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  The characters and situations in this story are purely fictional, and any resemblance to actual people or events, past or present, is purely coincidental.




  Chapter 1




  Unexpected Transfer




  With a look of pity, Claire Lacroix fixed her gaze on her subordinate. In her thirties, with a hint of condescension, she displayed the polished empathy taught in the finest management schools. She brushed her thick ash-blonde hair back with a practiced gesture, stood up, and, placing her perfectly manicured hands on the desk, she addressed her.




  “Charlène, you know how much I regret the ordeal you’ve just been through, but honestly, for your own good, it’s time for me to move you away from this factory. Understand me, this isn’t a decision I take lightly, as I’m parting with a competent and loyal colleague. I’m convinced that at our Wallonia branch, you’ll truly thrive. A new life, exciting challenges, a stimulating environment await you there. That’s why I’ve decided to appoint you as the head of human resources in Engis.”




  Her employee stared at her, stunned. She would have been less surprised if Claire had claimed to be the reincarnation of Nefertiti.




  “In Engis? But the girls go to school in Brussels, and… my house, what am I supposed to do with it?”




  Claire shrugged. She was an attractive woman, with a gaunt face and pale complexion, accentuated by her scarlet lips. In the workshops, the workers called her the “Bloody Doll.” Her thin lips betrayed an extraordinary determination.




  “You can sell it or rent it out. As for your children, they’ll receive an education at a prestigious private institution. For your information, I’m originally from that region. The current principal of the school where I spent my childhood is an acquaintance of mine; if you allow me,” she continued in a protective tone, “I’ll recommend your daughters to her.”




  Charlène was speechless. Widowed for a few months, she had thrown herself into work with relentless determination after a brief respite, trying to avoid falling apart. And now, Claire was talking about exiling her to the provinces! Overwhelmed by a tsunami of emotions, she gulped for air in desperate breaths.




  Her superior, aware of her distress, pressed on:




  “I’m not questioning your abilities. On the contrary. It’s because I value you so much that I believe it’s better for you to leave. Here, everything reminds you of the past. Do you think I haven’t noticed the tears welling up in your eyes in the evenings, at the thought of returning to an empty home? And then, the looks from colleagues, their whispers—I know how much all of that weighs on you. I’m human, despite what people say… Besides, the Engis factory isn’t doing well. The social climate is tense, and the workers have threatened to strike after yet another blunder by the director I recently replaced. I know your professionalism, your qualities. You quickly establish trust, and you’re comfortable with both management and workers. I truly need you there.”




  Charlène nodded. Her proposal wasn’t entirely selfless, and she had the honesty to admit it. Deep down, Charlène had to acknowledge that the past six months had been grueling. Out of fear of saying the wrong thing, her colleagues avoided her. Life without Alain felt dull; everything reminded her of his presence: the hat carelessly left on the coat rack, the crossword puzzles near the bathroom, the ashtrays she hadn’t yet had the heart to throw away…




  Their relationship had been the envy of many, so perfect was their harmony. A simple drunk driver had shattered that happiness, abruptly relegating it to the realm of lost paradise, plunging her into the depths of despair. Adding to her torment were the heartbreaking metaphysical questions torturing her two daughters, Léa and Sara, questions for which she had no comforting answers.




  Claire observed her attentively, trying to trace the painful path of her thoughts through her gaze. After a moment, she concluded:




  “Of course, you’ll have a company car and all the perks that come with the position. A substantial raise will help cover the moving expenses and the transition of your children from public to private Catholic school. I’ll prepare your contract amendment. I’d like you to be operational by the end of the month. What do you say?”




  It would have seemed inappropriate to refuse what Claire presented as a promotion but which Charlène saw more as an exile, even a banishment. She asked the question that had been nagging at her.




  “And if I can’t adjust to the countryside? Or if the girls don’t like it? Could I come back here?”




  Claire frowned before responding without hesitation.




  “That’s not possible. I’ve already hired your replacement. She starts next Monday. I don’t want to train a colleague poached from the competition at great expense, only to let her go shortly after. I’m sorry. Consider your departure final. My honesty may seem harsh, but it’s better than fostering false hope…”




  The forty-something felt herself being sucked into a dark, endless tunnel. Accustomed to Claire’s methods—she often had to discreetly recruit replacements for employees who were informed of their dismissal at the last minute—she now fully grasped the horror of it. If she refused, she herself would be dismissed, like a malignant tumor suspected of spreading. Her survival instinct whispered to her to accept this new twist of fate.




