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




  

    
Chapter 1




    Crisis Management




    In the freezing warehouse, Sylvain was still waiting for instructions. Charlène forced herself to think. Shortly after joining Vatexo, she had received a file titled “Crisis Management in the Workplace.” It contained a section on the possibility of suicide, and she was certain it was still lying in one of her drawers.




    “Come with me, Sylvain. But first, it would be wise to lock the warehouse. Do you know if anyone else is aware of this?”




    “The cleaning lady... She’s the one who let me know.”




    “Alright, have her come to my office. Did Lucien leave a note?”




    “No, I didn’t find anything.”




    Back in her office, Charlène methodically searched her drawers and found the document she was looking for in the last compartment. She flipped through it until she reached the section titled “Procedure in Case of an Employee’s Suicide.” She read it carefully and then asked Marc Hartmann to join her.




    Once informed, he lost his usual composure. He sank into a chair, stunned. She dialed Claire’s number.




    “Alright,” her superior said, clearing her throat. “Our priority will be to set up a crisis team. Marc, you, and I will be part of it. But we should also include the company psychologist—some close colleagues will likely need support. Charlène, you notify the police. Also, send me a summary of his career and any useful information you can gather about him. I’ll handle both internal and external communication. Do you still have the guide I published a few years ago? Yes? Perfect, follow the steps carefully. Call me back after the police visit. It’s going to be a long day, and I expect full availability from both of you. Marc, you’ll handle the funeral arrangements with the widow as soon as Charlène informs her that we’ll cover all the costs. Understood?”




    Charlène called the judicial authorities. The brochure stated that securing the site was necessary, as well as preserving the victim’s dignity, and considering halting operations. Without a warehouse manager to oversee truck loading, they had no choice, at least until the body was removed.




    Marc Hartmann therefore instructed Frédéric Lorquet to suspend production lines. It was important to explain the reason to the workers of the reason. The manual advised sticking strictly to the facts. Frédéric explained that Lucien Marvin had passed away and that a more detailed statement would follow.




    The psychologist arrived shortly after and took care of the cleaning lady. Police officers arrived less than half an hour after the call, with a doctor who confirmed the death as a suicide by hanging. The officers took down Lucien’s body and transported it to the morgue. Charlène called Claire, who authorized her to tell Lucien’s direct colleagues. Sylvain gathered everyone in the break room.




    “We regret to inform you of the passing of Lucien Marvin,” she said. “We found him hanged this morning. We will remember him as a courageous, dedicated, and selfless man. You will be informed of the date and location of his funeral. Those of you who feel the need for emotional support can reach out to your supervisor, who will arrange a meeting with the workplace psychologist. Any questions?”




    A heavy silence followed her announcement. Isabelle Godard raised her hand. Charlène invited her to speak.




    “Do we know why he hanged himself? He’s been exhausted for months. Did he leave a note?”




    “No,” Charlène replied. “The causes of suicide are complex. Work-related issues might play a role, but it’s far more likely that a combination of factors led to his desperate decision.”




    “Lucien had insane hours. For the year-end inventory, his supervisor questioned his numbers and made him start over on New Year’s Eve! He finished on January 1st around four in the morning. If that’s not harassment, I don’t know what is! He spent more time at the factory than at home. It’s not like we didn’t warn you about his situation! Management knew and didn’t care...”




    She was absolutely right, as usual, but Charlène couldn’t openly agree.




    “Thank you for your input, Isabelle. Any other questions?” Charlène asked, calmly scanning the room.




    With no further responses, she returned to her office, troubled.




    Two police officers were waiting outside her door.




    “Ms. Leclercq,” the older one said, “we’d like to clarify something.”




    “Of course,” she said, gesturing for them to sit.




    “We noticed a camera on-site. Could we view the footage from last night, between 8 PM and 8 AM?”




    “Certainly. I’ll ask our IT specialist to assist you.”




    “In the meantime, we’ll visit Mr. Marvin’s wife.”




    “May I accompany you?”




    The officers hesitated briefly before agreeing.




