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“You never know how strong you are

 until being strong is your only choice.”

 

Bob Marley (1945-1981), 

Jamaican Musician and Composer

 





Chapter 1

Harassment and Disintegration

 

 

 

The day my life changed, I arrived at the usual time. When I entered the office, Patricia was filling her nails with a look of boredom at the reception. She always filed her nails. Her nails were perfect, neither short nor long, neither square nor round, perfect.

On more than one occasion, the bosses had called this unprofessional behavior to her attention. 

“Patricia, please, can’t you see that looks unprofessional? What will clients think when they enter Bouvet and see you sitting there filing your nails? Andrés had recently scolded her. Andrés Jiménez, head of National Sales, is a good guy, although unbearably insecure. “I’m sorry, Mr. Jiménez, it won’t happen again,” Patricia replies.

Of all the Bouvet’s bosses, I was the only one who didn’t harass her about doing her nails. Poor thing, I often thought, how boring it must be to be doing the same thing day in and day out. “Bouvet & Bouvet, good morning. Yes, I’ll put you through.”

I approached her desk, unfazed by my presence, as she continued to file her nails. 

“Hello, Patti, how are you?” I said, barely looking at her.

“Ah Hello, Elena. Kauffman called you five minutes ago, saying it is very urgent, and Sandrine too, but he has told me he will call you again. And someone else. Oh yes, a certain Mariella Pedinini or something said she wanted to introduce herself. She could be the new one from Milan.

	She handed me all the crumpled message notes while she gave me a speech about her plight as a receptionist at full speed.

“Hey, girl, I just arrived. Give me a break,” I said while I organized the notes that she had just given me.

“And what do you want me to do if they are annoying? I would rather that they not give me their good morning wishes.”

I left her with her switchboard, which was lighting up with various incoming calls, and I went to my office. I crossed the accounting desks and then the National desks, as I dropped the usual good mornings.

Yolanda was waiting impatiently for me. She had a scowling expression on her face. It was like that face that you get when the time to turn in the exam runs out and you have only answered the first question, not because you didn’t know the answers or you lost track of time, rather because, of the five, it was the only one that you knew the answer to.

“You’re late.”

“Good morning to you too,” I replied ironically.

“Hey, cut the crap, the phone hasn’t stopped ringing since I arrived”.

“Yes, I know, Kauffman, Sandrine, and the one from Milan.”

“Patti already told you, right? Well, Sandrine wanted the list of weekly orders from Languedoc Roussillon and Midi-Pyrénées. I just sent them to him by email.”

“Perfect. And the one in Milan? What’s her name?”

“Pediccini, Marinella Pediccini. She called to introduce herself. She expressed her excitement about working at Bouvet and clarified that she came from Naples, not Milan. However, since she doesn’t speak Spanish, don’t quote me about that. But the language barrier helped me as I could hang up on her, informing her you would return her call.

“Wow, that’s great,” I said, pretending to be angry.

“That’s why you’re the boss. Handle it.

Yolanda had been my secretary for a year and a half. She was younger than me, very petite and thin, with cat-like eyes that could not hide her intelligence. 

In the job post we requested a management secretary fluent in English and French, and proficient computer software user level. A few showed up, but right away, the one I liked the most was Yolanda. She was not proficient with computers, her English was pitiful, but her French was better than any French man. She seemed to me like a most astute girl. In a couple of months, I taught her basic English to manage the emails, taught her the basics of how to use the computer software. Now, she is the best secretary I have ever had.

She returned to her desk with the dynamic energy that characterized her, and I went into my office, leaving the door open as always.

Recognizing that I was going to have a long conversation with the Italian, I called Kauffman first to see what was so urgent, but, as usual, it was nothing that couldn’t wait until the next day.

After listening to Marinella Pediccini speak nonstop, I felt exhausted. I thought to myself, “Is this woman not breathing or what?” I wondered. 

Yolanda had been listening for a while and, when she saw me slumped in my swivel chair as if I had spent the night there, she had a fit of laughter. 

