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BOOK DESCRIPTION: SCENT OF BERAYAL

Flashpoint is the lowest
temperature at which a flammable liquid like essential jasmine oil
will give off enough vapor to ignite when exposed to flame. In
SCENT OF BETRAYAL, the two heads of the fabulous Ferrier
perfuming family of Provence, France, fall in love with the same
woman. She’s the unexpected essential oil, setting cousin against
cousin in a triangle of explosive love that reaches flashpoint to
change the chemistry of their lives.


CHAPTER ONE

It was past closing time now. The interior of the
garage appeared to be deserted. Remy frowned. “Dizo? Vous y
etes?”

A grunt broke the silence, followed by a scraping
noise and clink of metal. In the fading light Remy could just make
out two muscular legs clad in greasy overalls, inching their way
out from beneath his red Porsche. Soon a whole body emerged.

“Si, Signore. I am still here,” the words
tumbled out. “I was checking the undercoating. It won’t need
anything for another six months. The new muffler is in at last. You
will get better mileage now, and more noise,” he added, spreading
his grimy hands in a gesture so typical of his Neopolitan heritage
that Remy couldn’t repress a quick smile.

When Remy Ferrier couldn’t do the repairs on his car
himself, the only garage in the South of France he patronized was
Marcello’s. The local garage had a reputation for foreign car
service built by word of mouth rather than through advertisements.
It wasn’t a large shop. In fact it could only handle two or three
cars at a time, and no tourist would have been able to find the
address without the aid of a native escort.

Ordinarily such an untidy, obscure place would have
offended Remy’s fastidious nature, but his friendship with Marcello
went back many years when the latter raced cars in the Grand Prix.
A particularly bad accident had ended Marcello’s brief but
brilliant career, forcing him to open up a shop so he wouldn’t lose
touch with the world of fast cars completely.

“That’s the idea, mon ami.” Remy’s eyes
fastened on the gleaming exterior. “Excellent paint job,” he
muttered, reverently caressing the side of the door with his
hand.

At the tender age of sixteen, Remy was well into
racing himself, but the demands placed on him by the family perfume
business squelched his dreams to be an international champion. He
had to get his thrills vicariously when the necessity to be in the
fields prevented him from participating in a rally. It was
unfortunate that the big league circuits coincided with the
harvest. Too many opportunities were missed, and one day Remy found
he was simply too old to compete.

Racecar driving demanded everything from a man. It
required all the faculties he possessed in his prime. That time had
passed for Remy. He agonized over his lost youth, and as the years
went by, bitterness ate away at his soul over what might have been.
Marcello was one of the few links left with that other world. Remy
was loathe to sever the relationship even though something inside
him died a little each time they reminisced over a bottle of wine,
or two, or three.

To make matters worse, Marcello’s nephew, Dizo
Santi, was now working in the garage. The young Italian had come to
France on a working permit after having apprenticed in a garage in
Rome. He had an instinct about cars and turned out superb
workmanship, but racing fever was in his blood.

Remy saw so much of himself in the boy it hurt,
particularly because the Naples born mechanic hadn’t a prayer of
realizing his dream. He’d be lucky to find work sweeping the
gutters, let alone being placed in his uncle’s shop as a skilled
labourer. The irony of it all...

Dizo got to his feet and began wiping his dirty
hands with a rag. “You wanted vermillion. That is what you have. It
is one of a kind, Signore.” So are you Dizo thought for the
hundredth time, eyeing the impeccably dressed Frenchman with no
small envy. To Dizo’s mind men like Remy Ferrier sprang from a
different source than the rest of the rotten world. They didn’t
just exist-- they lived!

Of course his own beginnings were so meager he
couldn’t actually imagine life on such a level. But when something
tangible confronted him like this magnificent car he’d just been
permitted to repair, he got a glimpse into that never-never land. A
land where incredible wealth was taken for granted, where a man
always went to bed on a full stomach and knew the next day would be
even more wonderful than the last.

“So,” Remy prompted the preoccupied young man, “was
I right about the shocks?”

He jerked his head back in an effort to keep his
hair out of his face. “Much as I hate to admit it, you were. The
alignment did not cause the vibrations as I had supposed. You know
more about your own vehicle than I do.” He chewed on his lower lip.
“Any time you wish to trade professions, say the word,” he ventured
boldly.

Theirs was more than a nodding acquaintance at this
point. “Marcello would like to get rid of me anyway. I’m sure
something could be arranged.”

“I just might take you up on that,” came the
enigmatic reply. “The only trouble is,” Remy added, deep in his own
thoughts, “the processing of flowers would bore you before you’d
caught on to the routine, and you’d be back tinkering with engines
in a week’s time.” An audible sigh escaped his well-formed lips.
“Take my advice and stick to cars. They’re infinitely more
exciting.”

Dizo stared hard at the red-headed man. Even to his
untutored ears there was a wealth of meaning behind those words. He
hadn’t expected a serious response to his banter. Class barriers
prevented him from probing for more detailed explanations. He
belonged to the working masses who only served people like
Monsieur Ferrier and his illustrious cousin. Friendship
didn’t come into it.

Everyone in France as well as the civilized world
knew of the Ferrier name. Certainly along the Cote d’Azur their
fame was legendary. The cosmetic industry had meant nothing to
Dizo. That is until he’d come to live with his uncle. Then it
seemed he heard about precious little else. The manufacture of
perfume was the Ferrier family business. Over the past two hundred
years it had made their vast fortune.

According to Marcello, millions upon millions of
beautiful lire accumulated daily in their bank account. Considering
that his uncle was inebriated at the time, Dizo could excuse a
slight exaggeration-- that is until he met Remy Ferrier in the
flesh.

Everything about the man spoke of money in limitless
quantities. That was why Dizo wondered over and over again that the
signore bothered to work at all. The income from their various
holdings could feed hundreds of thousands of starving families in
Naples and elsewhere for life!

It staggered the imagination, particularly when the
head man himself, on the rare occasions when he was seen in Grasse,
drove about in a black Renault that had seen better days.

“You own the most beautiful car in the world,
Signore.”

Remy lifted his head. The hunger in Dizo’s voice
wasn’t lost on him. “I thought you were partial to Marcello’s
Ferrari.”

“It impresses Jacqueline Gilbert, but I will tell
you something,” he lowered his voice, “and you must not repeat this
to my uncle. Always when I press on the accelerator around the
curves at Juan-Les-Pains, his car breaks loose. It is no good.” He
shook his head.

“Now this bambina—“ He patted the trunk lid
tenderly. “She hugs the ground.” He blew a kiss. “The carrera is
perfection itself.”

Remy nodded in agreement. This black eyed import
might not be educated in the scholastic sense, but he knew a lot
about cars, and probably a lot more about life in the raw. His keen
eyes played over the boy whose expression held a certain
wistfulness.

There was a hunch to those square shoulders no
twenty year old have, not with his gift. Remy felt a moment’s
compassion for the mechanic who could never afford such a car if he
spent his whole life saving his hard earned money.

The fact that Remy’s car was ready this evening was
good news in an otherwise grueling day, expanding his mood of
magnanimity. “Take it out for a test run, Dizo. I have a phone call
to make.”

The blackened rag fell to the cement. “You mean it,
Signore?” His tone was utterly incredulous. Remy masked his
smile by turning in the direction of the inner bureau. At the
doorway he paused.

“Take your time. It may require a lengthy
conversation to convince a certain party that I had legitimate
reasons for not taking her to dinner last night. I must correct the
problem tonight, if you understand my meaning..”

A broad grin animated Dizo’s face. “May she give you
at least an hour’s trouble, Signore.”

“An hour it is. Enough time to show Jacqueline the
intricacies of the fuel injection system, n’est-ce pas?”

The young man flushed to his dark eyebrows.
“Mille grazie.” Excitement sent the adrenalin shooting
through his veins. To think the signore would trust him with such
an automobile! “Mama mia,” he cried to himself and pushed
the button that raised the automatic door of the bay.

As Remy pulled out his cell phone to call Suzanne,
the powerful engine roared to life. The new extractor was loud. He
could still hear the car when it was blocks away, but now his mind
was on the irritating problem at hand, and he wasn’t to know he’d
won the eternal devotion of one very impressed, ecstatic
Italian.

The high-pitched voice coming over the wire grated
on his nerves, increasing his annoyance. Remy liked women, but only
when he did the chasing. Suzanne had called the lavanderie twice
during the day, unwittingly writing the death sentence of their
affair.

He’d always been attractive to women, and there was
enough of the realist in him to recognize that his money and
position were powerful drawing cards in a mercenary world. It never
bothered him one way or the other since he’d never yet met the
woman who could become a lifetime hobby. Females provided temporary
pleasure, but as yet weren’t the sole meaning of existence.

Suzanne was like most of her pampered, unattached
species. She dispensed her favors far too easily. He was denied
even the rudiments of a challenge, and challenge, or the lack of
it, was the key to his very complex personality.

He might take her out one last time, but had lost
the desire to be with her again. Even if he thought it politic to
be diplomatic because of her parents’ association with his
maman, he simply wasn’t up to it, mentally or otherwise.

“I’m sorry I’ve been so busy, but the harvest is
taking up all my time, Suzanne.” He’d been going since before dawn
every morning for a month. The flowers had to be harvested before
the sun’s rays could do lethal damage to the essential oils
contained in the petals. It was exhausting work. To tolerate
Suzanne’s games one more time didn’t bear thinking about. “I
promise when things slow down next month, I’ll call you again and
we’ll go out.”

