottle. I could have done without the headache, but I didn’t have time to think about it as a sleek, gunmetal-gray American sedan pulled up outside the venue.

Behind me, someone said, “This is it, boys! She’s here.” The car doors opened. The hunt was on. Flashbulbs went off like a ricochet of bullets. Pop! Pop! Pop! The cry went up all around me. “Miss Kelly! Miss Kelly! Grace! This way! Over here! Give us a wave! How are you finding France?” Like trained animals, we all responded to the clicking, clattering, clamoring madness of the moment, all for the tantalizing possibility that she might—just might—turn in our direction and give us the shot.

Apart from Marilyn, Grace Kelly was the Hollywood star everyone wanted to capture. We’d all imagined what it would be like to see our picture on the front page of the Times, or the Washington Post. We’d all written our Pulitzer acceptance speeches in our heads. One perfect shot from the hundreds we took. One image captured on film, and our reputations—our careers and futures—could change instantly. It was the ridiculous simplicity of it that kept us showing up time and time again, even when our puce-cheeked editors tossed our latest efforts into the bin in a rage, and threatened us with one more chance, or we were toast. While I didn’t enjoy the thrill of the chase like I once had, I couldn’t easily give it up, either. Like a stalker hunting its prey, I was on high alert: eyes wide, ears pricked, hands as steady as iron rods as I held my camera, took aim, and pressed the shutter.

Except, I didn’t.

I froze.

As Grace Kelly stepped from the car, all I could do was stare. There was something about the way she moved—glided, almost—the way her smile lit up her face, the way she held her head at the perfect angle to catch the sunlight against her cheek. She was the epitome of femininity, gloriously photogenic, and I was captivated. I wanted to study her. Frame her. Light her. Get closer to her. And in my moment of hesitation, everyone else got the shot. By the time I’d gathered my wits and pressed the shutter, she’d turned to walk inside, and it was over.

Walsh whistled through his teeth. “She’s something else, isn’t she? Did you get a good one?”

I slung my camera strap over my shoulder, ran my hands through my hair, and lit a cigarette. “Didn’t get a sodding thing.”

Walsh laughed as he packed up beside me. “What? How? She was right there!”

I took a long drag on my cigarette and blew the smoke skyward. “Camera playing up again.” Walsh rolled his eyes. He’d heard me blame my camera too many times recently. I tipped my head back, releasing the tension in my neck and shoulders, narrowing my eyes against the sunlight. “I could get used to these blue skies,” I remarked. “They make England seem so bloody miserable.”

“England is bloody miserable.” Walsh stopped what he was doing and looked at me. “Is everything all right, Jim? You seem a bit bloody miserable to be honest. More than usual, I mean.”

I sighed. “It’s Emily, mostly. I feel like a rat for missing her birthday. Again. Apparently it’s a big deal turning ten.”

“I wouldn’t worry about it too much. Girls need their mothers. It’ll be all pretty dresses and tea parties. I’d say you’re better off leaving them to it.”

I smiled, but I couldn’t agree. Emily wasn’t like other little girls of ten. She preferred to read stories about scientists and explorers than to sip tea from china cups and play princesses. She needed a father. And I was doing a marvelous job of proving myself entirely inadequate for the role.

“And there’s the small matter of my employment,” I added, changing the subject. “Sanders will burst a blood vessel when I turn up with a few out-of-focus shots of the back of Kelly’s head.” I tossed my cigarette onto the ground, and shoved my hands in my pockets. “Don’t suppose you fancy a quick drink?”

Walsh hesitated, torn between commitment to me and dedication to the job. “Sorry, pal. Can’t. Have to get these back to the desk. I’ll catch you later for dinner. And go easy on that wine. You’re becoming far too French!” He placed a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t beat yourself up about Emily. Children are far more forgiving than adults. You’ll make it up to her.”

I was grateful for the reassurance. Teddy Walsh was like a brother to me—always there to offer good advice, always looking on the bright side. 

We’d seen things during the war that nobody should ever see, let alone young men away from home for the first time. Teddy was all optimism and silver linings. He lived each day for the sheer surprise of it and had a way of focusing on the present that I envied. Like looking through a good-quality lens, being around Teddy made things clearer, sharper. Even Marjorie (the former Mrs. Henderson) conceded that Teddy was good for me, and Marjorie didn’t often dwell on the good in people. 