“What did I tell you, huh? A parrot. That woman is a parrot, and I couldn’t understand half of what she was saying. 

We both laughed so hard that I had to get up and close my office door to avoid disturbing others. I rarely close my door. It was like an omen, the beginning of the end for me, but I didn’t know it yet.

I was still laughing when my desk phone rang. It was an internal call.

“Yeah?”

“Hello, Elena, good morning.”

“Good morning, Santiago,” I recognized the voice of the deputy general manager from Bouvet & Bouvet Spain.

“Hey, look, stop by Eduardo’s office in five minutes. I am with him.

“Something wrong?” “I asked strangely.

“No, nothing. Well, yes, but you better come. We will wait for you.”

In the five years that I had been working at Bouvet, I had never had a meeting with the deputy director outside of his office, and the tone of his voice sounded strange. I didn’t like that one bit.

“Yolanda, I’ll be with Eduardo, in case anyone asks about my whereabouts.

“Okay.”

Eduardo Vilalta was a fifty-year-old man with thick, gray hair, an economics major, basic English and had no business acumen.

After the restructuring in 2012, the company assigned Eduardo the responsibility for both National and International Exports and funded an intensive English program for him. The company assigned Andrés Jiménez the vacant position of National Sales Manager, who, not surprisingly, had received high recommendations. 

I headed towards the elevator because they were on the fourth floor and my office was on the second. As soon as I reached the landing, the elevator door opened with the characteristic ding of a state-of-the-art elevator. Karen, Santiago Fernández’s secretary, was an Englishwoman who was discreet, and quite efficient.

“Hello, Elena, good morning,” she greeted me with her English accent.

“Hello Karen. How are you?” I answered without paying too much attention and heading directly to Eduardo’s office.

Once there, Santiago pulled out a chair for me and asked me to please have a seat. Vilalta’s office was very similar to mine, but it had a larger conference table, since we sometimes held team meetings there. They sat side by side with their backs to the window and facing me.

“Well, what can I do for you? Why the mystery and formality?” I said, trying to sound unconcerned.

“You see, Elena, it’s about your annual forecast report,” Santiago responded.

“Anything wrong with my annual forecast?”

“Well, it seems to me it is too risky.” Santiago continued.

“Your forecasts for the Italian and German markets are really, well, aggressive, I would say, especially considering how the economy is going.”

“I know perfectly well how the economy is going, Santiago, and I assure you that the forecast I provided accounted for the economic trend,” I interrupted dryly.

“Elena, we have forwarded your report to Production, and they informed us that if we don’t achieve the minimum objectives, the levels of remaining stock will be very high, and the cost will be astronomical.”

“This is not a canning company. We make fashion, and fashion has an expiration date. A dress in stock is a dress that has no value and represents a loss to the company,” said Eduardo, intervening in the conversation.

“I don’t understand this sudden fear that has come over you all,” I defended myself. “If I have taken a risk with those two markets is because I know I can do it. We have increased sales by ten percent in Germany and almost five percent in Italy. They are demanding clients, especially the Italians, but we are breaking through little by little. The forecasts are simply an indicative study. You know that they have never strictly adhered to them.”

 “Well, Elena, we called you here to let you know that the company is not willing to take such a high risk, and we have no choice but to proceed without your services,” Santiago said, his voice betraying a hint of insecurity.

“What?! You’re joking, right?” I exclaimed. “Do you mean you are firing me over a forecast report you don’t agree with? Do you think that preparing forecast reports is the only thing I do for this company?” I shouted angrily.

“I’m sorry, Elena, but the order comes from above. The decision is final,” Eduardo continued.

“But can you tell what this is really about?” I exploded. “I have been with this company for five years. This has been my fifth report, and you know better than anyone that I have never, ever made a mistake. For the love of God, in 2013, my forecasts came to fruition almost one hundred percent! This year I have been more aggressive, but we can afford to be aggressive.” I continued defending myself.

