Elio Barati pushes open the bedroom shutters to an awakening Florence. The
irises are everywhere now, on his dresser, in the windowsills, in the markets, in the
fields, in his mother’s garden. Soon the contests will start and his flowers will be
among the contenders. In his sixty-plus years he’s placed in the International Iris
Competition three times— with the Ballerina bulbs unfurling throughout the room.

Its colors match the brushstroke of gauzy rose light spreading across the sky
outside. Down below the Arno moves along its sludgy course as its bridges show
signs of life; solitary figures walk or ride across to the click of a stiletto or the purr
of a motorino.

Sofia stirs, the Chanel No. 5 leaping from the nape of her neck, from her
pillowcase. The scent of the marina in Villefranche where he proposed, knee bent.
The setting sun shimmered on the water, the pink and yellow stone houses glowed
in the dusk.



“Elio, don’t forget Romina comes home today,” she murmurs.
“As if I would forget. We probably won’t see her for another week.”

He opens his closet door. Pressed jackets, shirts and trousers line up on cedar
hangars over seven pairs of polished shoes, stuffed with shoetrees. He chooses the
tan loafers, handmade just for him at Stefano Bremer. It takes four months to make
the shoes. It takes Taddei, another friend, over four months to craft by hand the
leather box that holds Elio’s cuff links, each pair connected to a meaningful event
in his life. He runs his hand over the gleaming surface. There is no mistaking the
artisan’s signature. He picks out a rose and lilac tie and a lavender-gray shirt,
drapes the tie across the shirt to check the match.

Sofia is sitting up when he comes out. “She called from the airport. Told me
she adored New York.”

Across the white matelasse bedspread, he lays out a pair of anthracite gray
trousers, the shirt and tie, a tan belt, a folded handkerchief that smells of lavender.

“Says she can’t wait to go back.”

“And how will she go back? Who will pay for it? Not me! She has to finish her
portfolio! When you’re applying to the Accademia di Belle Arti you should not be
running off to work in some crazy gallery in New York!”

“She did some amazing watercolors before she left. Did you see the one of
Porta San Frediano?”

“No! And I don’t care. A real artist doesn’t paint in watercolors! A real artist
paints in oil.”

“Her watercolors are brilliant, Elio. You can’t deny that.”

“Can you imagine Bellini painting in watercolor? Botticelli? Fra Angelico?
Italians don’t paint in watercolor. This is art for the English.”

“I wouldn’t mind a Turner over our mantle.”

He stares at the empty wall that begs for a painting neither of them will agree
on. Lovely Sofia stretches, gets out of bed. Her midnight blue silk nightgown



slides around her slim but curvy figure. She plants a kiss on his cheek. “Our
Romina’s very international. She takes her inspiration from—"

“From crazy places! Here, I teach my daughter to enjoy the refinement and the
traditions of our province. Forte dei Marmi, Castiglioncello, Volterra!”

“Places she’s visited a thousand times and is bored with.”

He ponders the unlikely possibility. “I would like to be so bored. Your
daughter is as crazy as that gallery owner from Budapest who thinks a stroke of
blue across a white canvas is art.” He mimics painting a slash of color in the air. “I
haven’t a clue what she likes or wants!”

“True.”

He shrugs, steps into his travertine-tiled bathroom to shave the old fashioned
way, with a brush and razor.

“She said she learned a lot from working in that gallery,” Sofia shouts from the
bedroom.

“We don’t have art galleries in Florence, I presume.” He swirls the cream-
filled brush furiously on his cheeks. “We taught the world about art. Better she
focuses on her studies and comes to help in the perfumery from time to time.”

“She has her own life now, Elio.”

“Thanks to you. You’re the one who told her it was all right to have her own
apartment in an unsafe part of town.” It’s not really unsafe, but declaring it so
helps his argument. He strokes the razor carefully along his cheek. “Now you see
what’s happened? We never see her. At least [ rarely see her. She calls you from
time to time. I’'m not offended. You’re her mother. But still, we used to go to jazz
clubs, and we’d have a talk at Micheletto’s. Of course we never agree on
anything... Ouch!”

He’s nicked himself.