Teddy was right, of course. Emily would forgive me. Even if I had been in London, taking her out for the afternoon would have become complicated. Marjorie would have made certain of that. And yet a familiar pang of guilt settled in the pit of my stomach. Was this life of chasing news stories and starlets around the world a symptom or a cause? Was I really a bad father, or was I simply afraid to try to be a good one? A few days ago, I’d woken up in my flat in Clapham, wondering if there was anything in the refrigerator for breakfast as I listened to the rain pelting the windows. This morning, I’d woken up in a beachfront hotel in Cannes, the sun glistening on the water as I breakfasted on an omelette and croissants. Life as a press photographer took me to some surprising places, but it was what it took me away from that appealed to me. It took me away from the lingering shadows of war. It took me away from the spectacular mess I’d made of my marriage. It was, after all, easier to focus my lens on something, or someone, other than myself. But my job also took me away from the one thing I really cared about. It took me away from my daughter.

As the press pack dispersed, I wandered along La Croisette, stopping at a tabac to buy a picture postcard. I took lunch alfresco at the Hôtel Barrière Le Majestic and wrote the postcard over a café crème. Emily enjoyed my weekly phone call home, but it was the postcards I sent that she looked forward to the most. She kept them in a treasure box under her bed, tied with a lemon-yellow ribbon. 

I sat for a long time, people-watching, listening to the incomprehensible babble of French conversation around me, wondering how it was that everyone here appeared to be so much happier and relaxed and in love than people did in London. People touched and kissed and caressed here, not caring who was watching. Maybe it was the weather, or the sea, or the cheap wine. Maybe it was that indefinable French je ne sais quoi. Whatever it was, it made my dour Englishness all the more apparent. I wondered if a person could change if they lived somewhere like this. Would Riviera life rub off on me?

While I wondered if I could improve myself by becoming more French—and tried not to think about how bad the reprimand from Sanders would be when I told him I’d missed the shot of Grace Kelly—I saw a familiar face across the street. Sophie Duval. She was standing outside a small arcade of designer boutiques beneath the hotel, struggling to stop her skirt from blowing up above her knees in the breeze. I pushed down the brim of my hat and watched her for a moment, amused by her annoyance. Or perhaps she was more upset than annoyed, I couldn’t quite tell. Either way, I decided to go over and offer an apology for my rather abrupt manner in her shop. Perhaps I would pick up a bottle of Duval perfume for Emily as a belated birthday present.

Leaving a suitable amount of francs on the table, I grabbed my camera, but I kicked the edge of my chair as I stood up and sent it toppling over. The clatter caught Miss Duval’s attention. She looked over to the restaurant, spotted me instantly (I was difficult to miss), turned her back to me, and walked briskly away. I followed, threading through the tightly packed café tables as quickly as my gangling limbs would allow, but by the time I’d pushed past a couple who stopped inconveniently in front of me for a passionate kiss, she’d ducked down a narrow side street and disappeared into the shadows.

I wasn’t giving up that easily. The only thing I had left to lose was my dignity, and what half-decent press photographer had that anyway? I broke into a jog, following the tantalizing scent of her perfume down the sleepy, shuttered streets.
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Sophie

The sun peeked over the edge of the horizon, sending a glimmering path of gold across the water, its parting gift before retiring for the evening. I would have loved to sit for a while to watch the spectacle, but I was already late for dinner, and Lucien would be irritable. 

I walked to Chez Benoît as quickly as I could manage in parley heels. It was never my intention to keep Lucien waiting, but I often got absorbed by my work, wrapped up in a world of fragrance and memories and dreams so that I completely lost track of time. Today, I had a particularly good reason for my delay. I smiled, remembering the flutter of excitement as I’d struck upon something special in my workshop, a seduction of the senses. Ambergris, rich with musk to act as a fixative, note de tête of dried cherry and violets, note de coeur of mimosa and oakmoss, the carefully balanced quantity of ingredients recorded in my journal de fleurs, the notebook where the formula for each Duval fragrance was held. It was Papa’s before it passed on to me. He’d affectionately called it his book of flowers, and the name had stuck. Any parfumeur knew to keep their formulas a closely guarded secret. Science and magic, art and beauty, it was all there in a small vial that would one day become a beautiful glass bottle to be sold. My new fragrance needed more work, but I was close, so close to something exceptional.

I smiled again as I approached the door of the restaurant.

“Bonsoir, madame.” The doorman nodded and held the door open for me. “Monsieur Marceau is waiting at your usual table.”

“Merci, Jacques. I am late.” I shrugged my coat from my shoulders as he took it from me.

“A woman as beautiful as you can never be late, madame.”