	The two men looked at each other for a moment and remained silent. Then I understood things were serious, that there was no turning back, and I changed tactics. I decided to “collaborate.”

“Very well, I suppose all this is not your idea,” I said with studied calm.

“Of course not. You know that I, more than anyone else, have trusted you and your abilities and I would have trusted your forecast this time too, but it no longer depends on me, I assure you,” Eduardo apologized.

It was true, Vilalta had always supported me, among other things, because Jiménez’s reports were a disgrace.

“It really hurts us a lot, Elena, believe me,” Santiago said as someone who gives condolences out of obligation.

“Okay,” I said confidently, “if that’s what management decided, I’ll leave and that’s it. They both breathed a sigh of relief when they saw me give up and agree to their demands that they both started giving me assurance.” 

“You don’t have to worry about anything, Elena, with your training and experience. In addition, we will give you letters of recommendation so that you can get back on your feet right away.”

“Yes, even Lorenzo will write you a recommendation.” 

Lorenzo Serrano, general director of Bouvet Spain. The same one who hadn’t had the nerve to come and tell me personally that he was firing me, and the same one who had sent me to those two latchkeys in his name. I let them talk as much as they wanted and when they thought the meeting was over, I attacked.

“Okay, okay, you don’t need to suck up to me. I’m leaving. But if you thought I was going to swallow the story about the annual report, you are bigger idiots than I thought. Now you can explain to me right now what this is about because I’m not moving my ass out of this fucking chair until I hear the truth!” I told them with firmness.

They were astonished, white as wax, not only because of what I said, but because of how I said it. In all the time they had been working with me, they had never heard me use such foul language. I was the model employee, elegant, cultured, and efficient. The last thing they expected from me was foul language. I knew it and I had accomplished what I wanted. 

They looked at each other again, completely stunned, and then they both knew I wasn’t kidding, either. Eduardo loosened the knot of his tie and Santiago incessantly smoothed his four remaining strands of hair, as if he had a tic.

“I’m waiting,” I said coldly. 

“Okay, Elena, calm down. Look, it’s an order from above, you already said it. We have nothing to do with it, seriously,” Santiago responded with an overwhelmed look on his face. 

“Let’s see,” I continued, trying to hide my growing frustration. “That this whole charade is Lorenzo’s idea is clear to me, but what I want to know is why.” 

“No, but it wasn’t Lorenzo’s idea. On the contrary, he defended you from the beginning, but then he saw that there was nothing he could do to save you and ended up agreeing.” 

I was hallucinating. I needed an explanation now! 

“So, who wants to get me out of the way? I need to know.” I sighed, disgusted at so many unknowns. 

“Early this morning, Monica received a fax from headquarters demanding your dismissal, alleging unnecessary business risks, unsustainability, etc. She did not read it and gave it directly to Lorenzo. Lorenzo immediately called Bouvet to find out what all this was about, but there was nothing he could do.”  

“So, it’s Pierre Bouvet Jr. himself who is putting me out on the street,” I thought aloud. The father, although he sometimes did some management, was close to ninety years old, retired and lived in a castle in the valley of the Loire. So it was, without a doubt, Pierre Bouvet, the second who handled everything.” 

“Well, in fact, his decision was driven by a brilliant young man who has just joined his team and is now his right-hand man.” Lorenzo didn’t know him, but he’s been with the company for less than a month. Elena, you know him.” 

“Who? Me?” I said, stunned. 

“Yes, you met him two weeks ago in Lyon. His name is Stéphane Leconte. 

Just hearing his name made me nauseous. How was it possible that he was neither more nor less than Bouvet’s right-hand man? His revenge had not been long in coming. At that moment, she could have spoken. She could have explained to them the whole truth because it was then, when Santiago pronounced the name of Stéphane Leconte, when I realized the real reason for my dismissal. 

I couldn’t believe what was happening to me and, although I put all the pieces together, something was still missing, but I didn’t have to wait long to find the missing piece I needed to complete the absurd puzzle. 

