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FIRST CHAPTER


THE CLOCK IS TICKING


I don't think I ever really paid attention to that well-known biological clock until I was jilted by my boyfriend at 31. And for good reason! I had been living with him for more than two years and I was convinced he was the man of my life and the father of my future children.


But when he told me at 11.38am that morning: "There’s no good moment to tell you this so I’ll just say it: I’m leaving you."


My first reaction was: "Is this a joke?"


My second was: "How can you do this to me?"


And my last was: "So you’ll never be the father of my children?"


And there it was! My biological clock had just started ticking ever so loudly!


In this day and age though, at thirty you’re still considered "young". I have plenty of girlfriends who were still childless at that age. However when you don’t have the guy anymore, being 31 is the beginning of the end, or rather, the start of the countdown.


Because not only are you back in the "singles" category, an enchanting world you had left with joy to finally settle down, but now you have to find the guy that won’t just see you as the next prey for a one-night-stand but rather as for keeps. Knowing that all the right guys are already taken and that if they’re not it’s either because:


1. They still want to take advantage of their youth, that is to say screw anything that moves.


2. They have a panic fear of commitment, which is almost equal to the first category.


3. They are so ugly, dumb or a mix of both, that no one wants them.


4. They are gay.


So we’re in deep shit, us girls! And then, at that very moment, you happen to read an article while waiting at the dentist’s that says you’ve by-passed your fertility peak by at least six years! That’s right, silly cow, the best age to make babies is from age 15 to 25! From 25 onwards, fertility lowers every year asymptotically (don’t ask me what it means, I gave up on maths a long time ago). And the risk of conceiving a child with Down’s syndrome increases every year exponentially (there again, can’t help with the maths). And at 40, unless there’s a miracle, you’re fit for the scrap-heap. Anyway who would have enough energy to have a child at 40?


At this stage, you’re in total panic. You always thought you would have children in your early thirties. But you have to face it: you don’t have the guy. And even if you had him, unless you run into a man who only dreams of one thing, having kids–that is to say something like 0,001% of the male population?–Well, you can forget about having children around 30…


That’s when you register reluctantly on a dating website (where you had sworn never to go again, since you had tested it and met a crazy snorer last time) and that you start talking to men who only visibly want to fuck with you (our categories 1 and 2 above) or the ugly or dumb or both (category 3 above).


A week later, you cancel your account, tired of hearing every time you log on a laconic: "Hey, you’re hot, wanna have a drink?" from a 50 year old man with a beer belly that goes up to his chin (a fifth category you hadn’t experienced until then).


That’s when you read yet another article at your dentist’s (unfortunately the filling needed more work) that says that thanks to a revolutionary technique your eggs can be extracted and stored in a sort of freezer, in case you don’t find the right guy straight away. The only drawback is that the operation costs three thousand euros. And another three hundred euros a year to preserve them.


Your friends–in a relationship–say: "Don’t worry, you have all the time in the world, you’re only thirty-one, you will find someone else."


Except years go by, men too and you still can’t find the one. You forgot about the opportunity to deep freeze your eggs because you were optimistic and you thought you were going to find someone… Ah, hope! It’s true, your girlfriends keep saying: "You’re neither ugly nor stupid, you make a good living, you will find him… Plus it costs a fortune and worst-case scenario, you will take one on AdoptAGuy or Tinder, you can get pregnant behind his back, and worst case scenario, you can always become a single mum…"


OK, but there’s AIDS and you don’t want to have unsafe sex with the first guy you meet. And most of all, you don’t want to have a baby without a father!


I remember a conversation I recently had with my best friend, Luana, who had found her Prince Charming after we came back from Mexico:


"Julia, you’re always looking for cute men, who cheat or leave you in the end. Don’t you want to lower your expectations and take a man who will be a little less good-looking but nice, respectful and serious?


"I went out with men like that."


"And what happened?"


"I was the one who left them."


Lowering my expectations… It was like giving me the choice between eating celery–a good guy but not really cute–and a slice of my favourite cake–a good and really handsome guy.