The sudden quiet on the other end communicated her
disappointment, but Remy couldn’t have cared less. Already his mind
was on the evening’s events which he viewed with growing distaste.
His mother expected him home for dinner. Aunt Dominique had just
this afternoon returned from a month’s stay with friends in
Switzerland, and the family would have to turn out en masse to
welcome her back.

“A bientot, cherie.” Remy clicked off.

Ten minutes later Dizo returned beaming absurdly.
Remy recognized the glaze of excitement illuminating those dark
eyes. Again he experienced that guilty sensation which comes to one
who has a surfeit of wealth and flaunts it carelessly before the
deprived. The impetuous Santi boy and thousands of workers like him
had to eke out a day-to-day existence in order to survive.

Remy knew their struggles better than most of his
wealthy peers. After all, Remy did the hiring of thousands of
migrant workers who poured into Provence at harvest time to get
work picking petals. It was tedious labor, but one way to keep
bread on the table. Life was a continual battle for survival, so
that the slightest reprieve was looked at as a godsend.

It took so little to break their hearts or create
fleeting happiness. In a curious way Remy envied the boy whose
blood could be fired by a simple ride in an expensive sports car.
Suddenly he felt a hundred years old. Was there anything capable of
igniting such a fire in him anymore? He doubted it. Several times
this last year he’d found himself verging on that dangerous state
of boredom.

Whenever it happened, an uneasiness had crept over
him and he sought oblivion in drink. As a matter of fact, a few
stiff whiskeys right now didn’t sound like such a bad idea, he
thought as his hands went clammy.

“Mille grazie, Remy.”

“The next time I come in, plan on taking it for
another spin. A tout a l’heure, mon ami.”

Remy left the garage and headed for home. Traffic
was light. He could test the car’s performance as he wound his way
up the gorge. Since the accident last week he’d been without his
prized possession and had to make do with his other Porsche.

He should have been elated at the prospect of
putting his favorite car through maneuvers right now, but the
thrill wasn’t there. If he was totally honest, he had to admit it
hadn’t been there for a long time. An unfamiliar dart of fear raced
through his taut body. He floored the accelerator, leaving the city
far behind.

The car began its climb into the hills. He started
to break out in a cold sweat. The heady scent of jasmine filled his
nostrils and sickened him. Unable to continue, he pulled over to
the side of the road and slid out of his car just in time. Thank
heaven he was alone!

Still shaking beyond his control, he took a deep
breath, only to be sick again. He hadn’t vomited like this since he
was a child. Unlike the experiences of his youth however, he didn’t
feel better once the ordeal was over. The perfume in the atmosphere
was still cloying.

Sensitive to the fragrances he’d worked with all his
life, he noticed a trace of lavender intermingled with the jasmine
that made him nauseous. For some reason he associated the scent
with unpleasant memories.

With a shudder he remembered his father, deceased
three years. It had been ages since he’d allowed thoughts of him to
enter his consciousness, probably because he couldn’t think of him
without being reminded of Max.

He tried hard not to think about his cousin at
all.

What a joke! The old man may have gone to his grave,
but his all-powerful, all-dominating will lived on in the body of
his adored nephew who did his work and every else’s at an
indefatiguable pace.

Remy raked a sun-bronzed hand through his dark red
curls and stared into space with unseeing eyes. The intensity of
his hatred for Max surprised him, but then that was how everything
was going lately. His emotions were erupting with increasing
frequency and violence.

Nine months of the year they managed to avoid each
other except for holidays and certain important family occasions.
It was the summer Remy hated, when his cousin left Paris and came
home to Grasse to manage everything and everyone in sight. A head
of state wasn’t more cordially welcomed than the city’s favorite
son.

Remy groaned. There was still all of August to get
through. Surely there was more to life than this, he agonized
inwardly. Moments of self-examination came rarely to him, perhaps
because the discoveries were too painful. His thoughts wandered to
his mother, confined to a wheelchair.

Did she ever experience this sense of flatness? He
wondered for the first time in his life if she simply got through
each day the way he was doing lately. He couldn’t ever recall her
in a depressed state. They never discussed their feelings. In fact
he doubted if the Ferrier clan was capable of so destructive a
frame of mind, but Remy was a true Ferrier and Max was the adopted
heir, so that blew that theory all to bits.

Anxiety welled up inside him. He needed a drink
fast. Without one he’d never make it through the long evening.
Dominique’s life was filled with purpose, and after her long
vacation she’d monopolize the conversation in putting the world
right as she always did.

It occurred to him that there was a sameness to his
days which bordered on the repugnant now. The silent entreaties in
his mother’s pained expression-- the endless catechisms about crops
with Max-- none of it bore thinking about. How could he face any of
them when this indescribable sickness threatened to consume
him?

He got back in the car to light a cigarette. After a
few puffs the shakiness began to subside and his equilibrium
returned. He stubbed out the rest and started the engine. The scent
in the air was even stronger as the car ate up the kilometers.
There was this suffocating feeling in his chest. Given the right
set of circumstances he could walk away from this flowered
nightmare and never look back.

But what Ferrier worth his salt ever admitted that
he hated his heritage and everything it stood for?


CHAPTER TWO

Max heard the Porsche before he saw it. Remy was
headed for the house. The custom-made red sports car seemed an
incongruity among this world of living things.

As he gazed out over the identical landscape so
despised by his cousin, his eyes mirrored a sadness from within.
Long ago he’d had to acknowledge the tragic truth that fate had
decreed him to be Remy’s unwitting nemesis. Not even God could do
anything about it.

He stood tall against the periwinkle sky, scanning
the horizon. His eyes took in details of the flowers, white stucco
farmhouses and rocky promontories jutting skyward. Above him towns
of pale cream and red huddled among the crags, crowned the
summits.

There was a totality of perfection in the vision
that lay before him. It wasn’t just the land and the people, but
every element of nature combined in a harmonious mélange of
sweetness that assailed all the senses and cleared the mind of
trivia.

This fusion of man to nature held him in bondage and
secured forever his identity in a changing world. But since his
wife’s death, a loneliness had crept into this almost utopic
existence, destroying his pleasure in earning his daily bread. This
evening for an imexplicable reason, the sense of loss was
acute.

Angelique’s features and mannerisms were no longer
clear, but part of him remembered the fragile body that couldn’t
sustain life while carrying another life within it. An empty area
of his soul craved that communion of mind and heart that gave life
its fullest meaning.

It had been a long time since he’d admitted to the
restlessness growing steadily inside of him. His Uncle Louis was
right. Work wasn’t the panacea for every problem that beset man.
Strange that after four long years without his wife he could feel
such despondency embracing him, smothering bit by bit the joie de
vivre he’d thought inherent in his nature.

Tonight there was a haunting magic in his
surroundings, transporting him back to another time when she’d
needed him...when there’d been love. Wave upon wave of yearning, of
intense hunger for what could never come again washed over him,
drowning him with memories.

Alarmed by this morbid state of mind, he started
back to the house. Instead of taking the main road, he followed his
own trail that wound up the surprisingly steep hillside on the
other side of the gorge.

He took long strides through the sloping meadow, his
feet careful not to trample the acacia, geranium, tuberose and
jasmine beneath the darkening canopy above. Below him lay Grasse,
its lights shimmering like shattered crystal flung in all
directions, light heaped upon light.

Night had fallen by the time he reached La Tourette.
Long promenades of cypress trees interspersed with orange trees and
roses flanked the winding drive that led to the family estate. The
double doors of the main entry were open. An older woman’s fragile
figure was silhouetted against the pale orange light which shown
from the foyer. A jaunty beret capped her silvery hair. His aunt
was back from her trip! It was just like her to surprise him.

Dominique saw her nephew, still clad in work pants
and shirtsleeves, coming up the drive. There wasn’t a finer figure
of a man anywhere, nor one more devoted to his family. But even
from this distance she could tell he wasn’t happy...not really.
Angelique had been gone too long for him still to be actively
grieving. It had to be something else...

“Maxim, mon beau gamin--” She hurried out to
greet him, almost stumbling over Ali Pasha. The dog jumped up and
down, joyously running between his legs, sniffing at his shoes and
licking his tanned hands. Max rubbed the dog’s ears with affection,
then embraced his aunt.

“Cherie—“ He lifted her from the ground like so much
fluff, kissing her on both powdered cheeks, hugging her and
laughing exultantly. She was the one bright spot on his horizon.
Until now he hadn’t realized how much he’d missed her while she’d
been away on vacation.

“Let me look at you, Maxim.” Quietly she studied the
handsome face she dearly loved. There was that tightness about his
mouth, and a new tristesse hovering in the dark recesses of
his eyes. She stroked the black, wavy hair to cover her pain at
finding him like this. Even the healthy kiss of the Mediterranean
sun on his face and neck could not hide his suffering from her.

“You’ve been brooding again, mon fils. I was
hoping to see something else when I came back from my trip.”

“Nonsense.”

“Oh yes you have.”

She put her hands in the large pockets of her apron,
absently fingering some bulbs that needed planting. It wasn’t
natural for a man in his prime to come home to an empty house night
after night. What her nephew needed was his own hearth-- a wife and
children to love. He was too young to let her death leave permanent
scars. In another month he’d be thirty-two, and was more attractive
than he’d ever been in his life.