Sofia stands in the doorway, rests her head against the wall. Her celadon eyes
touch him like a balm.



“You know that’s not true. She helps out enough at the shop. She has your
sense of smell. When you and your daughter sell perfume, it’s like a symphony.”

“Yes, I play the strings. She plays the brass.”

“But you play together beautifully. Conflict is good. Even da Vinci said, When
two people agree, one is unnecessary.”

“You talk like a scientist.” Another nick. “Maledetto!” He throws down the
blade, splashes on Yardley English Lavender aftershave. Mistake. “Ay!”

Sofia goes into her enormous bathroom to shower. She didn’t choose
travertine. She wanted something fresh and Asian inspired: rose and gray granite.
Squared off fixtures.

Elio checks himself in the mirror, straightens his tie. He steps out onto the
terrace where Sofia’s telescope still points up at the sky. If they’d never met, on
that train to Genova, she would still be an astronomer now, or a famous
astrophysicist, like her father. He caps the lens, goes back inside and locks the
window shut.

Sofia likes her espresso dense and short, the way Elio makes it. So he’s careful
to press the grains in the macchinetta to lie smooth and loose. He waits for the
sound of the espresso rising, and salvages it just in time, so there isn’t a chance it
will burn. He pours, tastes. Good.

As he quietly places the espresso on her nightstand, he smells the first spritz of
her daytime perfume, Chanel Cristalle. He spins around and tiptoes towards the
door.

“Elio!”
Too late.
“Don’t forget Romina’s birthday presents.”

He sighs, walks to the antique dresser, picks up his gift for his daughter, along
with Sofia’s, a fat envelope with money inside. Sofia says it’s hard to know what a
young woman wants these days. Better to give her money and let her choose what



she wants. She’s been saving money to make yet another trip to the Angkor Wat
temple in Cambodia

He shakes his head, grabs his suede jacket, runs out the front door, and takes
hold of his bicycle. He can still jump on the seat as it’s moving, and he can still
take his hands off the handlebars as he rides down Via della Ninna.

He pedals across the Piazza della Signoria. Outside Rivoire, waiters roll out
awnings and take chairs down from tables. He passes school children lining up in
front of the Loggia dei Lanzi. He turns down Via de Tornabuoni, where stylish
patrons stand at bars to drink caffé and eat cornetti wrapped in paper napkins. A
soot-covered vehicle with rotating brushes scrubs the pavement. He takes a detour
along Via dei Calzaiuoli to ride fast around the Duomo, something he’s loved
doing since a child.

An American tourist stands in front of it but doesn’t see its magnificence,
doesn’t know its history. If he did, he wouldn’t be pushing buttons on his stupid
handheld GPS. Elio screeches to a halt.

“Where do you want to go?” he asks.

The tourist’s brow furrows. He can barely keep his eyes on Elio, so attracted he
is to the backlit screen. “Um. Santa Croce.”

“Then you don’t need that. It’s very close and very easy. Turn here to the right
and go straight. It’s impossible to get lost in Florence. The Duomo is in the center.
Wherever you walk you will always go there. Arrivederci!”

He pedals away, turns down a street into the commercial sector. Merchants
zigzag across narrow streets and pedestrian piazzas, from shop to café and back
again. They leave their doors open so they can watch their shops while they talk
about politics, soccer or the porcini they had with dinner. It’s only eight o’clock
and the first customers arrive at ten.

At Via della Vigna Nuova, Elio rings his bell, waves to Marina pounding a
comforter inside her linen shop and admires willowy Lucilla as she wiggles out
the front door of her flower shop, dragging a giant ficus tree

Minutes later he lifts the creaking gates in front of the oldest perfumery shop in



Florence. Dust shimmers on his shoes and on the eight-point mosaic star at his
feet. When he looks up, Marina’s dark Moorish eyes lock on his. She blows him a
kiss.

He quickly takes out his broom. The mosaic star must shine and invite. The
star of tiny silver, graphite and terra tiles says, This is more than a commercial
shop. This is a museum of perfumery, a celebration of Florentine artisanship. He
sweeps boldly so dust leaps out of every crevice. A shimmer of powder covers his
freshly polished shoes. He brushes it away with a swipe of his linen handkerchief.