  “Who will be my direct superior? You… or the local manager?”




  Sensing victory, Claire’s face lit up.




  “Marc Hartmann. This factory belongs to a struggling division. The cost of raw materials and wages is too high. We’re building a modern, low-cost facility in the Czech Republic. Once it’s operational—according to our plans, in two years—we intend to shut down production in Engis. If you manage the closure without social upheaval, you’ll receive a hefty bonus… After that, you’ll be assigned to another branch. In the meantime, your mission will be to restore some profitability.”




  She glanced quickly at her watch.




  “Any other questions?”




  Stunned, Charlène shook her head. Before opening the door for her, her boss declared:




  “We’ll have lunch together Friday at noon to finalize the details. I’ll take the opportunity to explain in depth what I expect from you.”




  The Bloody Doll closed the door silently, already absorbed by the next item on her agenda. Charlène, meanwhile, returned to her office, dazed.




  She had joined Vatexo a little less than two years after Sara’s birth. The job posting promised a varied role within a human-sized company.




  At the time, the family-owned business, not yet publicly traded, had the advantages and disadvantages typical of such structures: a friendly atmosphere, exceptional individual commitment, a benevolent management, but also a hefty dose of nepotism tinged with paternalism. The focus in human resources was on recruitment and training, which suited her perfectly. Absenteeism and demotivation were so rare they weren’t even measured. Five years later, the owner, struck by an embolism, sold his company to a cutthroat international group. Restructuring, harassment, and intimidation soon followed.




  Charlène, the sole survivor of the original team, was then forced to cut unnecessary costs, a task that mainly involved urging employees to give more of themselves, applying pressure if necessary, in an increasingly bleak economic context.




  Without openly opposing it, she had voiced serious reservations with strong arguments: they had lost many employees to burnout or who were quickly replaced after being deemed unsatisfactory. Wouldn’t a policy of employee retention, coupled with an inspiring social climate, have generated greater efficiency? Her colleagues had mocked her. Why bother training or motivating employees when the market was teeming with talented, highly qualified candidates? She had remained silent, not out of cowardice, but because her protest was a minority voice. Corporate culture had trumped common sense, and the tyranny of groupthink prevailed.




  The forty-something cast a distracted glance around the bright, functional, and welcoming office she had occupied since her hiring. She had conducted countless interviews here, received numerous colleagues, patiently listened to their complaints and family problems! She knew the names of their children, their marital struggles, their discontent. On her desk were photos of her daughters and Alain. He would undoubtedly have urged her to quit her job immediately. For this true Brussels native, leaving his beloved capital would have been unthinkable.




  Claire, too, wouldn’t have dared suggest such a proposal before his death. People only exploit those in moments of weakness, when they’re cornered. As a postal worker, Alain hadn’t earned much; their home had been refinanced two years earlier: they had decided to invest in new window frames, renovate the kitchen and bathroom, with the corollary of restarting their mortgage from scratch. In other words, after selling the house, she wouldn’t have a penny left, and Claire knew it.




  Covering her face with her hands, she tried to think calmly. Engis! She had visited the factory some time ago. Located along the Meuse River, this heavily industrialized town even held the dubious record of being one of the most polluted in the kingdom, due to its lead, alum, coal, limestone mining, and phosphate factory. This was where Claire wanted to send her! Of course, she would live nearby, but for ten hours a day, she would be subjected to that toxic air.




  Moreover, living near a nuclear power plant was far from appealing. She couldn’t comply with this order! If she refused, she would be fired. Finding a job at forty-five wasn’t easy, even if her field offered plenty of opportunities. Her former colleague Christophe, in his fifties, had taken nearly eight months to land a decent position.




  Trapped! Consumed by a powerful anger, she stood up. She thought of all the unavoidable steps to rent or sell the house, the move. The boxes she would have to pack with Alain’s belongings, their memories, his personal effects. The task seemed insurmountable. Of course, she could count on her friend Mathilde, her sister Fabienne, and Antoine, Léa’s godfather, who surely wouldn’t let her down as long as he was informed well in advance. As the manager of a small transport company, he juggled a schedule as busy as a minister’s.




