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	P R O L O G U E

	Overture

	I could smell a lie before I could see it. It was the first thing Adrian ever loved about me, back when we had nothing but a one-room walk-up and a hot plate and a hundred little glass vials lined up on the windowsill like a congregation. He used to hold his wrist out to me across the dark and ask, what is it tonight, and I would tell him — cedar and wet stone, a man who’d been caught in the rain on Mercer Street — and he would laugh, astonished, every single time.

	He didn’t ask anymore. That should have been the first thing I noticed. It wasn’t.

	What I noticed was the scent.

	He came in past midnight, the way he came in most nights that winter, shedding his coat in the dark of the entryway so the cold rolled off the wool in a wave. I was on the stairs. I wasn’t waiting for him — I want that on the record, even now, even to myself — I had only come down for water and stopped because he was there, half a shadow, loosening his tie, and I leaned in out of nine years of habit to put my mouth against his jaw.

	And I smelled her.

	Not perfume the way other people mean it. I smelled the structure. Bergamot laid over a green so sheer it was almost cucumber, and beneath that, where a cheaper hand would have reached for vanilla, an accord I had built myself out of orris and warm skin and a breath of ambrette — because Celeste was all bright surface and hidden softness, and I had wanted to give her something that opened the way she did, slow, on the second meeting. I had blended it in my own studio. I had decanted it into a bottle I chose for the weight of it in her hand. I had pressed it into her palm three months before and watched her eyes fill, and I had felt that particular warmth you only feel when you have made a thing for one person and no one else alive.

	There is exactly one bottle of it in the world.

	It was on my husband’s skin.

	I did not pull back. I have thought about that a great deal since — how I stayed exactly where I was, my lips at his jaw, breathing in the proof of it, while he said something about the Tokyo numbers and reached past me for the banister. I think the oldest part of me, the part that had once stood at that windowsill naming the rain, was simply doing what it had always done. Reading him. Telling him the truth he hadn’t asked for.

	Orris. Ambrette. Her.

	“You’re freezing,” I said. My voice came out level. I was proud of that, later. “There’s soup if you want it.”

	“You’re a saint,” he said, and kissed the top of my head, and went up.

	I stood in the dark a while longer with my own work in my lungs.

	People think a marriage ends with the slam of a door. Mine ended with a smell — and the strangest part, the part I could never make anyone understand afterward, was that it did not feel like the end of anything.

	It felt like the moment I finally started paying attention.

	 

	
 

	O N E

	Solstice

	The fragrance launching that night was mine, though no one in the room would have said so, and I had stopped correcting them a long time ago.

	I built it in February, in the gray heart of the year, out of a memory I had never told anyone: my grandmother’s kitchen in the hour before the rest of the house woke. The cold tang of a peeled orange. Sugar going amber in a copper pan. And the green bitterness of the rind she threw in last, every time, because she said the bitter was the only thing that made the sweet mean anything. I had wanted to call it Aube — dawn. The marketing people called it Solstice, because their research said women between thirty and fifty heard renewal in the word, and Adrian had looked at me across the long glass table with that easy, sorry-eyed warmth of his and said, They’re the experts, love. So Solstice it was. One syllable against a hundred. I had spent nine years learning to let the small things go, and I had gotten good at it the way you get good at anything you practice in the dark.

	The launch filled the Beaumont flagship on Greene Street — three floors of white stone and brass that Adrian had bought when buying it nearly finished us, and that was now worth more than some small nations. They had cleared the ground floor and packed it with the people who mattered and the people who wanted to matter. A string quartet played something weightless and expensive. The champagne was the exact pale gold of the juice in my grandmother’s pan, which I doubted was a coincidence, because nothing in Adrian’s houses was ever a coincidence.

	I stood near the back with a glass I wasn’t drinking, and I did the thing I always did in a crowded room. I closed my eyes for the length of one breath, and I read it.

	This is the part people don’t believe until you prove it to them. A room full of people is a room full of choices. The woman by the column had redone her perfume in the car — too much of it, a tuberose gone shrill with nerves. The man pumping Adrian’s hand smelled of cigarettes he was hiding from his wife and a sandalwood soap that ran forty dollars a bar. Beneath all of it, the building itself: cold stone, the powder-and-dust sweetness of very old money. And over everything, like a sheet drawn across a bed, my own Solstice — lifting off two hundred warmed wrists, turning very slightly the way I had built it to turn. Sweet, then bitter, then something quiet underneath that none of them would ever name and all of them would carry home.

	It was good work. I let myself have that, privately, for about four seconds.

	Then Adrian took the little stage at the front, and the room turned toward him the way a field turns toward weather, and I opened my eyes.

