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      To the perfumes of Grasse and the people who make them, this story was inspired by you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Other books in the European Tycoon series

      

      
        Also by Leanne Lovegrove

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Kitty, I’m sorry I can’t do it. Please forgive me. I don’t love you and can’t marry you today, Stuart x
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      Kitty Landers buried her face in the silky-smooth fabric of the pale pink wedding dress she carried. Bunching the frock up to her face, she inhaled deeply before closing her eyes. Damn that scent. The scent that clung to the dress had the power to enrapture and transport her. Back home, back to him, to happier times. The fragrance was from Montgomery Perfumes and it had once been her favourite. Now, the floral undertones and the light magnolia notes turned her stomach.

      It was a perfume she never wanted to smell again.

      Kitty’s eyes popped open. She lifted her head from the gown, squared her shoulders, held the heavy layers of her wedding dress aloft for a few more seconds before dropping it, with great ceremony, into the rubbish. It crumpled, one perfect frill of the hem overlapping the lip of the bin that sat on the congested train platform.

      Even then she couldn’t tear her gaze away from the discarded and crushed fabric. She could do this and was doing the right thing; dumping the dress would allow her to move on. It was the first step in accepting that she’d been jilted at the altar. And let’s face it, what would she do with an unwanted wedding gown anyway? With a deep sigh, she inhaled again keen to be rid of the lingering aroma of the perfume. Instead, she welcomed the unpleasant reek of oil, fuel and cigarette smoke as she stood on the noisy platform in Grasse.

      The French station bustled with Friday afternoon commuters heading to destinations for the weekend ahead. No one paid any attention to the crazy woman who’d just chucked her wedding dress in the bin. They were not like her fellow passengers on the plane from Brisbane to Singapore. They hadn’t ignored her as she sat in economy wearing the gown. By the time she arrived at Changi airport, some semblance of sense had returned, and she realised how ridiculous she must have appeared in her full wedding attire, tiara still atop her head. But even then, she couldn’t dispose of it, not yet, and she’d nursed that dress with its folds and pleats like a new-born baby on her lap all the way to Charles de Gaulle Airport, ignoring the silent stares and sympathetic looks from others on her international flight.

      But now, finally, she’d arrived at her destination of the hinterland town of Grasse in the southeast of France. Her arrival in the perfume capital of the world heralded a chance to start over and rebuild her shattered life.

      Time to get started. Except her feet didn’t cooperate. Instinct had her wanting to give the elegant pink gown one last glance, a final look at the lace overlay and diamante studs across the bust that resembled the night-time stars.

      No. She refused to be lost to nostalgia; for what was, what should have been. Kitty turned away from the rubbish bin and searched for her red suitcase.

      She took one step, then another towards her new life and reached for the worn handle of her luggage. Long, slender fingers connected with hers and fought for space on the leather grip. The fingers belonged to a masculine hand with smooth skin and neat, square nails and a tiny bunching of hair at each knuckle. They were impressive hands but... the scent! It was a distinct fragrance that didn’t drift slowly towards her, it slammed into her and immobilised her on the spot. Blanketed in the most divine aroma, Kitty clutched the handle tighter.

      For the second time in minutes, the train station disappeared as she travelled on a sensory experience. But this journey was different. Again, the noise surrounding her receded as she focused on the strong musk with cedarwood and hints of cinnamon and lemon and perhaps sage? It was woody and divine…and beautiful.

      This scent belonged to someone. A man who always got served first in line or was the last to arrive at a party but the most welcome. It was bold and enticing and…

      The case jerked and the fingers gripping hers tried to dislodge her hand. Kitty was pulled from her reverie and she crashed back down to the train station with a thump, the sounds drumming in her ears once more.

      The dark-haired man in front of her wore a frown to match his navy well-cut suit. His stubble was three days past a shave but illuminated turquoise eyes staring intently in her direction. Eyes the colour of the water sluicing gently back and forth on the sandy beaches in the nearby Cote d’Azur. But of course, she hadn’t experienced that, only briefly glimpsing the brochures and dreaming, hoping that one day she would see it. Perhaps, now, she didn’t need to.

      The man’s chest rose and fell as if he were drawing in the bouquet of smells, too. Was he inhaling her scent? Uncertain, she dropped her hand, and the suitcase held fast in his grip. She hadn’t showered in over twenty-four hours and worried she reeked of plane travel and sweat, but luckily all she detected on her skin was bloody magnolia.

      Kitty stepped back, bumping into a passer-by but creating space between her and the very handsome Frenchman.

      He continued to stare as she stood her ground. Crease lines formed a deeper frown on his forehead.

      ‘Excusez-moi, je pense que vous vous trompez, ce sont nos bagages.’ As he rattled on in rapid-fire French, a woman approached from his left and placed her hand on his arm. He paused, listened to the softly spoken words, and then gazed down to the case she held, similar but clearly different from the one he grasped.

