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            Car le plus lourd fardeau, c’est d’exister sans vivre.

            For the greatest burden is to exist without living.

            Victor Hugo
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            Chapter 1

         

         At times like this, I take comfort in the fact I’ve never loved Édouard. I knew it all along, but have never been one to dwell on uncomfortable truths. Frankly, I don’t know what I’ve been thinking for most of our time together. More than half my life. My husband chose me like an item on display, fresh but far from innocent. In fairness, I was willing. I’d seen where love could lead and I never wanted to go there again.

         When today’s magazine interview comes out, thousands of people will see inside our home and my perfume shop. They’ll look at my clothes, the pictures on our walls, maybe squint at the spines of our books. They’ll think they know about my life, and they’ll be wrong.

         I keep fiddling with my hair, debating whether to wear it up or down for the photos. For once Édouard is looking at me. Before I can even attempt to decode his expression, he says, ‘You know, in your line of work certain things could be seen as an investment.’ Our eyes meet and part in the mirror but I don’t release my grip; if anything, it tightens. Without intending to, I’ve been pulling my hair so hard that my face has lost most of its lines, my eyes wide and bright against the 2 unfamiliar smoothness of my skin. It takes years off, just like that. If Édouard had never found me beautiful we wouldn’t be here, but what can you do?

         Not what he was suggesting, that much I know.

         His tone offends me more than anything: studiously uncritical, bordering on sympathetic, as if he thinks I’m seeking his blessing. And so fucking euphemistic – if we’re talking about taking a knife to my face, he should have the balls to say so.

         I don’t react but the laser-like quality of the moment lets me see myself, the two of us, as never before. It’s been ten years since I looked like that, five since Édouard and I stopped touching beyond the minimum expected by friends and relatives. Which is to say, five years since my husband stopped touching me. I’m not looking for a consolation prize, but I am looking for something. More than this.

         With an exaggerated gesture, I let my hair fall with a rush of relief as the blood returns to my cheeks. Édouard starts to make encouraging noises but it’s like trying to blow up a tyre he’s just slashed. He can think I’m doing this interview for him, if he wants. I’ve never made much effort with publicity and wouldn’t be now if Delphine hadn’t been so persistent, mentioning the idea every time our paths crossed. It’s all the same to me that she’s just married a powerful man Édouard wants in his corner with a crisis looming, but I am impressed by her determination to be her own woman, the only way to embark on marriage to a man with big ambitions. It took me a while to figure that out, but the way they look at each other tells me they have more than time on their side. Every day in Paris carries proof that love exists, in the air, on the streets and behind closed doors. Just not mine.

         I feel the lack of it so badly I almost cry out.

         
            [image: ]

         

         3Édouard can’t be held entirely responsible for my flat mood and poor performance, my self-conscious smiles for the camera. Delphine is frustrated and mystified – this is my passion, after all. She shares her husband’s business acumen, persevering with questions to which I give no convincing replies. I suppose it is surprising that I only have one shop, haven’t sought to expand Arôme de Clémentine or to capitalise on the success of my perfumes in awards and beauty columns. She asks why I don’t make a virtue of my Provençal heritage and all I can say is that enough brands are working that angle without me joining in – not that I would register on my competitors’ radar. Despite being trained by a professional nose, I have no official credentials, no diploma or corporate CV.

         That would have made a charming anecdote: A year with my aunt in Grasse.

         But it’s not memories of beautiful landscapes and intoxicating scents that suddenly assault me; it’s the events that led to being disowned by my wreck of a mother, to refusing food and lying in a darkened room for so long that Tante Yvette had to flood it with patchouli to get me out.

         ‘Tell me something personal about yourself, something surprising,’ Delphine asks, unaware how close she’s already come to both.

         I am forty-six and the mother of two grown-up children. That’s not a story.

         I’m married to a man who found me on a perfume counter in a department store on boulevard Haussmann. That’s not a story I can tell.

         My job has saved me over and over but only words can rescue me now. Delphine looks hopeful. ‘Perfume is a way of expressing emotion,’ I blurt out. Sometimes it feels like the only way. 4

         ‘Le parfum, c’est l’émotion,’ she paraphrases, all smiles. ‘That would make the perfect title for the piece. Hold it!’ She raises her hand. The photographer’s packing his kit away but she asks for a last shot, the only one with no direction or warning the shutter was about to fire. It would either be the best or the worst of the lot.

         ‘No, you can’t use that line. It’s really banal and unoriginal.’ If I’d known she wanted clichés, we could have been done an hour ago.

         ‘Pas du tout! It’s touching, intriguing. It hints at everything you’re not saying.’

         But I’ll tell my story sooner or later. Perhaps before I know how it ends.

      

   


   
      
         
5
            Chapter 2

         

         Four months later

         It’s said that nobody knows what goes on in a marriage except for the people in it, but even then, not always. Now it was just Édouard and me, it felt as if there must have been some mistake for us to still be together. In truth, there had been many. I found myself speculating about how our marriage had lasted, the way nosy acquaintances might and probably did, and in the absence of answers I moved quickly onto how and when it would end. What the rest of my life would be like if I were to spend it alone alone.

