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    And yet, we must live or survive,




    Without poetry, without hurting those we love




    To be happy, unhappy, live alone or even as two




    —Daniel Balavoine, “Vivre ou survivre”


  




  

    Chapter 1




    With a glass of Pauillac in hand, Charlene lovingly watched Hugo, busy putting away the dinner dishes in the cupboards. After their bike ride—their third official date—they had indulged in a long, playful shower on the ground floor, and then, honoring a lost bet, Hugo had prepared a meal worthy of a Michelin-starred chef: devilishly spiced langoustines followed by monkfish with leeks. She found it magical that he shared her love for seafood. Most of the men she had dated preferred red meat, and while Charlene enjoyed it too, she had a soft spot for the delicacy of ocean fare.




    Hugo treated her like a princess, and she reveled in this blessed, inherently fleeting period when he would go to great lengths to win her over. The time of courtship, of mutual seduction, was, in her eyes, the best phase of a couple’s life. She often heard colleagues or acquaintances boast about moving in with a partner they had met just a week or two earlier. This approach to relationships puzzled her. Why rush into the wear and tear of daily life? Wasn’t it better to prolong what the Ancients aptly called the “betrothal”? Like two musical instruments brought together to create a melody, requiring long adjustments to produce the purest sound possible?




    Thankfully, Hugo had understood and accepted her wish to take things slow with grace. At twenty, a man is driven by urgency, like a starving guest before a feast of tantalizing dishes, afraid of missing the chance to taste them all. At forty, wisdom dictates focusing on one’s favorites, savoring their nuances, while staying open to discovering new ones.




    He had swapped his Bermuda shorts for comfortable jeans, paired with a short-sleeved polo shirt that revealed his perfectly toned muscles with every movement. Charlene thought of Sara and the tank top she had forbidden her to wear that morning because it too blatantly highlighted her lack of dedication to sports. The thought of the slow and inevitable physical decline that accompanies the natural aging process filled Charlene with doubt. Despite her forty-six years, she remained an attractive woman, but would Hugo, younger, one day grow tired of her?




    He sat down beside her on one of the highchairs.




    “You seem deep in thought...”




    Determined to shake off her worries and enjoy her companion’s presence, Charlene gave him a broad smile.




    “Eight o’clock—time to head back home. Sara and Léa are waiting for me. They’ll want to know how this third date went.”




    “And?”




    They both burst out laughing. It was high time to end the charade for the kids. Adults and free, they could finally reveal their love openly. Their amused gazes locked, then softened. They shared a kiss full of promises. Then Hugo furrowed his brow, deepening the crease between his eyebrows.




    “I need to talk to you about something... important.”




    This kind of preamble never boded well, and Charlene leaned back in her seat.




    He ran his fingers through his hair, a clear sign of discomfort.




    “Emma finally told Alex about her upcoming move to England. What you don’t know is that she was planning to suggest he join her there to redo his senior year.”




    Shaken by the implications of this revelation, Charlene turned pale.




    “I have no doubt about my son’s answer,” he continued. “He’s been working on his English for ages, planning to study abroad. Plus, he loves London.”




    The teenagers had only been dating since November, she thought. Would their love survive this separation? She cast a distressed glance at her partner.




    “That’s not all,” he added. “Emma is willing to host Sara for the school year.”




    Sara and Alex in England? Charlene felt as if a bucket of cold water had been dumped over her head. After Alain’s death, she had made it her mission to raise her daughters well. This task had given her the moral strength to endure the dehumanizing atmosphere at Vatexo, accept the unfair transfer and move, and finally muster the courage to change jobs. If her eldest left, wouldn’t the family cocoon she had fought so hard to preserve unravel and disappear? Sara was only sixteen and a half. Emma could never replace a mother. And Léa? At almost twelve, the separation from her sister would break her heart. Despite their squabbles, her daughters supported each other in tough times.




    She set her glass on the table and stood up, her eyes brimming with tears. Hugo immediately wrapped his arms around her.




    “Why didn’t Emma tell me directly? As long as Sara is a minor, it’s my decision to make.”




    “Don’t be mad at her. She intended to talk to you before bringing it up with our son. I asked her for permission to handle it because I wanted to help you process the shock. Rest assured, she won’t suggest anything to Alex until she has your approval. If you oppose it, neither Alex nor Sara will ever know she was willing to host her.”




