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To my beloved children,


Beatrix, Trevor, Todd, Samantha, 


Victoria, Vanessa, Maxx, and Zara, 


Be happy, be brave, be safe,


and take the right risks.


Make wise choices about who you love,


and when you find the right person, 


put all your chips on the table, 


winner take all!


With all my heart and love forever, 


Mom / d.s.









Maybe love isn’t possible unless


you’re willing to take a risk.


Maybe that’s what makes it


worthwhile.


You can’t love someone unless


you put all the cards on the table,


and all the chips,


and you’re all in.


—D.S.










Chapter 1


Dahlia Johnson de Beaumont sat in her elegantly designed office in the building she owned on the Rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré in Paris, on a warm day in late June, and consulted her list of appointments and the calls she had to make that morning. She was the CEO of the venerable, highly successful perfume firm she had inherited as an only child. It had been founded by her maternal grandfather, Louis Lambert. Dahlia’s mother, Constance Lambert Johnson, also an only child, had inherited it from her father, the founder. Constance had passed away when Dahlia was in college in New York. She had bequeathed the company in its entirety to Dahlia. Dahlia had always known she would inherit the business one day. It was expected. She just didn’t know it would happen so soon. She had a  normal, happy childhood, except that her career path had been chosen for her, almost like royalty in a way.


They were one of the most important perfume manufacturers in the world. Louis Lambert Perfumes were as well-known as Guerlain, and followed as many of the original traditions of perfume-making as was possible at a time when some natural ingredients were no longer available or legal and had been replaced by synthetics. It was a technical challenge, but as much as was possible, and with great care, their perfumes appeared to be unchanged.


Dahlia’s mother, Constance, was a gentle, genteel woman. She had never worked in the firm, once she’d inherited it, but she had a deep love for the company her father had founded. It was run by the competent directors, executives, and managers her father had put in place before his death at eighty-seven. Their perfumes were in some way old-fashioned, or traditional, and yet they had been subtly adapted to the modern world and to what women wanted today. Many new scents had been added to the originals, which were popular around the globe. The managing board of directors had run Lambert during Constance’s entire ownership. Her husband, Hunter Johnson, had been on the board, was one of the overseers of the company, and had protected Constance’s interests and invested the company’s assets wisely. He had suggested several times to Constance that they go public, but she had preferred to maintain private ownership. She knew her father would have wanted that, just as the Dumas family kept Hermès private, and the Wertheimer family owned Chanel. Lambert was easily as profitable as Hermès, and had stores where their perfumes were sold around the world.


Hunter, Constance’s husband, was American. They had met at a party at the American embassy in Paris, and he had been dazzled by her. He was twenty-five years older than Constance when they met. She was twenty-one, one of the most beautiful young women in Paris, and he was a childless widower of forty-six. He was one of the early founders of venture capital. They married within the year they met, and Dahlia was born in New York a year later. Hunter advised Constance brilliantly on the company’s investments during her ownership of Lambert. Her death while Dahlia was in college in the States was a heartbreaking blow to Dahlia and her father. He adored his wife, and Dahlia and her mother were very close.


Constance and Hunter had lived in New York in the early days of their marriage, and Dahlia attended private school there. They remained in New York until Dahlia went to college, Hunter retired, and he and Constance moved to Paris. They had gone back and forth to Paris frequently before that, and Dahlia was equally comfortable in Paris or New York, in English or in French while she was growing up. She had strong family ties to France, and had spent her early years in New York, with summers spent in their summer home in Saint-Paul-de-Vence in the south of France, and once she was in college, she worked at the Lambert offices in Paris for a month every summer and loved it.


Two years after they moved to Paris, Constance had died of breast cancer at forty-two. It had gone undetected until too late. Her mother had died of it at an early age too. Dahlia had inherited the Lambert empire at twenty, finished college at Columbia, attended the Wharton business school, moved to her parents’ house in Paris, and entered the company she owned at twenty-four. The people who had run it until then taught her what she needed to know. They had been grooming her to run the company for years. Her grandfather had begun talking to her about the business since she was a child. She was fascinated by it. She benefited from his managers’ experience and her father’s wise financial advice for a year, as she was assigned to lower-level jobs where she could learn the business from the bottom up, just as she had expected to.