	He was beautiful the way money lets a certain kind of man go on being beautiful — silver coming in at the temples on purpose, a suit cut so close it looked like a change in the air. He never used notes. He told them about the house: heritage, patience, the impossible alchemy of making a thing that lived on skin. When he said alchemy, I watched two hundred people decide they could smell magic. He was the best I had ever seen at making people want something. It was the first thing I had loved in him, and it had taken me years to understand that it was also a kind of weather you could get caught out in, far from any shelter, with the temperature dropping.

	”Solstice,” he said, “began with a memory.”

	My breath caught. For one foolish second I thought he meant to say it — the kitchen, the orange, the bitter rind, the small true thing I’d handed him in February when I told him where it came from. I thought he might turn and find me at the back of the room.

	“My memory,” he said, “of the first time I understood that beauty and renewal are the same act.”

	He went on another minute. It was lovely. None of it was true and none of it was a lie, exactly — the way the copy on the box was never quite a lie — it was only a story cut to fit a man instead of a grandmother. I drank a little of the champagne after all.

	A woman I half-recognized from the board’s orbit drifted over with two air-kisses and a wineglass held like a scepter. The wife of someone, or the someone herself; I could never keep them straight, and they could never quite place me either.

	“Sabine,” she said, landing on the name a beat late. “You must be so proud of him. All of this.” She swept the glass at the room, the brass, the breathing crowd. “Does he talk to you about the scents? Or is that all very technical — behind the curtain?”

	“He talks to me about everything,” I said, which was, that night, still mostly true.

	“It must be like being married to an artist.” She said artist the way you’d say a difficult child. “I don’t know how you stand the temperament.”

	“He’s very easy to live with,” I said, and smiled, and meant it, and she patted my forearm as though I’d been brave, and moved on to someone who mattered more.

	I had been doing this for nine years. The kind smile, the half-step back, the small graceful disappearance. I had told myself it was a choice — that I had handed Adrian the stage the way you hand someone the last good umbrella, freely, because you don’t really mind the rain. Standing there with that woman’s perfume still souring the air she’d left behind, I almost believed it.

	A hand closed gently around my elbow. “There she is,” a low voice said, and I turned to find Margit Sorel, who had been making perfume since before I was born and did not, as a rule, come to parties.

	“You hate these,” I said.

	“I despise them.” She had a face like a walnut and eyes that missed nothing, and she had trained the man who trained me, which in our small, strange trade made her something near to a grandmother of my own. She lifted a glass off a passing tray and didn’t drink from it. “I came to smell what you did with the bitter rind.”

	I went still. I had told no one but Adrian where Solstice came from. “How did you—”

	“Child.” She gave me a look of enormous patience. “I have known your hands for fifteen years. I would know your work in the dark. In the rain. On a stranger across a train platform.” She tipped her head toward the stage, where Adrian was still smiling, still holding the whole room in his open palm. “He gives a beautiful speech.”

	“He does.”

	“Mm.” She let the sound sit there, full of all the things she was too old and too kind to say out loud. Then she squeezed my arm once, hard — the grip you use on something you’re afraid is sitting closer to the edge of the table than it knows. “It is the best thing this house has made in three years, Sabine. Whatever they call it. Whoever they let say they made it.” She set the full glass down. “You remember that.”

	She was gone before I could answer, out into the cold of Greene Street, and she left me holding the only true thing anyone said to me all night.

	That was when I saw Celeste.

	She stood off to the side of the stage in a column of dark green silk, and she was already glowing before anyone had thought to look at her, which is a thing some people can do and most never will. I had found her two years before at a trade fair in Grasse — a junior evaluator nobody was bothering with, taking notes in a little book in handwriting so fierce it tore the page. I had walked over and asked her what she smelled in the air, and without hesitating she had said: wet asphalt, fig leaf, someone’s grandfather’s pipe. And the floor had shifted under me the way it shifts maybe three times in a life. Here is someone. I had brought her home. I had taught her what I knew — most of what I knew — because that is what you do when you find a gift. You don’t hoard it. You feed it.

	She found my eyes across the room and raised her glass to me, the smallest private inch of it, and mouthed two words. Thank you. And my chest did the warm, foolish thing it always did with her — a pride so close to the feeling of having a child that I had never once looked at it straight on. I raised my glass back.

	I want to be honest about this, because everything that came after turned on it. I was happy for her. I stood at the back of a room that was breathing my work while another man took the credit and a girl I had made glowed in green silk, and I was happy. That was the shape of my life. I had built it on purpose, board by board, and most days I wore it like my own skin.

	It was only later, alone, that I went back over the evening the way your tongue goes back to a tooth that has started to ache, and found the places I had stepped over without once looking down.

	That Adrian had said my memory, and had not turned around.

	That when Celeste laughed at something from the stage, he had found her in the crowd before he found me, and held her eyes a half-second too long — and that I had felt it the way you feel a draft in a warm room. A small wrongness. A door standing open somewhere you couldn’t see.