Inside he dusts the Carrara marble counter. He stands crystal atomizers with
trailing quilted pumps on mirrored trays, so they catch the light above. Sofia loves
those sparkly, recessed lights because they look like tiny stars. Eh! He misses his
Belle Epoque chandelier with its honeyed amber light and naked angels swirling
around.

She’s right, though. A linear, more contemporary line gives the shop freshness,
makes it easier to find things. He stands back, approves of the orderliness of it all.
Fragrances line one side of the bright, rectangular room; cosmetics, the other. The
perfume wall is, of course, his masterpiece. Each shelf displays an even row of
cellophane-wrapped boxes, an atomizer of each scent and a beaker of scent strips.
He’s arranged the perfumes by fragrance family, not by brand. Branding is too
commercial, he’d told Sofia. It belies the very nature of the perfumer’s art. She
agreed, even though he could tell she was not convinced.

He ignores the back of the store where Sofia’s accessories boutique butts up
against his perfumer’s corner. She hangs the studded leather and jeweled belts on
pewter hooks. She drapes scarves in silky folds over the glass counter. Leather
agendas, wallets and key cases in the newest colors —teal, lavender, cinnamon—
rest enshrined inside the glass alongside mother-of-pearl and tortoise shell evening
bags. It doesn’t sell, he will argue. And it takes away from our true mission. And
what is that? she will ask. To educate the world about fragrance. To make the
purchaser more aware of the perfumer’s art: its nuance, its connection to our hearts
and our minds. She will look at him with those brilliant and beautiful eyes of hers
and declare their mission is otherwise. It’s to sell things, she will say, so you can
afford to continue to teach pretty women about perfumes. And she will smile and
he will do as he does now. He will move a planter of pink irises from the counter



to the shop window.

He raps on the glass to wave to Gabriele, the baker, as he pulls unsalted breads
from ovens and slides them on racks to cool. Gabriele wipes flour-coated hands on
his apron and waves back. Next door to Gabriele, Valentina, who reminds Elio of
Audrey Hepburn, arranges English lavender soaps in the window of her new
aromatherapy shop..

Elio turns on his favorite aria from Turandot, stands a glass vase filled with
lilies beside his father’s photograph, then finally a ceramic one with sunflowers by
his mother’s.

The aria reaches its crescendo, just at the point where the master stopped
composing the opera. Puccini died before he could finish it, and when Toscanini
conducted it for the first time at La Scala, he paused at just that point. This is
where Elio stops too.

He closes the door behind him and goes across the street to Micheletto’s bar.

Michele has Elio’s caffe latte and cornetto ready. He would be a perfect son-
in-law, so precise, so orderly. Elio studies his caffe. He folds his paper napkin into
a sharp and perfect triangle and shaves away the milk foam that rises up ever so
slightly over the side of his cup.

“Ecco! Now is perfect! Now I can drink!”

Handsome Michele pats Elio’s hand, rolls his shirtsleeves over his sturdy
forearms and continues to polish the counter. The lavender blue shirt suits him,
compliments his eyes, his father’s eyes. Elio misses old Luca to this day.

“Elio!”

He turns to see Enrico, owner of a new electronics store up the street, clink a
spoon against his empty spremuta glass to let Michele know he is ready for
another. The young man is far too gracious to tell him how rude he is.

“Have you given any thought to my proposal, Elio?” Enrico twists his emerald
cufflinks so they lie straight against his snow-white cuffs.



“I don’t need to give it any thought.”

“Retirement is not so bad. Marcello’s enjoying his.”
“And I’'m not ready for mine.”

“Suit yourself.”

Enrico downs his drink. Like a barbarian. The man has no sense of what his
city fights so hard to preserve. Since he bought out Marco and Dajana, converting
their art gallery into his new shop, he’s become very rich and more irritating,
especially when revving up the motor of the Lamborghini he doesn’t know how to
drive.

Enrico pulls out a silver card case and hands a card to Elio.

“When you come to your senses, let’s talk. I invite you to join me for a drink at
the Four Seasons.”

“Out of my price range.”
“It won’t be if you sell.”

