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    “Enthralling. . . . A supple and elegant thriller. . . . There is simply no more daring writer than M. J. Rose, and her blisteringly original The Book of Lost Fragrances shows why.”
— Providence Journal

PRAISE FOR THE BOOK OF LOST FRAGRANCES

    “Rose’s deliciously sensual novel of paranormal suspense smoothly
    melds a perfume-scented quest to protect an ancient artifact with an
    ages-spanning romance. . . . Rose imbues her characters with rich internal
    lives in a complex plot that races to a satisfying finish.”
—
    Publishers Weekly (starred review)

    “Smoothly blends historical events, compelling characters, and international intrigue into an absorbing and thrilling ride through the centuries.”

        — Library Journal

    “Rose has entered another realm and written what is bound to be one
        of this year’s best books.”
—
        Seattle Post-Intelligencer

    “There is an elegance to Rose’s voice, even when the stories she shares
    are at their most suspenseful. . . . At their core, Rose’s books are always
    deeply human and startlingly real.”
—
        January Magazine

    “A deeply satisfying mixture of Anne Rice meets Dan Brown. . . . Rose
    captures the reader with her beautiful and evocative prose as well as the
    historical details and the emotional love story that make this plot as
    irresistible as the scent that brings together soulmates.”
—
        Blogcritics

    “A lush tale of mystery, reincarnation, and international intrigue . . .
    sweeping, heartbreaking, and full of sumptuous detail.”
—
        RT Book Reviews (4 1/2 stars)

    “Rose’s multi-stranded plot skillfully hits all the right buttons, blending
    exotic settings, romance, and paranormal fantasy with political intrigue
    into a colorful story that would be right at home as a Hollywood thriller.”
—
        New York Journal of Books

    “A fascinating mystery with many twists and turns. . . . Combines
    intrigue with a touch of history and a lesson in the art of making exotic
    perfume, a bit of education mixed with the proverbial whodunit.”
—
        The Free Lance-Star

    “Provocative . . . a sweeping sense of romance [and] history.”
—
        The Plain Dealer

    “Takes readers into the mysterious world of reincarnated souls while
    weaving a riveting tale about a mysterious family ancestor. . . . Readers
    will delight in how M. J. Rose unfolds the captivating and exotic story of
    Cleopatra’s perfume while brilliantly tying the story together with Robbie
    L’Etoile’s ancient discovery and Tibetan Buddhists’ struggle with China.”
—
        Fresh Fiction

    “A time-defying journey filled with passion and danger. . . . A kaleidoscope
    of memorable characters and exotic locales. Elements of both
    thriller and paranormal romance dominate, and the insights Rose offers
    on the methods and science of perfumery throughout history add a fascinating
    top note.”
—
        Shelf Awareness

    “Entertaining. . . . Working history, the science of scents, and a mystery
    together with the aspects of a perfect thriller to create a perfect read.”
—
        CrimeSpree Magazine

    “The outcome is so worth the wait. M. J. Rose spent over two and a half
    years traveling and researching this contemporary novel with flashbacks
    to ancient Egypt. I highly recommend this book.”
—
        Historical Novels Review

    “Resonates with spirit, blending myth with reality, tragedy with triumph,
        pain with joy. You’ll find yourself questioning everything you
        believe—and wanting more.”
—Steve Berry, New York Times bestselling author of
            The Columbus Affair
            

    “An utterly engrossing thriller that weaves together reincarnation,
        ancient Egypt, international intrigue, and a lost book of fragrances.
        Elegantly written, with unforgettable characters and flawlessly realized
        international settings . . . will leave you with powerful feelings of revelation,
        wonder, and the infinitude of human possibility.”
—Douglas Preston, #1 New York Times bestselling author
            of Two Graves
    

    “A simmering brew that mingles the erotic sensuality of Patrick Suskind’s
        Perfume with the dark and timeless obsessions of Rider Haggard’s classic
        She.”
—Katherine Neville, international bestselling author of The Eight
    

    “A bewitching brew of history and suspense, as well as a deeply felt love
        story that transcends time, The Book of Lost Fragrances had me spellbound
        from the very beginning . . . will live on in your heart long after
        you turn the last page.”
—Anne Fortier, New York Times bestselling author of Juliet
    

    “One of those rare novels that reminds us of the beauty and enormous
        complexity of the human soul. . . . This novel is a marvelous discovery.”
—Javier Sierra, New York Times bestselling author of The Lost Angel
    

    “Clever, with beguiling characters, a wonderful mixture of suspense and
        pace and good old-fashioned storytelling, and the research never gets in
        the way of the plot.”
—Kate Mosse, New York Times bestselling author of Labyrinth
    

   


Also by M. J. Rose

FICTION

Lip Service

In Fidelity

Flesh Tones

Sheet Music

Lying in Bed

The Halo Effect

The Delilah Complex

The Venus Fix

The Reincarnationist

The Memorist

The Hypnotist

NONFICTION

Buzz Your Book (with Douglas Clegg)


[image: The Book of Lost Fragrances, by M. J. Rose, Atria]


To Judith, who dwells in possibility


But when from a long-distant past nothing subsists, after the people are dead, after the things are broken and scattered, taste and smell alone, more fragile but more enduring, more unsubstantial, more persistent, more faithful, remain poised a long time, like souls, remembering, waiting, hoping, amid the ruins of all the rest; and bear unflinchingly, in the tiny and almost impalpable drop of their essence, the vast structure of recollection.

—MARCEL PROUST, REMEMBRANCE OF THINGS PAST


Prologue

China Tells Living Buddhas To Obtain Permission
Before They Reincarnate

Beijing
April 4, 2007

Tibet’s living Buddhas have been banned from reincarnation without permission from China’s atheist leaders. The ban is included in new rules intended to assert Beijing’s authority over Tibet’s restive and deeply Buddhist people.

For the first time China has given the Government the power to ensure that no new living Buddha can be identified, sounding a possible death knell to a mystical system that dates back at least as far as the 12th century.

China already insists that only the Government can approve the appointments of Tibet’s two most important monks, the Dalai Lama and the Panchen Lama. The Dalai Lama’s announcement in May 1995 that a search inside Tibet . . . had identified the 11th reincarnation of the Panchen Lama, who died in 1989, enraged Beijing. The boy chosen by the Dalai Lama has disappeared.

Excerpted from an article in the Times (UK) by Jane Macartney.

 


Who looks outside, dreams; who looks inside, awakes.

—CARL JUNG




One

ALEXANDRIA, EGYPT, 1799

Giles L’Etoile was a master of scent, not a thief. He had never stolen anything but one woman’s heart, and she’d always said she’d given that willingly. But on this chilly Egyptian evening, as he descended the rickety ladder into the ancient tomb, each tentative footstep brought him closer to criminality.

Preceding L’Etoile had been an explorer, an engineer, an architect, an artist, a cartographer, and, of course, the general himself—all the savants from Napoléon’s army of intellectuals and scientists now stealing into a sacred burial place that had remained untouched for thousands of years. The crypt had been discovered the day before by the explorer Emile Saurent and his team of Egyptian boys, who had stopped digging when they unearthed the sealed stone door. Now the twenty-nine-year-old Napoléon would have the privilege of being the first man to see what had lain lost and forgotten for millennia. It was no secret that he entertained dreams of conquering Egypt. But his grand ambitions went beyond military conquests. Under his aegis, Egypt’s history was being explored, studied and mapped.