Hunter Johnson died suddenly at seventy-two, less than a year after Dahlia came home to France, five years after his wife had died. He had never recovered from the loss of Constance. Even his deep love for his daughter didn’t raise his spirits once his beloved Constance died. He had developed a heart condition which killed him in the end.


Dahlia was an orphan, and the sole owner of one of the most profitable businesses in the world, just before her twenty-fifth birthday. Slim, graceful, blonde, green-eyed, she had been taught everything she needed to know about the business by experts, and she had strong support from the managers and the Board, but nothing had prepared her for losing her parents’ world. They had been the source of joy and emotional support, wisdom and love, for her entire life, and without them she felt lost. Her father had died of a heart attack with no warning. She stood alone at his funeral with the church of Sainte-Clothilde full to the rafters. She continued to live in her parents’ house in Paris, and felt like a lost soul.


Her father had died a year after she had graduated from business school at Wharton and gone to live in Paris. At the same time, she ran into Jean-Luc de Beaumont a month after her return from graduate school. He was a childhood friend. His family had spent their summers in Saint-Paul-de-Vence too. They saw each other every summer in the south of France and had known each other all their lives. He was comfortable and familiar.


Dahlia was a perfect hybrid, a combination of two cultures, two countries, and two worlds. Her look and style and attitudes were more French than American because of her mother’s influence, but she had grown up in New York, been educated in the U.S., and had an American perspective about business, based on what her American father had taught her. It was an ideal combination. She had the romance and femininity of a Frenchwoman, and the education of an American businesswoman, which she brought back to France with her. She was a dual national, and felt at home in both countries, although she privately admitted that her heart was more French, and she felt stronger ties to France once she lived and worked in her business there. France was home to her now, and with her father’s death, her ties to the United States evaporated. Since he’d been much older than her mother, he had no living relatives during her lifetime. And once he was gone, she had no adult family members to protect and guide her, but she was a sensible young woman with a fine mind, and her parents had taught her values that served her well. She was a woman of integrity, substance, and power at a young age.


When they reconnected, Jean-Luc de Beaumont added an element of joy and levity to her life. He had a lighthearted attitude about most things. He had studied in France, but never seriously. He preferred the outdoors and extreme athletic challenges to intellectual or academic pursuits. His passions were ski racing, driving fast cars, mountain climbing, and anything dangerous and exciting that gave him an adrenaline rush. He was as handsome and dashing as Dahlia was beautiful, and an only child like her. They were the same age, and his family’s fortune allowed him the luxury of not having to work, and Dahlia was financially independent. Being with him counterbalanced her awesome responsibilities and the strong sense of duty that had been part of what she’d inherited along with Louis Lambert Perfumes. She was serious about her obligations to the family name, which was a heavy burden at times.


Being with Jean-Luc made everything seem brighter and more exciting, and his parents always welcomed her warmly. He became her first serious love. They married six months after her father’s death. He moved into her large family house in Paris with her, which she had inherited too and wanted to keep. They were children playing at marriage with youthful innocence. They had fun together and were in constant evidence on the Parisian social scene, with doors open to them everywhere. They were the golden couple of the hour. By day, Dahlia went to work to learn more about the business her mother had left her, and her father had felt confident she would run with great competence one day. She had a good head for business and a flawless instinct for perfume, like her grandfather. She hired some of the great perfume makers in the business.


She learned her job well while adoring Jean-Luc and encouraging and celebrating his adventures. She loved how fearless he was. They opened their hearts to each other without reserve, and their first child, Charles, was born on their first anniversary. They were both twenty-six when he was born. Their life was full, with the vast empire Dahlia was learning to run by day, and the fun they had at night, going to parties, seeing friends, and holding balls in their splendid home on the rue de Grenelle. It was one of the most distinguished, beautiful homes in Paris. Dahlia had spent a great deal of time there as a child, so she knew it well. It was familiar and home to her. And she traveled often for business to their stores around the world, to better understand their customers.


