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—ANDREW SOLOMON, Pulitzer Prize finalist and National Book Award winner

“A beautifully written, emotionally resonant novel that left a lasting impression.”

—READERS’ FAVORITE, FIVE STARS

“As original and complex as the finest perfumes . . . compelling.”

—MARY KAY ZURAVLEFF, author of Oprah’s Spring Reading List selection, American Ending

“Captivating. Blending the allure of a love story with a dark secret and a heartrending choice.”

—LOUISA TREGER, author of The Times Historical Fiction Book of the Year Madwoman

“Current, sophisticated, and sexy. Lacey had me with the first scent of bergamot in this high-octane romp through the beautiful Alpes Maritimes.”

—GRETCHEN CHERINGTON, author of The Butcher, The Embezzler, and the Fall Guy, Winner Maine 2024 Book Award Nonfiction

“A well-crafted tale of self-discovery with a compelling protagonist.”

—KIRKUS REVIEWS
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For Roger, the love of my life.




“Ask no questions, and you’ll be told no lies.”

—Joe Gargery, Great Expectations by Charles Dickens.

“Fair is foul and foul is fair.”

—Macbeth by William Shakespeare.

“The truth is rarely pure and never simple.”

—The Importance of Being Earnest by Oscar Wilde.

“He was a sincere man who believed in everything he said, even if it was a lie, which makes him not so different from most.”

—The Sympathizer by Viet Thanh Nguyen.

“A Frenchman is self-assured because he considers himself personally, in mind and body, irresistibly enchanting for men as well as women.”

—War and Peace by Leo Tolstoy.

“. . . summer life on the Continent, where men in smart lightweight suits and designer sunglasses glide around calmly in smart air-conditioned cars, maybe stopping for a citron pressé in a shady pavement café in an ancient square, totally cool about the sun . . . at the weekend, they can go and lie quietly on the yacht.”

—Bridget Jones’s Diary by Helen Fielding.
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ALEXANDRA “ZANDY” WATSON

Thursday, April 29, New York



“Can I pitch?”

“Yep.”

I stand facing Stewart, and he shunts his chair back. As he swings his feet up onto the desk, I get a whiff of his aftershave and starched cotton shirt. “I’m booking twenty-four months out,” he says.

“Your Climate, Your Change.” I speak slowly to enunciate my words.

“Three minutes, max. I’m starting my watch.”

I focus on his bushy eyebrows and black Mad Men glasses. “The story is how each of us can save our planet.”

“Nice.”

Adrenaline burns through me. His corner office is quiet, with tons of light and space. I thrust the sleeves of my oversized white shirt above my elbows. “I’ve got 2.4 minutes of Greta Thunberg, up close, speaking to camera.” He’s going to bloody love this.

He rests his head back in interlaced hands. His lips part and his face is relaxed. “How’d you get that?”

I tell him about the conference in Queens. “I opened the stall door, stepped towards the bank of sinks and she was six inches to my right, gray and tiny with those mousey braids.”

“Okay.”

“I had lighting and acoustics right there in the bathroom. I stood her against the white tiled wall, yanked out my camera, and rolled.”

“Impressive.”

My body is alight as though I’m standing in a forest fire.

“You’ve got the treatment?”

“Of course. It’s in the bag.” I hop from foot to foot. “She was all soundbites, like ‘thirty football pitches of tropical forest are cut down every minute.’” He can’t refuse.

He nods. “I’ll take a look sometime.”

My mouth parches. “Sometime? What about your kids? Don’t you want a planet for them to live on?”

“Thank you, Zandy.”

“It’s a catastrophe and we’re pretending it’s not happening.”

“Zandy, I don’t have a slot.”

I stand dead still. “You’ll make one.”

He raises an eyebrow at me. “I’ve got you your first crack at Director/Producer.”

“Yeah, I was thinking that.” I whoosh out a liter of air. I’ve been associate producer for three years, but it’s the director who makes the story decisions.

“I’m sending you to the South of France.”

“Sorry?”

“Settle down, Zandy.”

“Something about the D-Day anniversary?”

“A ninety minute profile of a French perfume house.”

I laugh. “Like supermodels on Russian yachts?”