At the bottom of the ladder, L’Etoile joined the assembled party in a dimly lit vestibule. He sniffed and identified limestone and plaster dust, stale air and the workers’ body odor, and a hint of another scent almost too faint to take in.

Four pink granite columns, their bases buried under piles of dirt and debris, held up a ceiling painted with a rich lapis lazuli and a silver astronomical star chart. Cut into the walls were several doors, one larger than the others. Here Saurent was already chiseling away at its plaster seal.

The walls of the antechamber were painted with delicate and detailed murals, beautifully rendered in earth-toned colors. The murals were so vibrant L’Etoile expected to smell the paint, but it was Napoléon’s cologne he breathed in. The stylized motif of water lilies that bordered the crypt and framed the paintings interested the perfumer. Egyptians called the flower the blue lotus and had been using its essence in perfumes for thousands of years. L’Etoile, who at thirty had already spent almost a decade studying the sophisticated and ancient Egyptian art of perfume making, knew this flower and its properties well. Its perfume was lovely, but what separated it from other flowers was its hallucinogenic properties. He’d experienced them firsthand and found them to be an excellent solution when his past rose up and pushed at his present.

The lotus wasn’t the only floral element in the paintings. Workers took seeds from sacks in storerooms in the first panel and planted beds in the next. In the following panel, they tended the emerging shoots and blooms and trees and then in progression cut the flowers, boughs, and herbs and picked the fruit. In the last, they carried the bounty to the man L’Etoile assumed was the deceased, and laid it at his feet.

As more plaster fell and chips hit the alabaster floor, Abu, the guide Saurent had brought, lectured the men about what they were seeing. Abu’s recitation was interesting, but the odors of perspiration, burning wicks, and chalky dust began to overwhelm L’Etoile, and he glanced over at the general. As much as the perfumer suffered, he knew it was worse for Napoléon. So great was the commander’s sensitivity to scent, he couldn’t tolerate being around certain servants, soldiers, or women whose smell disagreed with him. There were stories of his extended baths and his excessive use of eau de cologne—his private blend made of lemon, citron, bergamot and rosemary. The general even had special candles (they lit this dark chamber now) sent over from France because they were made with a wax obtained by crystallizing sperm whale oil that burned with a less noxious odor.

Napoléon’s obsession was one of the reasons L’Etoile was still in Egypt. The general had asked him to stay on longer so he could have a perfumer at his disposal. L’Etoile hadn’t minded. Everything that had mattered to him in Paris had been lost six years before, during the Reign of Terror. Nothing waited for him at home but memories.

As Saurent chipped away at the last of the plaster, the perfumer edged closer to study the deep carvings on the door. Here too was a border of blue lotus, these framing cartouches of the same indecipherable hieroglyphics that one saw all across Egypt. Perhaps the newly discovered stone in the port city of Rashid would yield clues as to how to translate these markings.

“All done,” Saurent said as he gave his tools to one of the Egyptian boys and dusted off his hands. “Général?”

Napoléon stepped up to the portal and tried to twist the still-bright brass ring. Coughed. Pulled harder. The general was lean, almost emaciated, and L’Etoile hoped he’d be able to make it budge. Finally, a loud creaking echoed in the cavern as the door swung open.

Saurent and L’Etoile joined the general on the threshold, all three of them thrusting their candles into the darkness to enliven the inner chamber, and in the flickering pale yellow light, a corridor filled with treasures revealed itself.

But it wasn’t the elaborate wall drawings in the passageway, the alabaster jars, the finely carved and decorated sculptures, or the treasure-filled wooden chests that L’Etoile would remember for the rest of his life. It was the warm, sweet air that rushed out to embrace him.

The perfumer smelled death and history. Faint whiffs of tired flowers, fruits, herbs, and woods. Most of these he was familiar with—but he smelled other notes, too. Weaker. Less familiar. Only ideas of scents, really, but they mesmerized him and drew him forward, tantalizing and entreating like a lovely dream on the verge of being lost forever.

He ignored Saurent’s warning that he was entering uncharted territory—that there could be booby traps, serpents coiled and waiting—and Abu’s admonitions about lurking spirits more dangerous than the snakes. L’Etoile followed his nose into the darkness with just his single candle, pushing ahead of the general and everyone else, hungry for a more concentrated dose of the mysterious perfume.

He walked down the highly decorated corridor to an inner sanctuary and inhaled deeply, trying to learn more from the ancient air. Frustrated, he exhaled and inadvertently blew his candle out.

It must have been all the deep breaths, or perhaps the pervasive darkness. Maybe it was the stale air that made him so dizzy. It didn’t matter. As he battled the vertigo, his awareness of the scent became more powerful, more intimate. Finally, he began to identify specific ingredients. Frankincense and myrrh, blue lotus and almond oil. All popular in Egyptian fragrances and incenses. But there was something else, elusive and just beyond his reach.

Standing alone, in the dark, he was so deep in concentration he didn’t hear the footsteps of the rest of the party as they came closer.

“What’s that odor?”

The voice startled the perfumer. He turned to Napoléon, who’d just entered the inner chamber.

“A perfume that hasn’t been breathed for centuries,” L’Etoile whispered.

As the others entered, Abu set to explaining that they were now standing in the funeral chamber and pointed out the brightly colored murals. One showed the deceased dressing a large statue of a man with a jackal’s head, placing food at the man-beast’s feet. Slightly behind him, a lithe and lovely woman in a transparent gown held a tray of bottles. In the next scene, she was lighting a censer, the smoke becoming visible. In the next panel, the jackal stood among jars, presses, and alembics, objects that L’Etoile recognized from his father’s perfume shop back in Paris.

L’Etoile knew how important fragrance was to ancient Egyptians, but he’d never seen this much imagery relating to the making or using of scent before.

“Who is this man buried here?” Napoléon asked Abu. “Can you tell yet?”

“Not yet, Général,” Abu answered. “But we should find more clues there.”

Abu pointed toward the center of the room.

The stylized black granite sarcophagus was five times the size of an ordinary man. Its polished surface was carved with cartouches and inlaid with a turquoise and lapis portrait of a beautiful, catlike man with blue water lilies around his head. L’Etoile recognized him. He was Nefertum, son of Iset. The god of perfume.

The scenes in the murals, the motif of lilies, the censers in all the corners of the room, suddenly made sense to L’Etoile. This was the tomb of an ancient Egyptian perfumer. And judging from its majesty, the priest had been revered.

Saurent barked out orders to his team of workers, and after a brief struggle, the young men lifted the stone lid. Nestled inside was a wide wooden coffin painted with still more scenes of the two people represented in the murals. This cover they were able to pry off without much difficulty.

Inside was an oversize mummy, oddly shaped—the right length but too wide by half—blackened with asphalt from the Dead Sea. Instead of only one, it wore two elaborate gold masks. Both were crowned with headdresses of turquoise and lapis and wore carnelian, gold and amethyst breastplates. The only difference between them was that the one on the right was male and the one on the left, female.

“I’ve never seen anything like this before,” Abu uttered in hushed astonishment.

“What does it mean?” Napoléon asked.

“I don’t know, Général. It’s most unusual,” Abu stammered.

“Unwrap him, Saurent,” Napoléon ordered.