    Charlene thought, her mind slowed by a collision of emotions.




    “So, either I stay silent and try to console a devastated teenager while feeling guilty for hiding the solution to her pain, or I tell her and risk shattering my family... not to mention the pain of separation. Quite the dilemma!”




    Hugo held her tighter.




    “The good news is that if Emma starts her new job on June 1st, Alex doesn’t have to follow her immediately... That gives you time to think it over.”




    “And you, what would you do in my place?”




    Hugo winced. He hated being asked such delicate questions, believing that no one experiences or reacts to situations in the same way.




    “I can only share my personal feelings. Even though Alex has been talking about studying abroad for years, being alone in this big house will weigh on me. I try to focus on what he wishes for, on what this experience will bring him. As parents, our mission is to raise grounded, confident adults ready to face life’s challenges when they leave the nest. But for me, this separation was planned, and he’s eighteen, not sixteen and a half. I’ll respect your choice, whatever it is, and I’ll make sure Emma aligns with my position.”




    “I just need a few days,” she said. “My mind is almost made up, but I want to keep thinking about it.”




    She felt grateful that he didn’t try to probe or influence her.




    “I’ll walk you to your car.”




    At the door, they were greeted by a long-haired collie. ­Charlene, who had been afraid of dogs since childhood, stepped back, which didn’t escape Hugo’s notice.




    “Aramis! You rascal, you’ve escaped again!” he laughed.




    The said Aramis licked his palms before galloping off and disappearing around the corner.




    “You have nothing to fear from him,” he told her. “He’s a sweetheart, wouldn’t hurt a fly.”




    This episode lightened her mood. That afternoon, she had rediscovered the joys of cycling, voiced her hesitations to Hugo, enjoyed an excellent meal with him, and shared moments of intense intimacy. Alex’s impending departure, with or without Sara, shouldn’t overshadow such wonderful memories. She stood on tiptoe to kiss him.




    “Thank you. I hope to see you again very soon. You know, I’m not fooled. I know you let me win earlier just so you could cook dinner.”




    Her teasing, tender tone brought a smile back to Hugo’s face.




    “Not at all! You were by far the fastest of the two of us. I swear!”




    She playfully punched his shoulder.




    “If you want me to feel at home here, learn to let go. I can cook too, even if I’m not as good as you.”




    “Of course! I just wanted to make up for that little outburst when I found your list... Are you working tomorrow?”




    Charlene nodded. She had committed to serving her notice period until Thursday, May 31st, when she would sign a mutual termination agreement to start at BrixOut the next day.




    “Since I’m off, I can whip up a good dish and bring it to you. Next time, I promise to hand over my chef’s hat to you!”




    She hesitated. Sara’s future hinged on her choice to stay silent or speak up. She needed to weigh the likely consequences of each option, and for that, she needed space. Her lover’s kindness suddenly felt suffocating.




    “Don’t take it the wrong way, but I want to be alone for a few days.”




    Hugo bit his lip. Should he have let Emma handle her proposal and simply comforted Charlene afterward? Was his white knight syndrome turning against him again?




    “Are you mad at me?”




    “Don’t beat yourself up! You did the right thing. I appreciate that you encouraged Emma to wait for my decision.”


  




  

    Chapter 2




    As soon as she stepped through the door, Charlene bumped into Léa, who was bursting with excitement.




    “Mom! So? How did it go?”




    Sara emerged from her room, tablet in hand. Their mother kissed them, happy to be home.




    “Shall we make some mint tea, girls? What did you eat?”




    “We grabbed burgers near the pool. It was still light out, and the streets were crowded, so we were safe.”




    Charlene smiled, grateful that Sara always followed her safety rules.




    “Not very balanced, or eco-friendly... You know Hugo wouldn’t approve, not one bit, right?”




    Amused by her humor, her daughters giggled.




    “Totally! So? Are you seeing him again?”




    Charlene looked at her eldest, who had been so confident lately. Sara had let her long hair down. To correct slight myopia, she had recently started wearing contact lenses, which she replaced with glasses as soon as she got home. The chosen frames, far from detracting from her presence, gave her a lot of charm.




    “Have you heard from Alex, sweetheart?”