  On the wall opposite her desk hung a photograph of the CEO, Mark Van Hulle. A thin man with a stern gaze framed by round metal glasses and angular features. Beneath his portrait, which adorned the entire factory, his favorite motto was displayed in golden letters: “Grow or perish.” Suddenly, she felt a surge of hatred for him.




  She would move, fine, did she really have a choice? But as soon as possible, she would make her escape.




  “A varied role within a human-sized company,” what a joke! This company was no longer human, not even in size.




  Soothed by this resolution, she resumed her activities in a daze.




  Before continuing her role as a perfect cog in the diabolical machinery of eliminating any defective human component, Charlène swallowed an anti-anxiety pill.




  At five o’clock, she turned off her computer, tidied her desk, locked away confidential documents, and made her way out.




  As if mocking her inner turmoil, the weather in this month of May was particularly pleasant. She briskly walked to the metro station and boarded the train.




  At home, the girls were waiting for her, seated at the table with an improvised snack of chocolate-covered crêpes. Léa joyfully threw her arms around her neck, while Sara, more reserved, simply observed her with interest.




  Sara spoke first.




  “Is something wrong, Mom? You don’t look well…”




  Charlène smiled at her. She had no desire to share her problems, at least not until she had figured out how to organize everything. Moving now risked jeopardizing their exam period, something she couldn’t bring herself to do. So far, Sara and Léa had never struggled academically.




  She looked at Sara. How much she had grown in recent months! Tall, beautiful, with thick brown curls framing a Madonna-like face and hazel doe eyes full of humor, she filled her with pride.




  Her gaze then shifted to Léa. At eleven, she promised to rival her older sister in beauty. Of the two, she was the more sensitive and affectionate. Sara had always been Alain’s favorite, though he only admitted it to her.




  Watching her teenage daughters gave her a sense of well-being. For them, she felt capable of moving mountains. Long before they were born, Alain had asked her what she hoped for their children: intelligence, beauty, perfection? Without hesitation, her answer had been: a good sense of humor. With that quality, they would be equipped to overcome life’s challenges. To her great satisfaction, her wish had been granted: her daughters were sparkling and mischievous.




  Sara cleared the table, put the jar of chocolate spread back in the cupboard, and loaded the dirty dishes into the dishwasher. Léa waited patiently for her sister to wipe the table before spreading out her notebooks to start studying. Since Alain’s death, she refused to study in her room; her mother’s presence seemed to calm her. Under the pretext of not understanding a word or an equation, she constantly sought her attention.




  Once her tidying was done, Sara grabbed her backpack and bounded up the stairs, phone in hand.




  Charlène prepared dinner in silence, anticipating the inevitable question.




  “How are you, Mom? What are you making?”




  Unable to resist her youngest’s eager eyes, Charlène laughed heartily.




  “Your favorite dish, sweetheart, shepherd’s pie!”




  “Yay! Can I help?”




  “Have you finished your homework?”




  Léa shrugged.




  “I just have a text to study for tomorrow’s dictation… Too easy!”




  Normally, Charlène would have corrected her vocabulary, but with her heart heavy from the pain she was about to inflict on them, she decided to let it slide.




  Léa perched on a highchair beside her to peel potatoes. It had become a daily ritual: she helped in the kitchen while they chatted like old friends. Though Charlène remained vigilant deep down, this unexpected intimacy delighted her. In the past, Alain and she would share an aperitif together, recounting countless anecdotes from their day. She missed that ritual terribly. Léa tried to fill that void; her thoughtfulness moved her mother deeply.




  “I had a fight with Sandrine.”




  Léa and Sandrine often bickered over trivial matters, but Charlène made a point of showing interest in the reason for their quarrel.




  Léa frowned, hesitant. It was so surprising that her mother set down the mandoline on the counter, wiped her hands, and encouraged her to continue.




  “At the pool, we were in a shared changing room with the other girls in class. She claimed she couldn’t find her Gucci leather belt that cost three hundred and ninety euros. She accused me of stealing it, just because I told her she was so lucky to have such an expensive accessory. The worst part is, none of us remembered if she even had it in the morning. Oh, but I’m not stupid, so I told her off, and then she threw a tantrum and threatened to get me expelled from school. Can you believe it? I never want to be her friend again! And calling me a thief, seriously!”