“Well, now you know the truth. It’s what you wanted, right? We told Lorenzo that you wouldn’t believe the annual report excuse, but he insisted you not know the truth because not even he himself understands this whole mess.” Eduardo spoke to me, relieved as if he had unloaded a significant burden, but I no longer listened to him.

	“Who is it?” I asked suddenly. 

“What do you mean?” Santiago asked.

“I mean, who is this Stéphane Leconte to become the right hand of one of the largest fortunes in France in less than a month?” I asked, gazing at them. 

Silence. 

“I told you I wanted the whole truth.” 

“He is Bouvet’s nephew. Since he had no children of his own, he has loved and regards Stéphane like a son,” Santiago confessed.

Eduardo had both hands-on top of his head and Santiago was breathing with difficulty. 

“Elena, listen, we’ve talked too much. We weren’t supposed to say as much. Management did not want you to know anything about all of this, you understand. But well, we felt you deserved at least an explanation and, since you’ve gotten like this, well, anyway, we would ask you to please be discreet about this whole thing.” 

“Fuck!” I thought. I got fired because the spoiled nephew couldn’t get what he wanted from me, and I have to be discreet. At that moment, I wanted to slap them both, Lorenzo and Bouvet himself. But of course, I didn’t. I had a better card up my sleeve. 

I got up, dignifiedly went to the door, caressed the knob softly with my back to them, and before opening it, I turned around.

“One more thing,” I added, feigning indifference. 

“Yeah?” they said in unison, and then I threw it like a grenade. 

“You can call Leconte, the nephew, and tell him to find a good lawyer, because I intend to sue him for sexual assault.”

 

“In life, every ending is just the start of another story.”

 

― Julian Barnes, British Novelist

	

 





Chapter 2

The beginning of the end

 

Two weeks before my unjustified dismissal, I had to go to France to attend the annual export meeting which was usually held at Bouvet Paris headquarters. For some unknown reason, it was being held in Lyon instead of Paris.

Yolanda had booked an eight-a.m. flight leaving Monday and returning the next day.

“Wasn’t there anything a little later?” I asked capriciously.

“Look, I had to move heaven and earth to find you a last-minute ticket. As usual, you notify me at the last moment, so take it or leave it.” She answered without flinching.

“I know. I’m very busy these days. Sorry, eh? And Thank you, you are a gem. Well, I’m leaving. See you on Wednesday. If I get any urgent calls, you give them my cell phone, but if not, I will call them when I return to the office. Okay,”

“Yes, as always, and make sure you dress warmly. It’s freezing cold in Lyon. Have a great trip. Enjoy yourself.”

I spent the weekend reviewing, making final changes to my report. Until it was complete and good enough to share and send it to Ludovic via email.

Salut Ludo,

Voilà mon rapport. On se voit à Lyon. J’arrive à l’aéroport Vers nine heures et demi 

(s’il n’y a pas de retard). Bisous et à demain. 

(Hi Ludo, Attached is my report. See you in Lyon. I arrive at the airport at about half-past nine (if no delays). Kisses and see you tomorrow.)

Elena

 

I attached the document and sent it.

 

Ludovic Brochant was a great guy. Five years ago, when I started working at Bouvet as Head of International Sales, he helped me more than anyone else, even though he was in our Paris office. He was my primary contact with headquarters. We often had the best time at the annual export meeting in Paris. He would take me around Paris to dinner and then to the fashionable nightclub of the moment. Véronique, his wife, sometimes came whenever they were able to get a sitter for the children. So, it didn’t take long for me to become good friends with the Brochants. Ludovic was by far the best economist I had ever known. His forecasts were infallible, and he was, without a doubt, my best teacher. Most of the professors I had at Esade were amateurs compared to him. 

The first time we met in person was during my first attendance at the annual meeting in Paris. I couldn’t get over my astonishment. 

“You must be Elenita, am I wrong?” He said as he approached me without delay. 

“The same,” I answered with a smile. 

“Well, I’m Ludo. You know, you are even prettier in person than by phone. 