“How’s Claudine?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t seen her.”

That’s what Dominique had been afraid of. The
problem wasn’t a lack of women. Rather it was her nephew’s seeming
disinterest in them. Claudine de Morizot was probably expecting a
marriage proposal, but it was evident that in his eyes their
relationship was purely platonic. He showed no signs of becoming
involved.

“You work too hard.” It had become the substitute
for outside interests or pleasures which at one time had been many.
She closed her tired eyes, but tears escaped nonetheless. How could
she help him?

“Why all this concern?” He kissed her forehead. The
shriveled face showed signs of recent illness, but her snapping
brown eyes were as youthful as always. She might have been a local
peasant instead of the stern headmistress she was during the school
year. “I don’t have time to be social right now. We’re in the busy
season, remember?”

“Don’t pretend with me. I know better. I’ve been
worried about you and with good reason. I’m glad my trip was cut
short.”

“I’ve missed you too, cherie. I didn’t like
it when I heard you’d come down with the grippe again.”

“It was nothing.”

“Let me look at you in the light, Dominique.”
Another thorough scrutiny took place. “You didn’t eat much while
you were in Davos.”

“It’s that new cook of the Villard’s...simply
horrid. Etvige has spoiled me for too many years. I think I’m going
to give up vacationing altogether. It’s really good to be home
again. I should have insisted on Rosaline going with me. She’s been
alone too much. I won’t leave her again. She needs me.”

Max rubbed her cheek, then pressed her to his chest.
She wasn’t as well as she pretended to be. Mon Dieu, if he
lost her too-- “Let’s go inside. I want to hear all about your stay
with the Villard’s, and then I have something very important to
discuss with you.”

“D’accord.” She smiled, knowing they would go
the rounds again about her retirement from the school. “I have a
few things to say to you as well, mon gars.”

“Fair enough,” he muttered playfully, but the light
didn’t reach his eyes. He stroked her tiny hand before they walked
side by side over the threshold into the villa that had its
beginnings as an eighteenth century manor house.

There was an austere elegance about the décor Max
loved. The charm of its interior lay in the absence of any
superficiality. The ceiling sagged in the middle. Old crossbeams,
black and bent with age, spanned the ceiling. All the furniture was
simple, handmade and highly polished. Many Ferriers had been born
here, walked these halls and played on the shiny black
staircase.

“I’ll freshen up, then join you, cherie.”

“Excellent. I had Etvige hold dinner until you came
in. She’s very secretive about what she has prepared for us this
evening, but I can imagine it will be a feast. What would we do
without her?”

“I was just thinking the same thing about you,” he
murmured before starting up the stairs.

Through the open doors of the dining room she
glimpsed Remy who stood at the hunt board pouring himself another
drink. Was it his third or fourth? He’d always enjoyed a cocktail
before dinner. It was only this last year that the habit seemed to
be getting out of control. Yet, who could blame him?

Each time he drank himself into oblivion, she was
pained anew. The poor, poor boy, she sighed. Tears filled her eyes
once more. How cruel life had been to both her nephews. Innocent
victims, that’s what they were, each suffering in silence. She had
a foreboding disaster was imminent. In his discontent, Remy fled
from one woman, one affair, to the next, with no intention of
settling down, and was drinking heavily in the process.

Maxim on the other hand had crept deeper into his
shell that no one could penetrate-- far too morose for his own
good.

A shudder ran through Dominique. She remained in the
doorway connecting the kitchen, afraid that if Remy saw her he’d be
aware of her anxiety. It wasn’t every day Dominique allowed herself
to remember the horrors of Remy’s upbringing, because when she did,
she suffered untold remorse.

It could have been avoided, all of it, if she’d
packed up her bags and left Grasse, taking Maxim with her. Whether
Gaston would have followed or not, she would never know. Family
loyalty was a powerful force in a proud, wealthy family who held
those things sacred.

But it had been the tradition in the Ferrier family
for all members of the clan to live together beneath the same roof.
Dominique had many reservations about such an arrangement, but
there wasn’t anything she wouldn’t do for Gaston, even to
tolerating his autocratic, elder brother.

She realized that for Gaston to have broken the
trust with his brother Paul would have taken the greatest strength
of character. He would have had to be totally secure within himself
to leave it behind and start new someplace else.

Sadly Paul had a hold over Gaston right from
childhood. Dominique saw it in a hundred different ways, and as
many times prayed with all her heart that just once her beloved
husband would stand up to his brother.

Gaston had a great capacity to love. He’d taken in
Adele and Pierre’s baby as his own. The tiny bundle of olive skin
and black, curly hair was looked upon as a gift from God. He and
Dominique loved him as if Maxim had been their own flesh and blood.
He endeared himself to them and everyone else on the estate.

Except Remy...

While she was reflecting on her pain, she saw her
dark-haired nephew enter the dining room.

Remy looked over at him. “Where have you been?” he
demanded with barely concealed hostility.

“I took a long walk and lost track of the time.”

Remy had been waiting for the evening to begin so it
would be over. “Didn’t you know Aunt Dominique was back?”

“No-- I had no idea. I was under the impression
she’d be arriving tomorrow.”

There was an appreciable pause. “She wouldn’t go
ahead with dinner till you came,” Remy said pointedly. He slammed
down the wine glass, making his feelings clear.

“I’m sorry. You should have started without me.”

Remy’s jaw hardened. “She wouldn’t hear of it.”

Max ignored the ice in his cousin’s voice. He could
never recall an exchange with him that wasn’t punctuated with anger
about something. In the face of such animosity, he’d tried over the
years to stay out of his way, without success.

The situation created by Remy was volatile at any
given time. Tonight however, Max was too drained to indulge him.
Much more of this and he’d be tempted to declare war, despite the
fact that he worried about his cousin a great deal.

“Mes enfants,” Dominique spoke up in the
hopes of preventing a contretemps. “Dinner is ready.” She walked
over to the dining table and sat down before ringing the bell. The
boys followed. “Ah Rosaline,” she feigned a lightness in her voice.
“There you are.”

With amazing speed Remy’s mother manipulated her
wheelchair through the doorway. “I’d just about given up on our
eating,” she muttered and found her place beside Remy. Her gaze
rested on Maxim. “You were out so long, I became worried and called
the perfumerie. Mademoiselle Boileau said you left hours
ago.”

“He was out taking a long walk,” Remy interjected
coldly as Etvige pushed a cart into the room. She worked her way
around the table, pausing to put a large pat of sweet butter on the
steaming potage before placing the bowls in front of the
family.

Remy reached for the hot brioche. He pulled one
apart and offered a piece to his mother. He had to do something
with his hands. It was all he could manage to sit there. The wine
hadn’t numbed him sufficiently to withstand the inevitable cozy
family chat. The walls started to close in on him.

“If you don’t mind, I’m going out right after the
soup. There’s something pressing I must do, and I don’t intend to
put it off any longer.”

Max’s control was on the verge of snapping. “Far be
it from me to interrupt your plans, Remy, but before you go,
there’s something I have to discuss with you. It’s vital.”

“Today’s jasmine yield was better than I’d
anticipated.” On that note he threw down his napkin and started to
push himself away from the table.

“Remy! Surely you can wait until Maxim
explains.”

There she went again. It was with the utmost
difficulty that Remy swallowed the last morsel of bread he’d been
eating. “Maman, how long must I endure being treated like an
irresponsible child?” He got to his feet. “I’m sick to death of
it!”

If Max had been searching for a fundamental reason
to follow through with his plans, Remy had just given it to him. It
wouldn’t solve what was wrong between them...no power on earth
could work such a miracle. But it would give them breathing space,
something they sorely needed.

“Remy,” he began quietly, “I’ve made a decision
that’s going to affect you. I have to know your feelings on the
matter. The fact is I need your help.”

In his most pensive moods Remy’s expression was
brooding. Right now was one of those times. He rubbed the corner of
his taut mouth, halfway listening for the explanation. Max was
unusually intent about something.

“I’ve decided to go away for a time. I’m not even
sure how long I’ll be gone.”


CHAPTER THREE

Remy blinked. Finally it was Dominique who asked the
question preying on everyone’s mind. “You mean, now? During the
harvest?”

“Yes, cherie. Tomorrow in fact.” He expected
a reaction from Remy and he wasn’t disappointed. His cousin gave a
visible start at the astonishing revelation. The mask of anger
slipped for the moment and was replaced by a look of total
bewilderment. When Remy looked like that, something twisted
painfully inside Max, and the two of them were vulnerable children
again.

Dominique digested this information, as did
Rosaline, and looked closely at her nephew. In the four years since
Angelique’s death she’d never known him to do anything impulsive.
“I don’t understand, mon fils.” There was alarm in her tone,
arousing Remy’s curiosity. “Where? Why?”

“Louis came to see me in Paris last month if you
recall. He pointed out that I haven’t taken a real vacation since
Angelique died.”

Hardly able to credit what he was hearing, Remy sat
down on the chair once more. Maxim rarely mentioned his dead wife,
let alone anything that smacked of a personal nature.

“He’s right you know,” his cousin went on, seemingly
unaware of the impact of his words on the rest of them.

“I’ve been drowning myself in work, but apparently
the old cliché about all work and no play has caught up with me. I
need to make a change in my life. Louis thinks a trip can do this.
I don’t but I’m going to take his advice just the same. After all,
he’s the doctor.