         Whenever my friend Martha asked, ‘What is it you actually want?’ I treated it like an outlandish or rhetorical question. My desires were muffled voices in a corridor, too distant to make out. I hadn’t dared to try. I was lucky to have my children, my health, a job I loved. A very comfortable life, for which some luxuries had to be sacrificed. That’s only fair. I’m never going to be one of those women who think they can have it all.

         Darkness and daylight were fighting over the morning sky. 6At the end of the month, the clocks would change to winter-time, the days get even shorter, but still it would just be me and Édouard until one of us died or simply couldn’t stand it any longer. I was tired of waiting for it to be him.

         I was in a dark place, and a silent one. Our apartment had never been home to the dense, oppressive quiet that filled every room since Bastien left. It tormented me to think how I used to moan about the racket from whatever he was watching on YouTube: extreme mountain biking in Utah, weird conspiracy theories, rap hits with the misogynistic lyrics I can’t stand and he claims not to notice.

         When other mothers equated their sense of loss when the kids had gone with bereavement, I used to think they were being dramatic or a little too keen to emphasise their devotion. That is, until it happened to me. Some days everything feels like grief. In reality Bastien was alive and well, and still in Paris, but that was slim comfort given the circumstances of his departure.

         Édouard was very late leaving for work. Normally he was gone before I got up and the time before I set off to open the shop used to be my favourite part of the day, until all inspiration deserted me: a relaxed breakfast followed by some playful experimenting with ingredients at the long table that doubles as my workbench. Édouard came in, greeting me from the far end of the kitchen – no need to keep up appearances when we were alone – and adopted his ‘top of the agenda’ expression. The way we spoke to each other reminded me of the 1960s businessman and his secretary, à la Mad Men: diary co-ordination, hot coffee and cold civility. The difference was that Édouard didn’t want to screw me, but the feeling was mutual.

         A siren started blaring in the street below and Édouard opened the big glass doors, the volume briefly doubling until 7it faded as the police car rounded the corner onto boulevard Raspail. ‘Nothing to see,’ he said, pausing to take in the view anyway. We chose this place because of its unusual balcony running the entire width of our corner apartment, separate spans for the large kitchen – (heart of the home, if it had one), the living room and the chambre parentale where Édouard slept alone. I’d been ignoring his occasional comments about moving for years, knowing it would never happen unless I took on the project. For all its advantages, this property no longer corresponded to Édouard’s vision of what he’d made of himself. The first time he mentioned wanting higher ceilings I laughed out loud.

         The balcony had always been my territory and I wouldn’t surrender it lightly. The Virginia creeper woven into the railings was currently at its blazing best, scarlet tendrils admired by passers-by and customers of the café opposite. Like my work, that plant had been a cause of inordinate satisfaction over the years, the kind that makes other things bearable. Whenever I wanted to sample a new ingredient or blend, it was a ritual to bring it out here. Liking it was not essential, but if it didn’t excite me, make me long to use it, that was fatal. No doubt there was purer air in Paris, but six floors up we were safe from the taint of exhaust fumes and dustbins.

         I kept scrutinising Édouard as though I’d missed the vital detail that would make us make sense. He looked tired and seemed to be inhaling the espresso he’d made, although his smell detection was so poor you could light a bonfire and he’d barely notice. He was still handsome, dark-blond hair now greying at the temples, those cheekbones giving him a look of breeding he doesn’t possess. Not that I can talk. We are both country people but whereas Édouard hails from generations of landowners in the Jura, his family farming pedigree sheep, I’m a genuine plouc from what used to be a rural backwater 8down south, now a paradise foreigners flock to, with price tags to match.

         Lately I suspected that Édouard was getting style tips from another woman. His deep pink shirt was a gorgeous colour, but he was neither masculine nor feminine enough to carry it off. More than a touch of irony there, given his objections to Bastien’s fashion sense.

         ‘You haven’t forgotten it’s Gabrielle’s birthday party tonight?’

         Édouard groaned. ‘Tell me it’s not.’

         I shrugged, unable to oblige and not particularly inclined, given all the functions he dragged me to when it would look bad to go alone. He happily attended any number of work dinners and receptions, but social events require painful effort of a man who lives to do business. I dreaded the events we attended as a couple far more than the evenings he didn’t come home or dashed in and out. I did not break the unspoken code of no questions. Since our daughter Apolline had also left home for good, I’d taken to sleeping in her old room. It wasn’t the noise of Édouard’s late night returns that bothered me, but the smell of sex and cheap perfume, the same one worn by two different women he’d frequented over the years. It’s beyond most people, but I couldn’t just smell it, I could smell them.

         ‘Well, today is Gabrielle’s actual birthday.’ It hadn’t been mentioned, but everyone knew it was her fiftieth. Édouard had a cheek complaining – she’s the wife of his colleague, not mine. But I like Gabrielle. She’s charming, intellectual, high-powered, lots of things I’m not. She’s always been very kind to me.

         ‘You have to admire her for putting a brave face on it,’ Édouard said. ‘What is it, a dinner?’

         ‘No, a cocktail,’ I handed him the invitation and he relaxed, knowing he wouldn’t be stuck next to the same boring people 9all evening, although with this kind of party there’s always too much to drink and not enough canapés (and if there were, a woman can’t be seen to gorge). This formula spells danger for me. Words had been spoken, and I doubted very much that it was just within our walls.