      The Frenchman put down Kitty’s case and looked at her, the corners of his lips barely lifting in an apologetic half-smile. ‘Pardon. Je suis vraiment desole.’

      Oh, la. That accent. After all, she was in France. He could have been yelling obscenities at her and she’d have melted under the intonation of those words. One minute ago, he probably was directing impolite phrases at her. How could one language sound so sublime and as if every word was erotic and sensual?

      She pondered that thought briefly before a train blasted its horn and people raced towards carriages waving to loved ones before boarding.

      The Frenchman took the case off the woman and held it up in explanation. He stepped forward, his lips parted, ready to speak, but paused, considered her intently and took a deep breath. Kitty was sure he inhaled again before the woman tugged his sleeve impatiently. With one last glance at Kitty, they moved away.

      Her body sagged a little. A nice accent, damn fine-looking and a divine scent all in one package. That guy fitted the descriptive phrase: tall, dark and handsome. The only lightness was the blue of his eyes. The rest of him was dark: his dress, hair, his aura, even his scent had moody undertones. And the saunter and dominating presence as he walked away! The crowds parted as he walked through.

      And on his arm was a beautiful woman who teetered in stiletto heels, carried a large designer handbag and wore a red scarf! Her skirt was pencil-thin so that it only permitted tiny steps forward, and her blouse was one of those silk, off-white blow-in-the-breeze sorts that accentuated her rose pink cheeks.

      The cliché of French people being beautiful was real. These two could have graced the pages of a glossy women’s fashion magazine. Kitty glanced after them but they were lost to the crowd.

      Kitty’s heart shattered into million pieces. Again.

      Clearly, she had landed in the country of love. Well, Paris was the city of love where deliriously happy and loved-up couples kissed on every street corner. Self-preservation had kicked in she’d skedaddled out of the capital city quick smart.

      At least her encounter with the gorgeous French couple had made her forget about dropping her expensive and beautiful wedding dress in the rubbish. C’est la vie.

      She puffed air into her cheeks and picked up her case along with her self-esteem and determination. The small slip of paper she held in her left fist was her first step on the road to recovery. With a flick of her wrist, she read the address again, the location meant nothing to her but she’d find it.
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        * * *

      

      Pierre Joubert opened the car door for Ms Melodie Dubois. Her perfume was pleasant but non-distinct. If one wore a fragrance, it had to make a statement and not blend into the wearer or the environment. This scent was too subtle.

      He could not get the scent of the woman at the train station out of his head. It had been different: floral, yes, magnolia certainly, but it stood out and was immediately discernible. He’d had to control himself from moving in close to her neck and running his nose along her skin.

      But he hadn’t needed to. A quality perfume lasted. And hers had; he knew it had been applied hours before and still lingered. It was not a local perfume and had piqued his interest. But it wasn’t a product of the House of Joubert. His family company produced the best perfumes not only in Grasse but in the world. That scent might have been interesting, but it wasn’t in their league.

      Ms Dubois exited the Bentley. They’d arrived at the children’s home and stood before Maison de Roses. Like most local buildings, the grand three-storey home was constructed of stone, and over time, age had covered some bricks in mildew, others in wild grass. To a newcomer it might appear foreboding but that was only the stately architecture. The interior was warm and welcoming; he’d made sure of that.

      Pierre hoped the new schoolteacher had packed more sensible clothing as he watched her step forward, struggling to move in her tight skirt. Ms Dubois might be the most skilled tutor he could secure but if she wasn’t prepared to get dirty, come down to the children’s level and play with them each day, it wasn’t going to work. Not for these children. This wasn’t a traditional school where obedient students sat reciting times tables or completing their homework on command. These were good kids who deserved the best and he hoped Ms Dubois would deliver.

      ‘Papa Pierre!’ Claude raced outside and wrapped his arms around Pierre’s hips. He patted the boy on the back as his heart swelled with pride; Claude was special and reminded him of his brother at the same age. People thought of Pierre as a ruthless businessman who was pragmatic and devoid of emotion, and perhaps he was all those things, but every time he saw these children, he came alive. They gave him purpose.

      ‘Bonjour, Claude.’

      The boy gazed at him with adoration in his eyes. ‘This is Ms Dubois and she’s going to help you with your French and mathematics.’

      The boy’s grin dipped. Like many of the kids, Claude struggled to read and write and would prefer to be running around playing in the spacious garden instead.

      Pierre gestured with his chin and the boy knew he was to address their guest. Obediently he held out his hand to greet her. In response, Melodie sank to her knees and addressed Claude directly. Pierre watched as the child became putty in her hands.

      His shoulders dropped with relief.