“I’m to go someplace so remote as to have no
possible connection with memories here,” his voice trailed. “In his
words it should be exotic with different faces and a change of
diet. He’s convinced I’ll come back a new man.”

“But this is wonderful, Maxim,” his aunt exploded
with her natural enthusiasm. “Exactly what you need!” Rosaline
nodded in agreement, her eyes suspiciously bright.

Remy’s gaze encompassed the three of them as if they
were enacting a play and he was the spectator. He should have known
the script by heart, but he didn’t. In fact he didn’t have the
slightest inkling of what they were talking about. Since when did
the self-sufficient Max need to get away from anything! Remy stared
hard at his cousin, wondering if he knew him at all.

He hadn’t imagined the tremor in his cousin’s voice
just then. He wasn’t still pining over Angelique was he? For the
life of him Remy never could understand that attraction in the
first place. She was a small, dark, quiet little thing, always
sickly because of a bad heart. Her face wouldn’t rate a second
glance. Admittedly she was kind, but she had no charisma. He
studied his cousin out of the periphery.

The man could have had any girl he wanted. None of
it made sense. Claudine de Morizot had done everything in her power
to help Max forget, but his cousin wasn’t having any of it.

Remy had heard that some men could only love one
woman....it was the way they were made. Since he hadn’t yet
experienced that affair of the heart, he had no way of knowing how
true it was. He much preferred his unattached status. It would be
hell on earth to wake up the morning after the wedding and find out
he’d made a mistake.

He shared his mother’s views on divorce. She
would’ve been surprised to know her son intended to be faithful to
his wife, if that day ever came. His behavior as a bachelor had put
much of the gray in her auburn hair up to now.

What she didn’t realize was that he had little
respect for the married women who threw themselves at him, women
whose marriages were nothing more than a farce. If he ever married
a woman who did that to him, he’d kill her because that was the way
he was made.

Etvige came into the room with his favorite
salade nicoise, jerking him out of his thoughts. As soon as
everyone had been served, Max covered his aunt’s hand.

“One thing concerns me. I don’t like leaving you for
so long when you’ve been ill.”

“But that’s ridiculous, mon gamin.”

“Not so, and of course, there’s the problem of
someone taking over things in Paris while I’m away. There’s only
one person I’d trust to handle everything for such a length of
time, and that’s you, Remy.”

The fork poised in mid air dropped to Remy’s place
with a clatter. His eyes fastened on Max in frank surprise. Coming
from anyone else he’d have considered it a fantastic joke, but Max
never joked about anything. If this was his idea of extending the
olive branch, he could forget it.

“You don’t need to patronize me, Max. I get enough
of that from the staff.”

“I think you’re forgetting something,” Max came back
with a calm Remy envied. “After Uncle Paul died, I literally begged
you to go to Paris with me and take charge of the exporting
department. You chose not to go.

“No one knew the business like you, and it took
years before Maurice could begin to handle it, so don’t talk to me
about giving lip service. I thought you were the man to put in
charge then, and I do now.”

The animosity built up over the years prevented Remy
from immediately responding. Incredible as it was, Max was dead
serious. He looked down at his place, confused. “I suppose at this
juncture I should thank you for the vote of confidence.”

The sarcasm was meant to rile, but Max wasn’t going
to rise to the bait. “You’ve always had it, Remy. No thanks are
necessary. We’re in the business together. Pere Alphonse can handle
the rest of the harvest. The main of the jasmine crop has been
picked. If he needed you, you could fly down.

“I hesitate asking such a favor because I plan to be
gone as long as six weeks and I happen to know you have commitments
with your friends for August. I don’t want to feel guilty for
interfering with the rest of your summer. You don’t have to do it,
you know. Maurice could manage, I suppose.”

Remy was still in shock, and his mother took
advantage of the quiet. “You’ll be gone so long... Are you planning
to vacation in Nicosia?” The family had a small seaside villa there
Max favored. He often went to Greece on archaeological digs,
strictly as an amateur.

Max sat back in his chair. Remy hadn’t said a word.
That was a good sign. He usually erupted in a fury and stormed out
of the room when he took exception to something said or done.
Turning his attention to Rosaline, he shook his head.

“No-- and the first week of my trip won’t be all
play. A few weeks ago I received a letter from the Department of
the Interior in Moscow. They’ve asked me to be the keynote speaker
at a special perfumeur’s convocation. I’ll be reading the papers on
my liquid butane experiments.”

Remy swallowed hard. He’d thought himself immune to
his cousin’s achievements, but such wasn’t the case. Max’s
colleagues said he possessed a sixth sense not given to ordinary
mortals, thus the explanation for his incredible genius.

Certainly Remy’s father, Paul Ferrier, had been in
awe of it to the exclusion of everything else including his own
flesh and blood.

“I’m flattered of course. It’s a once-in-a-lifetime
opportunity. There’s a visa waiting for me at the Minister of
Foreign Affairs Bureau in Paris. The plane for Moscow leaves the
day after tomorrow. I must wire them tonight if I intend to go.
Only one other French colleague has been issued an invitation. I
don’t know what to expect, but I’ve decided to accept.”

Dominique was on her feet. “Bravo, mon fils,
bravo! This is a great honor and you told us nothing!”

Max eyed her with affection, but didn’t comment.
“After that I’m planning to take an extended trip to Central
America.”

“So far away—“ Rosaline cried out. The last few
years she’d taken his almost constant presence for granted.

“Oui, chere tante. Uncle Louis suggests a
total change of scene. I’ve been invited by my old friend to go on
a short-term excavation near Tikal in Guatemala. After that we’ll
fly to some of the more inaccessible areas in South America. If I’m
in good enough shape, we’ll try some mountain climbing and
fishing.

“There are spots in the Andes that rival the Alps so
my friend tells me. I believe you met him in Paris, Dominique. He
was a visiting lecturer from the University in Mexico City.”

“I remember.” She nodded. “He had a very unusual
name. Paco, or Pasqual.”

“Nacco,” he corrected her. “Nacco Sanchez.”

“Whatever his name, I’m delighted, Maxim.” Her eyes
were shining. “You don’t know how I’ve prayed for something like
this to happen. I must thank Louis at the first opportunity.”

Potting about among the relics of antiquity sounded
unbearably boring to Remy. Now if he had six weeks...”

“So, Remy?” Max cut into his thoughts. “I need to
know how you feel. I’m about to do something very selfish, and it’s
you who’s being put upon if you chose to help me.”

“Needless to say this comes as a great surprise,
Max.” He spoke while lighting a cigarette to steady his nerves.
“Heaven knows you deserve a vacation.” He paused to exhale. “I’ll
cover for you if that’s what you want.”

“More to the point, is it what you want? The
only worry I’ve had is about ruining the rest of your summer. I
know you have interests in Grasse at the moment. I want you to be
perfectly honest with me.”

His mother had been talking out of school again.
Suzanne was a favorite of hers. Poor maman, he sighed to
himself. What he was about to say would put an end to her foolish
dreaming.

“Nothing that important keeps me here. I can always
join Marcello over the holidays. Paris has its attractions believe
me. Who knows?” He flashed a rare smile at his cousin that
transformed his countenance. “Maybe I’ll enjoy stepping into your
shoes for a time. Papa would turn over in his grave.”

At the mention of Remy’s father, their brief rapport
was gone. Max raked a hand through his hair, haunted by the pain in
his cousin’s voice. The old wounds would never heal. Max was as
helpless in dealing with them now as he had been when Paul was
alive.

It was a blessing he’d died before he could inflict
more hurt on Remy, but his death had done nothing to ameliorate the
situation that existed between them.

“Let’s get something straight, Remy. It isn’t a case
of filling anyone’s shoes and never was. After university I would
have preferred working out of the perfumerie in Hyeres. You were
always the one suited to take over things in Paris.

“Much as I like it there, Grasse is in my blood. I
can never stay away from here for very long. You more than anyone
know that! You have no idea how relieved I am to be leaving
everything in your capable hands. I can’t think of anything else
that would require your attendance during August.”

Remy was listening. One thing he couldn’t accuse his
cousin of was vanity. “Rumor has it you’re going to win the award
again this year for the newest perfume on the market. You’ll miss
the ceremony.”

“I’m afraid it can’t be helped.”

No, Remy mused. Honors of that nature didn’t affect
his dark-eyed cousin. Hard to believe. In fact the whole proposal
had him tongue-tied. He’d harbored resentment against Max for so
many years it was impossible to reconcile this sudden feeling of
camaraderie.

“I’ll go to the banquet provided you send some staff
with me.”

“Or course.” The smile he bestowed on Remy was
totally sincere. “I don’t know how to thank you.”

It was only momentary, but Remy experienced a faint
sense of shame for his boorish behavior earlier in the evening. “I
don’t want thanks.”

Max breathed deeply. “You can use my apartment if
you wish.”

Remy lighted another cigarette. ”Excellent.
Bernard’s cooking is unequaled in all of Paris.”

“You’re right about that.”

“Let yourself go and have a good time. There should
be all manner of pleasant diversions for you on your trip, if you
follow me.”

“We’ll see.” Max chuckled quietly, enjoying this
unexpected pax with Remy. “One thing-- the night of the awards, the
Hotel de Ville will be swarming with reporters. Don’t say anything
about this trip to Moscow. Let them speculate all they want.