         ‘Do we know who’s going to be there? Kerglaven still isn’t returning my calls.’ Keeping his cool mattered to Édouard but the anxiety in his voice was palpable. Normally one to thrive on a challenge, this time he was facing a problem that wouldn’t go away. Just over fifty, when he felt respect was his due, it was the last thing he was going to get unless he found a way to turn things around, and fast. People like Kerglaven made a killing out of corporate cock-ups. There’s a term for it: disaster management or crisis resolution, something like that. It wouldn’t surprise me if he was biding his time to extract a higher fee, but I kept that theory to myself.

         ‘And after I did that interview with his wife!’

         Édouard was too busy agreeing to pick up on my sarcasm. My phone beeped and I ignored it. ‘I don’t know if the Kerglavens are going,’ I told him. For a number of reasons, I really hoped not. It was tempting not to turn up, to hide in the little room at the back of my shop or go for a long aimless walk along the banks of the Seine, a favourite escape from obligations I’d rather avoid. Of late this included coming home from work. At least mine was the kind of misery that keeps you fit.

         It was so rare for Édouard to try to read me that I found it unnerving. His face contorted with the shape of words he couldn’t say. Maybe he was feeling guilty about the mouthful he gave me last week for drinking and dancing at a party, leaving in tears, with an audience far more mortifying for him than for me. At the time I didn’t give a shit what anyone thought.

         ‘Clémentine, I realise—’ He faltered immediately and I felt 10my whole body stiffen with trepidation. We didn’t do this – talk. The complaint women often make about men was just as true of me. I said too little, too late, the wrong thing. I was only beginning to realise the cost of not speaking my mind more often. Doing something starts with saying something, if only to yourself. What do you want, Clémentine?

         We exchanged desperate looks. God, I felt sorry for us.

         ‘It can’t be easy for you – for any mother – when the children leave.’

         But it’s never just the kids leaving; it’s what’s left. Our attention diverted to the sound of a key in the lock. We both knew it wasn’t Esmeralda’s day. The door slamming was a giveaway. ‘I couldn’t wait any longer – I’m desperate for a piss.’

         When Bastien walked in, drying his hands on his jeans, he and his father came face to face for the first time in nearly two months. It was as if the air around us had been stretched and released with an almighty snap. At least Bastien wasn’t wearing eyeliner this early in the day. They both turned to me, glaring, and I threw my hands up. When have I ever known what to do about it? By the time Bastien had kissed me hello, Édouard had slipped out without a word.

         ‘Why was he still here?’

         ‘Chéri, your father lives here. He can come and go as he pleases.’ This raised a vicious little snort, which I did not appreciate. It’s never comfortable to realise your children have any awareness of your private life, and it’s worse when they’re grown up and think they understand.

         ‘But I messaged to say I was coming round. My class was cancelled.’

         ‘We were in the middle of a conversation.’ I ignored Bastien’s sardonic eyebrow raise. ‘What was I supposed to do, order him out? You two need to bury the hatchet. You made 11the right decision moving out, but that should help you see things differently.’

         ‘It was the only decision.’

         And I’ve decided not to do the I miss you so much routine, limiting myself to two one-line messages a week, and those usually go unanswered. Bastien had never witnessed my sadness over him leaving, unless he was watching me return to the car after the last box had been unloaded, and I doubt that. As Martha kept reminding me, in many places it’s the norm for children to move out for college. But this was Paris, and we were us, and that was no consolation.

         And now I finally had my son in front of me, we were talking about Édouard, putain.

         ‘Surely it should be easier if you only see each other now and then?’ I had to tread carefully, given the encounter that had just taken place. ‘Is this how you want it between you for the rest of your life?’

         With the balcony doors still open, we heard the sickening impact of metal on metal, followed by a man and a woman hurling insults at each other. What a start to the day. At the same time, I envied these strangers the overtness of their rage, their ability to let it all out.

         ‘Do you talk to him about this?’ Bastien never referred to Édouard as his father if he could avoid it. ‘Or is it just me you expect to behave like an adult?’

         They say that when you long for change, it’s best to start with something small and achievable. I couldn’t think of anything small.

         But I’d had enough of being their referee. That would have to do.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         Édouard was not in a party mood. He took off the too-bright shirt while still in the hallway, announcing that he wouldn’t be wearing it again. I could imagine what might have been said – his deputy, Corentin, was after his job at only thirty-five. It was a shame that Édouard hadn’t noticed the peak of his career until he saw it from the far side. I heard the worry every time he spoke of another contemporary being eased into a consultancy role. Two years on a fat retainer doing next to nothing before the real doing nothing and being nobody kicked in.

         We made it to the Delacombes’ home overlooking the Arènes de Lutèce, where the original Parisians used to tear each other apart. Gabrielle was radiant, which we all told her, and didn’t look fifty, which we didn’t. The ‘no gifts’ request had resulted in the usual pile of artfully wrapped packages with coiled ribbon or simple straw bows.

         Jacques and Gabrielle’s elegant double salon was already so crowded that it was hard to hear. The combination of velvet curtains, central heating and overdressed bodies made for an uncomfortable temperature. Before I could turn to 13Édouard to comment – there was a certain complicity in the fact neither of us wanted to be here – he left me standing by myself with a fixed smile. A fug of warring fragrances splashed on newly shaven jaws, dabbed on wrists and sprayed over décolletages, not to mention those who’d forgotten the deodorant, was triggering one of my protest headaches.