Despite Abu’s protestations, Saurent insisted the young men cut through the linen and expose the actual mummy. The Frenchman was paying them, so they agreed. As L’Etoile knew, ancient embalming techniques using fragrant oils and unguents along with the dry air should have prevented the deceased’s soft muscles and tissue from decaying. Even the hair might have been preserved. He’d seen mummies before and had been fascinated by their sweet-smelling corpses.

It took only a few minutes to cut and peel back the blackened cloth.

“No. Like nothing I have ever seen,” Abu whispered.

The corpse on the right didn’t have his arms crossed on his chest, as was the custom. Instead his right hand was extended and holding the hand of a woman with whom he’d been mummified. Her left hand was knotted with his. The two lovers were so lifelike, their bodies so uncorrupted, it appeared they had been buried months ago, not centuries.

The assembled crowd murmured with amazement at the sight of this couple intertwined in death, but what affected L’Etoile was not what he saw. Here at last was the fountainhead of the odor that had begun to tease him as he’d climbed down the ladder.

He struggled to separate out the notes he recognized from the ones he didn’t, searching for the ingredients that gave the blend its promise of hope, of long nights and voluptuous dreams, of invitation and embrace. Of an everlasting covenant ripe with possibility. Of lost souls reunited.

Tears sprang to the perfumer’s eyes as he inhaled again. This was the kind of scent he’d always imagined capturing. He was smelling liquid emotion. Giles L’Etoile was smelling love.

The perfumer was desperate. What gave this fragrance its complexity? Why was it so elusive? Why couldn’t he recognize it? He’d smelled and memorized over five hundred different ingredients. What was in this composition?

If only there were a machine that would be able to take in the air and separate out the components it contained. Long ago, he’d spoken to his father about such a thing. Jean-Louis had scoffed, as he did at most of his son’s inventions and imaginings, chastising him for wasting time on impractical ideas, for indulging in foolish romanticism.

“Perfume can evoke feelings, Papa,” L’Etoile had argued. “Imagine what a fortune we’d make if we were selling dreams and not just formulations.”

“Nonsense,” his father admonished. “We are chemists, not poets. Our job is to mask the stench of the streets, to cover the scent of the flesh and relieve the senses from the onslaught of smells that are unpleasant, vile and infected.”

“No, Father. You’re wrong. Poetry is the very essence of what we do.”

Despite his father’s opinion, L’Etoile was certain that there was more that scent could offer. That it had a deeper purpose. It was why he had come to Egypt. And he’d discovered that he was right. Ancient perfumers had been priests. Perfume was part of holy rituals and religious customs. The soul rose to the heavens on the smoke from incense.

The general came closer to inspect the mummies. As he reached down into the coffin, Abu muttered a warning. Napoléon waved off the cautionary words and lifted a small object out of the male mummy’s hand. “How extraordinary,” he said as he extracted an identical piece of pottery from the female’s hand. “They are each holding one of these.” He opened the first pot, then the second. A moment passed. He sniffed the air. Then he lifted each pot to his nose, smelling one and then the other.

“L’Etoile, they seem to contain an identical perfumed substance.” He gave one of the pots to him. “Is this a pomade? Do you recognize it?”

The container was small enough to fit in his hand. Glazed white, it was decorated with elaborate coral and turquoise designs and hieroglyphs that encircled its belly. The lost language of the ancients no one could read. But one L’Etoile could surely smell. He touched the waxy surface. So this, here in his hand, was the wellspring of the odor that had drawn L’Etoile toward the chamber.

He wasn’t prescient. Not a psychic. L’Etoile was sensitive to one thing only: scent. It was why at twenty he’d left Marie-Genevieve and Paris in 1789 for the dry air and heat of Egypt, to study this ancient culture’s magical, mesmerizing smells. But none of what he’d discovered in all that time compared to what he held in his hands.

Up close, the scent was rich and ripe, and he felt himself float away on its wings, away from the tomb, out into the open, under the sky, under the moon, to a riverbank where he could feel the wind and taste the cool night.

Something was happening to him.

He knew who he was—Giles L’Etoile, the son of the finest perfumer and glove maker in Paris. And where he was—with general Napoléon Bonaparte in a tomb under the earth in Alexandria. Yet at the same time, he was transported, sitting beside a woman on the edge of a wide, green river under the shade of date trees. He felt he’d known this woman forever, but at the same time, she was a stranger.

She was lovely, long and lean with thick, black hair and black eyes that were filled with tears. Her body, enrobed in a thin cotton shift, was wracked with sobs, and the sound of her misery cut through him. Instinctively he knew that something he’d done or hadn’t done was the source, the cause of her pain, and that her suffering was his to quell. He had to make a sacrifice. If he didn’t, her fate would haunt him through eternity.

He removed the long linen robe he wore over his kilt and dipped a corner into the water so that he could wipe her cheeks. As he leaned over the river, he glimpsed his face in its surface. L’Etoile saw someone he didn’t recognize. A younger man. Twenty-five at most. His skin was darker and more golden than L’Etoile’s. His features were sharp in places where the perfumer’s were round, and his eyes were black-brown instead of light blue.

“Look,” a voice said from far away, “there is a papyrus here.”

Dimly, L’Etoile was aware that the voice was familiar: Abu’s. But more pressing was the sudden clatter of horses’ hooves. The woman heard them, too. The panic evident on her face. He dropped the robe and took her hand, raising her up to lead her away from the river and find a place to hide her and keep her safe.

There was a shout. Someone fell against him. He heard pottery shattering on the alabaster floor. L’Etoile was back in the tomb, and instead of the woman’s lovely, melancholy face, he was looking at Abu, clutching a thick scroll to his chest and staring down at a broken clay pot.

The scent had sent everyone into a trance, but L’Etoile had come out of it first. All around him, chaos had erupted. Men whispered, wept and screamed, speaking in languages L’Etoile couldn’t understand. They seemed to be battling invisible demons, struggling with hidden foes, comforting and taking comfort from unseen companions.

What had happened to him? What was happening to the men around him?

One of the young Egyptian workers was slumped against the wall, smiling and singing a song in some ancient language. Another was lying on the ground moaning; a third was striking out at an invisible assailant. Two of the savants were unaffected but watching in horror. Saurent was kneeling in prayer, a beatific expression on his face, speaking in Latin, reciting a mass. The cartographer was beating on the wall with his fist, crying out a man’s name over and over.

L’Etoile’s eyes found Napoléon. The general was standing, frozen, by the sarcophagus, staring at a spot on the wall as if it were a window onto a distant vista. His skin was paler than usual, and sweat dotted his brow. He looked sickly.

There were scents that could cure ills and others that could make you ill, poisons that seduced you with their sweetness before they sucked the breath out of you. L’Etoile’s father had taught him about all of them and warned him about their effects.

Now, here, he was afraid for himself and for his commander and for the men in this room. Had they all been poisoned by some ancient noxious scent?

He had to help. Grabbing a small gold box from a pile of treasures against the far wall, he opened it, dumped its contents—gold and colored glass—onto the floor, and then hastily thrust the still-intact clay pot inside. Scooping up the shards of the pot that the general had dropped, L’Etoile added them and slammed the lid shut.

The scent was still conspicuous, but now that the perfume containers were enclosed, the air slowly began to clear. L’Etoile watched as first one man and then another stood and looked around, each trying to get his bearings.