“The experiments aren’t perfected yet. I wouldn’t
want anything leaked to the press prematurely. Needless to say I
don’t want anyone to know my whereabouts.”

“I won’t say anything. I despise the press more than
you do.”

“I don’t mind good reporting, but even the most
objective interviews get too personal. I prefer remaining
anonymous.”

“Would that I could,” Remy murmured, intercepting an
eloquent look from his mother. He knew exactly what she was
thinking. Last month he’d been in an accident with one of the
vedettes at the Cannes film festival. After inspecting the
damage, Marcello said it was a miracle both of them had escaped
without serious injury. Naturally the media had gotten hold of the
story. It made the main news on TV. “The reporters will have a
field day when they find out I’m at the banquet in your place.”

“It ought to be interesting.” The closest thing to a
grin anyone had seen on Max’s bronzed face in a long time broke
out.

“It might at that,” Remy muttered. It occurred to
him that neither his mother or his aunt had said anything for the
past ten minutes. He stubbed out his cigarette, then stroke his
mother’s cheek with his finger. “Maman, it isn’t like you to
be so quiet.”

His tenderness was her undoing. She pulled a
handkerchief from her sleeve and blew her nose, mumbling something
incoherent beneath her breath. She was afraid to say anything that
might charge the atmosphere. It was marvelous so sit at the table
and not have tension. Make it last, she prayed silently.

“I know it’s late notice,” Max addressed his cousin,
“but can you be prepared to leave for Paris with me in the
morning?”

“Why not?”

“Good. We can go over the new contracts we’re in the
process of negotiating with Mustafa on the plane. He flew in last
week. I’ve been wanting to talk with him for over a year. Giles
Clouseau has arranged a meeting. The three of you will have lunch
together at the Palais de Chaillot.

“If you’ve already been briefed on the plane, it
will make it easer to put our points across to him. I’ve told Giles
you’ve been the one to cultivate and perpetuate the difficult
species. You’re the only one who knows what exacting kinds of
conditions are required to achieve a full-bodied aroma. If you can
pull this off this with Mustafa, everyone will benefit.”

Remy nodded. Mustafa was a flower farmer of great
repute in his own country where limited crops of jasmine were
raised. The soil in Morocco was inferior to their own special blend
in the South of France, but it produced a sweet flower whose
essential oil was sought after by perfumeurs throughout the
world.

Max was desirous of obtaining small shipments in
exchange for oil extracted from the Parma violet, a flower fast
disappearing in the modern world. Now it covered the lower
hillsides of Grasse in a few, select meadows.

“Is anyone else in on this?”

Max shook his head. “Not to my knowledge. Giles
would have told me otherwise. This could be the beginning of other
exchanges in the future.”

Remy rubbed the back of his neck, deep in
concentration. “Will you talk to Pere, or do you want me to?”

“Pere is your department. I’ve got packing to do.
With you taking over, I feel better already.”

“So do I,” Rosaline affirmed, coming to life at
last. “I don’t know whatever possessed you to listen to Louis, but
I thank the bon Dieu you did. A trip can work wonders,
Maxim, and it will be a much needed change for you too, Remy.”

Maybe it would at that he thought to himself.

“You really think so?” Max muttered, sounding very
far away.

It didn’t sound to Remy as if his cousin placed any
credence in the idea.

“Does Claudine know you’re going?” Rosaine
inquired.

“Non, chere tante,” Max said with an
indulgent smile. “I only made the decision earlier this evening
while I was out walking.”

“But you’ll have to tell her! She was going to be
your escort at the banquet, mon gars.”

Rosaline liked Claude de Morizot. She would make her
nephew a fine wife. Engrossed in her plans for Maxim’s future, she
didn’t see the dark brows furrow.

“Why this interest in Claudine?”

“Oh really, Maxim-- How can you ask that? I happen
to know the woman adores you. She’s made it no secret. I’ve half
been expect—“

“Don’t tell me,” he laughingly cut her off, then
finished the rest of his wine.

Dominique should have warned her sister-in-law that
any discussion of Claudine was pointless, but it wouldn’t have done
any good. Rosaline was surprisingly persistent about it.

“She’s intelligent, Maxim, and witty.”

“Maman,” Remy called out, exasperated with
her for attempting to run everyone’s lovelife. “Claudine isn’t
Max’s type at all. The woman’s a positive encyclopedia.”

Max’s eyes narrowed on Remy. His cousin’s comment
was very astute. Claudine was lovely, but she missed being totally
feminine for the very reason Remy suggested, but Rosaline wasn’t
about to keep quiet on the subject.

“I think she’s the most charming woman I’ve ever
met. She’s simply trying to impress you, Maxim. It’s her way of
getting to your heart. I like her.”

“So do I,” Max came back. It was hard not to laugh
out loud when his aunt was being so serious.

“But then?”

“But nothing.” The mirth had gone. “I’m not in love
with her. Now, have you finished your very unsubtle interrogation?”
he teased.

“Maxim!” The hurt was apparent. Eyes green as her
son’s swam in tears. He reached over and patted her arm.

“Thank you for caring, chere tante. When I
find the right woman, you’ll be the first to know, but don’t hold
your breath.”

Just as Remy was thinking he’d never enjoyed a
dinner conversation so much, his mother muttered, “This exchange is
getting us nowhere.”

Remy stared at her. “If you’re not in love, you’re
not in love, maman! It’s as simple as that and you know it,”
he chastised.

“What do you know about love, mon fils!”
Rosaline struck out, ever ready to lecture her wayward son whose
interest in women never progressed beyond the physical.

“Enough to realize I have yet to meet the a woman
who could keep me interested for a lifetime.” Here Remy was on firm
ground.

“And you probably never will the way you go from one
woman to another. How can you possibly find out the important
things if you only see a woman once or twice? These relationships
have to be cultivated, Remy.”

“I’ve cultivated several, maman, much to your
disapproval. After a time I discovered that I felt nothing
lasting.” Their eyes locked.

“A woman has other attributes besides beauty and the
ability to warm a man’s bed,” she muttered, unable to eat the
soufflé Etvige had prepared. Was she speaking of her own past
experience Remy wondered? She’d been a very lovely woman when she
was married. He’d seen hundreds of pictures of her.

Yet his earliest recollections of family life didn’t
include an affectionate husband. Never once had he seen his father
kiss her. When arthritis crippled her spine, she was moved to a
room on the ground floor of the villa. Had she been a mere
decoration he simply tossed aside as he had his own son? Without
realizing it, Remy’s hand slid to hers and he squeezed it
gently.

“Don’t you think I’d give my right arm to find a
woman like you, maman?” he asked in a husky voice. “Papa was
luckier than he knew.”

“Remy’s right!” Max interjected quickly. The
conversation was touching on a painful subject for all of them.
Though his sympathies lay with Remy, he knew his aunt Rosaline
wouldn’t be able to take much more. “You and Dominique have spoiled
us for other women.”

His words struck a response chord. Both women fought
tears.

His arm moved around her waist. “Maman, there
are years before I need to worry about settling down.”

“Years—“ she cried out. “You’re thirty-one, Remy.
Roger Lutry is your age and has a wife and four children
already.”

“And don’t forget the little Brouet girl he keeps
company with when he goes into Nice on business. It’s the biggest
topic at the lavanderie right now. And before her it was
Nicole.”

“Don’t be fresh!” she snapped.

“I’m not, maman. I’m just being truthful.”
Normally one to speak his mind without thinking, Remy didn’t finish
what he was going to say...that his father hadn’t needed another
woman after his marriage to her. No...Paul Ferrier didn’t need a
woman...he didn’t need anyone. He was too busy grooming Max to take
over when he was gone.

Afraid the bitterness would overwhelm him he got to
his feet. “Now if you will excuse me, I’ve a lot to see to before I
go to bed.” Putting a hand on her shoulder he said, “You don’t have
to worry, maman. I’ve already said my goodbyes to
Suzanne.”

She gave a start, amazed that Remy had anticipated
her next question.

Remy left the room without tasting the gruyere
cheese he often enjoyed with a cup of café au lait. The need to be
alone was of paramount importance. He hadn’t had so much to think
about in years.


CHAPTER FOUR

The moment Remy left, Rosaline wheeled her chair
over to Maxim and grasped his strong hands in both of hers. “Bless
you for what you’ve just done,” she half sobbed the words. Now that
her son was not present she could give way to emotion.

He pulled her close, kissing her cheek, smoothing a
wisp of red hair back into place. “You don’t need to thank me. Remy
knows the business inside and out. Now he’ll have a chance to show
everyone else. I meant everything I said earlier tonight.”

“I know you did,” her voice trembled. “That’s why
Remy was willing to listen. When I think how hard he is on himself,
his feelings of inferiority.”

Amen, Dominique murmured inwardly. A brilliant
perfumeur Paul might have been, a compassionate human being he was
not! Remy was very much like him in stature. In other ways there
was no resemblance, at least not in the things that counted
according to Dominique. And now he was dead, to her utter
relief.

Rosaline patted his arm. “Placing this kind of
responsibility on his shoulders right now is exactly what he needs.
I’ve been terribly worried about him all summer. You don’t know how
grateful I am to you.”