“Zandy, listen up. They’ve got their three hundredth anniversary in September. That’s our hook.”

“You’re joking . . . right?”

“Perfume sells. It’s glamor. JLo sold $300 million in the first year. There’s Britney, Rihanna . . .”

The room seems to spin. I squeeze the pebble in my pocket from that day at Fire Island. “Who’s going to run Real Jobs?” It’s smooth and round between my thumb and forefinger. I can almost smell the sea air.

The feet come off the desk. “Hand over to Cummings. He’s waiting for you in the conference room.” He sits up.

This can’t be happening.

“It’s a family business, a story of craftsmanship. The advertising folks upstairs are thrilled.”

I clock his navy suit and the leather-soled Oxfords. “Advertising. Isn’t that a bit scary?”

He ignores my taunt.

IDA awards paper Stewart’s office walls. He made Bush-Gore 2000, The Human Genome, and Immigration.

“Could be Sunday night prime time.”

In boxing, we relax our breathing even during intense fighting, but right now I can’t. “How about you send Samantha? She’s a better fit.”

“Zandy, I’m commissioning editor.”

“Kalsang?”

He shakes his head. “I’m telling you respectfully, Zandy, shut up and get on with your job. Unless you don’t want a job.”

I’ve been climbing the ladder for eight years, making my way towards Climate. “I do . . . want my job.”

“So quit the back talk, okay?”

“Celebrity scents and artificial ingredients. How can I look myself in the mirror?”

His eyes contract into narrow beads. “This isn’t about saving the world.”

Of course it is. “Righto.”

I need to do something to stop this, but I’m coming up blank. I run my finger along the edge of the picture frame on his desk. It houses a black and white photo of his son, Al. A special kid, whom I’ve looked after on and off for years. “How’s Al?”

“He got a job in a record store on the West Side alphabetizing inventory. He loves that stuff.”

“That’s so great.” I need a new tack to get back to Climate.

“Yes, it is.”

I pick one up one of the colored stress balls, sitting in a metal basket on the edge of his desk. The rubbery stuff is smooth in my palm. I will myself not to squeeze it, to accept what’s going on here.

“I need you to get off your high horse. You’re a filmmaker.”

I hear the words, and they bounce off me. This is Bee-Keeping again, only worse. “I’m thirty. It’s time I made something meaningful.”

“You should be able to make meaning out of baked beans. It’s never the subject—it’s the way you handle it.”

He doesn’t understand. “Shouldn’t we be pressing the network to make films that matter?”

“There’s a nugget of gold in every story. Zandy, your uncovering-the-truth thing, always taking the moral high ground. You’re becoming a problem.”

I squeeze the ball hard. It’s dense and squishy. Must be a polymer. Bad for the planet.

“I understand, I promise.” Climate is a “no.” All those evenings and weekends. All that work. Those precious minutes with Greta. My chest is tight.

“The money is in ratings. This is a beautiful story, full of romance and history.” He’s flinging his arms around. “Give marketing something great to work with.”

“Now we make advertorials?”

“Sweep us off to a better world.”

I pick up a second ball. I’ve got one in each hand like a juggler. I squeeze them both hard.

“Remember those scent strips in magazines? Viewers should be able to smell these perfumes right in their living rooms.”

It’s growing, that tightness. Is this a heart attack?

“Director/Producer is a great step up for you,” he says.

He’s serious. Breathe, Zandy, breathe. D/P is a promotion. D/P is good. I lob a red stress ball into the hoop hanging on his wall. I miss.

“I want you in Nice on Monday.”

He passed on Greta. “In four days?” What about climate justice? He must know it’s going to pulverize the poor, and he wants me in the bloody South of France for the summer. Is this my moment to leave CNM and go indie? I lob the yellow ball. I miss again.

He pulls a sheet of paper off his desk and scrunches it. “Let me show you.” He tosses it and lands a hoop in one. “You need to think about the weight.”

That’s what I’m trying to tell him. Think about the weight. “Stewart, we’ve got to wake up. By 2050 we’ll have one billion climate refugees moving across the globe.”

“I like you, Zandy . . .”

Eew. What do I say to that? “Thank you, Stewart. I like you too.”