When they brought Charles home from the hospital in Paris, they put him in the nursery that had once been hers as a visitor, and her mother’s as an infant. Dahlia and Jean-Luc filled the house rapidly, despite the demands of her job. Dahlia gave birth to a baby every year for the first four years of their marriage. Alexandra arrived less than a year after Charles, Delphine thirteen months later, and Emma fourteen months after that. And all the while, Jean-Luc continued his mountain climbing, ski races, and car racing. Even marriage, fatherhood, and four babies couldn’t slow him down. He was the consummate aristocrat going to shoots in Spain, hunts in England, and balls in Venice. He learned to fly his own plane. They were the golden years of the 1990s when everything was about having fun, and there was plenty of money to do it. Dahlia’s business was booming, although Jean-Luc took no interest in it. Dahlia loved working, and Jean-Luc admired her for it. It didn’t bother him that she did. It gave him more free time to pursue his passions. She made her work seem effortless at night when she came home, and what she was learning energized her. Emma was born on her mother’s twenty-ninth birthday, and by then Dahlia was CEO of the company, the youngest CEO in France, while Jean-Luc roamed around Europe, visiting his equally aristocratic friends and having fun. Dahlia never objected to his carefree life. She loved him as he was, beautiful and brave and wild, while she had all the responsibility for them both, which suited her. No one in his family had ever worked, so they thought him normal and Dahlia unusual.


He was staying with friends in Courchevel in the French Alps when they decided to ski the Three Valleys, enjoying the trails that were familiar to him and that he knew well, when disaster struck. He and his two friends went out early one morning before the mountains had been cleared with dynamite, to shake loose the excess snow and provoke avalanches so no one would get hurt later. They went out ahead of the dynamite squads and were buried by an avalanche. Dahlia was in Paris, working, but had promised to come that weekend, bringing the children and a nanny with her. The ski patrol found Jean-Luc and his friends three hours later. His friends survived, but Jean-Luc was dead from suffocation under the deep snow and his neck was broken. Dahlia became a widow at thirty after five years of marriage and with four young children under five.


She was devastated when the police called her in the office to tell her. She was in shock when the company’s driver took her to Courchevel to identify her husband’s body and they followed the hearse home to Paris a day later. Jean-Luc was the love of her life, and the only family she had, other than their children. It brought back all the painful memories of her mother’s death ten years before, and her father’s five years later. Dahlia had thought that she and Jean-Luc would grow old together. She had imagined them with their grown children around them, and their children’s children. And now that wasn’t going to happen. They had talked of having two more children, or even four. Jean-Luc never balked at the size of their family because Dahlia made it so easy for him, with nannies taking care of the children while she worked, and she loved taking care of them herself on the weekends. Like everything else she did, she made it look effortless.


Jean-Luc was the joy in their lives, the magic. She was the responsibility and made things run smoothly. She had never expected him to leave them at thirty.


She managed to organize his funeral, and barely remembered it later. She was traumatized to the depths of her soul. She couldn’t eat, she couldn’t sleep, she couldn’t think. She felt like a ghost in her own home, while trying to be present for the children. Charlie and Alexandra were barely old enough to understand that their exciting, happy, fun father wasn’t coming home again, and Delphine and Emma were too young to tell. Dahlia had to bear her soul-wrenching grief alone, and be strong for them.


Jean-Luc had been an only child, and his parents were devastated. Having had him late in life, after many stillbirths and miscarriages, he was their miracle. His mother was in her seventies, his father in his eighties now, and they turned into very old people overnight, as though someone had turned out the light in them. They had always been kind and welcoming to Dahlia, but she and the children were a painful reminder of their lost son. They took to traveling to escape the memories for what remained of their lives. Neither of them lived long after the tragic loss of their only child.


It was up to Dahlia to keep the family going, to keep them together, comfort them, give them strength even while she felt empty and broken herself.


Three weeks after Jean-Luc died, she went back to work, still in terrible pain and trying to create a new normal for the children without him. It was a very long time before she felt even remotely normal herself, and even laughed at something Charlie said.


She knew that she would never be the same again. The loss was too enormous, and she felt as though he had taken a part of her with him, the fun part. What was left was duty. She was the single mother of four children who needed her, and the CEO of her own business, which needed her too. It seemed like a long time before she could concentrate on anything again. She just worked doubly hard to compensate for it.


Jean-Luc had died without a will, since he was so young. Death hadn’t crossed his mind at thirty, despite the dangerous sports he pursued. According to French law, what money he had was divided in five equal parts for her and the children, and she had her part reapportioned to the children. She wanted them to have it, and she didn’t need it. Although he had played well on it, his fortune was much smaller than Dahlia’s, which was enormous due to the lucrative business she owned.