“Gratitude shouldn’t enter into this, chere
tante. You know as well as I that he should’ve been the one to
go to Paris after Uncle Paul died, but he wouldn’t listen. I hope
six weeks will be long enough to give him a feel of things. If he
likes it there, I’ll make him a proposal when I get back. I’m tired
of Paris. I’d like to set up my headquarters here in Grasse.”

“You mean it?”

“Absolutely.” He looked at both women. “If we could
have communicated, I would’ve come back here much soon.”

“I’ve been praying for that day,” Dominique murmured
softly. “Anyone can see Remy’s positively eager for the challenge
though he did his best not to show it.”

The morning Paul found out Maxim had the
nose, he ignored Remy and Rosaline. In Maxim he saw the
extension of himself and his illustrious ancestors. Anyone knowing
Paul recognized his preference for his nephew. And Maxim, totally
innocent, went along with his uncle’s plans. He stepped into the
world of perfume as if he‘d been born to it.

Dominique hadn’t been against the idea. On the
contrary, she and Gaston felt a fierce pride that their adopted
nephew had been so exceptionally gifted, but with a heavy heart she
could see that if Paul thought about his son at all, he was a
possession to be used and worn as occasion demanded. Remy was the
after thought in every instance.

If she could be grateful for just one blessing, it
was that Maxim in no way whatsoever resembled his uncle in nature.
Indeed her loving nephew was the antithesis of everything his
ambitious uncle represented. Whether Paul would ever admit it or
not, his gift was far surpassed by the boy he called his own.

“I’m proud of you, Maxim. You handled him
beautifully.”

“All right. Now that the matter about Remy is
settled, I need to discuss something even more important with you,
Dominique, and I want Rosaline to stay with us as a witness to what
I’m about to say. First of all, I want both of you to know I won’t
step one foot outside this house until I have your promise that
you’ll give up the school and retire here. I don’t mean next year.
I mean now!”

“Maxim? I’d go crazy with nothing to do!”

“There’s plenty to be done around here and you know
it.”

Her head fell and she stared into space.

“Dominique? Are you listening?”

“Yes.”

“Are you going to do as I say? If you don’t agree, I
won’t take this trip, and I’ll close the school down for you.” He
knelt down next to her. “You’re all I’ve got left. I want you
around for a long time. My motives are strictly selfish. Can’t you
see that?”

She gazed into the trusting eyes that had always
turned to her with love. “My dear boy. What can I say?”

“That you’ll start making preparations to close down
Saint Jeannet in the morning. Do I have your word?”

Her eyes misted over. “You leave me no choice.”

“Bon.” He got to his feet. “It’s for the
best. You’ll see.” After hugging her he said, “Do you want me to
call Madame Dufy tonight and get things underway?”

“No.” She pulled away from him. “I’ll make the
arrangements myself.”

“There’s too much to do alone. You’ll need your
secretary.”

“I can help,” Rosaline interjected.

“Tres bien, then I can leave in the
morning?”

“Oui,” Dominique answered
calmly. “Now don’t you worry about me anymore. You’ve a marvelous
trip to look forward. Two trips really.”

“I firmly believe vacations of this kind are best
enjoyed by married couples.”

“Nonsense, Maxim. It just might be you’ll meet
someone.”

“Dominique-- I’m not traveling to find a woman,
foreign or otherwise.”

“You’re as exasperating as Remy.”

He grinned. “Anything else on your mind?”

“Yes.

“Let yourself go. Reach out to life as you once did.
It’s a little like praying. Sometimes when I get on my knees, I’m
not in the mood but I stay there until I am. Will you remember
that?”

“I will,” he murmured solemnly and held her to him
for a long moment. “Now can you understand why I love you so much?”
He finally let her go. “I’m going upstairs and start packing. We’ll
have breakfast together before Remy and I leave. Bonuit, cherie.
Bonuit, Rosaline.”

As he disappeared out the door, Rosaline watched
Dominique pace the floor. There was a look of determination on that
face she’d seen many times. She ventured a comment when she was
sure Maxim was out of listening range.

“You don’t have any intention of closing down the
school do you. Even after everything Maxim has said.”

“No,” came the sharp reply.

“I didn’t think so.”

Dominique sat down with her elbows propped on the
table. She stared at her sister-in-law for ages. “He has my best
interest at heart, but to give up the school right now would be the
end of me. Being around the girls keeps me young and gets my mind
off our boys.”

“You’re very fortunate,” the other voice broke.

She ran a critical eye over Rosaline. Arthritis had
made her old before her time. When Paul brought her to the house
for the first time, Dominique thought she’d never met anyone
lovelier. Remy’s mother had a sweetness not given to many human
beings. Paul knew what he was doing when he took her to wife. Only
someone with her temperament could have lived with him!

Certainly Dominique would never have stood for the
treatment her sister-in-law had to take year in and out. But as
Gaston continually reminded her, what went on between Paul and his
wife was no concern of theirs. Gaston never took sides, but
Dominique suffered for her sister-in-law. It was bad enough her
marriage was so tragic, but to be crippled as well...

“I’ve been thinking, Rosaline. Plotting,” she added
wickedly. “Did you know I didn’t ask Madame Vosigny to come
back on staff for this next year?”

“She was your sewing instructor wasn’t she?”

“Umm.”

“What will you do? It’s expected your students learn
domestic science.”

“I’m going to hire you!” Before Rosaline could make
a noise she added, “Your hands aren’t crippled, thank le bon
Dieu.”

“Dominique!”

“Why not? You’re the finest seamstress I’ve ever
known. I have it all worked out. We’ll set up your classes on the
main floor, just off the large salon. The room is sunny and there’s
ample space for the machines and cutting tables. You’ll instruct
two classes. You can have the bedroom next to mine on the fourth
floor. The elevator is just across the hall so you can move about
as freely as you do here.

“Rosaline? This will be my last year at Saint
Jeannet. I feel it in my brittle bones. I’d like you to be there
with me. I can promise you that when you’ve had a few students,
Americans, to be exact, your worries about Remy will fly right out
the window. As for myself, I plan to teach one class only. We’ll
have tea at leisure each afternoon.

“I’m going to increase the house staff and hire a
new chaperone to replace Mlle Sauvaget. I’m thinking of Analise
Valmy. But more importantly I’m going to hire a new assistant who
will act as headmistress and deal with the problems that normally
give me problems.”

“It sounds wonderful, but I shudder to think what
Maxim will do when he finds out you went behind his back. He loves
you, Dominique, but if you do this, you may press him too far. He
doesn’t often get angry, but when he does, may God be with
you.”

Dominique waved her hand. “I can handle Maxim. He’ll
be gone just long enough for me to make all the arrangements. And
you forget, this trip might make him a different man.”

“I doubt that.”

“Let’s not worry about it. Don’t get out your
embroidery tonight. We’ve work to do making lists of supplies. I
must begin my search for an assistant, one who’s bilingual in
English. Oh-- don’t mention a word of this to Remy! I don’t want
him to know Maxim ever had this conversation with us. The less
anyone else knows, the better.”

She shook her head. “I won’t breathe a word, but
don’t you think you ought to sleep on this decision? It’s true your
health hasn’t been good.”

“Rosaline—“ she sounded vexed. “Not you, too! I
thought you of all people would understand. If I have to go, I’d
rather be at my desk correcting dictees than here in the
rocking chair knitting. Are you with me?”

Her sister-in-law sighed. “You have me more enthused
than I’ve been in years.”

“Good. Then let’s get busy!”

She wheeled herself out of the room and into the
study in search of paper and pencil. Maybe Maxim wouldn’t be too
upset when he saw how everything was working out, but that was
wishful thinking. He’d meant what he’d said. There were going to be
fireworks when he came back from his trip.

He’d lash out at everyone who’d been a party to her
deceit. Rosaline couldn’t help but love him for wanting to protect
Dominique, but Rosaline also understood an old woman’s need to feel
useful again. It was something no man could possibly
understand.


CHAPTER FIVE

Paris was unbearably hot. After classes Megan Hunt
found a café in the Quartier Latin to quench her thirst. In spite
of the heat, some of the students still participated in long
discussions at bistro tables dotting the sidewalks. It was a time
to put the pieces of the puzzle together, to air one’s opinions.
Many an idea was launched over a bottle of wine.

The Café Rochefoucauld around the corner from the
Boule’miche hosted such a group of future poets and lawyers. It was
also the rendez-vous of a certain newspaper reporter Megan could
see waiting for her. They’d met here many times over the years. The
signal changed and she started across the intersection toward
him.

Henri was conspicuous in a neat business suit seated
among a group of Africans enjoying themselves. As usual his head
was in a newspaper, probably his competitor’s. He happened to
glance up in time to see her reach the curb. The thin line of his
mouth turned up at the corners and he folded the paper.

“Bon après-midi!” she called out a trifle
breathlessly. “Madelaine said you wanted to see me after class. I’m
sorry if I’ve kept you waiting. I had to speak to one of my
professor’s first.”

“Think nothing of it. I’m the one who requested this
little tete-a-tete. Have an aperitif with me.”

“That sounds marvelous.” She sighed and sat down in
the stiff chair. The green shirtwaist clung to her body. She
yearned for a cool bath and an icy cold drink, both of which
weren’t possible. A lukewarm drink would have to do. On days like
this she was tempted to get her hair cut off. Even her handbag and
books felt sticky.