I laughed at his easy charm and wound my way through the circular tables, each glowing with candlelight and covered in crisp white linens. Soft piano music mingled with laughter and drifted through the room. The delicious aroma from the kitchens hit me in waves: roast beef, wild garlic, the salty tang of fresh seafood. Lucien’s favorite restaurant in Cannes had quickly become our favorite restaurant in Cannes. Though Chez Benoît was expensive, money was no object to the son of a millionaire real estate developer, although Lucien’s easy way with money made me—the daughter of a humble artisan—feel uncomfortable at times.

He stood as I approached the table and made a point of checking his watch. “If you didn’t look so radiant, I’d be angry with you.” We exchanged kisses on each cheek. He pulled out my chair from the table before the waiter had the chance. “What took you so long?”

“I’m sorry.” I sat, smoothing my floral skirt. “I came from Grasse.” I couldn’t wait to tell him about the progress I’d made that afternoon.

“I’ve been waiting nearly an hour.” He tipped back the rest of his martini and held a finger in the air for the waiter. “We’re ready for the first course, and we’ll have a bottle of the Pommery.”

“Très bien.” The waiter bowed deferentially before rushing from the dining room. They were used to Lucien’s expensive tastes and demanding ways.

“I was considering joining another table,” Lucien said with a hint of humor in his voice. “The Florents are by the front window.”

I reached for his hand and squeezed it. “I will make it up to you.”

“I like the sound of that.” He winked as a smile spread across his face.

The sommelier arrived, uncorked the bottle, and poured a splash of the effervescent liquid into a crystal coupe. I sat back in my seat as Lucien went through the process of tasting before nodding his approval. The vintage was acceptable. Lucien had impeccable taste and wouldn’t settle for less than perfect. I smiled at the sommelier as he poured two glasses and placed the bottle in a silver ice bucket beside the table.

“I’ve discovered something,” I said, unable to suppress the excitement emerging again, like the ribbons of bubbles winding to the surface in my glass.

“Well, if this is why you were late, do go on.”

“I’m in the process of developing a new fragrance. I think it could be a real breakthrough, Lucien. This may be it, the one I’ve been waiting for.” I held out my champagne glass.

“That’s wonderful. Congratulations.” He clinked his glass against mine.

“Thank you. It’s been so many years . . . if Papa . . . I wish . . .” I felt a lump form in my throat and swallowed hard. “If I could only talk to him about it. He would understand better than anyone.”

“I know, chérie,” Lucien said, lifting my hand to his lips. “I know.”

I longed to tell Lucien more, to explain my ideas and my plans, but he humored my passionate musings only to a point. He was a true businessman, almost clinical in the execution of his work at times. He thought I let my emotions overtake my good sense too often. But our differences were what drew him to me in the first place, and the same was true for me. Opposites attract, after all. Recently, he had hinted at our relationship becoming more serious in the not-too-distant future, and he’d made it clear I would be busy maintaining his properties—the house in Cannes, the yacht, the Paris apartment—and playing hostess to his millionaire clientele. I would be expected to step back from the perfume business—at least to some degree—to make way for our family. I hadn’t argued or worried. I knew he would change his mind in time. He knew how much Duval meant to me. Lucien often made offhand comments like this, but when it came down to it, he loved me and would support me, I was sure of it.

“Will you join me for a digestif after the party later?” he asked, changing the subject. “With the film festival in town, I can hardly manage the invitations. Grace Kelly is here with her boyfriend, or one of her leading men. It’s hard to keep up with her.”

“Oh?” For some reason I didn’t tell him she’d visited the boutique. “I didn’t know she had a boyfriend.”

He leaned forward, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “She doesn’t. Not officially. But she can’t keep her eyes off Jean-Pierre Aumont. They’re all over the newspapers. How convenient that they’re here at the same time. Rumor has it he’s the only reason she agreed to come to Cannes at all. Then there are the rumors she’s already engaged to that fashion designer, Cassini.” He leaned back in his velvet chair and laughed lightly. “Good for her, I say. Use your beauty to your full advantage.”

Lucien enjoyed all the gossip and scandal that circulated during the film festival. He came alive as the boats packed the harbor and plenty of new, fascinating people filled the bars and hotels of Cannes and other nearby towns on the Côte d’Azur. Perhaps he enjoyed it a little too much. I was amazed at the energy he had, the endless hours he spent among the crowds, floating from one yacht party to the next. He acquired all the right invitations, managed to meet all the right people. Lucien Marceau charmed everyone he met. With his dark hair, aquiline nose, and expensive wardrobe, he always made an impression. Eyes followed him as he sauntered through a packed room dressed in Lacoste stripes and foulard, tied expertly at his neck, or attired in an elegant dinner jacket that complemented his build. It was no wonder he was so successful in business. It never bothered me that he sat firmly at the center of every party, while I receded quietly to a corner with a friend or two to talk more privately. When Lucien was happy, everything was easy. I only wished he would take a little more interest in the things that made me happy, too. 