         So many people I knew, and not one of them knew me.

         Just as I decided nobody would care if I left, a smiling woman accosted me, saying we’d met before. I had only a vague recollection but it was soon apparent that the conversation required no more than the occasional smile or nod. Thanks to this chatty soul, I was no longer conspicuous but free to have a drink – that would help – and a good look over her shoulder. It would be the height of bad manners if she noticed, but there wasn’t much chance of that.

         The guests were an attractive bunch. Mostly in their forties and fifties but wearing their increasing awareness of mortality lightly, they were happy to have made it or to have attached themselves to someone who had. Eased by family connections, the burden of expectation had passed to a new generation, showing the promise that comes with a safety net attached. It’s not that they weren’t good people; as with any gathering, most probably were and a few definitely weren’t. It was still my instinct to say they. Édouard and I had para-chuted into this circle but our children were born inside it. When I was young I used to look on affluent Parisians as a different species, and in a way not much had changed. When Martha wasn’t on the quest for my deepest desires there was something else she liked to come out with: Be careful what you wish for.

         Did I have an opinion on the relative merits of the Pyrenees and the Alps for a Christmas skiing trip? I did not. ‘You should talk to my husband,’ I said, flinging a hand in the direction 14of practically everyone present. ‘He loves skiing, although as he grew up near the Swiss border he’s bound to say the Alps.’ Realising that topic was a non-starter, the woman – could it be Nathalie? There are so many Nathalies – gave me a warm smile. Seeing her take a deep breath and resolve to try again made me want to hug her in solidarity but after the looks several guests gave me when I arrived, someone else could provide the entertainment tonight.

         ‘Aren’t they an adorable couple?’ she said of our hosts, and they did seem very happy together. Jacques proposed a toast to Gabrielle, a senior curator at the Louvre, although he made it sound as if she’d done nothing but look divine, cook extraordinary dinners and raise their son and two daughters, all of them present, exquisite and desperate to avoid talking to their parents’ friends. Being well brought up, they concealed this when I eventually disentangled myself from Nathalie (I was right) after the speeches. The elder daughter was in the same year as Apolline at high school but they hadn’t kept in touch. Giving an update felt like the one moment I belonged. ‘She did a three-month internship with a law firm in Sydney and now she’s travelling with her boyfriend. They’re on their way to Brisbane.’

         ‘Is he Australian?’ asked Mireille, the youngest.

         ‘No, Apolline and Mathieu met at law school here. We got to know him well.’

         Our children have always been opposites. With Apolline, moving out was less of an issue than when she moved back in to complete her master’s. This entailed bumping into her lover walking around in his underwear. The reminder that they were the only lovers in the household. The fact that Bastien couldn’t stop ogling his sister’s boyfriend.

         ‘And your son?’ the eldest Delacombe enquired. He was at least twenty-five and didn’t know Bastien, and yet the 15facetious note was unmistakeable. Before I could reply, someone ambushed me from behind, grabbing me so hard around the waist that I nearly dropped my glass.

         ‘There you are, my darling Clementine!’ Several guests exchanged disapproving glances, but I had never been so pleased to see Martha. Around us everyone returned to their gossip, spared from having to listen to her. For someone whose French was grammatically close to perfect, her accent was painful. We got to huddle together in our own little zone. I had studied English but couldn’t speak it very well until I met her. We liked to joke that I’ve gotten pretty good.

         ‘Thank God you made it. Couldn’t you have let me know you were coming? I’ve spent the whole day on edge.’

         ‘Oh, Clemen-tyne!’ She really does pronounce it like the song. ‘You spend your life on edge. Have another of these and relax.’ Accepting the second glass that was supposed to be my limit half an hour into a long evening wasn’t a great idea but Édouard was too far away to notice, leaning against a baby grand piano. Even at this distance I could see the laughter at an anecdote didn’t reach his eyes.

         ‘Édouard was hoping to bump into Olivier Kerglaven, but there’s no sign of them. I haven’t seen Delphine since we did the interview, but that can’t last for ever.’

         ‘That was months ago. Is it ever coming out?

         I would have been delighted if it had been rejected or put on hold. ‘She texted me yesterday to say the December issue will be on sale next week. I’d forgotten they come out so far in advance.’ I clutched my face and my hand came away with lipstick on it.

         ‘Come on, you can’t have messed it up that badly. Think what your rivals would do for the exposure!’

         There was a lull in the conversation next to us. An extremely good-looking man was smiling at me, letting his 16eyes linger. If he was hoping for a response in kind, he’d be disappointed. His incredible resemblance to Ludo sent a chill through my body and I took advantage of some movement in the crowd to turn away; not Ludo as he looked in our twenties, but how he might look now. Either way, he was the last person I wanted to see and anyone who reminded me of him a close second. I tried to calm myself with the certainty that it wasn’t him – this man was not as tall – but the possibility that we could ever meet again had simply never occurred to me and that in itself felt unbelievable. My personal and surprising story didn’t belong on the pages of any magazine. There was me, Ludo, and the girl we’d both loved. I didn’t know what had happened to any of us.

         Martha tugged my sleeve. ‘Don’t you think? Are you even listening?’

         ‘Of course, you’re right.’