There was a loud crash as Napoléon fell onto the wooden coffin, smashing and splintering its cover. The perfumer had heard the rumors that the general suffered from epilepsy, the same nervous disorder that had affected his hero, Julius Caesar. Now froth bubbled from the general’s mouth, and he shook with convulsions.

His aide-de-camp rushed to his side and bent over him.

Had the strange perfume brought on this episode? It had certainly affected L’Etoile. The dizziness and disorientation he’d been experiencing since he’d entered this tomb were only now starting to dissipate.

“This place is cursed!” Abu yelled out as he threw the papyrus scroll back inside the coffin and on top of the desiccated bodies. “We must leave here now!” He rushed out of the inner chamber and down the first corridor.

“The tomb is cursed,” the young workers repeated with trembling voices as they followed, pushing and shoving each other out through the narrow entryway.

The savants went next.

Napoléon’s aide-de-camp helped the general—who had recovered his faculties but was still weak—escorting him out, leaving L’Etoile alone in the burial chamber of the perfumer and the woman who had been entombed with him.

Bending over the lovers, he grabbed the papyrus scroll that Abu had thrown into the coffin, added it to the contents of the small gold box, and then shoved the box deep inside his satchel.


Two

NEW YORK CITY, THE PRESENT

TUESDAY, MAY 10, 8:05 A.M.

When Jac L’Etoile was fourteen years old, mythology saved her life. She remembered everything about that year. Especially the things she’d tried to forget. Those she remembered in the most detail. It was always like that, wasn’t it?

The teenager waiting for her now, outside the TV studio on West Forty-ninth Street, couldn’t be much older than fourteen. Gangly, awkward, but excited and jittery like a young colt, she stepped forward and held out a copy of Jac’s book, Mythfinders.

“Can I have your autograph, Miss L’Etoile?”

Jac had just been on a network morning talk show promoting her book, but she wasn’t by any means a celebrity. Her cable show, also titled Mythfinders—exploring the genesis of legends—claimed under a million viewers, so encounters like this were both unexpected and gratifying.

The town car she’d ordered idled at the curb, the driver standing at the ready by the passenger door. But it didn’t matter if she was a little late. No one but ghosts waited for her where she was going.

“What’s your name?” Jac asked.

“Maddy.”

Jac could smell the light, lemony cologne the girl was wearing. Teenage girls and citron were forever finding each other. Uncapping the pen, Jac started to write.

“Sometimes it helps to know there really are heroes,” Maddy said in a hushed voice. “That people can really do amazing things.”

The noisy and crowded street across from Radio City Music Hall was an odd place for a confession, but Jac nodded and smiled at Maddy in complicity.

She’d known the same hunger far too long.

When Jac first started exploring the genesis of myths—traveling to ancient sites all over the world; visiting museums, private collections and libraries; searching the ruins of civilizations long gone—she’d imagined her findings would entertain and educate. To that end, she sought out and found the facts at the center of the great fictions, looked for and discovered the life-size versions of the giants in legends. She wrote about how celebrated deeds had in actuality been small acts, sometimes even accidents. Jac reported on how rarely the deaths of mythology’s heroes were grand, metaphoric or meteoric, but instead how storytellers had exaggerated reality to create metaphors that instructed and inspired.

She believed she was debunking myths. Bringing them down to size. But she wound up doing the opposite.

The proof that myths were, in fact, based in fact—that some version of ancient heroes, gods, fates, furies and muses really had existed—gave readers and viewers hope.

And that’s why they wrote Jac fan letters and thank-you notes, why Jac’s TV show was in its second year, and why teenagers like Maddy asked for her autograph.

And it was why Jac felt like a fraud.

Jac knew that believing in heroes could save your life but also knew that such belief in grandiose fantasy could destroy it just as easily. She didn’t tell Maddy that. Instead she finished the inscription, handed back the book, thanked her, and then slipped into the waiting car.

Forty-five minutes later the aroma of towering pines and newly blooming redbud trees informed Jac they’d reached the Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, nestled in the lush Hudson River Valley. She looked up from her reading just as the looming wrought-iron gates came into view.

As the car passed through the entrance, Jac undid and retied the ribbon that kept the wayward curls off her face. Twice. She’d been collecting ribbons since she was a child and had boxes of them: satin, grosgrain, velvet, moiré and jacquard—most found at antique stores in baskets of trimmings. There had been seven yards of this creamy satin on a water-stained spool stamped “Memorial Black.”

The chauffeur drove down the cemetery’s center road until he came to a fork, and then he took a right. Watching out the window for the familiar granite orb-and-cross rooftop ornament, Jac knotted and unknotted her long white scarf as the driver navigated narrow lane after lane of tombstones, mausoleums and monuments.

For the last 160 years, all of her mother’s family had been buried in this Victorian cemetery that sat high on a ridge overlooking the Pocantico River. Having so many relatives asleep in this overgrown memorial park made her feel strangely at home. Uncomfortable and uneasy, but at home in this land of the dead.

The driver pulled up to a grove of locust trees, parked, and came around to open Jac’s door. Her resolve fought her anxiety. She vacillated for only seconds and then got out.

Under the shade of the trees, Jac stood on the steps to the ornate Greek-style mausoleum and tried the key. She didn’t remember having trouble with the lock before, but there hadn’t been a river of rust flowing from the keyhole last year. Maybe the keyway had corroded. As she jiggled the blade and put pressure on the bow, she noticed how many joints between the stone blocks to the right of the door were filled with moss.

On the lintel were three bronze heads corroded by the elements. The faces—Life, Death and Immortality—peered down at her. She looked at each as she continued to jiggle the key in the lock.

The pitting that had attacked Death had, ironically, softened his expression, especially around his closed eyes. The finger he held up to his lips, silencing them forever, was rotting. So was his crown of poppies—the ancient Greek symbol for sleep.

Unlike his two elderly companions, Immortality was young, but the serpent winding around his head, tail in its mouth, was mottled with black and green deterioration. Inappropriate for an ancient icon of eternity. Only the symbol for the human soul, the butterfly in the middle of Immortality’s forehead, was still pristine.

Jac’s struggle with the key continued. She was almost giddy at the thought that she’d be denied entry. But the tumblers clicked solemnly, and the lock finally yielded. As she pushed it open, the door’s hinges moaned like an old man. Immediately, the chalky smell of stone and stale air mixed with decayed leaves and dried wood wafted out. The “scent of the forgotten,” Jac called it.

She stood on the threshold and peered inside.

The midmorning light that passed through the two stained-glass windows of purple irises saturated the interior space with a melancholy cobalt wash. It spilled over the stone angel who lay prostrate on the altar. Her face was hidden, but her grief was visible in the way her delicate marble fingers hung over the pedestal and how her wings drooped down, their tips brushing the floor.

Under each of the two windows, alabaster urns contained Jac’s offerings from last year: long-dead branches of apple blossoms now withered and dried out.

In the center of the small enclosure, on a granite bench, a woman sat waiting, watching Jac, smiling a familiar, sad smile. Blue light passed through the woman’s form and splashed on Jac’s legs.

I was worried you weren’t coming. The soft voice seemed to come from the air around the translucent specter, not from within it.

She’s not real, Jac reminded herself as she stepped inside, closing the door behind her. Her mother’s ghost was an aberration. A delusion of her imagination. A holdover from her illness. The last relic of those terrible times when the face Jac saw in the mirror wasn’t her own—but belonged to someone unrecognizable looking back. When she’d been so sure the crayon drawings she made weren’t imaginary landscapes but places she’d lived that she went searching for them. When she could hear the screams of the people she saw being buried alive . . . burned alive . . . even though no one else could.