Frankly, who chooses celery? But at the same time, I had to admit my strategy up until then hadn’t worked and I was ready to do anything to find the man of my dreams and have children as soon as possible. Maybe I was condemned to eat celery my entire life while watching others stuff their faces with my favourite chocolate cake. The sort of diet which could only end up going off the rails.


I was now 33 and kept thinking about all this–literally obsessed with my biological clock–when I decided to go and visit my best friend for a week-end at Le Tréport in Normandy.




CHAPTER 2


ONE GLASS TOO MANY


I am not one of those girls who remain friends with their exes. To me a male friend is something fishy. There’s always–as far as I’m concerned–something sexually implied in any male-female relationship.


I had always been attracted to my best friend, John. But here’s the thing: he’s gay and he’s never been tempted to try it with a girl, so it was the only masculine friendship I had allowed myself.


John has been living for five years with Matthias and I do get along very well with both of them. So when they asked me to round for a week-end in their Normandy cottage, I was glad about the change of air.


I think I have never admitted to John that I had always been attracted to him. What would it have changed anyway? I wasn’t even fuckable for him. It had always intrigued me that he was never attracted to the opposite sex. As far as I’m concerned, I had had a moment of doubt at about 17, when I kissed the best friend of my then boyfriend in a sort of improvised threesome. I had thought kissing a girl was ok–it was a bit like kissing a man– but the rest was really too weird!


At least I was sure of something: I wasn’t a lesbian. As a result, I couldn’t understand why John didn’t even try, not even to know if he was bisexual.


The three of us were sitting on the sofa in their cottage at Le Tréport talking about my latest short-lived conquests in categories 1 and 2, laughing rather than crying about it, when all of a sudden John said:


"In the end, I kind of would have wanted to see what it’s like with a girl…"


Matthias opened his eyes wide and said to John:


"But you always said you were never interested in women."


I added:


"It’s true, why do you change your mind all of a sudden?


John stared at his feet and replied:


"I don’t know, I thought it would be a pity to die without having lived that experience. After all Matthias, you had a girlfriend yourself."


Matthias defended himself:


"Yes, but when we tried, it was a disaster. I couldn’t even fuck her. I knew I was gay and that I was lying to myself. Poor girl..."


John kept staring at his feet and said:


"I just said it like that."


Then he changed the subject, but it was too late. The damage was done. My best friend whom I’d always fancied and who’d sworn he would never experiment, admitting he was tempted all of a sudden? I didn’t need more for a crazy idea to flourish in my mind: why should we not have a child together, me and my gay best friend? Especially when we had sworn after a night when I had drunk far too much that if we had no kids ten years later, then we would have one together! And those ten years had gone by!


What an ideal combination! I have known him for twelve years. I am fairly certain he’s STD free. He’s gorgeous so the kid will be beautiful and when I get tired of hearing my child cry, I will give him to not one but two men who can care for him. The ticking of my biological clock would be gone… We could live all together in the same house and raise this child.


I knew Matthias didn’t want to have children, whereas John had always wanted kids but had given up the idea. But if I could make an old fantasy come true, then why not? I didn’t realize that if I carried out this crazy idea, I would have to give up on the man of my dreams that I was so desperate to find. But the biological clock kept ticking and I knew I wanted to be pregnant at any cost.


I tossed and turned all night in bed, searching for ways to ask my best friend and his partner if they wanted to form a "family" with me. But I had to probe Matthias to find out if he had changed his mind. I needed to be careful.


The morning after−as the night had not brought advice and diverted me from this project−I took advantage of the time John was having a shower to put the tricky question:


"Tell me Matthias, you are still against the idea of having children, both of you?"


"Er... no. I think John gave up on the idea. He knows I don’t want any and I think he’s ok with it now."


"Ah, it’s strange, I thought it was one of his great regrets."


"Not anymore. He understood that a child comes with a lot of responsibilities, that we couldn’t go away on weekends whenever we want like we do so often, that we could not sleep anymore..."


Shit, this conversation didn’t go at all in the direction I thought it would...


"What about you? Matthias asked. Last time I saw you, you kept talking about this new technique to freeze your eggs. Did you do it in the end?"


"No."