         ‘Damn right I’m right! You deserve a lucky break.’ This is what I love about Martha: her belief that the world works like that. The opposite of my mother’s Everyone is out to get you. Growing up with that in my ears it wasn’t surprising that I was constantly reprimanded at school for being in my own little world. Or that I’ve never known where to look for love.

         ‘Thanks, Martha. Sorry, I’m not myself this evening. I’d better go before I do something I’ll regret.’

         Martha didn’t try to dissuade me, after the last time. She’d decided our sexy neighbour was eyeing her up. ‘That article is going to change everything,’ she said, making off in his direction. ‘Just you wait and see.’
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            Chapter 4

         

         Provence, 1992

         We knew now that there would be no compensation for Maman’s broken arm, no sick pay from the agency. They said it was her own fault for slipping on a wet floor and if I hadn’t stepped in, she’d have lost the job altogether. ‘All those years doing rich people’s dirty work and that’s the thanks I get.’ The thanks she got was having the work and being paid, but I knew better than to point that out. Her accident was the only reason I’d come home for the summer, but the job wasn’t all bad. I loved the winding roads and feeling the heat in my bones despite the rush of wind across the car with the windows open. Next to me in a leather satchel were the day’s keys, labelled only with numbers, which I had memorised to keep my brain alive. As a child, I’d spent hours in some of these places, drawing, reading and writing stories while Maman dusted and mopped and tutted. I wasn’t allowed in the swimming pools, but sometimes I dangled my feet in and hardly ever got caught.

         As the houses were set in large gardens or the middle of 18nowhere there was even less chance of getting caught now, but the possibility gave me a thrill. The thought of my reward sustained me from the moment I decided on my dip of the day, depending which pools were clean and uncovered and whether I felt like swimming or lounging around to cool off. I had to remember a towel but rarely bothered with a bikini top, lying back with a Coke watching the beads of water on my top half evaporate in the sun. Eyes shut, I imagined someone else’s hands sweeping over my skin.

         That morning I’d stopped for petrol on the main road and was looking at a map to locate a new place on my circuit. On realising the extra driving was going to add half an hour to my day I gave the nearest tyre a feeble kick and winced at the pain in my toe.

         ‘Lost so close to home?’ Ludovic Bellechasse sounded just as I’d have imagined and looked even better – I’d only ever seen him at a distance. Keep away from that lot had been a surprisingly easy order to follow, considering the people in question were our neighbours. As if the Bellechasses with their fancy winery would want anything to do with the single mother and her brat scraping by next door.

         But Ludo introduced himself as if we had no history and I did the same. I could hold my own with the people I’d been brought up to despise, but with the Bellechasses it was personal, a longstanding grudge over the purchase of some land from my grandfather. To me it sounded like he’d been a fool for not negotiating a better price, but according to my mother he’d been had by wealthy opportunists out to exploit an honest paysan. Sometimes, growing up, I’d wondered if there was more to it, but it could be that with her tendency to harbour grudges Maman had blown the whole thing out of proportion.

         ‘Never seen you driving,’ Ludo said.

         19‘I got my licence this year. I’m at uni in Marseille but I got a job in a hotel bar to pay for it.’ My babbling came across as Aren’t I clever? and Poor me, I’m so broke, but Ludo nodded approvingly. I looked at him, knowing it might be my only chance, and tried to ignore the churning of my stomach and the tremor in my legs. Ludo must have been used to having this effect on women, but he wasn’t living up to his reputation as a player. The reason was obvious. He didn’t fancy me and that was just as well.

         ‘Strange, don’t you think, that we’ve never got to know each other?’

         Not really, considering he was several years older than me and the bad feeling between our families, unless it was purely on my mother’s side. When I didn’t answer, Ludo tilted his head to catch my eye and said I looked sad. Funny thing is, it made me feel better. ‘You know, just because our parents don’t get on, it doesn’t mean … ’

         So he did know.

         ‘It’s not passed down the generations,’ I interrupted, unsure if that sounded deep, amusing or just ridiculous. ‘Not like your estate.’

         Ludo laughed. ‘I understand if you don’t think so, but there are drawbacks, especially as the only son. It’s just as well I am interested in wine, because I don’t have much choice.’

         A car had pulled up behind Ludo’s pickup and the driver was getting impatient. We rushed in to pay, and as I stood next to him at the cash desk, his sweat hit my nostrils along with the sweet mustiness of ripening grapes that I’d grown up with. Underneath it was the hot, complicated smell of skin and breath and hair. I’d had lovers, if you could call them that, and had recently broken up with my college boyfriend. But I’d never felt physical attraction like this and it depressed me that it had to be for him.

         20The motorist had moved to another pump. Ludo put a hand on my arm, seeing my hurry to get away. ‘And you, who are free to decide, what are you doing this summer?’

         He would pity me. I could be making better money at my hotel job, and what’s more, keeping it for myself. But when I explained about my mother’s injury and the holiday homes, he said it sounded interesting.

         This pissed me off.

         I guess he hadn’t scrubbed a lot of floors or cleaned so many windows his elbow still hurt the next morning, although he did have workman’s hands, not the smooth, pale ones that look like they belong to a woman.