She brought the children up alone, enjoying their company, cherishing the time she spent with them and shepherding them gently toward the business she hoped the four of them would run one day. As they grew up, she taught them about Lambert’s history, and all about how fine, high-quality perfumes were made and marketed. 


Dahlia couldn’t imagine ever loving a man again as she had Jean-Luc, so she embraced her children instead. She turned down all social invitations for a year after he died. She had no desire to go to parties, or any kind of social gathering, once he was gone. For years, her days were occupied by Lambert Perfumes, her evenings, weekends, and holidays by her children. Taking care of her children when she had time allowed her to hide from the fact that the years were passing. The children met all her emotional needs, as she met theirs, and she never felt alone as long as she was with them. Motherhood was an easy place to hide by night, and business by day. The children became a substitute for the husband she had lost. She never had to go home to an empty house, as they were always waiting for her with open arms. There was no sweeter moment in her life than being with them. The memories of her passion for Jean-Luc faded with time, and he became a hero to all of them, more than he had been in life. His parents had died by then, so her children had no grandparents. They only had her, as she had only them as family.


She occasionally had dinners with men, but none of them ever measured up to her glamorous idolized memories of Jean-Luc. He was the biggest and bravest of men, and had suited her when they were young, though he might not have later, as she grew into her business and the demanding role of CEO of an enormous international enterprise.


She was nearly forty, ten years after his death, when romance entered her life again, with a man she took seriously for a short time. The romance faded quickly, when she realized that he was more interested in what she could do for him than who she was as a person. She saw it within a few months and ended the relationship. He also had no desire to share her with another man’s children and made it clear. Her family was her priority, and then her work.


After that, Dahlia never introduced her children to the men she went out with. She didn’t care enough about the men, or she would have. She always kept herself aloof and guarded her heart. There was no room for passion or a misstep in her life. She had her massive business to run, her children to love and to love her. She needed nothing else.


She was more excited by her business every year. In a major decision to expand, she had added cosmetics to the perfumes, which proved to be an immensely profitable decision. Dahlia made few mistakes in business, and when she did, she corrected them quickly. She did the same with men. She never got too attached, and when she sensed she was starting to care too much, she retreated. She let nothing interfere with her family or her dedication to the empire she had inherited and that had grown exponentially due to her hard work.


There were men on the fringes of her life, but no one she cared about intensely, and her brief affairs were discreet, remained below the radar, and attracted no attention. She went to most events alone and preferred it. She could leave whenever she wanted if she had a heavy workload in the office the next day.


On Dahlia’s fiftieth birthday, friends gave a dinner for her at a discreet, elite club. Like the Dumas family of Hermès, and the Wertheimers of Chanel, she kept a low profile and preferred to stay out of sight, although she was still beautiful, professionally powerful, and didn’t look her age. She didn’t enjoy public attention and stayed out of the press whenever possible. She had no desire to be famous or even personally known to the public. Her privacy meant more to her.


There was a man at the dinner whom she’d never met before. Philippe Vernier was the CEO of a major French corporation that did a great deal of business in Asia, a major market for her as well, and they talked about it at dinner, and found that they had a lot in common, and even some mutual friends in Paris and Hong Kong. He was the head of a major luxury brand of clothing, which wasn’t entirely unrelated to her world, and his company dabbled in cosmetics too, though not on the scale that Dahlia did. He was obviously impressed by her talents. He knew who she was and had read about her. She was a legend in the business world. They had a pleasant evening talking to each other, mostly about their work, and he invited her to dinner the following week. He wore no wedding band, and never mentioned a family on that evening or the several others that followed. She had to discreetly call a friend who knew him to find out if he was married. She got no clues from him.


Dahlia was disappointed to discover that in fact he was married, which in her mind made him ineligible for a romance. Until then, she had found him very attractive, but considerably less so once she knew his marital status. He was not unique in Paris society, or the French business milieu. He was one of many men who didn’t want to go through a costly divorce but had long since abandoned the pretense of a marriage that still worked. These men no longer shared their lives with the women they were married to. Philippe Vernier was a prime example of the breed. Distinguished, well educated at the best French academic institutions, successful, charming, cultured, vital and powerful, and still handsome at fifty-eight, he gave off the vibes of a single man during his evenings with her, but he wasn’t. On the fourth or fifth evening they spent together, he explained simply and directly that he and his wife Jacqueline had married at an early age. It had been a union that had pleased their families, but a romance that had evaporated quickly, and a mistake that had left them each with a partner they had no lasting attraction to, and nothing in common with.