    Annoyed that her mother was dodging the question, Sara frowned.




    “We crossed paths at school. The move is keeping him busy. Tomorrow, he’s going to his dad’s, and I’ll join him there. So, how was the date?”




    Tonight, Emma would offer her son the chance to join her in London. Then Alex would tell Sara, and the news would devastate her... Charlene thought this in a corner of her mind. She had less time than she thought.




    “After a lovely bike ride, we went back to Hugo’s. He made me a starter and main course worthy of a Michelin-starred chef, then we chatted. I can confirm we’ll see each other again. We get along well.”




    “Yesss!” Sara said. “Our coaching worked! Léa, we’re the best! Okay, I’m off to keep studying for my science test. It’s important; the results will count for the exam.”




    Léa snuggled up to her mother on the couch.




    “Can I stay close to you for a bit, Mom? I missed you!”




    The teenager rested her head on her shoulder. Charlene gently stroked her hair, deep in thought. Keeping quiet about this incredible opportunity seemed unthinkable. If Emma or Alex ever mentioned it, she could kiss her daughter’s love and respect goodbye.




    Once Léa was asleep, Charlene retreated to the terrace, Chaussette on her lap, to call Emma.




    “Can we talk freely?” she asked after some friendly greetings.




    “Alex is reading in his room. You’re calling about Sara? Hugo told me he’d update you this week. I suppose he waited until the last minute?”




    “He did.”




    Emma couldn’t blame him. He had taken on a delicate task; one he probably regretted now.




    “After my surgery, I decided to give our son this chance and discussed it with Hugo. I know how much Sara means to Alex and how heartbroken he’ll be to leave her, even though, from what he’s told me, he warned her early on that he planned to study abroad. Since I always try to make those around me happy, I thought of this solution. Your daughter could improve her English, experience another culture, gain valuable experience... They’d have the chance to attend the same school for a year, and then Sara would return to Belgium.”




    “And Alex?”




    “If he adapts well, he might consider continuing his studies at an English university.”




    “Sara’s English isn’t strong enough; I’m afraid she’d fail the year.”




    “That’s why Hugo and I swore not to tell her until we had your consent.”




    “The decision is Sara’s. Even though, personally, I think she’s too young for such a choice... Listen, it’s okay. Tonight, when you suggest Alex join you there, mention Sara, say that she could come along.”




    “That’s very selfless of you,” Emma replied after a brief silence. “Few parents would react like you.”




    “I know she’ll be in good hands. I trust you completely, Emma, and Alex too. It won’t be easy, but at least I won’t blame myself for holding her back. By the way, how’s your health?”




    “I had a check-up this week. I still get migraines and dizziness sometimes, but overall, I’m doing well. Jul remains optimistic. Of course, there’s always a risk of recurrence, but I try not to dwell on it. Julia plans to visit me regularly. You could make plans to travel with her.”




    “We’ll see. I’m starting a new job soon; I might not even get the chance to take a holiday this year. My God, I don’t know how to break the news to Léa... Her sister has been her lifeline since her father’s death.”




    “In trying to do the right thing,” Emma continued after a pause, “I only thought about my family’s happiness, risking throwing yours into chaos... Forgive me, I’m truly sorry. I should have remembered that the road to hell is paved with good intentions.”




    “Someone once told me that challenges are the perfect opportunity to test the strength of the metal our weapons are made of. Whatever decision Sara makes, I’ll support her.”




    After the call, Charlene sighed deeply. What was life, if not an endless series of crises to overcome?




    Hugo had been waiting for a call from Charlene all afternoon. In desperation, he had contacted Loïc, his krav maga instructor. They had met after Emma left, when Hugo felt the need to channel his pent-up anger into a sport, and they had quickly become friends.




    Passing by Charlene’s building, he thought of the evening he had stopped by to bring a piece of quiche for the girls because their mother was stuck at work due to endless negotiations. The memory of that moment, made in the hope that she would call him back and give him a chance to see her again, brought a smile to his face.




    Loïc, a stocky man in his fifties, was waiting for him at the door, wearing jeans and a plaid shirt.




    “What’s the matter, man? The gym’s closed on Mondays...”




    Hugo slapped the offered palm.




    “I just really need to blow off some steam.”