"You keep on waiting for the big love."


"Yes and at the same time I don’t think he will come anymore. It’s been two years now that the so-called man of my life left me, and honestly, I only throw myself at men who are panicked about commitment. Seriously this is the bad thing about this generation. Nobody wants to marry, let alone move in together or have children. I don’t know where you find men who want to start a family, but they don’t seem to be in Paris."


"I’m not worried about you You will find him."


"You are all so sweet to say this. OK but when? I was convinced that at 30, everything would be under control: a loving partner, two kids and a successful career. Seriously, it’s depressing."


"You’ll see, you will find him. As a matter of fact, John and I wanted to introduce you to someone. We’re going to have lunch with him tomorrow. He’s a friend of ours. I’m sure you’re going to love him! And to top it all, he loves children."


"Who’s that?!"


"Tsss. I have said too much already, it’s a surprise…"


After that conversation with Matthias, I had called my best friend Luana. Once we had returned from Mexico, she had settled down quickly and had her first child soon after.


"Hey Luana, how are you?"


"I’m fine and you? I have terrific news for you."


From her tone, what she was going to say was obvious.


"You are pregnant with your second child?"


"How did you guess?"


"I don’t know. Intuition. Congratulations!"


And there it was: the twinge. Like every time a friend told me she was pregnant. I was mad at myself to think this when I should have felt only bliss for them. But deep inside of me, I was envious and so jealous. They had succeeded where I had failed miserably. They had their loving partner and kids too. And I was still at the same point. I let go of my inner torment for a moment to ask:


"When are you due?"


"Well, I should have waited before telling you because it’s only been a month. But I was so impatient to break the news that my boyfriend told me: "Ok, but you only say it to your best friend."


"I promise I won’t say a word. And are you OK? Do you have any unpleasant symptoms?"


"I have terrible morning sickness. Nothing like my first pregnancy that went without a hitch. You’ll see when it’s your turn..."


How I hated this sentence... As if my best friend and all the others could predict that it would happen for me too. Given my situation, nothing was less sure.


"You know, I’m with a gay couple for the weekend so..."


"Oh, you’re with Matthias and John? Sorry, I don’t feel well."


She had hung up without saying goodbye… At least the only thing I could rejoice about while being single, was that I didn’t feel sick and that I could enjoy a weekend by the sea with friends.


We spent the rest of the day walking along the coast without talking about babies. I realized I had once more built some castles in the air, a little bit too hastily as always.


Now that I really thought about it, it would be complicated with the custody of the child, we would have to live the three of us together and most of all Matthias would have to change his mind on the subject. It was not going to happen.


That evening, my crazy imagination was already invaded by an altogether different matter: my curiosity for that bachelor friend had reached its peak. I had tried to know more but John and Matthias were determined to say no more.


"At least you could tell me what he looks like!"


"You’ll see!"


"But why haven’t I ever met him before?"


"Because it’s not been long since we started seeing him regularly."


"But why don’t you say anything? I won’t be able to wait until tomorrow. Do you have a picture? A clue, something?"


"No."


"But he lives in Normandy?"


"Julia, no more questions about our mystery man, it’s time for an apéritif! And that’s more important right now, isn’t it?"


The sun was setting. We went to the café just off the beach, where we go every time I spend a weekend in their cottage at Le Tréport. The kind with sea decorations everywhere, lighthouse pictures, marine knots, model ships, the lot!


We were practically the only customers apart from two old men at the bar and the café owner: Martin. The Paris Saint Germain vs. Caen soccer game was on at 8.30pm and the regulars would come a little later. Martin welcomed us with a big smile.


"Hello you Parisians, we haven’t seen you for quite a while!"


"Don’t shout too loudly, there’s a Paris Saint Germain vs. Caen game on tonight. We try to go unnoticed."


"Oh, but that’s impossible my dears. We can recognize Parisians from afar. I don’t know if it’s the way you walk, the style or the accent, but no one will take you for a Norman here."


"What about John? He was born here…"


"It doesn’t count. He’s been too long in Paris now. In any case, you’re going to lose."