      ‘If you help me show Ms Dubois around, I’ll have time for a quick game of football before I head back to the office.’

      Claude squealed and reached for both of their hands and propelled them forward through the heavy, solid timber entrance.

      Other than his flower farm, Rose House was the only other place Pierre felt anything remotely like contentment. His flowers were his selfish indulgence and passion and, by extension, his work, but here, this was the real world. These children had nothing and no one, and he worked very hard to ensure they were loved.

      As he entered the dim and cool interior, a weight bore down upon his shoulders and a heaviness returned to his limbs. Rose House always made him think of his brother.
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      Halfway up one of the many steep hills of Grasse, Kitty paused to catch her breath. She was daydreaming of a sexy French man walking beside her while wheeling her luggage and teasing her with his smile and exotic accent. Other visitors to the town would be admiring the rolling hills and buildings leaning into the landscape. Not Kitty Landers. It was always about love. Or the sentiment of it, anyway.

      There was always time to indulge in the scents around her, though. Grasse sort of smelled like home, yet also nothing like the Sunshine Coast of Australia. There she could hear the crash of waves against the shore and the smell of salt always permeated the air. Here, there was a hint of the sea, a touch in amongst a collection of other aromas. The salt surprised her because Grasse was some distance from the coast. She’d Googled the town on the train from Paris. But there were other scents too: jasmine, but also mimosa, orange blossom and lavender. Funny, she would have expected the divine, yet subtle, fragrance of roses.

      Kitty searched her surroundings for the source of the intense fragrances. The hills enveloping Grasse housed flower farms of many varieties and all for one purpose: to produce perfume. Standing on the crest of the hill, she couldn’t see any farms, but she wasn’t far from the town centre where houses and guest hotels lined the streets.

      Realisation struck and her foot collided with the corner of her suitcase as she lost concentration. Ouch! Kitty rubbed her toe in her open-sandal shoe as she gazed around her. Being here in the home of perfume was both bittersweet and overwhelming. Tears pricked at the corners of her eyes but she refused to give them purchase. Shaking her head to whisk those water droplets away on the wind, she held up the brochure.

      Villa des Fleurs, the villa or house of flowers. That had to be a sign; she was meant to stay there and study the science of perfume-making in this small, French village. A world away from her life in Australia and the disaster she’d left behind.

      The flyer directed her to a villa at the top of the rise. She huffed out a sigh and kept walking a few more metres until she arrived at a wrought iron gate twice her height. Kitty pushed and it swung open to reveal a path leading to a double-storey stone house. The desert colourings, surrounding greenery against a clear, cloudless sky gave it a provincial feel. Relief swept through her. She’d made it; travelled across the world to here. It was time to achieve greatness.

      Stepping though the entrance, the echo of voices, soft music and the clink of glasses reached her. The reception desk was empty so she dumped her case and continued inside. She entered a large, spacious, country-style kitchen, where a group of people sat at a well-worn timber table.

      ‘Bonjour,’ she managed.

      Heads turned in her direction. ‘Ah, hallo, ma cherie,’ an older woman replied.

      ‘I’ve come about a room?’ she queried in English; not confident she could pull that phrase off in her rudimentary French. Without hesitation, the woman replied in English. ‘Welcome, welcome. We thought everyone had arrived already. You did not arrive with the others?’

      Confusion must have been obvious in her slow reply and tilt of her head. ‘Um…the others?’

      ‘You study at the Institute of Perfumery, oui?’ she quizzed. A man came and stood beside her, a hand to the woman’s waist.

      ‘Yes, oui,’ Kitty answered. ‘I’m in the right place?’

      ‘C’est oui, of course. Come in.’ The woman replied but the man spoke quickly in French and gesticulated with his free hand. When he took a breath, he laughed, throwing his head back and placed his two hands to the sides of the woman’s face and kissed her on the lips.

      Here we go again. Kitty resigned herself to an intimate display of affection; it was almost funny. She was the perennial lover of love, and now, at her lowest, at a time when she loathed love and wished it didn’t exist, love surrounded her everywhere. Nonetheless, her heart betrayed her resolve to be indifferent to such affection and did a peculiar little skipping beat as if she was envious. And she wasn’t.

      The kiss went on for longer than was comfortable so Kitty looked around the kitchen. The wide and open space exuded warmth. The extraordinary afternoon light shone through open doors and hatch windows onto the stone floor with bright white cabinets. Fresh flowers sat on benches; Kitty knew each variety.

      The group sitting at the table had recommenced their conversations and were speaking English. Excellent! Even though her goal was to improve her French, English was so much easier.

      On the table a collection of glasses filled with both red and white wine sat beside platters of cheeses. Her stomach rumbled; she’d last eaten a snack on the train hours ago.

      A hand touched her shoulder and she zoned back in.