He loved to spout nonsense all the time because I laughed at all of his antics. I was already laughing silly when I realized that for two months; I had been trying to imagine the face that went with an affable voice that advised me daily. However, I never imagined him to be so blonde. His hair was almost white and very straight, and his eyes were light blue. 

His wardrobe was impeccable, very chic. Italian suit and shirt, no tie. Casual but elegant. Sober but young. Anyone bumping into him at the airport would’ve thought that he was Swedish, Belgian, even an Italian from Turin; but French, never. A Frenchman can be recognized by many things and if, for whatever reason, it’s not clear, it’s foolproof to look at their shoes.

Incredibly expensive, excellent quality and great leather, but aesthetically impossible. They are the type of shoes that a Spaniard or an Italian would never wear, with laces and seams all-around of the front, which is usually round and almost always colored brown. But the shoes that Ludovic Brochant wore that afternoon at Roissy airport were black and elegant. Later, I found out that he had bought them in Madrid. And olé!

We chatted during the walk to his car, under an enormous umbrella that protected us from the intense rain that hit the French capital. When he opened the door to his brand-new Renault Vel Satis, I had already realized that, besides having an innate class, Ludovic was a very handsome man, and he did not look even remotely as old as he was. However, despite all the virtues that I could attribute to him in that brief space of time, I knew I certainly could never fall in love with him. Why? Although not clear to me, I just knew.

 

The day before the trip to Lyon, I went to bed early, before eleven, and I set the alarm for five thirty a.m., one hour before my scheduled pickup from the airport. Getting up early was terrible. I’ve always had a hard time getting out of the warm sheets and touching my bare feet to the cold floor, but that was nothing compared to the day that was waiting for me.

Despite the need to stop at an unbearable police checkpoint, I arrived at Prat airport with enough time to catch my flight. After settling the fee with the taxi driver, I went to the bar and ordered tea with milk.

The plane was quite full, mostly men with briefcases and gray suits. They looked at me. Some glanced, others looked with contempt. I was accustomed to the stares. At first it bothered me, but after five years you can say that I didn’t even care. I even got a taste for being an aggressive female executive in a world that, although less and less, continues to be male dominated. 

I wore Adolfo Domínguez’s chocolate brown suit with a beige silk sweater matching the fine pinstripe of the set. Since I knew, I wouldn’t have to walk far, I chose the high-heeled ankle boots and my favorite bag, the Carolina Herrera one. Around my neck I wore a silk scarf in ecru tones from DKNY to accessorize the outfit. I put my hair up in a high bun to control the volume of my enormous brown curls and applied a light layer of makeup. 

Despite the early hours, my appearance was more than acceptable. The only notable drawback was that being so posh was actually nauseating. I always dressed professionally in the office, but when I traveled, which was often, and especially in meetings with the French staff, I meticulously chose my wardrobe and accessories to “be up to par.” 

I put my bag and coat in the compartment above the seat and sat with a magazine and the leather briefcase that Ludovic had given me for Christmas. At a quarter to ten in the morning, my plane landed at the Saint-Exupéry Airport in Lyon with unprecedented punctuality.

I had not checked a bag because I had a carry-on suitcase, so I went straight to the exit. Among the people who hugged and kissed, and the suits who were crossing each other looking for taxis, I finally saw a young lady with designer glasses, who held up with shyness a sign that said: «Mademoiselle Elena MONTERO. Bouvet & Bouvet.

I went towards her, and when she saw me coming toward her, she smiled kindly. 

“Bonjour, c’est moi, Elena Montero.” (“Hello, it’s me, Elena Montero,”)

“Bonjour, Mademoiselle Montero, and welcome to Lyon. Je suis Caroline, suivez moi, s’il vous plaît.” (“Hello, Mademoiselle Montero, and welcome to Lyon. I’m Caroline, please follow me.”)

“Avec plaisir.” (“With pleasure.”)