“You’re committed and creative, but that’s not enough. You think this is beneath you, but France isn’t a choice. It’s an order.”

Do I repeat that I can’t take this job, or do I give him time to come around? I lob a third time and miss again. Repeating myself isn’t working. But I cannot make a puff piece about perfume and put it into the world. That would put me on a par with my sleazy father. I will not be my father. I rock back and forth on my combat boots. Showing the truth isn’t some pie in the sky thing for me. My life depends on it.

“Okay, thanks, Stewart.” For right now, I’ll say yes. Later I’ll figure something out. I have to.

“Mess this up, and you’re in trouble.” He stares at me with a weird, blank expression, then looks me up and down, as though I’ve got ketchup on my oversized, pleatfronted twill pants.

I play with the brass buckle of my old leather belt, which is cinched tight at the waist. “Is there something else, Stewart?”

“Grasse isn’t a desert war zone. Get some decent clothes—you’re not Kristin Scott Thomas, and this isn’t The English Patient.”
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Outside in the open plan, I bat away the paper plane that whizzes over my shoulder as I plod leaden-legged towards Cummings in the conference room.

I trip over electric cable coiled on the floor at the water cooler. I pick up someone’s boom mike and put it on a desk. And the noise—everyone is on phones and the room thrums like a call center.

I need to figure out a response to this France situation. But I don’t have enough mental RAM right now. I’m in shutdown mode.

“Give me something fresh,” Mike yells down the long table. “Not that dumb image.”

I open the door to the conference room and begin this handover. By 6:00 p.m., the mindnumbing task of explaining everything to Cummings has calmed me. My head and my body have reconnected, and I have a decision. Stewart liked my pitch. Climate is great. I’m taking it indie.

Everything hard in life calls for a leap of faith, including going indie. Crisis is danger plus opportunity. This is opportunity. I’ll be free. No one will tell me to go to bloody France. I won’t have to brook Cummings eyeing me up. I’ve made it on my own since I was eighteen. I can do this. Luke can do it, so I can too. Luke, my boyfriend and superpower. Luke will help me crank out the details.

Problem: Luke’s working tonight, and he’s on deadline.

Solution: Go to gym. Lamar, my trainer, will help me figure out how to delay Stewart until I can get to Luke. Also, boxing will clear my head and get my energy up.

But when I get to the gym over in Queens, I’m jangly again, like I’ve had an electric shock. My body has been saving this for me all day, and now it wants to deal.

I jump rope in the warmup area, thrusting doubles in the tangy sweat of hard work. Patta patta patta, my cable whirs.

At the far end, two teens in gray sweats and torn white T-shirts hurl punches at each other. My trainer, Lamar, approaches. He’s five feet, ten inches and compact, wearing a royal blue track suit with white detailing and Queens Boxing Gym emblazoned across the back. His shaved head gleams with shades of black and reds. His brown eyes droop with sadness.

He points downwards.

I drop to pushups, thrusting oxygen into my cells.

I stand and tell him about France and the Stewart disaster.

He nods. “Burpees.”

Alright, burpees. He’s earned his presence with one hundred daily pushups, squats, and burpees. I want to be like Lamar.

“Going to France on Monday is ridiculous,” I tell him. “I’m either going to leave CNM and make Climate on my own . . . or I’ll persuade Stewart to send someone else to France.”

“Persuade him? He’s your boss, ain’t he?”

“Yes, but I need him to understand.”

He pulls the puffy headgear from the cubby and hands it to me.

I glide it over my head.

“Sounds like you’re the one who don’t understand.” He hands me a pair of heavy, soggy, sweaty gloves.

I slide them on. “I just need time.”

“And he needs you to go to France.”

Lamar slips on his padded mitts. We jog onto the red floor which marks off the boxing area of the low-ceilinged room.

We bounce in place facing each other. “You got your business plan?” he asks.

“No.” I hurl myself at the pads he holds in front of his torso.

He twists, slipping my punch. “So, you ain’t ready.”

I’ve been telling him my climate documentary is early stage. I wish I hadn’t. “Gimme a break, Lamar.”