      ‘I’m Adrienne, your host and that is my husband, Raphael, or Raph for short.’ She pointed to the man leaving the kitchen. ‘Welcome to Villa des Fleurs. We’re very excited to have you stay.’

      ‘My name is Katherine but everyone calls me Kitty.’

      ‘And where are you from, Kitty?’

      ‘Australia.’

      ‘Oh, Australie, such a long way. Please sit, sit.’ Adrienne ushered her to a chair and with her head tilted to the side, she pointed to the wine bottles.

      ‘White, please.’ Kitty sat.

      ‘Hello! Are you starting the course next week, too?’ the man next to her asked in a strong, American drawl.

      ‘Um, yes. Everyone doing the course stays here, right? That’s what the brochure said.’ She removed it from her pocket and held it up.

      ‘Yeah, sure. Hey guys, this here is…’ He looked to her with raised eyebrows.

      ‘Kitty.’

      ‘Kitty, from…’

      ‘Australia.’

      ‘Wow, Australia.’

      The group erupted in greetings. A woman across the table spoke in broken English. ‘I didn’t realise Australia had a perfume market. It must be small. What experience do you have?’

      Okay.

      The woman’s dark hair matched her midnight eyes as she stared at Kitty waiting for a reply. She had an accent Kitty didn’t recognise but perhaps might be Italian.

      ‘Um, no, they do. I’m from Queensland and I worked at the largest and most successful perfume manufacturer in Australia.’ Was it? Kitty wasn’t sure but it sounded impressive.

      ‘Really?’ Another man down the end of the table muttered as he ate a slice of prosciutto.

      ‘Yes,’ she replied with confidence. Not that she wanted to advocate for Montgomery Perfumes, but they had been a good employer. Their son simply hadn’t been a good fiancé. ‘Their fragrances are floral based…’

      ‘All perfumes originate from flowers.’ The most gorgeous woman Kitty had ever laid eyes upon, spoke. She leaned her head on her hand as though she could hardly be bothered to stay awake. Like most of the people at the table, her hair was dark, but hers was shoulder length and curled inwards at the base. In contrast to her dark features, large silver hoop earrings almost touched her shoulders. She reminded Kitty of Juliette Binoche out of the movie, Chocolat. She loved that movie. Except this woman didn’t look all sweetness and light like that main character. But she was French.

      ‘Yeah, of course.’ Kitty spluttered in reply. She knew that…

      ‘So, what are your qualifications?’ The second American man seated to her left, bulged out of a white T-shirt sporting a large star-spangled flag. At least the Americans were easy to spot.

      Kitty bought time by nibbling some cheese, chewing on a cracker and sipping her wine. ‘Qualifications?’

      ‘Yeah. Did you major in chemistry or science and have you studied perfume before?’

      The wine she’d just drunk burned her chest like acid.

      ‘Well, I learned on the job.’

      A heavy blanket of silence descended on the group before the room erupted and they talked over each other sometimes reverting to their native tongues.

      ‘My background is chemical engineering, so I’m going to romp this in.’ The only other blonde in the room said this in a perfect English accent. How had she not noticed her already?

      The occupants of the table then proceeded to announce their degrees and experience, leaving Kitty to listen and develop a thick layer of self-doubt. Zoning out, she gulped the last remnants of her wine, stood and slunk from the table. The group didn’t even catch their breath and kept rattling on, not noticing her exit.

      Standing outside on the terrace, she released a sigh. It was early evening and the sun was a faded orange orb in the sky, sinking slowly towards the horizon. An apricot haze blanketed the town sprawled out below. It must have been about twenty degrees, but her bare arms and legs clad in T-shirt and denim shorts, erupted in goose pimples. Kitty rubbed her arms.

      ‘It’s beautiful, yes?’ Adrienne appeared by her side.

      Kitty soaked up the majestic view. ‘Yes, stunning. I’ve never been anywhere like it.’

      ‘Have you travelled from Australia before?’

      Kitty shook her head.

      ‘It must be a shock.’ Adrienne patted her on the arm like a caring aunt. Chérie, we don’t have a booking for you, but no trouble, if you are studying at the Institute, we will always make room for you. It’s important to study with the other students and travel to your course together each day.’

      That thought filled her with dread.

      ‘I’ll show you your room. You ready?’

      Kitty agreed and was led back into the villa and up a flight of stairs. A long narrow corridor housed rooms on each side. Stopping outside one door, Adrienne unlocked it and let her pass through the open door first. Like everything here, it was roomy and in the same desert colours of tangerine and muted yellows and oranges. ‘It’s lovely. Thank you.’

      Adrienne kissed her on both cheeks and left. Kitty glimpsed her suitcase in the corner and was grateful it had been delivered up the stairs; then she collapsed onto the bed.
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