	That he had not asked me, not once in months, what I was making. He used to ask every night. What is it tonight. His wrist held out to me in the dark. Somewhere along the way I had stopped noticing that he’d stopped, the way you stop hearing a clock until the night it finally runs down.

	At the time, I noticed none of it. I finished my champagne and crossed the room to my husband, and he slid his arm around me in front of every person who mattered and said, “There she is. My better half.” Everyone laughed. I leaned into him, because I always leaned into him, and the whole room breathed my work back at me — sweet, then bitter, then quiet underneath — exactly as I had made it.

	I was thirty-eight years old, and I believed I knew the shape of my own life down to the last note.

	I have never been so wrong about anything I could smell.

	 

	
 

	T W O

	The Studio

	The studio was the one room in any Beaumont building that Adrian never set foot in, and I have come to think that was why it stayed the truest place I owned.

	It sat up under the roof of the Greene Street flagship, a long low room that smelled, always, of everything at once — the cool dust of orris, the animal warmth of ambrette, the bright knife of citrus, and under all of it the particular smell of my own work, which I could no more describe to you than you could describe the sound of your own name. Along one wall stood the organ: tier on tier of small brown bottles, four hundred of them, arranged not alphabetically, the way the schools teach, but the way I heard them — bright at the top, dark at the bottom — so that reaching for a material was like reaching for a note on a keyboard I had been playing my whole life.

	Celeste was at the bench with her sleeves shoved up, frowning at a smelling strip as though it had insulted her.

	“It’s collapsing,” she said. “The heart just — falls out from under it. Twenty minutes in and it’s gone.”

	“Because you’re propping it up with the wrong thing.” I came and stood at her shoulder. “You reached for a salicylate. You always reach for a salicylate when you’re frightened of an empty space. What’s underneath the jasmine?”

	She checked her formula. “Nothing yet.”

	“So put something there. Not loud. A floor.” I touched the bottles, second tier from the bottom, and didn’t take them down, only showed her where. “A breath of sandalwood. A little orris to hold the powder. You don’t fill a silence, Celeste. You build a room around it.”

	She wrote it down in that fierce hand that tore the paper, and the floor under me did the small familiar tilt it had done the first day. Here is someone. Two years I had been teaching her, and she could still make me feel it — that vertigo of hearing your own language come out of another mouth, better in places than you had ever spoken it yourself.

	She had become, in those two years, something I didn’t have a clean word for. Not a daughter; I had no children, by a decision of Adrian’s I had long ago made my peace with, or told myself I had. Not quite a friend, either — the gap in our ages and the fact that I had made her career sat between us like a piece of furniture we both stepped around. But she came to the house on Sundays. She sat at our table and argued with Adrian about films and let me feed her too much and fell asleep once on our sofa with her shoes kicked off, and I had stood in the doorway looking at her and felt something I hadn’t let myself feel in years. Something with the shape of family in it.

	Adrian carved the chicken on those Sundays and refilled her glass and called her trouble in the fond way he called almost no one anything. I had loved that. I had loved watching the two people I was proudest of in the world like each other.

	I want to be very clear that I built that table. I set those places. I poured the wine and turned my back to fetch the next course. I was so proud of how well they got along.

	She had been promoted that week. Adrian had invented the title himself — Director of Olfactive Development — which meant nothing and everything, a real chair at the real table, the first time the house had ever put a young nose in a room where decisions were actually made. He’d announced it Monday with his hand on her shoulder, and I had watched her go luminous, and I’d been so proud I had to look at the window for a moment.

	“You earned it,” I told her now. “Whatever anyone’s saying about how fast it came.”

	“People are saying it came fast.” Something flickered behind her eyes and was gone.

	“People always do, about women who arrive before they were expected.” I bumped her shoulder with mine. “Let them talk. Do the work. The work is the only argument that’s ever won anything.”

	I had already decided, the day the title was announced, what I would give her.

	There is one gift a perfumer can give that means more than any other, and it is not a bottle off the shelf. It is a scent built for one person and no one else alive — a portrait in the only medium that goes invisible the moment it’s worn. You take everything you know about someone and you put it into materials, and if you have done it right, they smell it and feel suddenly, helplessly known. I had made exactly four in my life. My grandmother. Adrian, the year we married. A woman in a hospice outside Lyon who had lost the use of her eyes and wanted, she said, to be reminded of the sea. And now Celeste.

	I built it over three evenings while the city went dark in the windows.

	I started where she started — bright, a little sharp, bergamot with the green left in, the smell of someone who walks into a room already certain of the air. Anyone could have done that part; that was the Celeste everyone met. The trick, the part that took me three nights, was the second meeting. Because there was a softness in her she kept behind the brightness and let out slowly, only when she trusted you, and I wanted the scent to do the same — to open clean and confident and then, twenty minutes in, on the warmth of her own skin, to turn quiet and powdery and almost unbearably
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