He had an only son, Julien, whom he said he wasn’t close to, and who was a spoiled boy with no real ambition and a weakness for Russian gold diggers. Philippe admitted that he spent little time with his son and hadn’t been an attentive father. His wife spent most of her time traveling, preferred London to Paris, and was more interested in the horse shows, hunts, and house parties she attended in England than she was in life at home. They had long since agreed to lead separate, independent lives, while officially living at the same address, and being in the same city and sleeping under the same roof as seldom as possible. Philippe said the arrangement worked well. The only time they spent together was on their summer holiday in the south of France with their son at Saint-Jean-Cap-Ferrat. The rest of the time Philippe was free to do as he wanted.


Dahlia was leery of what he said at first, but in the next few months of dining with him more and more frequently, she found it to be true. She had never dated a married man before, and didn’t like the idea, but the reality was simpler than she had feared. He was always good company. In the past six years, he and Dahlia had been seen together often at important social events. They were not an official couple but were an accepted unofficial one. It wasn’t a passionate love affair, but their relationship had grown into a comfortable, compatible alliance for both of them. They lived in their own homes, spent weekends together regularly, when they wanted to, spent the evening together twice a week, on Mondays and Thursdays, and took vacations together once or twice a year, if they had the time and both liked the destination. Philippe and Jacqueline had never discussed his relationship with Dahlia. He was sure she knew, and she had an English friend, a lord, with whom he suspected she had a similar arrangement.


Neither Philippe nor Dahlia ever considered marriage, and he had told her early on that divorce was not an option and would have been a financial nightmare. The arrangement they had was warm, even if not passionate, and it met their needs well enough. They frequently talked business, which was of interest to both of them, and it was pleasant for her to be with someone who understood the challenges she faced every day.


Jacqueline had absolutely no interest in how Philippe spent his time at the office, and he liked being able to talk to Dahlia about his work, and Dahlia had no one else to discuss work with at her level. Philippe was a respectable escort at any event, and she was the person he preferred to have on his arm at any important social gathering, not his wife. Dahlia had only met Philippe’s son a few times, and never his wife, much to her relief. His marriage was never a topic of conversation between them, and she suspected that Jacqueline had made her peace with their separate lifestyles long ago. Dahlia and Philippe were two enormously successful people with much in common, and a warm affection for each other, which had grown into a kind of companionable love, or that of best friends, and they were familiar to each other now. She couldn’t imagine her life without him, and she even forgot he was married sometimes. They knew when either one of them needed to be left alone and respected it. Not living together gave them the space and independence they both required.


Her children were grown now, and had their own lives, careers, apartments, and relationships, except for her youngest daughter Emma, who lived with her and studied at the Beaux-Arts. And two of her children, Delphine and Charles, worked for her. She was grooming them to run the firm one day, when she retired, although at fifty-six, she couldn’t even imagine retiring.


Her son Charles, at thirty, was the age that she had been when she became CEO of the company. He wasn’t as sure of himself as she had been when she had to run the company herself. He had a strong financial mind like his maternal grandfather, and was Assistant CFO, and when the current head CFO retired in two or three years, Dahlia expected her son to take over as the head financial officer.


He was still unmarried, and had lived with a woman for three years whom Dahlia wasn’t crazy about and hoped would fall by the wayside before too long. Catherine was nine years older than Charles, at thirty-nine, had a mediocre job in PR and, by her previous lover, a twelve-year-old daughter whom Dahlia hadn’t met and didn’t wish to. She had met Catherine, was unimpressed, and didn’t like the age difference. She thought there was an element of greed there. Charles was kindhearted, trusting, and naïve, a little too much so, but he was still young, and easy prey for greedy women.