I’ll waitress in the evenings and on weekends. I’m not afraid of hard work. I’ll buy myself a little black dress and some lipstick. I’ll get a front of house job as greeter and earn double bucks for that. I’ll have all day to work up the business side of things. And I’ll take my iPad to work and nail the details during the downtime.

I power into a left hook.

He blocks me.

When the bell rings, giving me a minute of rest, I bend to catch my breath. Sweat courses down the back of my neck into my shoulder blades.

The bell sounds again. We’re back at it for three minutes.

“You’re twelve months out, you said.”

“You’re making me mad.”

“Mad ain’t good. You stay cool, calm, in control of your moves.”

I pull my shoulders down my spine and tighten my core. “Don’t be afraid to fight, you tell me. Treat it like a challenge.”

“Discipline and patience, girl. That’s how you win in life and in boxing. Took me twenty years to get here. We plan and train, plan and train. Don’t be coming to Lamar for BS talk.”

Right hook. I miss.

“Sloppy. Move your feet.”

He walks off the red floor.

I follow.

“Greta changes everything.” I call out to his back.

He swivels and points to the kids at the far end, who are slumped into an exhausted hug. “My boys act impulsively to save face.” He returns his pads to the cubby. “Know where that gets them? Shot in the face.”

Outside the grimy window, sirens wail. “Your mama shooting up tonight?” asks Lamar.

“No.”

“You got a bed tonight that someone ain’t pissed in?”

“Yes.”

“You put your fights in along the way, then you take on the champion. You want to train with me?”

“Of course.”

“You want to mentor my boys?”

“Yes.”

“Show me you’re steady, Zandy. Bite the bullet and go to France.” He points at the red EXIT sign over the door. “Now, stop wasting my time and get outta here.”

He walks towards the far corner. “Boys,” he calls out, “listen up.”

I hurl my gloved fist at the fig-shaped speed bag hanging from the ceiling. Thappita-thappita. My brain tingles as I hammer out the little that’s left in me.

In the changing room, I strip off, dropping my tank and shorts, bra and underwear into a puddle on the floor. I stand at the grimy basin, looking myself in the mirror, sopped in sweat.

Should I listen to Lamar? I soap my body with my hands. He knows Queens, the kids, the gangs, and the guns. Lamar trains street kids how to box their way out of poverty. No one knows boxing like him. But he doesn’t understand the importance, the miracle, the perfect hook that is 2.4 minutes of Greta Thunberg talking straight to camera.

Only, Lamar is my go-to man. Some people have families to go to, but this is where I work out the kinks in my life. Lamar is why I’ve got TRUTH MATTERS painted in caps on my bedroom wall.

Is Lamar right? I cup cool water in my palms and rinse my body. Damn you, Lamar, for making me doubt myself. I cannot shillyshally. Our planet is out of time.

I grab my hand towel and dry off. Lamar doesn’t get that filmmaking is an agent of change. The right films can save our planet and I’ve got Greta. Here’s my chance to show the truth and make a doc that matters. I finish drying my feet, passing the towel in between each toe.

I yank on my underwear, Oxford bags, and shirt. From my messenger bag, I pull out the sandwiches I bought at the Stop & Shop on my way here and stack them on the bench. Six beef and tomato in Saran Wrap—terrible for our climate, but these kids need dinner tonight.

I ram my workout gear into my bag. I’ve had enough of the rancid stink, the peeling paint, and all the cement in this place. I grab my leather airman’s jacket and slam the heavy EXIT door behind me.
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MONSIEUR DOMINIQUE SEVERIN

Friday, April 30, 1:00 p.m., Vence, France



Annabella is lying face down on the bed, her naked back showing above the sheet, which barely covers her rump.

Sitting beside her, I lean over to inhale the scent of lavender and hay in her thick flaxen hair. “Bellissima.” I run my finger down to the small of her back.

She is long-limbed but curvy where most blondes are straight up and down. She’s Brigitte Bardot, my Annabella Santo Bellagio. Even her name is curvy.

She grinds her hips in circles.

“Not now, amore,” I say. “I need to leave . . .”

She flips over. In a flash, she’s out of bed and sitting astride me—naked. Her hair is held back in clips, half up, half down. Everything about her is pale and pearly. Her teeth, the whites of her nails, the whites of her eyes. Fingers deftly unbutton my shirt. She slides a warm hand over my chest, caresses my nipple.