Jac was fourteen the first time her dead mother spoke to her. Often in the hours after she’d died. Then daily, then less frequently. But after Jac left France and moved to America, she only heard her voice once a year. Here in the sepulcher on each anniversary of her mother’s internment. A mother who, in essence, had abandoned her daughter too early and with too much drama. Literally in essence—because Audrey had died in the perfume workshop, surrounded by the most beautiful smells in the world. It would remain for Jac, who found her, a gruesome and shocking sensory memory. The scents of roses and lilies, of lavender, musk and patchouli, of vanilla, violets and verbena, of sandalwood and sage, and the image of those dead eyes open, staring into nothingness. Of an always-animated face now stilled. Of one hand outstretched in her lap—as if, at the last moment, Audrey had remembered she was leaving something important and reached out for it.

Still hugging the fresh apple blossoms she’d brought with her, Jac crossed the vault and put down the flowers on the marble floor beside the antique urn. She had a job to do here. As she lifted out last year’s dead branches, they fell apart, making a mess. Kneeling, she used the edge of her hand to sweep the debris into a pile. She could have hired perpetual care for things like this yearly ritual of cleaning up, but it kept Jac occupied and tethered to something tangible and concrete during her annual visit.

She wasn’t an only child, but every year she was alone in the crypt. She always reminded her brother of the date, hoping—but never assuming—that Robbie would come. Expectations lead only to disappointments. Her mother had taught her that, cautioning the little girl not to fall prey to life’s tempting promises.

“Survivors,” she used to tell her, “face facts.” It was a tough lesson—and possibly a poisonous one—to inflict on a child who wasn’t yet old enough to consider from whence the advice came: a woman who wasn’t able to follow her own counsel. You come from a family of dreamers, but there’s a difference between real and pretend. Do you understand? This will help. I promise.

But there was a difference between Jac’s childhood dreams and everyone else’s. Hers were full of nasty noises and ugly visions. Threats that were impossible to escape. Robbie’s were fantastical. He’d believed that one day they would find the book of fragrances that their ancestor had brought back from Egypt, and use its formulas to create wonderful elixirs. Whenever he talked about it, she’d smile at him in the condescending way that older siblings have and say: “Maman told me that’s just make-believe.”

“No, Papa said it’s true,” Robbie would argue. He’d run off to their library to find the antique leather-bound history book that by now fell open to the right page. He’d point to the engraving of Pliny the Elder, the Roman author and philosopher. “He saw Cleopatra’s book of fragrance formulas. He writes about it right here.”

She hated to disillusion her brother, but it was important he understand that it was all just an exaggerated story. If she could convince him, then maybe she could believe it herself.

“There might have been an inventory of the perfumes Cleopatra’s factory had manufactured, but we don’t have it. And there’s no such thing as the Fragrance of Memory. There can’t be a perfume that makes you remember things. It’s all a fairy tale our ancestors made up so that the House of L’Etoile would seem more exotic. For over two hundred years, our family has created and manufactured perfumes and sold them from our store. Just perfumes, Robbie. Mixtures of oils and alcohol. Not dreams. Not fantasies. Those are all made up, Robbie. To entertain us.”

Her mother had taught her all about stories. The ones you made up on purpose. And the ones that came unbidden. “Even when they are frightening and hold you in their grip, you can control them,” Audrey would say with a knowing look in her eye. Jac understood. Her mother was giving Jac clues. Helping her deal with what made the two of them different from the others.

Despite her mother’s advice, make-believe had still nearly driven Jac insane. As bad as her visions had been when Audrey was alive, they intensified with her mother’s death. And there had been no way Jac could convince herself they weren’t real.

After months of doctors who prescribed treatments and drugs that not only didn’t help but sometimes made her feel even crazier, one finally saw inside her and understood her. He taught her to distill the terrors the way perfumers took flowers and extracted their essences. Then he worked with her to make sense of all those droplets of screaming, bleeding hallucinations. He showed her how to find the symbolism in her delusions and to use mythological and spiritual archetypes to interpret them. Symbols, he explained, don’t have to relate to a person’s actual life. More often, they are part of the collective unconscious. Archetypes are a universal language. They were the clues Jac needed to decipher her torment.

In one of Jac’s most horrific recurring delusions, she was trapped in a burning room high above an apocalyptic city. The fourth wall was all windows. Desperately, as the smoke threatened to overwhelm her, she tried to find a way to open the casements. If only she could get out, she knew she could use the great translucent wings strapped to her back to fly to safety.

Somewhere beyond the room, she could hear people—albeit impossible over the roar of the fire. She screamed for help. But no one came to her rescue. She was going to die.

With the doctor’s help, Jac examined her unconscious and was able to identify threads of the myth of Daedalus and Icarus. An important difference—that proved to be the clue to understanding the significance of the dream—was that in her nightmare she was alone. Both her father and her mother had forsaken her. Even if Icarus ignored his father’s advice, his father was there, offering it. But no one was warning Jac not to fly too close to the sun or to the sea. She was abandoned. Imprisoned. Doomed. Fated to burn to death.

Learning about archetypes and symbolic imagery was the first step in a long road that led her to writing Mythfinders and then to producing the cable television show. Instead of becoming a perfumer like her brother and her father and his father before him, Jac had become an explorer, tracing the origins of ancient myths. She brought myths to life so that she could bring them down to earth. Traveling from Athens to Rome to Alexandria, she sought out archaeological landmarks and historical records, searching for proof of the people and events that had grown into myths.

Jac wanted to help people understand that stories existed as metaphors, lessons and maps—but not as truths. Magic can be dangerous. Reality was empowering. There were no Minotaurs. No monsters. There were no unicorns or fairies or ghosts. There was a line between fact and fantasy. And as an adult, she never took her eyes off of it.

Except when she came here, each year, on the tenth of May, on the anniversary of her mother’s death.

The light shifted. Jac knew it was the clouds moving, but the impression it created was that the angel was breathing. How lovely it would be to believe a stone angel could come to life. That there were heroes who never disappointed. That her mother really did speak to her from the grave.

Ah, but I do, came the whispered response to Jac’s unspoken thought. You know I do. I know how dangerous you think it is for you to believe me—but talk to me, sweetheart, it will help.

Jac stood and began to unwrap the apple blossoms she’d brought. She never spoke to the specter. Her mother wasn’t actually here. The manifestation was caused by an abnormality in her brain. She’d seen the MRI on her father’s desk and read the doctor’s letter.

Jac was fourteen at the time—but she’d have to look up some of the words in the dictionary even now. The scan showed what they called a very slight reduction of volume in frontal white matter, the area where evidence of psychotic disease was sometimes found. Proof it wasn’t her overactive imagination that made her feel as if she was going crazy but an abnormality doctors could see.

Although, it wasn’t one they could treat with any certainty. The patient’s long-term prognosis was uncertain. The condition might never become more pronounced than it was already. Or she could develop more severe bipolar tendencies.

The doctor recommended immediate therapy along with a cycle of psychopharmaceuticals to see if it relieved Jac’s symptoms.

Jac tore off the cellophane packaging and crumpled it, the crackling loud but not loud enough to drown out her mother’s voice.