    She suddenly thought of the police officers who had come to her door last year. They had acted with humanity and deep respect, yet she had resented them for being the bearers of such terrible news, as if they shared some responsibility. She now dreaded the reaction of Lucien’s widow.




    Donning her coat, she joined them in the van. After twenty minutes of silent travel, they arrived in a quiet neighborhood and stopped in front of a stately stone house. A well-groomed woman in her forties greeted them at the door.




    “Mrs. Marvin?” one of the officers asked politely.




    “Yes, what can I do for you?” she replied, eyeing Charlène with a puzzled expression.




    “May we come in?”




    She stepped aside to let them in, leading them to the living room where she invited them to sit in plush armchairs.




    “Madam,” the officer resumed, “we regret to inform you of the death of your husband, Lucien Marvin, this morning at his workplace. Ms. Leclercq, head of human resources at Vatexo, insisted on accompanying us to offer her support during this difficult time.”




    She shook her head.




    “No, no, you must be mistaken. He left last night with his lunchbox, saying he was working a night shift.”




    “Did your husband have suicidal tendencies?”




    She suddenly grasped the reality of the situation.




    “Lucien committed suicide?” she asked, her voice tinged with hysteria. “It’s true he was at his wit’s end... He kept saying his job would be the death of him. He wasn’t himself anymore... It’s all that cursed company’s fault! His boss—he called him the ‘irresponsible one’!”




    “Mrs. Marvin,” Charlène interjected gently. “Please accept my deepest condolences. Vatexo has tasked me with informing you that we will cover all funeral expenses. We want to provide you with any assistance you may need...”




    “Help me? After killing my Lucien? Get out! Leave immediately!” she shouted.




    To avoid a scene, the officers instructed Charlène to cooperate. She stood, but not before delivering her company’s message.




    “This evening, or tomorrow morning at the latest, my colleague Mr. Hartmann will contact you to arrange the funeral. Here’s my card, in case you have questions or simply wish to talk about your husband.”




    Mrs. Marvin snatched the card disdainfully. Charlène retreated to the van. A damp chill seeped into her bones as thick, persistent snowflakes swirled around her. Sheltered in the back of the van, arms crossed tightly to retain warmth, she replayed the encounter in her mind. She bore no ill will toward Lucien’s wife, understanding her anger, while silently cursing Claire Lacroix for once again throwing her to the wolves while remaining conspicuously absent herself.




    Her thoughts drifted to Lucien. What a strange society we live in, she mused, where people fight tooth and nail for a job, only for those who have one to be driven to death by it.




    The officers returned her to the factory shortly after to review the camera footage. After half an hour, they approached her with troubled expressions.




    “Ms. Leclercq, could you take a look at this?” one of the officers asked, turning his laptop toward her.




    He had paused the video on an incriminating scene. Sylvain was seen taking a note left near the body and slipping it into his pocket.




    “You told us the deceased left no note?” he asked.




    “Yes, that’s what Sylvain—Mr. Châtillon—told me,” she replied.




    “In that case, we’d like to speak with him.”




    The foreman appeared a few minutes later, looking utterly distraught. His eyes fell on the screen, and his expression immediately darkened.




    “It was the shock,” he claimed. “I instinctively pocketed the note and then completely forgot about it. Here it is,” he said, producing the paper.




    The inspector unfolded the note and read it aloud.




    “I can’t take it anymore, I’m at my limit. You’ve won, you bastard. I hope you never sleep soundly again for the rest of your life, you scum.”




    “Do you think this message was directed at you?” the officer asked.




    “I believe so... Lucien blamed me for all his troubles.”




    “Alright, we have no further business here for now,” the second officer said.




    After they left, Charlène busied herself with a mountain of administrative paperwork. Claire’s call interrupted her work.




    “So, how did it go with the widow?” Claire asked bluntly.




    “Hello again, Claire. She holds us responsible for her husband’s suicide.”




    “Don’t worry, she accepted our offer. The funeral will be Thursday morning. However, we had a management training session in Paris scheduled for that day. You’ll represent us instead.”




    Being assigned this dreadful task while still recovering from her own bereavement, struck Charlène as the height of cynicism. Though nothing from her boss surprised her anymore, she protested for form’s sake.