         To call it boring would show a lack of imagination, and that was one problem I didn’t have. ‘It gets lonely,’ I said. That’s all.
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            Chapter 5

         

         I swiped my sunglasses off the hall table, indulging a new obsession with the mood-enhancing power of good weather and my resolution to register the slightest thing that was beautiful or uplifting. Lately I’d been wearing dark glasses of a different kind, and the relief of feeling even passably okay, the slightest sign that this bad patch wouldn’t last for ever, was overwhelming.

         A brown-and-white dog and a little girl were hiding from her maman in the old wooden park-keeper’s cabin inside the nearest gate to the Jardin du Luxembourg. Visible from our apartment, it was the green backdrop to our family life. I remembered pretending to search all over, wondering out loud, ‘Where can they be?’, the children’s muffled giggles. The little girl raised her finger to her lips and I copied, smiling first at her and, as I continued on my way, at the young mother, who was pregnant. She would look back on this one day.

         Less endearing was the narrow escape from having my feet doused by a street-cleaning truck, which veered at me on a corner. It wasn’t hard to guess what the bright green brushes 22had been blasting off the pavement. I approached my shop from the opposite side of the street. It had taken this long to be convinced by the radical makeover I’d rushed into for the magazine shoot, the designer relishing my bizarre instruction that it shouldn’t look like a shop window. The result was stark and exposing, with oversized perfume bottles suspended in mid-air. Passers-by could see in, I could see out, and the space seemed much lighter and larger. This industry makes everything too complicated, given that what we’re selling is, in a way, so basic. Pleasure, transformation, desire. Wants dressed as needs, memories softened by illusion, fantasy made possibility. People want to feel different, to be transported. I get that. I always have.

         ‘Voici, madame,’ said the postman, handing me the mail without stopping the trolley. By the time I made it into the shop I was trembling and sweating. Delphine had said next week, but here it was, Marion Cotillard on the cover, my name next to her ear:

         
            INTERVIEW EXCLUSIVE

            Clémentine Dujardin

            Le parfum, c’est l’émotion

         

         It took several deep breaths to keep myself from throwing up. The magazine spent the next half hour face down on the counter as I paced around, forgetting to open the shop, then worrying about business being slow. Delphine texted to ask what I thought of her biggest commission so far. I left the door locked and made coffee, drinking it in the kitchen alcove because I don’t like the aroma loose in my workshop or out front.

         The caffeine did nothing for the shakes but it powered me up to slit the packaging delicately along one end and let the 23magazine slide out. The double-page spread was stunning and Delphine’s write-up beyond anything I could have hoped for. She described the niche brand I’d built from nothing with the skill and vision of a fragrance maestra.

         Tears slid down my face. Unexpected joy at the outcome. Unexpected joy that I could feel it. Delphine presented my lack of expansion as a conscious decision to keep things on an intimate scale (although all products are available to order online). I couldn’t have put it better if I did know anything about PR.

         Martha was going to love her told you so moment.

         I looked good in the only close-up, taken in front of my newest fragrance, which is to say the latest to make it out of development. Behind every marketable perfume is a trail of the blends it took to get there. I honed my skills for ten years with my aunt’s guidance before my first commissions, fifteen before opening the shop. The true masters of perfumery were forever pushing the boundaries of wearable scent, synthetic molecules capable of reproducing the smell of almost anything, but my customers don’t want to walk around Paris or their hometowns in a cloud of penicillin mould or wet cement.

         Still glowing with pride in my sophisticated and elusive creations and intuitive approach, I registered why the last-minute photograph was so flattering. It wasn’t the great job done by my hairdresser or the magazine’s make-up artist, nor was it my genuine smile of relief that the ordeal was almost over. The image had been airbrushed, obliterating sun damage around my eyes, softening the lines between my nose and mouth. It made me look vastly more attractive and not much like myself. If I’d known my morale boost wasn’t going to last five minutes, I’d have made more of it. Since Édouard’s comment on the morning of the interview, I kept seeing what he saw. It was shallow to care, but my distress went deeper than appearances. Beyond reason, to lost time.

         24By the time I turned to the final page, separated from the rest towards the back of the magazine, there could be no more pleasure in it. There was a well-composed picture of me on our balcony, looking down the street to the Luxembourg with my arm diagonal to the railing. ‘Good photography is all about angles,’ the photographer said. The back of my head was a good angle.

         I slapped it down, telling myself again that none of this mattered, that the piece was about my perfumery, a world where there are no words or mirrors. I can summon scent the way musicians can hear notes they read on a stave. Closing my eyes, my head filled with sweet, cheerful mimosa, a match for the day outside, if nothing else.

         It was only on returning to the counter that I read to the very end, where Delphine’s attention turned to the beautiful home in the 6th arrondissement, which I share with my husband. This would have been fine if she hadn’t proceeded to identify him as head of the food company that had recently made the news. I looked at it in disbelief. She hadn’t drawn any connection between our occupations, because there was none. When I started Arôme de Clémentine, Édouard was adamant that our business lives be kept separate, since he doesn’t see mine as a serious occupation. He wouldn’t be happy to have the link publicised in this way and although it would never occur to him, nor was I. Just as well I’d already sent a grateful reply to Delphine because she wouldn’t get one now. At least she hadn’t gone into the petitions, the protesters and their masks outside the packaging plant. It’s not my business that stinks.