    Once changed, he joined the instructor on the mat. After the ceremonial bow, they warmed up as usual, then grabbed boxing gloves and practice weapons.




    A black belt in the discipline, Hugo was used to close combat. His opponent went on the offensive, and he skillfully parried the attacks, gradually gaining the upper hand. Then they switched to combat sticks. The rage that had consumed Hugo since the morning slowly disappeared. He struck his instructor’s thighs, causing him to kneel, then prepared to deliver the final blow to his throat.




    “Looks like the student is about to surpass the master,” Loïc said appreciatively after half an hour of sparring. “You’ve got some fire in you today. Shall we call it a day?”




    Sweating, Hugo nodded. His companion led him to the office in the back room, opened a drawer, and pulled out a bottle of 14-year-old Tullamore Dew along with two glasses, which he filled.




    “Alright, spill it. I doubt you missed me that much.”




    Hugo sighed.




    “I’m in love.”




    “My condolences, man,” Loïc laughed. “No, seriously? That’s usually the kind of thing that energizes you. She doesn’t feel the same way? Is she married?”




    “Quite the opposite... But I have this tendency to overprotect the people I love, and with her, that’s a problem. She’s an independent, intelligent woman, used to solving her own problems. Sometimes, I feel like my kindness overwhelms her.”




    Hugo shared the details of the day before.




    “I clearly saw irritation in her eyes when I offered to bring dinner. She wants to be alone to think and will reach out when she’s ready. So, I realized I should never have gotten involved in this situation. It was Emma’s problem, not mine. Did you know that in ancient times, they used to kill the bearer of bad news?”




    “Stop beating yourself up and overthinking everything. It’s always the same with you. Have you read Men Are from Mars, Women Are from Venus? Well, clearly, your Charlene is Martian. She needs to find the solution in her cave. She’ll come back, don’t worry! Let’s drink to our lovers, our horses, and those who ride them!”




    Unable to resist his friend’s good humor, Hugo clinked glasses with a smile.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    Alex had planned to meet Sara at 6:30 PM. At the agreed time, she rang the doorbell and found herself face-to-face with her boyfriend’s mother.




    “Come in, Sara.”




    Wearing one of her colorful turbans, Emma greeted her with her usual comforting smile. Sara hugged her warmly. When she reached the upstairs dining room, she was surprised to see the table set for four, beautifully adorned with silver candlesticks.




    “Take a seat,” Hugo suggested after hugging her. “We were just waiting for you to open the champagne.”




    Perplexed, she raised an eyebrow.




    “What are we celebrating? Emma’s upcoming departure?”




    Alex leaned in close and whispered in her ear:




    “Yes, but that’s not all… Mom suggested I redo my senior year in England! I’ll be joining her in August.”




    Sara’s heart skipped a beat. Sure, he had never hidden his ambition to study at a foreign university. From the beginning of their relationship, she had known their separation was inevitable, but back then, it had seemed so far away, the decision still open to change. Learning otherwise left her stunned.




    Hugo removed the wire cage, popped the cork, and poured the bubbly into glasses. Sara motioned for just half a glass.




    “Can you believe we’ll be living in a furnished apartment in Southwark, south of the Thames? In Rotherhithe, to be exact. A place steeped in history… We’ll only be thirty-eight minutes from Soho, just steps from Tower Bridge and The Shard, the tallest building in Western Europe. Southwark has loads of museums, including the Tate Gallery, but most importantly, tons of trendy pubs,” Alex said enthusiastically.




    Sara observed his golden hair framing his rugged face, then got lost in his euphoric gaze, hurt by his indifference. Didn’t he realize that every word he spoke was tearing her heart apart? How would she survive without the comforting bond they had built together? Would their relationship withstand the distance? Would he forget her, swept away by the new world he had always dreamed of? Would he betray her, tangled in despicable lies?




    Sensing her darkening mood, Emma spoke up, turning to her:




    “Sara… I discussed this with your mother, and she’s leaving the decision entirely up to you. I can host you during the school year. I’ll have a three-bedroom apartment, plenty of space. I’ve also looked into the public school where I plan to enroll Alex. There are still spots available. The ball is in your court.”




    Shocked, the young girl absorbed the news without betraying any emotion.