    “Claire! She threw me out after hurling insults at me. I can’t imagine how the funeral will go.”




    “In situations like this, no one wants a scene. It’ll be fine, you’ll see.”




    Sure... and pigs might fly, she thought bitterly.




    “And the communication? Are you making progress on that?” Charlène asked.




    “Yes, I’m drafting an email for the entire factory. Here’s the content: ‘One of our employees, Lucien Marvin, a warehouse manager, has passed away. The management and staff, deeply affected, share in the family’s and loved ones’ grief. Lucien had been struggling with personal issues for several months. We will remember him as an exemplary worker and a friendly colleague. We will post funeral details as soon as they are available. If you have any questions, please contact Human Resources.’”




    That’s it? Charlène thought, disheartened.




    “Claire!” she said. “Not a word about his overtime? About Sylvain’s harassment? About the note he left?”




    “No, of course not! If the widow blames us, our insurance premiums will skyrocket, not to mention the bad press in the media. Let’s handle this smartly. What matters to her is that we’re covering the funeral costs. She seems satisfied with our more-than-generous offer.”




    After the call, Charlène buried herself in work. When she checked her watch, it read 5:20 PM. Flustered, she immediately called Hugo.




    “Charlène? Where are you?”




    “Still at work. I’ll explain. One of our warehouse managers committed suicide in the storage area. It’s been a horrible day, running around non-stop. I can’t even begin to describe the shock...”




    “A suicide? That’s awful!” he replied, his voice filled with compassion.




    “You’re telling me. Anyway, I’ll leave the office in about fifteen minutes.”




    “Do you want to reschedule our meeting? Tomorrow’s impossible—I’m having dinner in town with a friend—but I’m free Wednesday if that works for you.”




    “No, no. I need to see you. I really do!” Charlène insisted.




    “Alright, then. Let me know when you’re on your way.”




  

    Chapter 2




    Passion




    She couldn’t stop thinking about the hopes Lucien had placed in her, the forewarnings of Dr. Amini, and the complete indifference of management toward his struggles. Covering funeral expenses wouldn’t solve anything. Her superiors would learn nothing from this disaster because they refused to accept any responsibility. A deep weariness washed over her.




    She headed to the bathroom and examined herself in the mirror. Bluish shadows circled her eyes, her complexion looked waxy, and her disheveled hair lacked its usual shine. Her gaze lingered on the cabinet filled with towels and washcloths.




    In a split second, she made her decision. She informed Sara that a meeting would delay her, locked the door, and once undressed, slipped into the shower. The scalding water brought her genuine comfort. She methodically scrubbed her reddened skin, washing away the residue of this cursed day, driven by a need for purification and redemption. She felt tainted by this death, for which she bore her own share of responsibility.




    After this cathartic cleansing, she stepped out into the parking lot, surprised by the thick layer of snow covering her car. With numb fingers, she started the engine and called Hugo.




    “Hugo, it’s Charlène. I’m on my way. I’ve told the girls I won’t be home for at least two hours. I’ll be at your place in less than fifteen minutes.”




    “Perfect! That’s just enough time to prepare the drinks. The door will be ajar, no need to ring. Alex won’t be back until tomorrow noon.”




    Twelve minutes later, she parked in the driveway and climbed the stairs, eager to see him. Standing behind the kitchen island, near the high table, he was pouring an amber liquid into elegant, stemmed glasses. The curtains were drawn. Only the open fire and the halogen lights, from the range hood, cast a soft glow over the living room. He looked up as she entered, gauging her reaction.




    “Pinot Gris, does that work for you?




    “It’s perfect!”




    She pressed her lips to his in a fleeting, tender kiss. The silky fabric of his long-sleeved shirt was clinging to his muscular frame, brushed against Charlène’s arm, suddenly awakening a wave of desire.




    “Delicious!” she said, enjoying a sip of the fruity wine.




    He leaned toward her.




    “Do you want to talk about it?”