  “ Tell me, sweetheart, you didn’t take that belt, did you?”




  Léa gave her an indignant look.




  “I can’t believe this! What’s with the interrogation?”




  The look amused Charlène.




  “I trust you completely, but Sandrine could cause you serious trouble. It would be good if other witnesses could confirm she didn’t have her belt this morning.”




  “No one remembers! I asked all my friends, and it’s a total blackout!”




  “Well, it’s your word against hers, then. Calm down!”




  “I’m sad! Sandrine was like a sister to me.”




  Léa pouted adorably.




  “As wonderful as you are, you’ll never lack friends, my darling.”




  “Thanks, Mom. You always know how to make me feel better. Dad was good at that too; I miss him, you know.”




  Me too, my little one. I ache to breathe in his scent, to lean on his shoulder, to hear his heart race, to feel his muscles tighten against my body. I hold back from screaming at night in my bed, searching for him in the dark, only to clutch at cool sheets or an unnecessary pillow. How heavy his absence weighs on me, especially since I can’t talk about it in front of you! I have to be strong because a mother is there to protect, give reassurance, and soothe. But who comforts me?




  “Me too, sweetheart, me too! Come give me a big hug.”




  Hugging her tightly, Léa wrapped her arms around her neck and rested her cheek against Charlène’s, stirring a deep emotion within her.




  After a few moments, feeling calmer, she sat back down and casually asked:




  “What does sodomy mean?”




  Well, now this was unexpected. Where had she picked up such a word? At eleven years old? How to approach the subject without startling her, risking her shutting down entirely?




  “Where did you hear that?”




  “A classmate said to Thomas—you know, the cute one—’You look like a sodomized person this morning.’ Thomas laughed, and so did I; I didn’t want to seem clueless! Lucie told me it means someone who practices sodomy. That didn’t help me much…”




  Léa burst out laughing, quickly followed by her mother.




  “He probably meant Thomas looked grumpy, I imagine. It’s a very ugly look, and I don’t want you using it.”




  “Promise, Mom. Can I bake a chocolate cake for Aunt ­Fabienne’s birthday on Saturday?”




  Charlène smiled. Fabienne was her only sister, and she wouldn’t miss her birthday for the world. At thirty-nine, ­Fabienne was expecting her first child. A free spirit and art teacher at an elite school in the capital, Fabienne had fallen for a writer who was beginning to make a name for himself. Eccentric and bohemian, he would wake in the middle of the night, scribble his thoughts for hours, then sleep straight through the following day. Though Charlène doubted the practicality of starting a family under such conditions, she kept her opinions to herself.




  Since Alain’s death, Fabienne often dropped by unannounced, bringing a pastry, a book, or a flower. It was her way of showing she shared in her sister’s pain.




  Léa cleared her throat to draw her mother’s attention, lost in thought.




  “Of course, sweetheart. We’ll pick out a gift together, both for her and the baby, how about that?”




  “I can’t wait to have a cousin! Dad was an only child, and you only have one sister.”




  “Don’t get too excited, sweetie! It might be a boy! Aunt Fabienne doesn’t want to know the baby’s gender.”




  “That’s so weird! When I’m a mom, I’ll want to know!”




  After dinner, Léa disappeared upstairs while Sara helped clear the dishes. Of the two teenagers, she was the more reserved but also the one Charlène could rely on without hesitation.




  “Have you finished your homework, sweetheart?” her mother fretted.




  “Yes, I didn’t have much… a math proof, an English translation…”




  Charlène smiled at her tenderly.




  “Shall we watch a movie?”




  A big movie buff, Sara enjoyed a weekly family viewing of a classic film. She had compiled a list of must-see, iconic productions.




  “Not tonight. I have a test on Thursday for a required reading, and I’m only at the beginning.”




  Charlène frowned.




  “You’re leaving it to the last minute again,” she sighed. “What book is it?”




  “Perfume… I’ll finish it in two days! I love it!”




  Her nonchalance irritated her mother.




  “Finish it, sure… But… absorb it, analyze it?”




  “Don’t worry, Mom, I’ve got this,” she replied, slightly annoyed.




  “I know, Sara.”