I know this is upsetting for you, sweetheart, and I am sorry.

Once the branches were nestled in the urn under the stained-glass window on the west wall, they began to scent the air. Jac usually preferred shadowy, woodsy scents. Sharp spices and musk. Moss and pepper with only a hint of rose. But this sweet-smelling flower was her mother’s favorite, and so she brought it year after year and let it remind her of all that she missed.

The sky darkened, and a sudden rainstorm beat against the glass. Crouching in front of the urn, Jac sat on her heels and listened to the drops hitting hard on the roof and pounding the windows. Usually she was impatient to get to the next appointment. To change the scenery. Not to linger. Anything to avoid the boredom that invited excess contemplation of the wrong kind. But here, in this crypt, once a year, Jac felt a kind of sick relief in giving in to her fear, grief and disillusionment. Here, in this abyss, in the sad blue light, she could just be still and care too much instead of not at all. She could allow herself the visions. Be frightened by them but not fight them. Just once a year. Just here.

When I was a little girl, I used to believe this light was a bridge that let me walk from the living to the dead and back again.

Jac could almost feel her mother stroking her hair as she spoke in that soft whisper she’d used when putting her to bed. Jac shut her eyes. The sound of the storm filled the silence until Audrey spoke again.

That’s what it is for us, isn’t it, sweetheart? A bridge?

Jac didn’t speak. Couldn’t. She listened for her mother’s next words but instead heard the rain and then the whine of hinges as the heavy wrought-iron and glass door opened. She turned as a gust of wet cold wind blew in. Jac saw the shadow of a man and for a moment wasn’t sure if that was real, either.


Three

NANJING, CHINA

TUESDAY, MAY 10, 9:05 P.M.

The young monk bowed his head for a moment, as if in prayer, and then lit a wooden match. His stillness and calm were almost beatific, a moment of profound inner peace. His expression hardly changed, even as he touched the lit match to his ceremonial dress, doused in kerosene. Flames, the same color as his saffron robe, engulfed him.

Xie Ping turned away from the website and looked into Cali Fong’s eyes, not surprised to see them bright with tears.

“It’s an outrage,” she whispered, her lower lip trembling. At just under five feet tall, twenty-three-year-old Cali could pass for a teenager. She seemed the most unlikely creator of her sophisticated, oversize paintings—sometimes twenty feet tall. And the passion with which she discussed human rights and artistic freedom likewise belied her tiny frame. Someone that outspoken wasn’t Xie’s smartest choice for a close friend, but he’d decided long ago that avoiding the relationship would be just as suspect as entering into it.

“You should get off the computer,” Xie said. “And don’t cry, please. Not in public.”

Although many students and teachers were discussing their feelings about the newest spate of unrest in Tibet, it could be especially dangerous for him to attract attention.

“But this is important, and—”

“Cali, I need to get back,” he said, trying to focus her. “I have a project due and am going to have to work half the night as it is. Why don’t you wipe your browser now so we can go?”

Every PC bought in China came with preinstalled Web-blocking software to ensure no one could visit the BBC, Twitter, YouTube, Wikipedia, and blogger sites. The government claimed that the effort was instituted to ban pornography, but everyone knew it was to stop the public from getting news about democracy, Tibet or members of the banned Falun Gong spiritual movement. Surfing politically subversive or pornographic websites was a crime, as was taking advantage of any of the ways around the internet policing.

Ways that Cali had become expert at. While she erased her history, Xie closed his eyes and traveled inside his mind to find a place of stillness and silently intoned a mantra that he’d learned when he was just six years old.

Om mani padme hum.

He did this slowly, four times, and the bustle of the internet café disappeared for the few seconds Xie allowed himself. He was more shaken up by the footage than he could afford to show Cali or—worse—anyone else who might be watching.

Cali touched his arm and brought him back to the present. “How much more tragic is this going to get before the international agencies step in?”

“They can’t step in. There are too many financial ramifications. They all owe us too much money. China holds everyone hostage.” Xie sounded rational. He felt anything but. The travesty playing itself out in his homeland was exacerbating daily. It was time to get involved. He had no choice. Not any longer. No more hiding. No matter how hard the path ahead would be. No matter how dangerous.

Through the window, he spied a group of police in blue drab headed their way. There were regular crackdowns and searches for subversives, and he didn’t want to get caught in one. “Let’s go,” he said, standing.

“Already in the last six days, a hundred and three monks have set themselves on fire.”

“I know, Cali. I know. Let’s go.”

“A hundred and three monks,” she repeated, not being able to process the number.

He grabbed her arm. “We have to go.”

As they walked out the door, the four policemen he’d seen from the window crossed the street and headed toward the café. Safely clear of the threat, Cali asked the question that Xie had been thinking but wouldn’t voice. “How is any of this going to help that poor little boy? Will anyone ever find him? Why crack down on Order Number Five now? Didn’t they know it would just stir up more trouble? And how could they be so obvious about how they handled it? How dangerous can one little boy be?”

“When it’s a little boy like Kim? Very dangerous.”

Order Number Five was a regulation that came into effect in 2007 and gave the government the right to regulate the reincarnation of living Buddhas by requiring everyone to register in order to be reincarnated.

Approving incarnations was not the endgame. Disallowing incarnations that interfered with China’s oppression of Tibet and Tibetan Buddhism was. The order required that “living Buddha permits” be registered with the state and at the same time banned any incarnations from taking place in certain delineated regions. Not surprisingly, the two most holy cities in Tibet, Xining and Lhasa, were on that list.

Xie remembered his grandfather telling him about hearing the news when the present Dalai Lama, the spiritual leader of Tibetan Buddhism and head of state, had been identified in 1937. The toddler had been only two years old when he was found by a search party looking for the reincarnation of the thirteenth Lama, Thubten Gyatso, who had been Dalai from 1879, when he was three, until he died in 1933.

Their first clue as to the whereabouts of the child came to light when the head of the embalmed lama’s body turned. The corpse that had faced south was suddenly facing northeast.

Next a senior lama saw a vision of buildings and letters in the reflection of a sacred lake. These hints led them to a specific monastery in the Amdo region where monks helped them find the child.

And then they administered the final test used to reveal the veracity of a possible reincarnate: a group of objects, some belonging to the dead lama, some not, were given to the boy.

“This is mine, it’s mine,” he said as he selected only the relics that had belonged to the dead lama, ignoring the others. First prayer beads, then the dead leader’s glasses.

Thirteen years later, in 1950, the Communist Party of China invaded Tibet and took control of the government. Nine years after that, the fourteenth Dalai Lama, still only twenty-four years old, fled his homeland to live in exile in India. Since then—more than fifty years later—the unresolved conflict had grown more violent. This latest incident had led to a spate of aggravated restlessness and brutality.

The action that had sparked this newest and tragic rebellion had occurred in Lhasa two weeks ago, when a three-year-old child went missing twenty-four hours after being identified as an incarnated lama.

Since then, there had been rioting in the streets of all of Tibet’s cities, and heavy-handed and merciless police tactics had pushed the situation into a full-scale crisis more violent than any since the horrific protests and killings during the 2008 Olympics.

“This is the same thing that happened before, isn’t it?” Cali asked.

“Yes, almost exactly.”

More than twenty years before, days after a six-year-old Tibetan child was identified as the new Panchen Lama, the boy, along with his entire family, had disappeared.