    Without hesitation, she nodded and began telling her professional misfortunes in detail. When she got to the confrontation with Lucien’s widow, her voice cracked, and for the first time since losing Alain, tears shared with another traced wet trails down her cheeks.




    Now that she had a compassionate ear, and after the trauma of the day, which had broken a dam deep within her, her emotions overflowed. Hugo walked around the island to hold her in his arms.




    After what felt like an eternity, her sobs subsided, replaced by an overwhelming exhaustion.




    She glanced fearfully at the living room mirror to assess the damage: red nose, swollen eyelids, and teary eyes framed by unsightly black streaks. She asked him to show her the way to the bathroom.




    Soon after, her dignity restored, she rejoined him in the kitchen.




    “I’m sorry. You were probably hoping for a more pleasant evening.”




    He gave her a soothing smile.




    “Don’t worry about that. How are you feeling now?”




    “Drained, but at the same time relaxed, as if my muscles have suddenly let go.”




    He nodded.




    “You’ve been holding in your grief for far too long. Now that you’re no longer using all your energy to suppress your emotions, they’re threatening to overwhelm you. You’re not Wonder Woman, Charlène. It’s time to accept your vulnerability.”




    The truth of his words hit her like a wave. She was tired of carrying burdens alone and felt she deserved comfort and pleasure.




    Charlène hesitated for a moment, her expression shy, before embracing him.




    “You’re wonderful, Hugo!”




    Enchanted by his presence, she tilted her face toward him. They shared a passionate kiss.




    Her hand brushed against his perfectly sculpted muscles, while the other freed the opening of his pants and slipped into his boxers.




    This explicit invitation didn’t leave him indifferent: his fingers immediately ventured under Charlène’s blouse. He cupped her breasts, teasing her nipples with the pads of his thumbs, drawing a sigh of pleasure from her. Slowly, button by button, he unfastened her blouse, letting her skirt fall to the floor. Gripping her wrist, he guided her to the sofa. ­Overcome with desire, he covered her chest with kisses through the delicate lace of her bra. Then, he traced his tongue along her stomach before caressing the inside of her thighs, sending waves of delicious shivers through her.




    When his tongue found its way to her most intimate spot, she let out a moan that emboldened him. The exquisite tension only eased with an intense climax. When he sensed her satisfaction, his lips sought hers. Between kisses, he confessed how much he delighted in her taste.




    After a year of abstinence, she relished the reawakening of her senses.




    Driven by an irresistible urge to please this skilled lover, she pulled him toward her and, with a decisive gesture, kissed his aroused manhood through his underwear, making him groan as well.




    “Wait!”




    Leading her to the bookshelf, he pulled out a book, its title visible in reverse: The Phenomenology of Spirit. Puzzled, she almost questioned him before noticing the unexpected item he pulled out: condoms.




    “When Alex started raiding my stash, I had to hide them, he confessed with a mischievous grin, pointing to the fake book. A boring read makes the perfect hiding spot. Go ahead, pick one…”




    Browsing through the box, she discovered an assortment of colorful packets: different flavors (vanilla, banana, strawberry), textures (smooth, ribbed, studded), and effects (warming, cooling). The choice was overwhelming.




    She chose a classic condom, rolling it onto him with playful slowness.




    At the height of excitement, he unclasped her bra, sucked her nipples until they hardened, embraced her, lifted her by the hips, and carried her to the dining table. Gently, he laid her on her back, slid his hands under her calves, and pulled her toward him.




    With a powerful thrust, he entered her, moving slowly at first, then deeper and deeper, until she reached her peak. Then, he quickened his pace. His expression, tense and almost pained, slowly softened as he finally relaxed.




    They exchanged a blissful smile before he gallantly helped her down, holding her in his arms.




    “I’ll fetch your clothes. I wouldn’t want you to catch a chill.”




    Charlène checked her watch. It was 7:30 p.m. In less than fifteen minutes, she would have to leave to return to her apartment, though she had no desire to, even to see her daughters. Her body, starved of tenderness for a year, rebelled. Would it ever find satisfaction?




    “I’ll never look at your table the same way again, she giggled.”




    He gave her a knowing look.




    “Wasn’t it enjoyable?”