I cup my left hand around her buttock. My heart rate picks up and blood thunders through me. I want her . . .

No! I tell myself. Control. I dig the nail of my right index finger into the flesh of my thumb—hard. I pant out a sharp breath and remove her hand from inside my shirt.

“What’s wrong, tesoro?”

I place my hands on her shoulders. “I have urgent business to discuss with Camille.”

Annabella stiffens.

“I’m sorry, amore.”

My sister Camille, who is director of marketing for our family perfume business, Severin Frères, has got some hare-brained idea about a documentary and she won’t drop it.

“No.” A hand dives into my trouser pocket. She whips out my car keys. “No office.” She leans her face in close to mine. Her breath tickles my skin. “You are my prisoner.” She gyrates her hips against my crotch and tilts her head backwards, showing me her smooth arched neck.

Half lifting her body, I press her off me.

She steps back, glowering. “I come from Venezia to spend the weekend with you and this is how you treat me?”

She stands, snatches the white sheet off the bed and winds it around herself. It hangs in expert folds, making her a Greek goddess. “Basta cosi, enough.”

I stand facing her, reaching out to stroke that delicious crinkle on her nose. “Please, bellissima. If I could explain it, you’d understand. But I can’t because it’s all confidential.” I plant a kiss on her forehead. “I have to go.”

“Dominique, questa è l’ultima volta. This is the last time.”

“I know, amore. You have my car keys,” I say, forcing restraint through my teeth.

She hurls the keys at the wall.

They clatter to the floor.

I bend to pick them up. “I have no choice. It’s urgent.”

“We always have a choice,” she says. “It’s time you made yours.”

We’ve been dating for nine months now. I raise my forefinger to my lips. “Bellissima, not now.”

Hands akimbo, she says, “Assolutamente now. You propose, or we are off—for good.”

“You know I can’t,” I say. “The business . . .” All these women who treat me like I’m a piece of fish to catch. They don’t know me, only what I stand for. And they have no idea what a disaster I’m in financially.

She turns away. “Always ‘the business.’” She retrieves her bra and blouse from the back of the armchair.

“I’m not trying to hurt you. I have responsibilities to my employees. I’m not ready for marriage, amo.”

She grasps the necklace with the diamond droplet I gave her, tears it off her neck, and flings it across the room.

My stomach tenses. I wish it didn’t have to be like this.

“Get out!” she says. “I hope you’ll be very happy together, you and your business.”

I stand, my back to the door, my fists tight. “I’m not going to marry you now.”

“Don’t call me again.”

“If that’s your choice . . .” I love Annabella. I love her body. I want to keep this going with her, but I need to put an end to this documentary idea once and for all.

As I close the door behind me, my stomach is aquiver. I take the elevator down and cross the foyer of the hotel. The high ceilings, the elegant, spacious proportions, the wooden paneling, the patterned carpet, and the discreet staff hovering silently are nothing. All sensation rests in my stomach.

Outside, the valet opens my car door for me.

On autopilot, I nod to him. “Good afternoon, Étienne. Good to see you.”

Severin Frères has been in business since 1721. We’re in trouble now, and it’s my duty to get it back onto a stable footing. The business will not go down on my watch. That would be the ultimate shame. Plus, I’ve got two thousand families whose livelihoods depend on us.

I rev the engine and pull out of the hotel.


The craggy rock face cut away from the mountain overhangs the winding road back to Grasse. “Merde, merde merde,” I shout at it. Annabella thinks me a cad, but this is my duty and it’s important. Full of jitters, I accelerate out of the bends.

Ten minutes later, I pull off the road into the medieval village of Tourrettes sur Loup. I want to calm myself so I can handle this lunch from a place of strength. Camille can be a bulldog and Maman will also be there. I park in the square and sit encased in the cockpit of my little ‘87 Alfa Romeo. In here, I feel safe.

On the sandy rectangular courts mere feet away from me, groups of men are playing boules. I crack the window, so I can feel the breeze and hear the thud of the ball on sand.