“I’m tired tonight, chéri,” I said, laying down my fork. “You go on to the party without me.”

He flashed one of his contagious smiles and kissed my hand. “Fine, but tomorrow night, pas d’excuses.”

The waiter reappeared with a tray of fresh oysters. Lucien squeezed a wedge of lemon over the shellfish and we ate in silence until the potage of creamed asparagus soup arrived.

“What are you thinking about?” Lucien asked, tearing off a chunk of baguette and noticing my distraction. “You look like you’re working out a plan for world domination.”

I laughed. My thoughts had circled the meeting with Miss Kelly, then alighted on that irritating photographer, James Henderson. I pushed him quickly aside and returned to the thrill of my new discovery in the workshop. “I think this new fragrance could be the beginning of something really special. Perhaps I could launch a new line, like I’ve always wanted. I would need to speak to the accountant but—”

Lucien squeezed my hand. “Mon amour, you know you can’t afford this. You already spent the money I gave you over a year ago. I know how much you enjoy your work, but this grand venture of yours would stretch your resources too thin. Think of the time it would take to make a name for yourself among the big perfume houses. You would be competing with the most famous names in Paris. Your parfums sell just fine here, in your shop in Cannes, and in Grasse.” He dipped a bit of bread into his soup. “Besides, there’s the problem of your maman to consider.”

Maman. I sighed. She wouldn’t go for my idea at all. In fact, she didn’t care a wit for Duval. She cared only about her brandy and an “occasional” hand of vingt-et-un. Her habit had controlled our lives for as long as I could remember. Papa had argued and pleaded with her, and sometimes shouted until the panes on the windows shook. She would change her ways for a time and he would forgive her, but it never lasted. Somehow, he’d managed to keep us and the business afloat. I was now trying to do the same, but I hadn’t yet created a fragrance that would catapult Duval to the next level. Lucien was right. We couldn’t easily compete with the established reputations of the large perfume houses, even if we did have the funds. Yet I couldn’t help feeling I was finally on the right path. All I needed was a new line featuring a star fragrance. I could give Maman her own allowance then and safeguard the rest of the finances. And I could continue to do what I loved most, whether or not she drowned herself in cheap wine.

“This could be it, Lucien. The one I’ve been searching for. I’ll talk to Maman. I—”

“Let’s not talk about expenditures tonight, chérie. I hate to see you upset. Financial strain, your maman, what-ifs.” Lucien poured us each another glass of champagne, waving the sommelier away dismissively. “It will only spoil our evening.” He checked his Rolex. “What little of it there is left.”

My good humor dissolved as my dreams collapsed under the weight of hard reality. “Yes, you’re right. Let’s leave it.”

He saw my disappointment and kissed my hand again. “We will talk about this more, I promise. I want to hear all about it. But later. After you’ve had time to think about your new fragrance, scribble down your ideas. Perhaps devise a plan. How does that sound?”

I nodded, accepting his argument even as a stubborn part of me disagreed. I laid my knife and fork on the edge of my plate. Suddenly, I wasn’t hungry anymore.
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James

Hollywood stars were elusive, but the Cannes sunset was impossible to miss. It was my favorite time of day, everything slowly mellowing to a soft rose-gold glow as the town shimmered. The light was too good to ignore, and I was glad to have an unused roll of film to catch it. I sought out interesting silhouettes and shadows and angles, focused on the way the water glistened like silk. It was where I felt happiest, framing the scene. Landscapes gave me all the time I needed to get the perfect composition. People, on the other hand, were unpredictable and erratic. Walsh kept telling me I had a good instinct for faces and should do more portraiture, but I didn’t want to believe him. Scenery was my safe space. I understood it. People, I only ever got remarkably wrong.

As I walked along La Croisette, it was as if the whole town had exhaled. Everything relaxed in the fresh evening breeze, the palm trees rustling their leaves like hula girls shaking their grass skirts. As I strolled past the Duval boutique, I took one of the business cards from my pocket. The scent of Sophie’s perfume was still captured on the slim piece of card. I brought it to my nose and breathed in. Sensual, but feminine. Perfectly French. It was surely no coincidence that I’d seen her again, and I couldn’t stop thinking about the look in her eyes when I’d snapped her in the shop. Confused. Hurt. Vulnerable. Some people have a way of expressing themselves that the camera loves and enhances. I was no expert in portrait photography, but I sensed that Miss Duval had a face the camera loved, and I couldn’t wait to get back to London to develop the image I’d taken of her. In the meantime, I had far more important things to think about. I had one day left in Cannes. One day to photograph a Hollywood icon or lose my job, and what chance would I ever have of making a proper home for Emily and me if that happened. Emily deserved the best, and I was determined to find a way of giving it to her. None of this was her fault, after all.