For hundreds of years, the Panchen Lama helped to identify the next Dalai Lama. The Chinese government still officially claimed that boy was alive and well and was working as an engineer in Beijing. Unofficially, most people assumed that he’d been killed. Only a few held out hope that, one day, he’d resurface.

The two friends were quiet as they walked the last few blocks back to the Nanjing Arts Institute, where both were graduate students and teaching assistants.

At the entrance to the building, Xie kissed Cali good-bye on the cheek. “I’ll see you tomorrow?”

She nodded.

He took her arm gently, speaking in a low and determined voice. “I know how upset you are, but please don’t talk to anyone about what you saw. It’s dangerous, and I want you to stay safe.”

“I wish you were just a little bit brave.”

There was so much he wanted to say. Of all the sacrifices required of him, none made him ache more than not being able to explain the truth to Cali.

“I need you to stay safe,” he repeated.


Four

SLEEPY HOLLOW CEMETERY, NEW YORK

9:30 A.M.

Jac was shocked to see her brother standing in the doorway. It was a long trip from the Rue des Saints-Pères in Paris to a limestone mausoleum in a cemetery thirty miles outside of New York City.

“You frightened me,” she said instead of telling him how happy she was he’d come.

“I’m sorry,” Robbie said as he stepped inside. He was smiling at her in spite of her greeting.

Water dripped off the extravagant bunch of apple blossom branches he cradled in his left arm and streamed off the burl-handled umbrella that had once belonged to their grandfather. Despite the rain, he was wearing his signature handmade leather shoes. Her brother was always meticulously dressed but wore his clothes with a lack of concern. Robbie was comfortable with himself in a way that Jac had always envied. Too often she felt as if she wasn’t living in her own skin.

Like Jac, Robbie had almond-shaped light green eyes, an oval face and wavy mahogany hair, but he wore his slicked back in a ponytail. In his left ear, an emerald stud sparkled, and raindrops glinted on the platinum rings he wore on nearly all of his fingers except his thumbs. When Robbie entered a room, something magical always happened. The light took notice. The air became redolent with new smells.

They never used to fight, but that had changed in the last few months, and she hadn’t forgotten the argument they’d had on the phone three days ago—their most serious to date. She watched her brother, whose presence had filled up the small space. From the smile still on his lips, she knew he wasn’t thinking about the fight any longer. He just looked quietly pleased to see her.

She waited for him to say more. But like their father, Robbie often preferred to communicate with gestures rather than words. It sometimes frustrated her as much as it had Audrey. Jac glanced over at the marble bench. The apparition was gone. Had Robbie chased Audrey away? She looked back at her brother.

Jac used to resent that of the two of them, she was merely handsome, while Robbie was beautiful. They had similar features, but his were too refined for a man, and hers, she felt, were slightly too coarse for a woman. Looking at him was like looking into a mysterious mirror and seeing another version of herself. Their androgyny, she thought, made them closer to each other than most brothers and sisters. That and their shared tragedy.

“I’m surprised you came,” she finally said. Instead of being glad that Robbie was here now, she was resenting all the times he’d left her to do this alone. “Aren’t you the one who always tells me that we shouldn’t commemorate the anniversary of anyone’s death? That you don’t even believe Maman is really dead?”

“Oh, Jac, of course I believe she’s dead. Of course I do. The mother we had is gone. But what I believe . . . what I know . . . is that her spirit isn’t gone and never will be.”

“It’s a charming sentiment,” she said, unable to keep the sarcasm out of her voice. “It must be comforting to have such a life-affirming belief system.”

For a few seconds, he searched her eyes, trying to communicate something that she couldn’t read. Then Robbie walked over to her, bent down, and gently kissed her on the forehead. “I thought I’d keep you company. It’s always a sad day, isn’t it?”

Jac closed her eyes. It was a relief to have her brother here. She took his hand and squeezed. It was hard to stay angry at Robbie for long.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

Robbie spoke to her in French, and Jac automatically responded in the same language. Both were bilingual—with an American mother and a French father—but she preferred English, and he, French. For better, but mostly for worse, she was her mother’s daughter, and he was his father’s son.

“Fine.”

She’d never told him about hearing their mother’s voice, though for most of her life she’d shared everything else with him. Despite being so different, they’d always been desperately connected, the way children of damaged parents can be.

Robbie tilted his head again, and Jac saw the doubt in his eyes. He didn’t believe her, but she knew he wasn’t going to press her. It wasn’t her brother’s style to push. He was the patient one. The calm one. The one who never argued.

Or at least he had been until recently.

Jac was fourteen and Robbie was eleven when Audrey died. The next year was the lost year, when her delusions had become even more serious and she’d been shuffled from doctor to doctor, first diagnosed as delusional by one, then as schizophrenic by another. Finally, she’d gone to a clinic in Switzerland that did help, and a year later, she emerged almost whole. After that, at fifteen, she’d come to live in America with her mother’s sister and her husband, while Robbie had stayed in Paris with their father. But every summer, brother and sister each traveled to Grasse in the south of France and spent twelve weeks together at their grandmother’s house, where their bonds were renewed.

Six months ago, their father had been declared incompetent—due to Alzheimer’s disease—and the two of them had inherited the family business. They’d had no idea it was so close to bankruptcy. Robbie had been working on his own line of niche perfumes. Jac wasn’t in France or part of the day-to-day business. Both were shocked at the state of the company’s finances. They were unable to agree about what path to take, and too often lately, their transatlantic phone calls ended bitterly and without resolution. The critical problems plaguing the House of L’Etoile had driven them apart in a way the ocean between them never had.

“They’re lovely.” Jac nodded toward the apple blossom branches Robbie still held.

He looked over at the urn she’d already filled with the same flowers. “Doesn’t look like there’s any room left for them, though.”

“That one is empty.” She pointed behind him to a second urn.

She watched Robbie take in the rest of the space. As far as she knew, he’d never been here before. He looked at the life-size stone angel, the stained-glass windows and the marble wall with its inscriptions of names and dates carved in neat rows. Scanning them, he reached up and ran his fingers across the crevices and edges of the letters engraved on the middle row, three from the top. Their mother’s name. The gesture tugged at Jac.

“When she was happy,” he said, “there was no one more loving. No one more lovely.” Then he turned back and smiled at his sister. The months of bickering by telephone melted in the face of his deep, soothing calm. Even before Robbie had become a student of Buddhism, he’d been contemplative and centered in a way she wasn’t. She wanted nothing more than for the two of them to stop arguing and stay like this: together, remembering.

“Did you come to sign the papers?” she asked. “There’s really no other solution. We need to make the sale.”

Don’t push him, baby.

The intrusion startled Jac, and she had to force herself not to turn toward the direction of her mother’s voice. She’d thought Audrey was gone.

It was almost as if he was echoing their mother. “Don’t, Jac. Not yet,” Robbie said as he unwrapped his flowers. “We have lots of time to talk. Can we just be us for a while?”

But we haven’t been us for a long time, she thought.

Like their father, when they were children, she and her brother dreamed of doing with fragrance what sculptors did with stone and painters did with pigment. To become poets of scent. Jac had given up the lofty goal when she saw how both her parents suffered for their artistic ambitions.

Their father had been consumed by the idea of creating one true, perfect scent that would capture the imagination. First his determination and then his frustration embittered him. They all suffered for it. Especially their mother. Audrey was a well-respected poet with demons so strong they left her too weak to fend off her husband’s darkness. To escape him, she went jumping from one destructive affair to another, finally throwing her life away over one.