At the exit, a car with a driver was waiting for us to take us to the hotel. We spoke little during the journey and about banal topics like the flight or the weather in Lyon. It didn’t occur to me to ask her about Ludovic because it wasn’t the first time they had sent a stranger.

When we arrived at the Ambassador Hotel, it was a quarter past ten. My colleague gave me my suite card and told me that the meeting would take place at eleven in the assembly hall.

My room was on the fifth floor. It was spacious, had lots of light and very high ceilings, just like those of the Parisian bourgeoisie apartments. The bathroom was luxurious, with a jacuzzi and one of those things with UV lighting sanitation which I did not plan to use.

I turned on the television. 

Bonjour, Mademoiselle Montero. Bienvenue à l’Hotel Ambassador de Lyon

I had a little more than half an hour to put away the few things I had brought and give myself a general touchup. So, I reapplied my makeup because there was nothing left of the restoration that I had done at six in the morning. By putting my hair in a bun, this time much tighter, I inadvertently ended up with a more feline look. I grabbed my briefcase and went downstairs. I asked about the assembly hall at the reception, and I went there. 

It wasn’t yet eleven, but almost everyone had arrived. As I greeted the veterans and introduced myself to the newcomers, I searched for Ludo, but I couldn’t find him anywhere. «Where can this man be? He is usually very punctual« I thought while Michel Durand called me.

“Elena! Elena! Regarde, je veux te présenter quelqu’un.” (“Look, I want to introduce you to someone”)

When I realized it was me that Durand was looking for, I already had him on me. A young and very tall young man, who held out his hand, confidently accompanied him.

“Leconte, Stéphane Leconte,” he told me in a deep voice.

“Enchantée,” I greeted back. (“Nice to meet you,”)

He didn’t have a hair out of place. The gel took care of it and made that cascade of waves shine as if they were pure jet. His black suit and his perfectly matched pastel pink shirt and tie gave him an elegant appearance.

He had an athletic physic, most likely a result of many afternoons at the gym. His complexion, tanned in a spectacularly even manner, beautiful green eyes that looked at me without blinking. 

He was the most handsome man I had ever met. He possessed an astonishing, brazen, insulting beauty. However, there was something about him I didn’t like. The creepy way he looked at me, or the natural heat emanating from the handshake. 

So much perfection did not reveal the defects, but when he smiled at me for the first time, showing the sublime proportion of his teeth, I knew I had to stay away from him, which was difficult because from the moment Durand introduced us, he stuck to me like a limpet.

We had only exchanged a few words when we sat around the large conference room table. Stéphane stood by my side, much closer than I would have liked, and the meeting began with the general sales balances, the most sold, the future changes, and blah, blah, blah. Leconte seemed very focused as he intently listened to the presentation.

Just as focused as the moment, he surreptitiously placed his hand beneath the table and placed it on my right thigh. Though stunned, I vigorously pushed his hand away, limited by the low height of the table. Feigning attention on the presentation, he resumed the attack, this time putting his hand between my legs, which I crossed with the speed of a hare. 

Everything happened so quickly that for a moment I thought I had dreamed it, that it wasn’t true, that it wasn’t possible that this was happening to me in the middle of a business meeting.

When I calmed down a little, I gave him a sharp look. He sat upright and undaunted, not looking back at me. It was as if what had just happened was a practical joke my imagination was playing on me, and he wasn’t aware of anything at all.

After a few minutes, he insisted again, but this time I was waiting for him and, as soon as I felt that disgusting heat pass through the fabric of my pants, I scratched his hand as hard as I could. 

He withdrew his hand immediately with a pained expression on his face, but he did not let out a sound but at once gave me a sinister smile under a defiant look that filled me with panic. 

The meeting lasted an eternity. After my frontal attack he left me alone. When we finally got up, I could see a thread of blood on the back of his reddened hand.

After the meeting, I tried not to linger and socialize with my colleagues and ran up to my suite, terrified. Once there, I locked the door and sat on the edge of the bed. I was terrified since I had never experienced such a silent, icy public attack before. Well, it was the first time something like this had ever happened to me.
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