         By the time I opened up it was almost noon. Trying to do everything myself allowed such shambolic practices – it wasn’t like running a store catering to daily needs. I only saw my regular customers once or twice a year. As the artisan parfumeur, I couldn’t prowl around staring out of the window 25when it was quiet or lurk in the doorway with my phone like some bored shop girl watching the clock. It was impossible to concentrate on paperwork and I’d learned not to bring my blending work out front. It made a mess and distracted from the products on sale. On more than one occasion a customer had taken a liking to something I was working on and been reluctant to leave without it; the area is popular with wealthy foreign visitors with premium-brand shopping bags, rope and ribbon handles lining their forearms like rainbow bracelets. People accustomed to getting what they want.

         I couldn’t delay recruiting a new assistant any longer. There, an easily achievable change – I did think of one in the end.

         It started out as an average afternoon, the handful of customers finding something they liked without much input from me. Later, in walked the highlight of my day, or so I thought: an old lady I hadn’t expected to see again.

         ‘Weren’t you moving to be nearer your son?’

         ‘You have a good memory,’ she said, without meeting my eye. ‘I changed my mind because my daughter-in-law wasn’t in favour. Didn’t want to cause problems between them.’ She managed a smile, saying she needed a pick-me-up and had run out of her favourite perfume. It’s one of the first I came up with, deceptively old-fashioned with gardenia at the heart, shaken up with a twist of cardamom and a sharp, almost metallic shot of oakmoss. It’s a good sign when customers’ expressions keep changing, when the scent is far more complex than the first impression suggests. It was something to make a woman at least twenty years older than me blush as she inhaled, eyes closed. ‘I’ve missed this,’ she said. ‘It makes me forget I’m not young any more!’ We agreed on how the years race by, and how hard it is to believe we are where we are.

         26Or who we are, in my case.

         Decades had passed, but since the magazine interview and that close encounter at the party, everything seemed to rake up the best and worst year of my life. I thought of another customer, who’d turned to Buddhism and traditional Chinese medicine after her own year from hell: first widowed, now devastated by disease. Perfume was one of her remaining indulgences. She told me every cell in the human body is replaced over a seven-year cycle. I asked how, then, we are still the same person we started out as. Some things are hard-wired into patterns.

         Memories.

         Curses.

         Sometimes I couldn’t believe that was ever me, my flawless young body sandwiched with theirs in a crush of breasts, cock and toned limbs, so consumed by pleasure and sensation that at first it didn’t matter who was doing what. Other times it’s as though that version of me has never grown up, never left home. Wanting it both ways can leave you with nothing.

         My ‘Cherche vendeuse’ notice had only been in the window an hour when a stunning young woman came in and peeled it off the glass. Handing it to me, she said, ‘You’re looking for help,’ as if claiming something that belonged to her.

         ‘Oh, yes. Would you like to leave your CV?’

         She frowned. ‘It says ask inside for details. So I’m asking.’ She looked pointedly around the empty shop. I couldn’t claim to be rushed off my feet.

         ‘Sorry, I wasn’t expecting anyone so soon. I only just put the card up.’ The woman looked at me as if I were a bit dim. An interested person is no more or less likely to walk past whether it’s just gone up or been there weeks. ‘So, do you have a CV?’

         I had to stop myself laughing when, ignoring a silver 27handbag the size of a briefcase, she patted herself down, especially as everything she was wearing was skin-tight. Although if I had a body like that, I couldn’t keep my hands off myself either.

         ‘I wasn’t expecting to find a job this afternoon.’

         I had no idea if she was mocking me. Her manner was startling but so was everything about her. Her short black hair had streaks of purple and the platinum shade in vogue with women too young for real grey hair. Her gaze was so unnerving that I found myself staring at her perfect breasts, presumably the intention, given that her black top was practically transparent. The effect was surprisingly classy and almost impossible to ignore.

         She’d be great for Jean-Paul Gaultier or one of the hipper brands, but she wasn’t who I’d imagined for Arôme de Clémentine. I simply didn’t have the energy to deal with her or how ancient she made me feel. ‘I’m afraid I have to close early today.’

         ‘No problem,’ she said, with a killer smile that was wasted on me. I wasn’t in the mood to be won over. On the way out, my would-be assistant paused in the doorway, running a finger over the opening hours on the glass.

         ‘Out of interest, what’s that fragrance you’re wearing?’ I asked, half expecting her to say, ‘Oestrogen.’

         ‘Héliotrope noir,’ she said. ‘Look it up.’

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 6

         

         In view of the day’s meagre takings, it was welcome news that I needed to increase production of a fragrance that was taking off in Japan as an outrageously expensive import. Careful to keep it flat, I returned the magazine to its sleeve. Best to get this over with; Édouard had more important things on his mind, but it would be worse if he heard about it from someone else. I had nothing to apologise for – his name had not come up in my conversation with Delphine – it would simply be a case of listening to him rant.

         If he was home at all.

         We’d arrived at a strange situation where I kept the fridge stocked and if he appeared, I cooked dinner and if not, or if he breezed in and out, I made do with bread and tapenade or some cheese. A handful of salad. As much wine as I pleased, although that wasn’t when I needed it.

         It was more and more like an incompatible flat-share.