On hostile ground, we didn’t dare contradict him. John said:


"It’s true that the Paris Saint Germain team isn’t in great shape at the moment.


It was manna to the ears of an old man at the bar who said:


"The calva is on me!"


Without those first shots and all the others that followed that night, the course of our lives wouldn’t have changed so dramatically.


The Normans, so happy to see we were losing, bought us drinks every time a goal was scored. Paris Saint Germain lost three nil and to thank us for having lost so miserably, they kept on offering us shots of calvados. I can’t remember how many we downed. After ten, I had stopped counting. The Normans at the bar were laughing and so were we! It was 10.30pm when the match ended and half an hour later, we were past it. We had eaten nothing apart from a few peanuts.


One of the old men at the bar offered to drive us back in his car given our state, but he had drunk far more than we had. It was only three hundred meters’ walk to the cottage anyway.


John and Matthias took my arms to help me walk. I was totally pissed. They were too, but they were carrying their alcohol better than I was.


I felt John’s body against mine. I had never been so close to him or to Matthias for that matter. But all my body concentrated on its right side, where John was holding me. I was taking advantage of the situation to feel his warmth and all of his movements. The cottage was finally in sight and I started feeling really bad. I paled.


"I don’t feel well. I think I’m going to throw up."


"Right now or can you wait till you get to the loo?"


"I can wait, but hurry up and open the door."


He rummaged in his pockets and took the key out. Luckily for me, there were two bathrooms in the cottage: one downstairs and one upstairs where the boys had their room. John opened and I rushed to the toilet while he switched on the light.


"Look after her, won’t you John?" Matthias said, sounding disgusted as I was retched. "I’m so drunk, I’ll go to bed right away if you don’t mind."


Matthias kissed John while I was retching. I heard him going up to their room.


"I’ll be as fast as I can, love." John replied.


"Given my state, I don’t even think I will hear you when you get back in our room".


I felt John’s hand gather my hair in a pony tail. I felt so ashamed that he should see me in that state, but I was so exhausted that I didn’t have the courage to tell him to leave and standing was out of the question.


The scene probably lasted ten minutes, I don’t know. All that time, John maintained my hair with one hand while soothingly stroking my back.


"I’m so sorry, I don’t drink that much usually."


"Are you kidding? Can’t you remember when we were out together?"


"Yes, but that was long ago. I don’t get drunk that much nowadays."


"Don’t worry, it’s OK. I’m here."


"Please John, could you bring me a glass of water?"


"I bring you that right away. Don’t move."


"It’s not as if I could…"


He came back with a glass of water. I drank it very slowly. I hadn’t sobered up at all. And in that case, it was better to hold my tongue… Last time I’d been in that state, we’d promised each other to have a child together ten years later.


"You must think I'm awful..."


"Don’t worry. Oddly you’re still pretty even when you’re drunk, you know?"


"Stop making fun of me!"


"It’s true, apart from that little rest of vomit at the corner of your mouth, you are so cute…"


I passed my hand on my mouth to remove the vomit but there was nothing there. Then with a lot of efforts I managed to stand up to remove the vomit but I couldn’t see anything. John was making fun of me.


"And you find that funny?"


"Sorry my dear. Come here."


He took me in his arms and kissed my cheek to apologize.


"When you say you find me pretty, do you really think so?"


"Of course, I do."


"You never told me that before."


"I never had the occasion."


"And this idea to do it with a girl, what’s the matter with you?"


"I don’t know. Maybe it’s a bit like you when you did it with a girl: to be sure, or simply not to die without knowing."


"And if you were to do it with a girl, would I be on your list?"


"Er, I hadn’t thought about it... I don’t think so. I’d rather do it with someone I don’t know, I think. I wouldn’t want it to ruin our friendship. Anyway it’s just a stupid idea.


"Ah."


"Are you disappointed?"


"A little. And children? Would you have kids with me?"


When drunk, there was no way I could censor my words.


"What do you mean, children?"


"A couple of days ago, I read an article at my dentist’s on these couples of gays and lesbians who share a house and children together."


"Are you a lesbian?"