  Her eldest learned with disconcerting ease. She studied very little yet excelled effortlessly. She had that tendency to procrastinate, common to her generation, which exasperated Charlène’s. In school, whenever a book was assigned, Charlène would immediately get her hands on it, savor it, dissect it. Eagerly, she would seek out every review, agreeing or disagreeing with them, justifying her stance. She didn’t see this need for analysis in Sara; it annoyed her, but she chastised herself. In an era where abundant and diverse information was readily available online, was such depth still necessary?




  “I suppose that, for lack of time, you won’t come swimming tomorrow?”




  On Wednesdays, after work, Charlène and her daughters went to the municipal pool. The forty-something would swim a few laps before meeting her friend Mathilde at the café. Alain would join them after his photography class, and they would all have dinner together. Since his death, she hadn’t found the courage to return. Her teenagers had complained about it, she had therefore promised to rekindle revive this tradition that dated back to their childhood.




  “Of course I will! No way I’m missing that!” Sara replied before blowing her a kiss.




  Charlène smiled at her, careful to hide the anxiety tightening her throat. How was she going to break such bad news to them?




  Chapter 2




  Mission Impossible?




  The next day, at precisely five o’clock, Charlène packed up her things and headed to the pool, just two streets away from Vatexo. The sky, a uniform blue, and the crisp, invigorating air filled her with energy. When she arrived, she quickly changed and joined the girls, who were playing ball with Mathilde’s children, Axelle and Thomas.




  After swimming about twenty laps, Charlène got out of the water. Seated behind the cafeteria’s large glass window overlooking the pool, her friend watched them with a tender smile. Charlène was eager to join her.




  Among the sea of acquaintances and relationships, often centered on themselves, there are those rare, quiet, reserved individuals who gather the modest, authentic fragments of ourselves that we unknowingly toss out during fleeting conversations. They collect them, store them in a corner of their hearts, and return them to us, magnified, solely to brighten our lives.




  These people are like refined dishes, with delicate, subtle, and complex flavors that blend harmoniously, evoking a bouquet of powerful, intoxicating sensations.




  Accustomed as we are to fast-food friendships, few of us can appreciate them or can have the patience to invest in them. But if we pause, take the time to observe and listen, we, too, can gather fragments of humanity that enrich our own.




  Thinking that Mathilde belonged to this exceptional category, Charlène sat across from her. Radiating triumphant confidence in her forties, with an oval face untouched by any hint of fullness, blonde hair styled into an artful chignon with deliberately rebellious twisted strands, captivating light blue eyes, and a sensual, inviting smile, Mathilde greeted her friend with a broad grin.




  They embraced warmly.




  “Didn’t feel like swimming with us, Mathilde?”




  Her friend gave her a conspiratorial look.




  “Not tonight. Xavier’s coming over around nine.”




  Xavier and Mathilde had been living separately since they met six months ago. Having emerged from a tumultuous divorce and fiercely independent, she claimed she would never fall into that trap again.




  “You understand,” she added, “he’ll be waiting at the door; I don’t want to smell like chlorine.”




  Understanding the hint, Charlène smiled, feeling relaxed and rejuvenated. The physical exercise had done her a world of good.




  “Shall we eat here?” she asked, glancing around.




  Mathilde nodded.




  “I’ll just have a salad. They make a divine one with duck breast—interested?”




  “I’m starving… I’ll go for the vol-au-vent!”




  “So, what’s new? When you stopped your sessions with Elisabeth, I couldn’t help but think it was premature. How are you feeling?”




  Elisabeth was a psychiatrist specializing in grief. Mathilde had introduced them after Alain’s death. Their many sessions had been a great help, especially in the beginning, but over time, they had spaced out the appointments until Charlène felt ready to face life again.




  “Much better! I’m eating properly, sleeping without medication… Of course, turning the page will take time… but I feel like I’ve come a long way. According to Elisabeth, I’ve reached stage six of the process: acceptance.”




  “I’m so glad to hear that. But then, why do you seem so weighed down? I know you too well—you’re hiding something, aren’t you?”




  Charlène turned her gaze to the pool below. Sara and Thomas were splashing around, laughing. The young man grabbed her by the feet and dunked her into the water. Sara emerged, half-amused, half-annoyed. Tearing herself away from their joyful scene, Charlène looked back at Mathilde.