         Soon after Martha and I met, she told me my marriage wasn’t sustainable. I could chart the course of my reactions, beginning with indignation that someone I hardly knew had the audacity to say that. I let it pass, thinking maybe 29Americans were accustomed to such frank observations. I’m not everyone’s cup of tea, but Martha liked me, and it’s partly due to her honesty that I’ve always liked her. More than anyone I know, Martha is consistent in any situation. I admitted things weren’t great once we got to know each other. I said it was difficult to explain, and although much has changed, nothing’s changed about that. The older you get, the harder it is to admit you don’t know what you’re doing with your one short life.

         It’s the twenty-first century. I knew I had a choice. Many think it’s as simple as why stay when you could leave?

         If only it had ever felt that simple. If I’d put my son first, I would have got out long ago. Even as a little boy, Bastien knew who he was; he’s always been better at that than we have. But he’s not my only child, and that’s why I’d never been able to write us off completely.

         Of all the great lines turned trite with overuse, it was Kierkegaard who offered me the best advice with ‘Life can only be understood backwards, but must be lived forwards’, not that I had ever succeeded in doing this. It was hard to say where I’d been all those years: terrified to look back, never fully present, unable to contemplate the future. I used my children as a cushion between me and their father, a sweetener (Apolline) and a distraction (Bastien). Much as I hated them, the constant bust-ups between Édouard and Bastien served as a buffer. There came a point when I no longer protested against Martha’s pronouncements on my marriage, and a point when it no longer needed saying.

         All of this had led to now.

         I stopped on rue Bonaparte and retraced my steps past the shop towards the river without any real notion of where I was going, disconnected from my surroundings. My spatial awareness shot, I misjudged the height of a kerb and 30came close to turning my ankle, taking the weight off just as the tendon started to scream. When I need a talking-to, I repeat things I’ve paid professionals to tell me, right down to addressing myself by name. Not out loud. I’m not that strange.

         You have as much right to exist as anyone else, Clémentine. As much right to feel what you feel.

         Being human is not a first-world problem.

         I walked for hours, counting off the bridges, past the Gare d’Austerlitz, all the way to the Bibliothèque Nationale, and back. My feet rubbed and swelled. It clouded over and got dark. I forgot if it was supposed to be a punishment or a remedy.

         Finally I returned home to find Édouard rifling through the fridge. ‘What’s for dinner?’ he asked, without looking up. We may not do endearments, but we did usually say hello.

         ‘How was your day?’ I said.

         The vulnerability in his eyes startled me. This was a deviation from the script and Édouard shook his head grimly, as if to remind me. By silent agreement, his problems were not mine and mine were not his. That’s not how it should be; it’s the way it was. With us, the moments a couple might hug, comfort or confide in each other were notable for their absence.

         Still, clearly there was no way I could heap anything else on him tonight.

         ‘I’m about to cook. It won’t take long.’ He mumbled something and went to take a shower. The evening was chilly, but I opened the balcony doors for the sounds of the neighbourhood. I picked up the jacket he’d draped over a chair – that wasn’t like him either – and saw something silver in the breast pocket. Without thinking, I pulled out a business card, as tacky as most things containing the word exclusive are. On 31the back, in Édouard’s writing: ‘Ludmilla 21h00’, and today’s date. It was past eight already.

         And I’d been feeling sorry for him.

         First I threw it on the floor. Then I put it back where I found it. I’m not stupid: I knew there were other women. My clothes still lived in the master bedroom even if I didn’t, and Édouard flinched if ever he caught sight of me topless or half dressed – me, the mother of his children. Even if it was for stress relief, he was going to want sex from somewhere. But for an attractive and successful man to pay for it – or worse, to choose to – depressed me deeply when really, what difference did it make? We were every kind of broken, Édouard and I. Together, separately, each of us in our own right. Perhaps we would be even if we’d never met, but not like this.

         I considered walking out once and for all, without bothering to shut the door. This was not a marriage; it was an endurance test.

         It was a total sham.

         Naturally I didn’t do that. After all this time, it would be crazy to act in haste. I owed it to myself to think this through.

         Having made no progress with the promised meal, I put the kettle on for pasta and opened the magazine to my feature, leaving it where it couldn’t be missed. But when he returned, it was with one arm in a different jacket and an eye on his watch.

         ‘Aren’t we having dinner?’

         ‘It’s too late. I’ll grab something.’ His eyes dropped to the table and back up, too late to pretend he hadn’t seen it.

         ‘Oh yes, look what arrived today.’ Like it or not, he was going to acknowledge that I was good for something. He picked up the magazine, looked at the photo and at me, doubtless noting the flattering tweaks, and gave a nod of approval. He skim-read the first two paragraphs at most. 32‘Bravo!’ he said, as if addressing a junior employee. ‘You must be pleased.’ He slapped it shut and handed it to me. Over in less than a minute.

         I rushed onto the balcony, my lungs clutching at the cold air as I watched him walk off into the night, shocked to realise I wanted a fight; about the interview, our son’s reluctance to set foot in his own home, even about the way things were with us. If I’d breached protocol to ask about his plans, he’d have fobbed me off with some fictitious business rendezvous, unless I had the courage to say, I know where you’re going.

         I used to be so much braver than this.

         Long after Édouard had disappeared, I stood staring down the empty street. Not for the first time, I wondered what all this was doing to me. What twenty-five years of it had done. Édouard detested histrionics. He disapproved of displays of emotion, loss of control. But I wasn’t angry with him, not really. I was absolutely fucking furious with myself.
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