“And what will you make of my jewel? A cell phone store? Another jeans

franchise? Per la Madonna! Go to the devil!”
One of the regulars at the other end of the bar gives Elio a thumbs-up. Enrico
stands, checks his reflection in the mirror and struts out.

Elio watches him go, then his eyes rest longingly on his shop window. A smile
grows. His perfumery still dazzles, like an aging diva with its dark wood, white
marble and twinkling overhead lights. His antique atomizers, some bartered for in
foreign cities, others salvaged from flea market trash bins, sit on glass shelves that
shimmer like a sheet of ice in the morning light.

Just then, Sofia rides up on her blue vespa, looking every bit the chic woman
of Florence in her belted white jacket and snakeskin stilettos. He finishes the last
few bites of his cornetto and reaches into his pocket. Michele gives him his
habitual alarmed look. There’s no point in offering to pay. The young man has
never taken a single Euro from Elio. He rushes out as Sofia slips inside their shop,



just missing getting hit by a motorino as he dashes across. “Piano! Deficiente!” he
yells at the rider.

Standing inside the front window, Sofia ignores the outburst. She
systematically opens blush and powder compacts so the new spring colors reflect
in their small mirrors. She sets them on plexiglass stands, swivels up lipstick
tubes, stands them alongside the blushes, matches nail enamels.

She also pays attention to the sun products: tubes and bottles filled with
sunblocks and sun oils, the gamut from safe tanning to fast tanning. The gorgeous
blonde model lolling on a beach in San Tropez, wearing nothing but an
aquamarine belly ring, is sure to draw attention —as she should. Sofia’s
particularly fond of this fashion shot.

Elio’s more focused on the fragrance part of his business. This season will be
all about transparent florals. And there are the sassy new scents with a definite
edginess. He rehearses the descriptions in his mind, edits as he goes along. Yes,
the perfume companies send him a script, but he’s an accomplished actor, not an
amateur. He can improvise.

The door chimes. A tall German girl with purple hair and a nose ring steps
boldly to the counter.

“Guten Morgen. Wie geht es Ihnen?” says Elio

“Griifs dich!” she replies with a grin. “Geht mir gut. Your German is
wonderful.”

He blushes, as much for her informal reply as for the compliment. She unfolds
a clipping from Italian Vogue.

“Do you have this? It’s the fragrance Sofia Coppola wore for her wedding”

“Hmmm.” He stares at the distinctive bottle—then at the wedding photograph
of the young filmmaker whose work he very much admires.

“At the Palazzo Margherita in Basilicata.”

“Yes, I know. I read Closer,” he says quickly.



He sprays a scent strip. Any real perfumer knows that one must try a perfume
first on paper, then on skin.

“You see,” he says as he hands her the scent strip, “when you first smell this,
you detect bergamot.” He pauses, pinches his fingers together. “Bergamot is fresh.
Then, in just five minutes, you will pick up the flowers, young and pretty flowers
like you; violet, narcissus, peony and a touch of aldehyde, more modern, no? And
later, when you are with your boyfriend tonight it will become more sensual, with
a hint of spicy musk.”

Sofia frowns, but he shrugs it off. If he talks about perfume he talks about life,
and life includes sex.

The door chimes again. Two British tourists enter. They blink in the dimness,
frazzled from a morning flight and the tangle of traffic from Pisa airport. The man
is dressed badly but the woman is not. She’s in a swirling cotton skirt with a snug
quilted jacket, the type of outfit his mother wore back in the Fifties. He notices
these things. He watches as Romina’s styles change with every year. But whatever
she wears, she will always be his stellina, his little star, even with the double
piercings in her ears and the long black hair that’s always in her eyes.

“What is that lovely smell?”

The Englishwoman roots through his window display. She fawns over the
irises in the window and leaves fingerprints on his bottles. She begins to annoy
him with her oohs and aahs. He eyes Sofia and gestures that she should rub the
smudged prints from the bottles, but she shakes her head, instead walking away to
wrap up the transaction with the German girl.

He turns back in time to see the Englishwoman hold his most cherished
atomizer up to the light.

“I just love this one, Peter. We can bring it to Allison as a souvenir.”