Alexandra, Dahlia’s second child, was twenty-nine, fiercely ambitious, a producer of a successful TV show. Alex was competitive and often jealous of her siblings and her mother. She looked a lot like Dahlia, except for her dark hair, but she had none of her mother’s gentle ways and finesse in dealing with people. Alex preferred to confront people head-on, which had won her success in her job, but not the admiration of her coworkers, who found her cold and hard and ruthless. She was much tougher than her brother. Alex had had a revolving door of partners and had recently married the producer of a rival TV show in a civil ceremony. The civil ceremony was in anticipation of their upcoming big social religious wedding. The civil ceremony was a necessary legal formality in France. He was even tougher than Alex, rough around the edges, sexy and good-looking, but Dahlia questioned how happy they would make each other in the long run. Alex had no interest in the family business and never mentioned her connection to it, although her future husband, Paul Ferrand, appeared to be impressed by it, which worried Dahlia as to his motives.


Delphine, her third-born, was Dahlia’s soulmate, at twenty-eight now. She was the easiest of her children. She and Dahlia were always in harmony with each other, and their relationship had been easy for all of Delphine’s life, unlike Alex, who had battled with her mother forever. Delphine had married young, at twenty-three, after going to college in the States as her mother had. She went to Brown, and was more interested in the American side of her bloodline than Dahlia was, or her siblings were. She returned to Paris right after she graduated from college, joined the family business, and had worked for her mother for six years, rising steadily to the top, due to her natural instincts for finance and the perfume industry. She had recently added antiaging products and skin care to their existing line, which had done extremely well.


When Delphine was twenty-three, she had married Francois Mattheiu, from a respected family. He had a genius instinct for start-ups and had made a fortune of his own. He was the consummate nice guy, a big teddy bear of a man, a great husband, and a loving father to their two little girls, Annabelle and Penelope, or Penny, who were two and four. Dahlia had little time to spend with them. Delphine was very close to her mother and valued her advice. Dahlia joined the family for dinner occasionally after the girls had gone to bed, and invariably they talked business, which was what interested both women most. Francois was very tolerant of it, and had no sense of competition with his wife due to his own success. He genuinely liked his mother-in-law and was impressed by her strengths. He thought she was a remarkable woman. She could have led an indolent life, and instead she worked hard and was dedicated to her family and her business.


In contrast, Charles and Alex spent very little time with their mother. Alex was too involved with the show she produced to have much spare time, and was often at odds with her mother. Charles was always with Catherine and her daughter in his spare time, and had a family life with them, although they weren’t married. But marriage was clearly Catherine’s goal, despite the nine-year age gap between them, and she wanted a child by him before it was too late. She was very vocal about it, which worried Dahlia too. She wanted Charles to meet a nice girl his own age.


Emma, Dahlia’s youngest child at twenty-seven, had always been different from the others. There was nothing obviously wrong with her, but she had her own ideas, which were nothing like those of her siblings. She was artistic and expressed herself through her drawings and art and scribbles rather than eloquently with words, which always seemed to fail her. She couldn’t compete with her siblings and didn’t try. She ignored them. She was a dreamer. She had talked later than the others, had read late, and didn’t have their high grades in school. She had no interest at all in the business and seemed unrelated to the others. She had a funny, punky style and a dry sense of humor. She seemed to see the humor in the situations her family took seriously, and she called life as she saw it. She loved Delphine, but had nothing in common with her, and liked playing with her two little nieces. Dahlia worried a lot about what would become of her later. Emma always seemed freshly arrived from another planet, and looked at her family as though they came from Mars and spoke a different language than she did. She was happy on her own, as long as she had a pencil and a notepad tucked into a pocket so she could draw. Her art style was primitive, and it had a sophisticated naivete to it, which was very much like her. She was childlike and womanly at the same time, sexy and innocent. She was an observer of life more than a participant.


Dahlia’s family were her pride and joy, much as the business was. She loved it when the firm came up with a new perfume, or reintroduced an old one that she was proud of, and knew her grandfather would have been happy about. But her children’s accomplishments and happiness meant even more to her. She was sad that her parents hadn’t lived to see her children grow up, or Jean-Luc, who would have added another dimension to his children’s lives, which would have been so different from what Dahlia had to offer them. She taught them intelligent, academic, worldly things, but Jean-Luc had a big heart and would have loved his children unconditionally, and given them the experience of physical adventures. He had loved them as babies, but never had the chance to know them as they grew up. They were still so young when he died, and Dahlia had done her very best with them as a single parent. It was harder with Charles because he was a boy. Delphine gave her credit for being a good mother, having children of her own, and being generous and forgiving by nature. Alex always complained about some element of their past that hadn’t been to her liking, and she thought her mother could have done better and didn’t hesitate to say it. She was harsh in her judgments, which always had a sharp edge to them. Dahlia was a much gentler person, and so was Delphine. Dahlia was a kind person despite her immense success. Alex was all sharp edges, with a long list of grudges dragged along from the past. Alex never forgot one’s failings or the time someone had screwed up. She was jealous of her siblings, and even of her mother.