  “Bad news. I’ve been transferred to Engis, in the province of Liège. It means I have to sell or rent the house and, worse, uproot the girls. I feel completely groggy, disoriented. Like someone who can’t swim being rescued with a shovel to the head.”




  “When?” her friend asked, alarmed.




  “At the end of the month…”




  Her friend studied her thoughtfully. After a long pause, she asked, “Do you have to accept?”




  “Yes, unfortunately. My replacement starts Monday. Ever since the takeover, the company’s motto has been ‘sink or swim,’ as I’ve told you before.”




  Mathilde nodded.




  “And… quitting your job? Is that an option?”




  Charlène locked eyes with her. Mathilde had zeroed in on the solution to all her problems—a solution that, unfortunately, was currently out of reach.




  “Job hunting takes time, and I’ll have to pay rent in Huy. I can’t afford to cover two rents. Alain and I refinanced the house, which means I’m tied to fifteen more years of repayments.”




  The blonde thought for a moment.




  “The ideal would be to rent it out until you find another job in Brussels. Then you could cancel your lease in Huy and move back here. You’d just need to sign a one-year lease. It’s quite common, you know.”




  “Mathilde,” Charlène replied, “who would commit to just one year? And how could I ensure they’d pay on time? I can’t afford to take that risk.”




  Her friend dismissed the concern immediately.




  “The European Community! I know someone who works there. Some officials rent furnished places short-term! I’ll mention it to her! The advantage for you would be keeping your furniture—moving is expensive, not to mention the risk of breakage. Plus, you’d have guaranteed income.”




  The idea began to take root in Charlène’s mind.




  “But I’d have to refurnish completely! Do you realize the cost?” she objected.




  “A new life, a new apartment, new furniture!” Mathilde teased mischievously. “You know, I envy you!”




  They burst out laughing.




  “I ordered a bottle of Pinot Noir for dinner. Let’s celebrate. It made me so happy to see you swimming, like before… I can imagine how emotionally difficult it must have been.”




  Charlène looked at her, touched. Mathilde and her legendary sixth sense! She had understood the challenge, the pain, of ­reconnecting with old habits from happier times. The widow knew that behind her daughters’ insistence lay her own hidden longing.




  “I’m so afraid of making disastrous decisions. It’s not just about me; it’s about the girls’ future too…”




  “Think of it as a parenthesis in your life, and maybe even an opportunity? You might find peace there.”




  Charlène gave her a grateful smile. Her friend’s optimism, tinged with firmness, was comforting.




  “There’s another problem: the exams! Ideally, Léa and Sara should finish their school year before joining me.”




  Mathilde shrugged.




  “If that’s all… My house is big; they can stay with me temporarily. I have a feeling they’ll love the idea, especially Sara, who gets along so well with Thomas. What do you think?”




  Charlène’s eyes lit up like the eyes of children in front of a Christmas display.




  “I adore you! This is a godsend! I was so worried… It’s already a miracle that, after their father’s death, they’ve managed to keep their grades up. Are you sure it won’t bother you? I mean… with Xavier?”




  Mathilde dismissed the concern with a brief laugh.




  “Not at all; it’s only for a month. Besides, Xavier and I can meet at his place. The real question is: will you manage on your own during that time?”




  Charlène met her gaze with calm determination.




  “If it makes you feel better, I’ll call Elisabeth at the first sign of trouble. I’ll phone you every day. Don’t worry, I’m stronger than I look.”




  “I know, my dear, but I can’t help worrying. I’m afraid you’ll suppress your feelings to spare the girls, and that in their absence, the floodgates will open. If that happens, remember, I’m only an hour and a quarter away.”




  “Thank you so much,” she replied, her voice thick with emotion.




  The children, hungry, interrupted them. Thomas and Sara sat side by side at the table, sharing a bond.




  Later that evening, the two friends parted on a cheerful note.




  “Don’t forget about the rental?” Charlène whispered as they said goodbye.




  “Don’t worry, I’ll call you tomorrow without fail,” Mathilde promised, leaning in close.




  Sara gave her mother a weird glance. Charlène feared she had overheard snippets of their conversation. She resolved to bring up the subject on Friday evening, once the “bloodthirsty doll” had provided more practical details.
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