    She laughed.




    “I wouldn’t call it a hasty approach, given how considerate you were. It was wild and effective. I loved it. My back, however, might disagree…”




    He smirked, tracing the outline of her lips, swollen from their kisses, with his finger.




    “Next time, I’ll make sure you’re comfortable,” he promised. “Our schedule was tight this time. Besides, I have to say, you turn me on. Your passion thrilled me.”




    “Speaking of which, I’m going to freshen up. No way I’m going home looking like this. Care to join me?”




    “No. I’ll just wash my hands. I want to keep your scent on me as long as possible,” he said joyfully. Want me to make you a coffee?”




    “No, that’s sweet,” she replied, finishing her glass of Pinot.




    After a quick freshen-up, she came back down to join her lover.




    My lover, she repeated to herself with delight. Her sex life was finally rooted in the present again. Welcome back to the land of the living, Charlène, a little voice whispered to her.




    “When will I see you again? Tomorrow’s impossible. Wednesday?” he asked eagerly.




    She frowned.




    “I promised the girls a movie night.”




    “Thursday, then?”




    “Thursday, at eleven, is Lucien’s funeral,” she replied sadly. “I’ll be representing the company. I suppose I’ll head back to the office afterward.”




    He protested.




    “You won’t be in any state to go back, he argued. You’ll face that family’s hostility alone. I’ll go with you!”




    She declined his offer firmly.




    “ In what capacity? No, that’s very kind, Hugo. Many employees will attend the funeral. As HR, I need to project strength and reassurance.”




    “In that case, come to me afterward. My conference has been rescheduled. I’ll take the day off. All your colleagues are abandoning you to your sad fate; I don’t see why you should burden yourself with guilt. Anyone with compassion would understand that you can’t return to work after such a shock. Trust me and let me take care of you.




    The sincerity of his words finally broke through her resistance.




    “Alright!”




    “I’ll call you tomorrow around noon. I love you, Charlène.”




    She looked at him thoughtfully. Those words felt premature, and their implications terrified her, so she didn’t say them back.




    “See you tomorrow! Your touch will fill my dreams.”




    “I hope so, he replied, holding her close. I want you to be as obsessed with me as I am with you.”




    The drive back felt less arduous than the trip there. The snow was melting, leaving behind a slushy mess along the sidewalks.




    Worried about returning to an empty home, Charlène checked the communication board in the kitchen. Sara had left a note saying she and Léa had been invited to dinner by their neighbors. Overcome with guilt, she crossed the hall, rang the doorbell, and was greeted by a cheerful Isabelle, who invited her in.




    Charlène admired the walls adorned with monochrome photographs and avant-garde paintings in vibrant, whimsical colors.




    At the table, her daughters were playing cards. Isabelle invited her to join them until the game ended. She sat beside Léa while Domi, a friendly woman in her mid-thirties, placed a glass of orange juice in front of her.




    Charlène, still buzzing with excitement, found it hard to focus on the game. She kept replaying the day in her mind: the shock of discovering a body in the workshop, the grief stirred by her conversation with Lucien’s widow, and, most of all, her passionate encounter.




    Hugo had been perfect, mindful of her joy, exploring every inch of her body with wonder. His expert touch had revived a long-buried emotion: the joy of feeling beautiful, desirable.




    Like a teenager after her first date, she longed to see him again, consumed by an insatiable hunger.




    Charlène thought, not without embarrassment, about his premature declaration. A Don Juan’s sweet talk? A sincere confession? For her, loving again seemed impossible; at least, not with the pure, deep love she had shared with Alain.




    Between them, let’s not kid ourselves, it was only desire. A powerful desire.




    Around 9:40 p.m., the endless card game finally ended. Charlène sent the girls to wash up, promising to join them later. Isabelle turned to her partner.




    “Domi, do you have your sister’s contact info?”




    He handed Charlène a business card.




    “Here! I’ve told her about you; she’s expecting your call.”




    Isabelle gave her a sharp look.




    “I’d be thrilled to know I helped someone out of this mess. Today’s horror only confirmed how deep it runs.”
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