The siblings got on fairly well, except for Delphine and Charles, who sometimes had opposite goals for the business, and battled it out. They all found Alex harsh and uncharitable at times. And Emma was a mystery to them, except to Delphine, who understood her gentleness and differences instinctively, even when Emma’s words and explanations, and vague philosophical meanderings didn’t make sense. Emma’s theories made sense to herself, occasionally to Dahlia, and almost always to Delphine. Alex didn’t even try to understand her, nor did Charles. Emma could see it in their faces, so she never paid attention to them either. Emma lived in her head and her own artistic world, and at twenty-seven, she still lived at home. She needed protection from the world. She was oblivious to anyone who’d want to hurt her. There was a sweet innocence about her that Delphine loved and that touched Dahlia profoundly.


Dahlia left her office early that night. She was flying to New York in two days, on the first leg of a tour of the United States, to check out the Lambert stores there, to make sure they looked right and the staff presented well and were gracious to their customers. She was going to the stores in New York, Chicago, San Francisco, L.A., and Dallas. It was the twenty-first of June and she was going to start the trip with a week in New York.


She had no emotional ties to the city anymore. She had grown up in New York and had lived there with her parents, with frequent trips to France, until she left for college and they moved to France for her father’s retirement. She had lost touch with most of the old friends that she grew up with in New York, having moved to France thirty-two years ago. But she still had contact with a few. She had more in common with them but no time to see them. Her quick trips to New York were always too busy and brief. Her mother had been happy to move back to France, and her father had looked forward to it for years. It took the sting out of retiring for him. He had always loved Paris, its beauty and all the culture it offered. And their moving there thrilled him. Ever since her father’s death, Dahlia had felt divorced from her early life and education in the United States. Her mother’s influence and ties to France had been stronger; Europe suited Dahlia better, and she had lived there for more than half her life now herself. But she enjoyed visiting New York, the energy of it, the creativity, walking around, seeing familiar landmarks, and looking at the people she passed on the street and saw in Central Park. But it wasn’t her city anymore. It was just fun to visit and exciting to do business there.


Alex and Charles felt no pull to the States. Only Delphine had always been intrigued by it, loved her college years there, and wanted to work in the U.S.—until she met Francois. Everything changed when she came back to France to work for her mother, and she had been satisfied and fulfilled ever since, both personally and professionally. She was happy with her life, unlike her sister Alex, who always wanted more or something different.


Dahlia looked into the glamorous shop windows on the Faubourg Saint-Honoré until she reached the car parking attendant, who went to get her car as soon as he saw her. She liked winding down at the end of the day, and often took work home with her. She had no plans with Philippe Vernier that night and hadn’t seen him in a week. She was spending that evening with her children before her trip, which was what she usually did before she left to travel.


Dahlia had remained unusually close to her children, in part because she had never remarried and there was no serious full-time man in her life and never had been since Jean-Luc. He was the love of her life. She and Philippe had kept their relationship just unengaged enough that she had plenty of time for her children and her work. And in part, she was closer to them because two of them worked in the family firm with her and they had constant daily contact. She was the kind of mother hen who kept a close eye on all of them. She was always available to them to solve a problem, to help with a crisis, or to cover a financial need they couldn’t afford themselves. Her primary goal was always to make life easier for them and spare them pain. She was aware that she would have to let go at some point, and let them deal with their own problems, but she had never found an opportune moment to sever the cord entirely. She knew she should, and Philippe reminded her of it regularly, but it was very hard to do, and she never had. His parenting style was very different from hers and he had very little contact with his son.


She was leaving for three weeks, so she had invited them all to dinner. She always made sure to spend an evening with them before she left.