Back at the hotel I dialed Walsh’s room. I hadn’t seen him at dinner and it wasn’t like Teddy Walsh to miss a meal. The phone rang several times before he picked up.

“Hello.” His voice was sleepy, slightly slurred. 

I pulled the receiver away from my ear as he coughed violently on the other end. “Walsh? It’s Jim. Are you drunk?”

“I’m sick. Come up. I need to talk to you.”

My old man used to say I was the luckiest kid he’d ever known. I’d get the best hand in the games of poker we played at Christmas. I’d find money in the street. I’d roll a six every time I needed one. The older I got, the more my luck seemed to run out, but that was about to change.

“I’ve been invited to a private press op tomorrow,” Teddy explained as I poured him a glass of water and drew his curtains. “Pulled in a favor from a friend of a friend who works for Paris Match. Turns out the magazine’s movie editor, Pierre Galante, has arranged a meeting between Grace Kelly and Prince Rainier at the royal palace in Monaco. It seems that Galante, his wife—Olivia de Havilland—and the editor in chief of Paris Match, cooked up the idea over dinner in the dining car on the train from Paris to Nice, and Kelly’s people at MGM agreed to it. ‘The Prince and the Queen of Hollywood.’ I can already see the headlines.”

I flopped onto the end of Walsh’s bed. “Prince who? I’ve never heard of him.”

“Neither had Miss Kelly by all accounts. Apparently she’s not very keen on the idea. She believes her schedule is already far too tight. I suspect she’d prefer to stay in Cannes with that Aumont chap who seems to follow her everywhere, but it’s all arranged. A small group of photographers have been invited to capture the meeting on camera. Good publicity for American-French relations, and all that.”

I sat up and pushed my hair from my forehead. “And you’re stuck in bed with the plague, so I get to take your place at the palace?”

“Exactly.”

A broad smile spread across my face as I crawled over the bed and planted a kiss on his forehead. “I bloody love you, Teddy Walsh! Sanders will have no excuse to fire me now.”

“Don’t muck this up, Jim. It’s a bit obscure but you know how popular Kelly is right now. This could turn into big news.”

I promised I wouldn’t muck it up. “Scout’s honor. I’ll get the shot.”

He rolled his eyes and waved me away with a weary hand as another coughing fit left him gasping for breath. 

“You sure you’ll be all right?” I asked. I wasn’t used to seeing him so listless. “You’re not going to die or anything? I should probably warn the chambermaids if you are.”

He attempted a smile. “Not planning to. I’d say I’ll last the night anyway. Now get lost, will you? You’re making me feel worse.”

* * *

The following morning, I got a lift to the palace with Walsh’s contact from Paris Match, a diminutive fellow with fat fingers and limited English. We traveled in silence as his little Peugeot 203 struggled up the steep winding roads, gears crunching as he did his best to keep up with the American sedan MGM had provided to drive Miss Kelly to the palace. Pierre Galante was accompanying her, along with Olivia de Havilland.

“Hollywood stars pop up as often as champagne corks in this part of the country,” I said, as much to myself as to my companion. He didn’t reply. I was glad to see he kept his eyes firmly on the road. I rolled down the window and pulled back the seat, stretching out my legs as much as the cramped space would allow. I settled my gaze on the passing scenery and tried not to think about the sheer drop-off to our right. The sea was vivid blue far below the steep mountainsides. The scent of salt and orange blossom mingled with the tobacco from my cigarette; the relaxed holiday feel of it all made me smile. Perhaps everything was going to be okay after all, thanks to Walsh and a dozen dodgy oysters, and Grace Kelly and a prince.

* * *

At the palace, an aide explained, rather awkwardly, that His Serene Highness was a little delayed. He offered to escort our party on a tour of the palace while we waited.

Miss Kelly didn’t seem too impressed and kept glancing at her wristwatch, but she managed a polite smile as she was introduced to the group of photographers and reporters. She shook all our hands, one after the other.

“James Henderson, British press,” I said when she reached me. “Jim, to my friends.”

She smiled warmly, said, “Hello, James,” and moved quickly on to the chap beside me who was sweating profusely. He wiped his hand on his lapel before offering it to
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“A fragrant French bonbon of a book.”
—KATE QUINN, New York Times bestselling
author of The Huntress and The Alice Network
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