"No! But you know, guys jerk off, they put the sperm in a syringe, and then the lesbians inject it while holding their legs up for an hour. They do that every time they ovulate until they get pregnant."


"Yes, I know this process."


"So what are we waiting for? Don’t you want to do that? You said it yourself, you find me pretty. I’ve always thought you were handsome. We could live together and have a baby, couldn’t we? And we had sworn that if we had no children after ten years, we would have them together, hadn’t we?"


Me and my big mouth! John said:


"Yes, I remember we said that… And you were pretty much in the same state as tonight. Julia, I think you’re not in your usual state. Won’t you have a little more water?"


I drank what was left and then, I didn’t have the time to reach the loo. I threw up the remnants of our evening on both of us.


"Julia, are you ok?!"


"I’m sorry. I didn’t want to vomit on you."


"It’s OK, I didn’t like that T-shirt anyway," he said while he took it off.


"Now it’s your turn."


"I don't think I'll be able to take my clothes off on my own."


"OK, let me help you."


He took away my dripping t-shirt. I was in my bra in front of him and still drunk as hell.


"Well, now that you’re half naked, I think it would be better to take a shower. Don’t go worry that anything will happen. I’m just going to help you take your shower because I know you can’t stand up. And I will need one too otherwise Matthias will throw me out of bed with this horrendous smell."


He helped me undress slowly and carried me in the shower. Then he got rid of his own clothes while holding me up in his arms to keep me from falling. Even in my comatose state, I couldn’t get my eyes off of him. His naked and chiseled body...


But when his eyes met mine, I pretended I didn’t see anything. It was really a pity that he didn’t like women! I was at the same time excited, still high from the alcohol and profoundly sad that life was so unfair.


He started to put soap on my neck and then my breast almost medically. He scrubbed my belly and my legs. He did the same for his torso while holding me in his arms. That’s when I couldn’t believe my eyes: he had a hard-on. He saw I had noticed and turned the water cold. I let a cry out out of surprise.


"It will sober you up," he justified.


I wasn’t the only one to need it! After he showered us with cold water, he helped me out and took a clean towel from the cupboard while holding me on his right side. He wrapped it around me and rubbed my skin, then sat me down on the stool while he rubbed himself dry. Then he put his towel around his waist and asked me:


"Do you want to brush your teeth or shall I put you in your bed right away?"


"I’d like to brush my teeth."


"Can you stand over the basin?"


"Yes."


While I was brushing my teeth, I saw him one last time naked in the mirror because his towel had fallen down. No hard-on. Could I have dreamt it?




CHAPTER 3


EMMANUEL


The following morning, I woke up with the greatest hangover ever. My watch said 10.09am. I was naked under the sheets and I couldn’t remember how I had ended up in my bed. I was emerging slowly, when little by little, some inglorious snippets of the night before came back to my mind, to the point I didn’t dare get out of my room. What would John think of me? I had better shut up.


In the daylight, my great plan to have a baby with my best friend seemed completely absurd. I would have become a single mum in need of love and it wouldn’t have been easy to explain to the kid that he had two fathers. Even less why...


Well, I dragged myself out of bed and put on my pyjamas. Matthias and John were sitting and eating breakfast. Matthias saw me first.


"Did you sleep well?"


With my husky morning voice, I answered:


"Like a baby. Do you have any aspirin?"


"I’ll go and get you some," John said standing.


Matthias smiled and said:


"John told me you threw up."


Oh no, I thought, let’s hope he didn’t say anything more… I stammered:


"Let’s say I wasn’t at my best last night."


"Your clothes are in the washing-machine. I'll put them in the dryer right after so you can take them back to Paris."


I thanked him.


"I felt sorry for your neighbour on the train this afternoon… Are you hungry?"


"I’m starving."


I had started to eat when John came back with some aspirin. His mobile vibrated. He went to take it and talked to whoever was at the other end.


"It’s Emmanuel. He’s coming at 1pm. He’s asking what to bring."


Matthias said sarcastically:


"A dessert? I think we'll avoid wine for lunch, won’t you Julia?"


I glared at him before laughing.


"So that’s his name? Emmanuel?"


"Don’t look at me that way, I have no right to say anything."