I check my phone. Somehow I’ve missed a number of calls from Jean Bernaud. I will be gentle but firm, I tell myself as I speed-dial our banker of thirty years. I run my thumb around the varnished wood of the steering wheel, tracing its smoothness. “I’m glad you called,” I say to him. “I want to extend our line of credit.”

Silence at the other end.

My stomach hardens. I expect a bit of a talking to . . .

“I was coming to see you on Monday,” he says. “I’ve got bad news, Monsieur Dominique.”

I will myself to stay calm.

“The bank is withdrawing your line of credit and raising your loan rate to LIBOR plus two.”

I grasp the steering wheel with two hands. “Plus two?” Numbers dance across my field of vision. Twos and threes. What is he saying? LIBOR, the bank rate. I see spreadsheets and columns. Pages and pages of numbers and down at the bottom, figures in red. “This is impossible. What are you saying, Jean?”

“The business has changed.”

“We’ve been loyal customers of Credit Agricole since 1894.”

“It’s not relationships anymore, it’s ratios.”

I’m stunned. I swallow away the lump in my throat.

“You’ve tried everything?”

“I’m being replaced. They’re sending in a new chap,” he says.

My insides fall away. I see this new man, the stiff white cuffs sticking out of his charcoal grey suit jacket. A bristly, waxed mustache, skin smooth and gleaming. Buttoned up, implacable.

“I’ve done everything I can.” His voice breaks.

“I know you will have fought for us.” I gather myself. “Don’t feel bad.” My cheeks burn. How can it have come to this?

“I’m so sorry,” says Jean. “I told them in Montrouge they’re making a mistake. But they’ve turned into bean counters. God knows Grasse needs Severin Frères. All the jobs. You’ll think of something, Monsieur Dominique . . . I have faith in you. Everyone here has faith in you.”

The back of my throat is burning. “Enjoy your weekend. My regards to Marie.”

I end the call. My chest blazes beneath my breastbone. From the boules court, cheers rise up. A cluster of old boys slap each other on the back. I envy them. They need skill for their game, but unlike me, they know what their next move is. Is Camille right in saying that an independent perfume house isn’t viable in the twenty-first century? The fact is that every luxury brand in the world is part of a conglomerate these days. But selling out would be too shameful.

I drop my head and stare at the emblem in the middle of the steering wheel. On the left side, a red cross on a white field. It speaks of a strength and clarity I don’t have right now. On the right side, a blue snake writhes, a human in its mouth. I am that man, caught in the gullet of the snake.

I must find a way forward. This is my duty. I need a new strategy. I open the glove compartment and retrieve the duster. I run it over the dashboard, wiping the surface of the dials, reaching into all the nooks where dust settles. I shake it out of the window. I return the duster to the glove compartment and shut it tight.

I pick lint off my light wool trousers until the burning in my throat subsides. I shall put the Annabella business aside. I’m going into this meeting calm and strong. I will not tell Camille about the bank rate, not for the moment, or she’ll use it as a lever against me. The business of the day is to shoot down that wretched documentary. I rev the engine and pull out of Tourrettes.


Twenty minutes later I walk into the dining room of our family home. I approach Maman, who is seated at the head of the oval table gazing out of the window. “Thank you for making lunch, Maman.” I bend to kiss her cheek.

“When is Camille coming home?” she asks.

“I’m right here.” Camille is seated a few feet away in a tightly belted, bamboo-print dress that manages to be both elegant and ironic.

I walk to the sideboard and ladle the steaming bouillabaisse into three bowls.

I serve Maman first. She shakes her tumbler. The ice cubes tinkle. She takes a slurp of whisky and says, “For years we sponsored the yacht race in Saint-Tropez. It was fabuleux.”

“You overspent, and now we’re in trouble.” She had flair when she first took over—some of Grandpapa’s brilliance and swagger.

“It was the times,” she says.

Who knows what goes on inside you, Maman, elegant today in your lilac Chanel suit, but hollowed out. I wish things could have turned out differently for you. “You have to watch the cash, Maman. That was the problem,” I say. One of the problems. And now we’re in this sinkhole.

I take my seat opposite Camille. She looks at me intently. Her thick black eyebrows stately and powerful, set against that porcelain skin. “I agreed to the documentary. I’ve signed the contract.”