Your father and I might have given up. You might have given up—but not Robbie. He’s never given up. He never will.

Jac felt the sting of the comment. Yes, her mother was right. Jac had abandoned the effort before she’d even started. And Robbie had persevered. He was determined to make up for their father’s failures, their mother’s suffering.

And the burden to save him from that folly was all hers.

An errant blossom was hanging off one of the branches he’d just placed, its white, pink-tinged petals a grayish lavender in the blue light. Jac picked it off, leaned forward, and inhaled its scent.

“How did a man who created complicated and sophisticated fragrances put up with a wife who favored such a sweet-smelling flower?” she asked. “There was an irony to that, wasn’t there?”

“So much about our parents was ironic.”

He hesitated. Took a breath. And then said, very softly—as if whispering would lessen the impact—“I saw Papa yesterday before I left for the airport.”

Jac didn’t respond.

Your father should have been a novelist. At least then, his imagination might have brought him some success. Instead his delusions drained the famous and venerable perfume House of L’Etoile almost to the point of extinction . . . Audrey laughed. The sound had a bitter cast to it that belied the beauty she’d been with her sparkling green eyes and shining gold-brown hair, with her heart-shaped lips and high, sharp cheekbones.

In these mausoleum conversations, as Jac had come to think of them, Audrey never called her husband by his name—never said Louis, or Louie, which was how the French pronounced it. It was always your father, as if that distanced him further. As if his being on the other side of the grave did not keep them far enough apart.

From Audrey, Jac had learned that when people hurt or disappoint you, erase as much of them from your memory as you can. Wipe them out. And she’d mastered the technique. She never wondered what had happened to Griffin North. Never imagined what he was doing. Or what he’d become.

Except aren’t you doing that right now? Audrey teased. Anyway, she added, he wasn’t good enough for you.

Jac and Griffin had met in college. He was two years ahead of her. When she went to graduate school, she was three hours away from the school where he was getting his PhD. Every other weekend, he drove to see her. But Jac wasn’t a good driver. The idea of being alone in a car terrified her. What if the shadows came back while she was behind the wheel? So on alternate weekends, she took the bus to visit him. And, hungry to spend every last second with him, she’d catch the latest bus home—Sunday at seven. She always forgot to eat before she left, and by the time she got back to her school, the cafeteria was closed.

One night, as she stepped onto the bus, Griffin thrust a brown paper bag into her hand. Once seated, she opened it. Inside was a sandwich wrapped in wax paper tied with a white ribbon she must have left at his place. On it he’d written, “I didn’t want you to be hungry because of me.”

Her mother was wrong. Griffin was good enough for her. The problem was he didn’t think he was. That’s why he’d left.

Jac had carried the ribbon in her wallet until it started to fray. Then she’d tucked it away in a jewelry box. She had it still.

Her mother’s suicide had started Jac’s education in loss. Griffin—a young man who shared her love of mythology, smelled of ancient woods and touched her as if she was something precious—had been her final lesson.

Robbie had just said something, but Jac had missed it.

“I’m sorry. What?”

“I don’t think the doctors are right about how little he can remember.”

“Of course, you don’t. You’re Count Tourjours Droit.” Jac laughed. She’d given him the nickname—Count Always Right—and it had caught on with her parents and grandparents. “How could the doctors know what you know?”

Now Robbie laughed. As a kid, he changed rules and regulations so that he was never wrong. It was either endearing or infuriating, depending on the situation. When he was eight and she was eleven, she’d held an elaborate ceremony in the garden courtyard that separated the house from the perfume shop. Knighting him with an umbrella, she’d given him his nickname.

“Did our father know who you were this time?”

“He clearly knows I’m someone who cares about him.” Each word was an effort laced with pain. “But I can’t be sure he knows I’m his son.”

Jac didn’t want to hear this. The image of their father that Robbie was painting was going to haunt her for days, seeping under the wall she put up, through the cracks.

“Despite everything he’s forgotten, he still can recite perfume formulas and remind me about the little secrets involved in mixing the different fragrances,” her brother continued. “He doesn’t remember how to read, but he knows exactly how many drops of rose absolute to mix with essence of vanilla. And when he talks about the formulas, he always says, ‘Mix up one bottle especially for Jac.’” Robbie’s smile was expansive. Her brother’s kindness was his best attribute. But as much as she admired his ability to find some good in everyone, it annoyed her when it came to their father. He’d been a selfish man who’d caused all of them unbearable pain.

“Can we talk about something else?” Jac asked.

“We need to talk about him.”

Jac shook her head. “Not now. Not here. It doesn’t seem respectful.”

“To our mother?” Robbie seemed perplexed.

“Yes. To our mother.”

“Jac, she’s not here listening to us.”

“Thanks for explaining that. Go ahead, then. Finish what you wanted to tell me about our father. He doesn’t know who you are but he remembers my name—”

“I need to talk to you about this.”

She took a deep breath. “Okay, I’m sorry. Tell me.”

“Sometimes, there’s a fierce look in his eyes, like he’s trying to get all his synapses firing at the same time. Using all his concentration to connect to a thought. And sometimes, for a moment, he does. But when he can’t, he’s overwhelmed by his failure. Jac, sometimes he cries.” Robbie whispered the last words.

Jac was quiet. She couldn’t imagine seeing her tough, demanding father weep. “I wish you didn’t have to see that. I wish it wasn’t so hard on you.”

“I’m not talking about how it is for me. It’s how it is for him that I want you to understand. Please come see him. Yours is the only name he still knows. Not mine. Not Claire’s. ‘Don’t forget to make up a bottle of Rouge for Jac,’ he’ll say as I leave.”

Robbie’s smile was one of the saddest she’d ever seen.

“Forgiveness is the greatest gift anyone can offer, please come see him.”

“When did those Buddhists teach you to preach, baby brother?” she said with a too-bright laugh that betrayed her when it caught in her throat. Jac wished she could make him happy. Wished everything he believed in was real and everything he hoped for could come true. That she could forgive their father. That there was an easy way out of their financial crisis. That there really was a book of ancient formulas for incenses and unguents used in the ancient Egyptian rituals and that it had been brought back from Egypt and hidden away somewhere on the family’s property in Paris.

But reality was safer. And above all else, she had to keep Robbie safe. He was the only family she had left.

Jac glanced over at the angel of grief. “She looks as if all the years of missing people have weighed down her wings and they’re too heavy to lift her up again.”

Robbie came over to her, put his arm around her shoulders, and pulled her close. “An angel can always fly.”

She inhaled the complicated cacophony of scents that clung to him. Cool air, rain, the apple blossoms, and more. “You smell,” she said, wrinkling her nose, “of such wonderful things.” She could at least give him this.

“They’re my samples. What I’ve been working on. What I’ve been telling you about on the phone. I set up meetings. Bergdorf. Bendel. Barneys. We have relationships there.”

“For our classic perfumes.”

“They’re interested in seeing what I have, Jac.”

“Even if they are, the House of L’Etoile doesn’t have the money to start up a new division.”

“I’ll find a backer.”

She shook her head.

“I will,” he insisted.

“There are a thousand niche perfumers not succeeding. Consumers aren’t buying any of the new creations twice. And every day there is another report about ingredients being banned for environmental reasons.”
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