John hung up. So I cried out:


"So, are you finally going to brief me or am I entitled to absolutely nada before he arrives? And besides, why all the secrecy?"


"Because every time we want to introduce you to a guy, you ask us everything about him, and when we show you a picture you say: "Nope, not my type." said John.


"Of course, why waste time meeting someone whom I don’t like?"


John put his hand on Matthias’ shoulder.


"Yes, but we are certain this time to have found a rare gem, aren’t we Matthias?"


"Yes, this one, we’re pretty sure you’re gonna fall head over heels in love with him. He’s totally your type."


"Hush! Don’t say that, you’re giving too much away. We said we would observe complete silence."


"He’ll be there in less than two hours and she can’t get away. So we might as well spill the beans…"


They exchanged a knowing look.


"Then what are you waiting for?"


For once they had hit the mark. Emmanuel was totally my type: a tall brown-haired man with hazel eyes and shoulder-length curly hair.


HOT!


There he was, dressed in white trousers and a pea jacket. If I had been told he was a model for Jean-Paul Gaultier, I couldn't have been more struck by his beauty.


Apparently, on a previous visit to the cottage, Emmanuel had stopped in front of the photo on the fridge where John and I were smiling. He had asked who I was.


Emmanuel had removed his coat. Oh my! He was wearing a close-fitting white sweater and I could see his abs underneath. He sported a small three-day-old beard and when he smiled I think everything started to melt inside me. He stepped forward while I was still in shock.


I didn’t expect at all such a physical blast when his cheek brushed against mine as he kissed me the French way to say hello. I think my face became red, while my body started yelling with all its might that it wanted more. When his eyes met mine, I started to shiver.


"Hi, I’m Emmanuel. I have heard so much about you, Julia."


I remained silent for what seemed an eternity. Given my head after our heavy drinking of the night before, I was wondering how he could find anything attractive in me. I had tried to improve things with make up, but I still didn’t look my best. John gave me a nudge:


"Are you OK? Have you lost your tongue?"


I started to talk mechanically:


"What? Er… No. What do you mean? What did they tell you?"


"That you were fantastic."


Is it a joke? It’s not possible, I said:


"What else?"


"That you were very pretty… And that I was your style of man."


What were these uncontrollable shivers that were invading me?


"No, but seriously what is this conspiracy?"


"There isn't one… And they didn't lie."


His mouth came closer to my ear and whispered:


"You're much prettier in the flesh."


I think my red tomato colour started going scarlet. The sensation of his breathing against my ear left me with only one desire: to kiss him immediately. I saw Matthias pop his head round the kitchen door.


"Time to eat everybody, you will not let my soufflé go down, will you?"


Emmanuel took my hand.


"Let’s go."


I was shivering beyond my control. In my stomach butterflies started flapping at the touch of his hand. I didn’t dare look at him. I searched for John’s eyes who smiled at me triumphantly as if to say: "You see, I think I've finally found you the one!"


Emmanuel sat down in front of me. I didn’t remember being so instantly charmed by someone, nor saying so many useless sentences given how troubled I was. I wanted to shut up, but Emmanuel didn’t make it easier with all his questions. I was trying to bring the conversation round to other topics but he always brought it back to me.


I could only gather that John and he had now been colleagues for three months, that Emmanuel had just finished his trial period, that he was a graphic designer and that John and Emmanuel had known each other since childhood. John had been in the same class as Paul, Emmanuel’s brother. When Emmanuel came for dinner one night at John and Matthias’ cottage and when Emmanuel saw my picture on the fridge, he fell head over heels for me and begged John to invite me so we could meet.


John had shown him all of the pictures he had of me in his possession–I feared the worst–and he had told him that I was ready to do anything to find a man willing to start a family. How awful!


Emmanuel had been in a relationship that had recently broken down, and although he was two years younger than me, he had always wanted to have children.


His family often made fun of him because he still wasn’t a father at 31. All his relatives were married and had already two or three children. So Emmanuel was desperately looking for the one… He found Parisian girls quite superficial and often they didn’t want to commit themselves. Exactly what I thought of Parisian men!
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