“Excuse me?”

“CNM Documentary Channel is going to make a movie about Severin.”

My stomach clenches. “You signed the contract? No, Camille. Certainly not.”

She slaps the table. “It’s ninety minutes of primetime TV.”

“I said ‘no’ and I mean it.”

“It’s a total coup. The director is arriving on Monday.”

Under the table I grind my right shoe into the rug.

She leans towards me. “It could drive up revenues by 40 percent.”

“We wouldn’t have the slightest control. What if they dig up matters we don’t want publicized?”

“Like what?”

I swivel my eyes towards Maman. Icy dread slithers down my gullet. Maman was CEO until I took over seven years ago. She disgraced us in so many ways—fell off the stage at our annual meeting and was carried out by her driver. “What if this journalist goes round knocking on doors?”

“It’s old hat.”

“What’s in the papers?” says Maman.

“The problems we had a few years ago.” Maman damned near destroyed the company. I shoot Camille a strong look. “I’m not going through that kind of exposure again. Not for anything.” I push my bowl away. I can’t eat the soup.

“We’ve got nothing to hide,” she says.

“Au contraire. Maman walked to the pâtisserie in her nightgown last week at four in the afternoon,” I say.

“Are you talking about me?” says Maman, stick-insect thin, not eating, only drinking.

“We need to protect the business, Camille.”

“There’s one in every family. Why should we be different?” she says.

My sister can be undisciplined. She went wild at that art school in her early twenties. Left France, lived on a Thames houseboat, and went to crazy parties with club drugs. Although you wouldn’t know it today.

“Camille, no movie. It’s too risky. We need to protect this . . . work of art we’ve inherited.”

Maman shoves her tumbler towards Camille for a refill. If only she could stop drinking.

Camille shakes her head. “That’s enough, Maman. You want to see your granddaughter this afternoon, don’t you?”

I look at Camille. “If this journalist doesn’t dig into the past, what about exposing the challenges we face today? I can just see it, ‘Financial Distress for Severin.’ You want that on primetime TV?”

“It’s not that kind of story. It’s going to be super romantic.”

Could she stop flinging her hands around like some conductor? “Look around, Camille.” The yellow silk curtains are ripped, and the eighteenth-century mahogany table has a split in the center. “We should have overhauled this place ten years ago. I don’t want anyone coming here. It’s a disgrace.” That’s damp I smell. From under the carpet? Damp wool and wood.

“No one’s coming to film the P & L. They’re salivating about cobblestone streets and the terracotta roofs of Grasse.”

I’ve lost control of this. “Journalists are paid to rake up muck.”

“Allez. Their customers are advertisers. They want heaven in a perfect microclimate between the glistening Mediterranean and snowcapped Alps. It’s going to be ‘fabled terroir of jasmine, rose, and violets, home to the world’s greatest parfumeurs.’” She nibbles a wedge of garlic toast. “I’ll talk up the South of France as the backdrop, the superyachts at anchor in the bay. Who couldn’t be seduced by all of this? They’re American!”

“What’s the fighting about?” says Maman.

“We’re discussing business, Maman.” I turn back towards Camille.

“Have you thought about formulas, proprietary infor-mation . . .?”

“Of course. It’s in the contract. I’ve discussed the whole story with their commissioning editor, Stewart Stevens, a decent guy.”

How am I going to persuade her out of this?

“Can you smell damp?” she asks.

I purse my lips and nod.

I run my finger around the edge of my grandmother’s soup plate, the rose Limoges. “You could destroy the brand that we’ve built for three hundred years, because some chap looking for a promotion decides to drag us through the mud.”

“We’ve got to get in front of our public,” says Camille. “I need this exposure. My budget is laughable.” Camille pulls on the chunks of her amethyst necklace—three rows around the neck, Duchess of Windsor style. “We’re making a documentary, using the anniversary as our hook.”

I’ve failed to make her see reason. I don’t know what I should have said or done. This is dangerous.

“If you want to save this business, you’ll have to take the risk. We’re sunk, Dom. We need money.” She tucks a wisp of hair into the coil of her French pleat with a precision that shows her disdain.