Dahlia was well aware that her relationship with her children was unusually strong, and she loved it that way. They were the hub of her world, the center of her universe, more important than any man in her life since their father. She was closer to them than most women were to children their age. She appreciated each of them for who they were, with their weaknesses and their strengths. Charles, with his talent for finance, his loyalty to the family business and to her, and his attraction to women who were stronger than he was, she wanted to protect him and knew she couldn’t. She understood his inability to express his love for her at times. She knew he loved her whether he showed it or not. She didn’t expect more from him than she got.


She accepted Alex with all her sharp edges and occasionally razor-sharp tongue, more often than not used on her mother. Alex would have to soften that one day, or she would hurt all those she loved. She hadn’t learned that lesson yet, but she was a talented woman with strengths of her own that she hadn’t even discovered, though Dahlia thought she would one day.


Dahlia was grateful for the bond that she and Delphine had. It was an unexpected gift that she treasured, the confidences and common ground they shared. Delphine was all love, for her husband, her children, her mother, the business she helped to expand. She had made the right choices in her life, and shared the blessings of that with all who knew her. She was a bright ray of sun in Dahlia’s life, and Dahlia was grateful for her every day.


And Emma was the gentle elfin soul who seemed to come from another place, with a universe all her own. Her touch was so light it felt like butterfly wings. Beyond her unusual, different style, she radiated goodness that flowed through her art into the world.


Dahlia was grateful for all of them, and for Philippe Vernier, who kept her earthbound with the limited time and affection he was able to give her, whatever the reason for his limitations.


Jean-Luc was the past, with all the love of youth, and he had given her the children who were her greatest gift. That had been his reason for being in her life even so briefly.


As Dahlia got in her car to drive home to have dinner with her children before she left on her trip to the States, she was a woman comfortable in her own skin, satisfied with the life she had built on what others had left her. It seemed like more than one could expect of life. She felt like a lucky woman, and she drove home happy and looking forward to seeing her children, even Alex with her prickly exterior. She was excited about her upcoming trip. If anyone had asked what more she wanted or would wish for, she couldn’t have thought of a thing that was lacking. As far as Dahlia was concerned, she had it all, and realized just how fortunate she was. She smiled, thinking of them. Her children were the spice and the sunlight in her life. One couldn’t ask for more.










Chapter 2


Dahlia’s children arrived for dinner at her elegant hôtel particulier on the rue de Grenelle. There was a guardian’s lodge inside the big dark green painted outer doors, tall enough for carriages to have driven through in the eighteenth century when the house was built. Louis Lambert had inherited the house from his father and left it to his daughter Constance, who had kept it. Constance and Hunter stayed there when they visited Paris, and then moved in when they left New York after Hunter retired. Dahlia had visited often when she was a child, and felt at home in her big beautiful room. She and Jean-Luc had lived there when they were married. Their children had grown up in that home and Dahlia still lived there now. Emma resided on the top floor, in the rooms with the round oeil-de-boeuf windows.


Dahlia had renovated the house several times since she had inherited it. The kitchen was high-tech now. She had added air-conditioning years before, which was a rarity in Paris, and had done the exquisite decorating herself. The house had been lived in by five generations now, and had aged well. Dahlia kept it in perfect condition. Inside the big carriage doors, which were kept closed, with a code to enter, or swung open by the guardian for deliveries and guests, there was a cobblestoned courtyard. The original bronze loops to tie up the horses were still there, regularly shined to a burnished glow, a historical detail that Dahlia loved. The stalls for the carriages were used for storage or cars now, and there were immaculate white marble steps leading to the front door. Henri, Dahlia’s ancient butler, let each of them in when they rang the bell, and greeted them warmly. He loved it when they came to dinner. He had been there since they were children. He used to give them piggyback rides and had taught them to ride their bikes.


Behind the house there was a beautiful garden, planted in all white flowers, and the lawn the children used to play on; the trees they hid behind when they played hide-and-seek while their mother watched them, or the nanny who took care of them when she went to work. The house was rich in their own family history, not just that of the people who had built it three hundred years before. Dahlia had kept the bedrooms modern and up-to-date, with bright, cheerful colors, and pastel silks in her own rooms, with heavy satin drapes held back with thick silk cords and long tassels in the formal rooms. The family living spaces were warm and comfortable with inviting couches, state-of-the-art video and stereo equipment, and fabulous contemporary art. Her children still loved being there and visiting Dahlia. She made everything so pleasant for them, and they were happy to see her before her trip.
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