The last thing she’d wanted to do today was meet
Henri. With graduation only two weeks away, every minute away from
her studies for final exams was critical. However, he and Madelaine
were her oldest and dearest friends. This was the first time he’d
ever requested anything from her. She had to make the gesture.

He gazed longingly at her out of pale blue eyes.
“Champagne?”

She shook her head and smiled. “At four in the
afternoon? I’d like a coke, please.”

He frowned. “How can I corrupt you when I can’t even
tempt you with a little innocent wine?”

Megan winked in an effort to keep things light
hearted. “Is that what you had in mind today? I thought this was a
serious matter. Why did you want to see me?”

“Mademoiselle Hunt-- if you don’t know the
reason by now, I give up!” He grinned as he said it, but she knew
that with the slightest encouragement he’d propose again. They’d
known each other five years now. In all that time she’d never
looked on him as anything but a brother.

She’d dated some, but so far she hadn’t felt an
emotional attraction to any one man. Her last roommate Olivia had
suffered a nervous breakdown over an unhappy love affair. Olivia’s
fiancé had been unfaithful. He’d even made a pass at Megan when
Olivia wasn’t there. Revolted by his behavior, Megan suffered right
along with her friend and vowed never to get caught up in a similar
situation.

“Megan?” a voice called to her. She’d almost
forgotten Henri was there. Her friend’s mental collapse had been
real and was still on her mind. “I asked you to come today because
I need your help.”

“What can I do?”

“First, answer me a question. How do you feel about
me? I want an honest answer.”

Megan sat back in the chair. “I love your family
like my own. If it hadn’t been for all of you, I’d have been
terribly lonely when I first came to Paris. You know that.”

He shifted positions. “In other words your feelings
for me still tend to be sisterly.”

She lowered her head. Why did he insist on hurting
them by pursuing this line of questioning? Surely he didn’t imagine
their relationship could be anything but platonic at this
point.

“Don’t worry,” he whispered and lifted her chin with
his hand. “I’m not going to put you on the spot again, but you
can’t blame me for trying. Tell me, would you do anything for a
brother?”

Megan blinked. “I don’t understand you today. Are
you in trouble?”

He laughed, releasing her chin with reluctance, then
sat back. “No, so don’t start psychoanalyzing me. I want to borrow
you for an evening. It’s for business. Before I go into detail,
I’ll give you a little background information so you’ll know what
I’m up against.”

She urged him to go on, relieved that the subject of
the conversation had changed. Henri was a thoroughly interesting
personality. Many were the times he held her and Madelaine
spellbound as he regaled them with behind-the-scenes stories at the
newspaper. His head was full of facts. He never forgot a name or an
event.

The three of them had taken countless excursions and
vacations together. No matter where they were, he knew more than
the tour guide. Henri was like that. He was always a little better
informed, more well read, more observant than the average person.
That’s why he made such an exceptional newspaperman. She could
never remember being bored with him.

“I’m working on a case. It’s the most important one
to date in my dubious career. If I crack it, I’ll be made editor of
my department.” He lit a cigarette. “Have you heard of the House of
Ferrier?”

“You’re referring to the perfumeurs.”

His lips twitched. “Oui, ma belle. I was just
checking. They’re the biggest perfumeurs in the world and the most
prestigious. Let me ask you another question. Ever heard the name,
Maxim Ferrier?”

Megan toyed with the drink Henri had ordered for
her. “I think so. It seems to me there was article in the paper
about him recently. He was in an accident, I think.” She gave him a
sheepish smile. “How am I doing?”

“Not bad, only you’re talking about his cousin Remy
Ferrier.”

“Oh-- then I guess I don’t know.”

He flicked the ashes of his cigarette away from him.
“I’ve made my point!”

She cocked her blond head. “About what?”

“Who, ma belle, who. The
world knows nothing about Maxim Ferrier and he happens to be the
greatest perfumeur of our time. My boss is intensely interested in
that pertinent fact. The man is a genius and has won the national
perfume award for three years.

“According to legend, he not only creates perfume,
he runs the show. Claude Rouet, a colleague of mine in the south of
France, has been doing some research for me, and has discovered
that Monsieur Ferrier has developed a design for
revolutionary equipment to refine the processing of flowers into
oil.

“It’s a complicated procedure and could put France
years ahead in terms of exportable products from the industry. If I
could do an exclusive on this man, I’d be put in as head of the
fashion and cosmetic department of the paper.” He leaned forward.
“I want to do his story, Megan,” he muttered passionately.

“Is there some reason why you can’t?”

He nodded. A frown had replaced his easy smile. “The
best reason. He’s allergic to reporters. Every editor in the
country would give his right arm to do an exclusive on him, but the
man has radar and manages to elude us completely, thus the reason
there’s nothing about him in print. Maxim Ferrier has become the
number one mystery on a very long list, and like every mystery,
wants solving.”

By now Megan was totally engrossed. “If he’s like
most people, he probably has things in life he doesn’t want
exposed. Suppose you did find out something terrible. Would you
print it?”

“I just report the news. If it’s unpleasant, that’s
part of it too.”

A noise escaped her lips. “I could never be a
reporter.”

“That I can believe. You’re too compassionate for
your own good. Too bad your compassion doesn’t extend to lonely
males.”

She ignored the last comment. “Perhaps he’s simply a
private person. I could understand that because it’s the way I’m
made. If I had his life, I’d do everything I could to safeguard
myself from the public.”

“And people like me?” he questioned half
mockingly.

“Henri, he may be a famous, important person, but
he’s entitled to his privacy. Don’t you think it should be
respected?”

He gave her an indulgent smile. “If my editor had
your philosophy, there’d be no Paris Soir,
no Figaro, or any other paper or magazine
for that matter. Then what would you do?”

“I’m not sure,” she admitted. “Even in this
electronic age, I couldn’t live without my newspaper.”

“Exactly...a necessary evil, or perhaps not. It
depends on the point of view. You have to admit it would be
exciting to run a series of features on him; his family life, the
business, the intricacies of making perfume, everything. He’s worth
billions of dollars you know.”

“I can’t imagine that kind of money.”

“Neither can ninety-eight percent of the world.
That’s why a story on him would make great copy and sell millions
of papers.”

“And help your position,” she added quietly.

One eyebrow lifted. “That too, ma belle.”

She finished the last of her drink, growing uneasy
but unable to put her finger on anything concrete. “You still
haven’t told me why you wanted to see me.”

“I’m getting to that. Bear with me a little longer.
I’ve run on to something that could lead to an introduction. The
other night I attended a soiree after the Ballenciaga showing. It
was held at the chateau of the Comptesse de Morizot. Her husband
was the head of the House of Verrini until his death. She was
listed as one of the top ten best- dressed women last year. Anyway,
she’s thirty-three, very attractive, and has the usual gathering of
socialites and budding young artists congregated around.”

“Like the women of the Eighteenth Century
salons.”

“Yes...exactly like that.” He beamed. “Very good.
I’ll have to remember that. To make a long story short I was there
to cover the story for my paper. She allowed me to see her
objets d’art. To the delight of my boss I’m going to do an
exclusive on her in the fall and photograph her entire collection
that is more impressive than the antiquities on display in the
Louvre.

“She was most informative. Part of her fabulous
treasure contained Pre-Columbian artifacts from Mexico and South
America. She inadvertently let it be known that Monsieur
Maxim Ferrier was the donor of the three buff clay figures in
walking posture, dating from one thousand to two hundred B.C. They
were found in Santa Cruz.”

Henri’s words had been calculated to arouse Megan’s
interest. She conceded that he had her riveted. “All three wore
pointed, upturned-toed shoes, very Hittite in style. Naturally I
asked her how he happened to obtain them. To my surprise she told
me he was an amateur archaeologist and spent some of his time in
Mesoamerica.

“She clammed up when I started getting too personal,
but that little bit of news tipped the scales in my favor. I’ll be
setting up interviews with her next month, and perhaps she’ll tell
me more. But the important find was in the news about his hobby as
an archaeologist, and that is where you come in.”

“I didn’t know you were this long winded when
getting to a point,” she teased.

“I’m usually worse. All right. I’ll lay it out for
you. Saturday night is the gala event of the national perfume
awards. I’ll be covering the affair for my paper. It’s the biggest
night of the year for the perfume houses. This year it’s going to
be held at the Hotel de Ville and admittance is by invitation
only.

“Everyone from top government officials to
vedettes will be there. And, of course, so will Maxim
Ferrier. The comptesse intimated he would probably win the
award again this year.”

“I thought you said he’d already won it three
times.”

“I did... it’s unprecedented. There will be the
biggest attendance in history, just to see if he gets it again this
year. You can’t imagine the competition between houses. You’re
dealing with artistic temperaments and big money.

“Because of professional rivalry, the competition is
dynamite. There’s an element of excitement about a man like Maxim
Ferrier. He’s a genius and you have to admire his work. He’s like
every great composer or scientist who ever lived. The only
difference is his line of work.

“There’s just one trouble. He doesn’t venture out in
public, at least not where the press can get at him. He has a staff
fully briefed to parry questions.” Henri eyed her for a minute. “Do
you know he’s never shown up to receive the award?”

“That is strange. I wonder
why?”

He shook his head. “I wish I knew. Mysterious, isn’t
it? However, all is not lost.” His lips curved in another smile. “I
have it on best authority that he’ll be there Saturday night. The
comptesse let it slip that she was going to be his dinner
partner. How’s that for news!”