“No, Camille.” I realign my spoon and fork, redirecting an unwelcome spurt of irritation.

She and I have always been different. Camille spent her teens careening around town on mopeds, while I took the train to Paris with Grand-mère. Camille smoked joints with the boys, while we studied antiquities, Islamic art, and sculpture at the Louvre—silverware, cabinet making, porcelain, and tapestry. She taught me the culture and heritage of La Belle France.

Camille looks at me, a piece of garlic toast poised in one hand. “Even the animal kingdom adapts to new circumstances.” The high cheekbones and sculpted features are regal even though inside she’s all Sturm und Drang.

“We’re going bankrupt,” she says.

Langoustines hover in my bowl of bouillabaisse. Their bulbous eyes taunt, and their long antennae poke at me. I can’t eat this.

She’s finished her soup, so I clear the plates and stack them on the sideboard. I cut the tarte aux citrons and place it onto the dessert plates. I serve Maman, who fingers her packet of cigarettes. She hasn’t eaten a thing. “Have some dessert.”

I serve Camille, then myself, and take my seat. I take a forkful of tarte. It glides down my throat, the butter and egg yolks creating the perfect bridge between citrus rind and sugar. “I do appreciate all your hard work.”

“How can I do my job when you’re so secretive? If you won’t let me market, we’re selling to SBVD. The offer is still on the table. We have to take it.”

My stomach tightens. “I’m not here to hash that out again. What about responsibility to our ancestors? Doesn’t that mean anything to you? They’d outsource to Uzbekistan . . .”

“SVBD is the world leader in luxury. We’d be joining a talented tribe on a perpetual quest for excellence.”

On the wall to my right hang the portraits of ten generations of Severin parfumeurs. “If we sold, what would I say to our forebears? ‘I’m not strong enough to sustain what you worked so hard to create?’ What kind of man would I be?”

In those dark days when Maman was battering our good name, I vowed I would repair the company and hand it down with pride. “SBVD would fire all the families who have devoted themselves to us for centuries. We’d be scattering our inheritance to the Earth’s four corners. Think of what Grandpapa would have wanted.” There’s his portrait, closest to me. The great man, dominating . . .

“I need the money,” says Camille. “And I’m sick of arguing about this. I do own 50 percent of the company.”

“I’ve got the voting rights. It would be chaos if we both made the decisions,” I say. “Don’t you dream of passing Severin down to our children?”

“What children?” Camille is the single mother of adorable two-year-old Amélie.

“As soon as I’ve got the business back on a stable footing, I’ll build a family.”

“Whatever.” Camille flings down her napkin. Her rings flash with topaz, peridot, and garnet. “We do the documentary, or I leave.” She pushes her chair back and stands. “I’m not letting this go,” she says.

Can she mean it? I thrust my plate away.

“D’you want me to leave?” she asks.

“Camille, you can’t.”

“It’s my financial future.”

“Camille, I need you. You can pluck from the air what our customers want now—to belong, to feel worth—and you can translate that into design and marketing. Grand-mère would be so proud of your work.”

“Grand-mère is in her grave, and you’re sinking my inheritance,” says Camille.

“Don’t be angry . . . we must be friends, chouchou.”

“Gucci will take me back,” she says.

I rotate Grandpapa’s watch around my wrist. The leather strap battered and warm against my skin. Any minute we’ll be in trouble with the bank too. “Camille, not now. Think of the family.”

“Yes. I’m thinking of Amélie. She deserves the chances you and I had.”

I will my chest to stop heaving. This is like sections of rock loosening themselves from the mountainside after prolonged rainfall. The destruction begins with rolling and toppling, soon huge boulders are bouncing downwards, building into a rock avalanche that tears down the mountain, destroying everything in its path.

She stands. “I resign.”

I leap to my feet. “No, Camille.”

Her eyes narrow. “I’m sick of arguing. You never see reason. We’re in total collapse . . . Maman, it’s time.” Camille strides towards Maman and takes her by the hand. “We’ll go and find Amélie.”

Looking at me, she says, “You had your choice. You made it.” She sweeps out of the room, supporting Maman in the crook of her arm.


Which is worse, losing Camille or exposing ourselves to media scrutiny? How can I possibly answer that
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