Peter nods but opens the door and walks out to smoke a cigarette. Elio steps
forward.

“That’s not for sale, madam. It’s a replica of an atomizer that once belonged to
the czarina of Russia.”



“Really? It’s just so lovely. I understand your wanting to keep it.”

She puts it down, turns and stares at a semicircle-shaped mahogany desk with
rows of tiny perfume vials all around.

“That’s a perfumer’s organ, isn’t it?”

“Oh yes.” His eyes suddenly feel heavy. He jerks his hand to a chair and forces
a smile. “If you’d like to sit down, I can mix some perfume oils so you have a bath
oil made just for you.”

The woman, now introducing herself as Sharon, is delighted. She likes essence
of tea rose, lavender, hibiscus, but all the while she speaks, she keeps turning her
head toward the purple irises in the window.

“Do you know that the iris is the symbol of Florence?” he asks. “It’s what you
smelled when you came in.”

He opens a vial of iris absolute oil. Door chimes sound, but he leans forward so
Sharon can inhale fully. Still, he catches a faint whiff of a scent he loves. It
mingles with the powdery green and carrot scent of iris.

“Iris grows wild in Tuscany. The oil is from the orris root. Every Tuscan
knows it. Our mothers would give us the orris root to chew on when our teeth
hurt.”

Sharon sniffs the vial again, nods.

From behind him someone says, “There are actually two species of irises used
in perfumery, the iris pallida native to the Dalmatian coast and the iris fiorentina
from Florence.”

Romina laughs at her father’s startled face.
“Stellina. 1 didn’t expect you so early.” Tears well up.

“Jet lag.” Romina extends her hand to Sharon, who shakes it graciously.
“Don’t get up, Papa.” She slides in next to Sharon.

“My father’s an expert on the Florentine iris, which he believes to be the



superior of the two.”
Sharon dabs some of the iris oil on her wrist, brings her wrist to her nose.

“It’s lovely, subtle, but surprising.” She looks around. “There’s something so
Florence about this shop. More so than anywhere else we’ve been. Even that
gorgeous star at the entrance makes me think of things made by hand.”

“Ah!” Elio stands up.
Romina rolls her eyes.

“Do you know that during the Renaissance that star was a symbol for artisans
who made perfumery and glass?”

Before Sharon can shake her head, he tells her this was his father’s shop, has
been in the family for centuries. How as a boy, he had a talent for identifying
scents. Like Romina, he could name a woman’s perfume as she came through the
door; he could identify the notes inside after-shaves and eau de parfums, and he
would play smelling games with his mother. She would blindfold him, pass tiny
open vials under his nose and ask him to identify the notes. He would astonish her,
and himself, with his accuracy. So he made himself a promise that when he turned
seventeen he would go to Grasse to study perfumery. Once there he worked every
day at a perfumer’s organ, like this one, studying scents so he could one day create
a great perfume.

“And did you eventually?” asks Sharon.
“Eventually what?”
“Create a perfume, like you wanted.”

Elio shrugs. “No. My father died and I had to take over the shop and then she
was born...”

“I’m not what stopped you, Papa.”
“I know. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that, stellina.”

“What my father means is that life got in the way,” says Romina. ““ But he’s



also obsessed with Florence. He would never leave here. I, on the other hand, I
prefer the Dalmatian iris.”

Elio feels his face grow hot so he reaches for another vial. “I would mix this
with the iris fiorentina. Cypress is also a scent of Florence. Let’s look for another
floral too.”

If he keeps busy, he can ignore the feelings stirring up. And he doesn’t want to
look at today’s sales figures. They’re down twenty percent from last year.

Sharon studies the row of vials. “Do you have gardenia, by any chance?”

He starts, then nods. He fumbles as he opens the drawer, taking out a purple
glass vial. He holds it a beat too long before offering to unstop it. Sharon seems to
notice his hesitation because she explains herself. “I know it’s an old scent. No
one uses it anymore. But my mother wore it. I would hate it when I was young
because it meant we were all going out to some grown-up’s house and I’d have to
sit at a table, bored, for hours. But it always reminds me of her.”

He catches the regret in her voice, the sense of loss unresolved.

“My mother wore it too,” he begins.