Excitement brightened his eyes, catching Megan up in
it as well.

“I still haven’t decided if the slip was intentional
or not. She’s far from your empty headed socialite. Perhaps she
could tell I was hungry for a story. Whatever, the woman is on my
side, bless her generous heart, and in her subtle way let me know
she’d see me at the banquet. It’s the first time in several years
I’ve been given any kind of break on this man.

“There’s nothing about him in print but speculation.
As you know we keep files on everyone important at the paper. All
we have on him are a few vital statistics. He was married for a
time, but the woman died. His friends and employees are fiercely
loyal. I haven’t been able to make any headway until now.

“When his cousin had that accident last month, my
colleague was going to report back to me on the story, but it was
hushed up. The police wouldn’t allow interviews and became
belligerent when he tried to take pictures. The Ferrier family must
have wanted it covered up, and they wield a great deal of influence
in that part of the country.

“Where did the accident happen?”

“Near Cap d’Antibes. Claude thinks the man had been
drinking, but there was nothing said about it in the paper. The
Ferrier’s own most of the land in that part of the province. It
goes without saying that they have friends in high places who could
hush up anything unpleasant.

“Right now I’ve got Claude nosing around all the
body repair shops in the region. He said the car Remy Ferrier was
driving was a real honey, but it had been smashed up pretty badly.
It stands to reason that his car would have to be put back
together. I’ve a hunch if I could find the mechanic who repairs
custom made Porsches, a lot of information could be obtained.

“When a man owns a car like that, it gets more
attention than a newborn baby. Who knows?” He pursed his lips.
“It’s worth investigating anyway. And now to return to my main
point.

“The night of the awards I’ll have to wear my
identification tag branding me and every reporter there. None of us
will have a prayer of getting near Maxim Ferrier. That’s why I want
you to come to the event with me as my guest.”

Maxim gazed at him as if through haze. “You want me
to what?”

“You heard me the first time. I want you to wear
that dress of Madelaine’s she asked you to put on so she could hem
it. The white Grecian affair with the wide gold belt. She should
never have bought it. She’s too short. But on you...” His eyes
caressed her. “Well, pardon an old cliché, but in it you looked too
good to be true.”

Her cheeks grew warm.

“Megan,” he whispered as if reading her mind, “when
are you going to realize that besides being intelligent, you’re a
remarkably beautiful woman?”

“Thank you.”

“There are millions of women in the world who’d give
all they possessed to have your kind of beauty, and maybe several
thousand who’d love to have your mind, so what’s the problem?”

“There isn’t one.”

“Then prove it. Come with me on Saturday night. I
want you to wear that hand-worked gold necklace your uncle gave
you. The heavy one with the medallions. If I’m not mistaken you
told me it predates Christ by four hundred years. It’s the genuine
article and I’m counting on Maxim Ferrier to see it and be so
intrigued that he asks you about it. From there the conversation
can go anywhere.

“On a whim I don’t want you to do anything to your
hair. Every woman there will be done up lavishly with ornate
coiffures, each hoping to outshine the other.”

“Henri—“ She straightened in her chair. “You’re
welcome to my necklace, but don’t ask me to go with you. Madelaine
would love the opportunity. I don’t know why I would have to
accompany you.”

As his hand covered hers, his face and eyes took on
a softness. “Don’t you really? Then I’ll tell you. In Madelaine’s
simple white dress, with that honey hair long and flowing, there
won’t be a woman at the dinner who’ll hold a candle to you. If I’ve
embarrassed you, I refuse to apologize.”

He removed his hand. “I have an idea Monsieur
Ferrier isn’t attracted to the usual society women. It’s just a
hunch, but I believe that seeing you will be like taking a breath
of fresh air. That’s the way you affect me. Once you open your
mouth, he’ll find out there are real brains as well as beauty of
soul lurking behind that all American smile of yours. And to top it
of, your French is flawless.

“The combination will be too much. He’ll be
enchanted, he will pursue you, and in the process you can set me up
for an interview. I can guarantee that once he sees you, the rest
is simple chemistry.”

Megan could only shake her head in the face of such
platitudes, sincere as they appeared to be.

“I have great faith in your ingenuity, ma
belle. He’s something of an intellectual like yourself. You
shouldn’t suffer from something to talk about. And that is why
Madelaine won’t do, lovely as she is.”

“You must be mad.’

“Such madness pays my rent and feeds me. As a
precaution I’ve already talked to papa about doubling the insurance
on the necklace.”

His father knew about this too? “Your determination
frightens me.” Unable to sustain the piercing quality of his
glance, she averted her eyes.

“Well? What do you say?”

“It won’t work. Not any of it!”

“Sorry. I know differently. We’ve been over this
ground already. I’ll see to it the comptesse takes you under
her wing while I’m busy taking pictures. That necklace will be a
marvelous conversation piece if you follow me. It’s inevitable
you’ll be introduced to the head man. Once he lays eyes on you, the
rest will take care of itself. By the end of the evening, you
should have learned enough to give me my first chapter.

“Knowing the effect you have on every male who comes
within sight of you, he won’t be satisfied with a mere hour or two
in your company. It will only be a matter of time until I have my
whole story.”

Megan couldn’t believe her ears. “Are you seriously
asking me to spy for you?”

He half laughed. “What kind of a word is that?”

“The only word for what you’re proposing.” She bit
her lip. “I could never do it—go out with a man to get information.
I’m sorry, Henri. I just couldn’t. The whole idea is
preposterous.”

“If it’s so distasteful to you, then forget the
ulterior motives and just come to the banquet with me. We’ll let
nature take its course. Maybe he’ll strike up a conversation with
you on his own, unless of course he’s the private property of the
comptesse. That as yet remains to be discovered.”

He grinned. “She’s not going to like the
competition. Say you’ll come, Megan. Please? For me? I’m still your
friend I hope.”

She squirmed in her seat, fighting a premonition
that she would be swimming way out of her depth. However, when she
thought of the many kindnesses rendered her in the past by Henri
and his family, she couldn’t turn him down. This was a way to repay
him.

“All right,” she murmured. “Does Madelaine know
about this?

“Yes, and she was green with envy. Why is it that
the woman I need for this very special assignment is so reluctant?
After five years haven’t you learned to live a little in this
wicked city?”

“Well—“ She broke into a half smile, “If I haven’t
truly lived, I guess Saturday night can be my coming out
party.”

The muscles in his narrow face relaxed. He got up
from the table and kissed her cheek. “I won’t forget this. You’ve
made my year! Come on, I’ll drive you to your apartment.”

“I’d appreciate that. With exams just a week away,
time is of the essence.”

“I’m aware of that. Madelaine has been a nervous
wreck for days. It’s all she thinks about.”

“She’s not alone.”

He stroked her neck playfully. “I guarantee you’ll
come out in the top five of your class.”

They rounded the corner where his car was parked.
Minutes later they worked their way through the traffic toward the
environs of Neuilly. “I want to get there early on Saturday night,
so I’ll pick you up at seven. Madelaine will bring the dress by
beforehand. Thanks for going along with me on this, Megan.”

“How could I not?” It would have been churlish to
refuse him. “I’m still skeptical anything will come of it. If he is
there and does speak to me, I know I’ll freeze.”

“You underestimate yourself.”

“I’m not sophisticated enough.”

“That’s the secret of your charm, didn’t you know
that? One day some man is going to speak your language, and when
that happens the true woman will emerge.” Henri sounded like her
old French tutor. “It might be sooner than you think, ma
belle.”


CHAPTER SIX

Traffic was backed up for blocks near the ancient
Hotel de Ville. Henri’s car bore the insignia of the press so they
were allowed through the barricades and escorted to the parking
area designated for VIP’s.

With Henri’s camera apparatus slung over one
shoulder, Megan could understand that anyone allergic to reporters
would shy away from him. Since she knew he wanted to get
information on Maxim, she was determined to find out what she could
to help him.

The enormous ballroom had been transformed into a
garden for the occasion. It really was fabulous. Several hundred
tables surrounded a cascading fountain set up in the center of the
room. Orchids of several varieties had been flown in from Hawaii
and filled the water.

Centerpieces of orange blossoms and carnations were
artistically arranged on each table. In between were hundreds of
topiary trees entwined with gardenias. A delicious fragrance
hovered in the air. Above this flowered spectacle were thousands of
miniature pink lights, strung from one end of the heavily corniced
ceiling to the other.

Henri had told her how his byline would read when he
typed up his notes for the midnight edition. She thought it was
perfect. ‘Along with this fairyland illusion, a new perfume has
been created, an unexpected bonus for the committee whose intention
it is to honor the perfumeurs of France.’

He introduced her to many film stars and the French
ambassador to Morocco who he said happened to be a good friend of
Maxim’s. Henri was on speaking terms with Giles because he’d
interviewed him before. It had concerned the trade agreements
between Morocco and France that involved essential oils and other
products used in perfume manufacturing.

They briefly discussed the problems to do with the
influx of starving, uprooted Algerian refugees pouring into
Morocco. Their Mahgreb country had been overrun and overwhelmed. In
the face of so much wealth and glamour surrounding them, the
tragedy of it was something she selfishly didn’t want to think
about.

“The comptesse is approaching,” Henri
muttered. “This is it, Megan.” As she turned in the other woman’s
direction, her heart rate picked up speed. In a moment she would be
meeting the legendary perfumeur.
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