    “The tube station is called Canada Water,” Alex continued. “The borough of Southwark is quiet, with lots of restaurants and pubs. You could shop at one of London’s oldest markets…”




    The teenager slumped in her chair. Alex didn’t seem to doubt for a second that she would say yes. Of course, in many ways, the adventure seemed irresistible. She could easily imagine how thrilling and stimulating it would be to discover this new environment with him. A vibrant cultural life, exciting meetups, new knowledge—the list of benefits grew longer the more she thought about it.




    Hugo studied her frozen look, worried by her lack of reaction.




    “I suggest we change the subject,” Hugo interjected. “Alex, you’re overwhelming Sara with a flood of information. The questions will come naturally over time. Let her breathe.”




    The teenager shot him a grateful look.




    “How did your science test go?” Alex asked.




    Sara smiled at him.




    “Piece of cake! I’m glad I studied so hard.”




    Hugo set up the griddle and brought the dishes to the table. They chatted about Hugo’s writing project and Emma’s future job. During the meal, Alex kept a close eye on Sara, who was unusually quiet. After doing the dishes, the teenagers retreated to Alex’s room.




    As soon as the door closed, Alex gently pinned her against the wall.




    “I missed you, Sara! It was so frustrating only seeing you between classes! I’m glad this moving week is finally over…”




    They kissed passionately, and then he studied her face.




    “Downstairs, I got the feeling you weren’t thrilled about the idea of spending another year together.”




    She winced.




    “I wasn’t expecting it, okay? It’s not like deciding whether to wear the yellow dress or the green one tomorrow. This is the kind of choice that will affect my life, my studies, and my family. I need time.”




    He frowned.




    “Your mom isn’t against it… This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. I don’t get why you need to think about it.”




    She sat on the bed and locked eyes with him.




    “This is serious, Alex. You’re incredibly important to me. Just like my mom, Léa, my study plans, my future. That’s a lot to weigh. There’s so much to gain, but also a lot to lose. A week or two to think it over isn’t the end of the world!”




    He nodded.




    “You’re right. It’s just… I’d be miserable if you decided not to come with me. Even if we agreed to see each other once a month and during school breaks, it’d be hard not having you with me every day. Things are so perfect between us! I can’t stop thinking about you, about the next time I’ll get to hold you in my arms, I dream about you at night… I love you so much, Sara.”




    Her features softened.




    “I love you too. I can’t even put into words how I feel about you.”




    He sat beside her and traced her soft, full lips with his finger.




    “Okay, two weeks… Damn, waiting for your answer is going to be torture!”




    Not as much as it will be for me, Sara thought, wishing she could avoid such a heavy burden on her young shoulders. No matter what I decide, someone will get hurt.




    “Promise me you won’t try to influence me during this time?”




    “I swear I’ll respect your choice.”




    Back at the apartment, the teenager checked to make sure her sister was already asleep. Then, tiptoeing, she headed to the living room. Her mother greeted her warmly, but Sara, who knew her well, detected a glimmer of worry in her eyes.




    “I asked for fifteen days to think it over,” she said after greeting Charlène.




    “That’s very wise of you, sweetheart.”




    “Emma told me she asked for your permission to bring it up. Thank you for trusting me… That couldn’t have been easy for you. If you’d said no, I’d never have known, and neither would Alex. We’d have had fewer questions to ask ourselves.”




    “In November, you’ll be seventeen. Life is a series of tough decisions, and we often have to face the consequences alone. The sooner you start learning that, the sooner you’ll gain the wisdom to avoid making bad ones.”




    “It’s a huge act of love, Mom, letting me choose for myself. Thank you. Even if it’s a damn poisoned gift. Sorry for the language.”




    “No need to apologize! The term seems perfectly fitting,” Charlène replied with a sly smile.




    “You’ve become so much more easygoing since you started seeing Hugo,” Sara teased.




    “Alright, off to bed now!” her mother mock-scolded. “It’s 11:30 PM! You’ll be a zombie tomorrow morning!”




    After a quick wash, seeking comfort, Sara pulled out the photo album she kept hidden under a pile of sweaters in her wardrobe. One picture brought a smile to her lips: a snapshot of Chaussette. One Sunday, during a family meal, her mother had expressed wanting to adopt a cat. Her father had protested, citing how cats shed fur, meowed incessantly on lazy mornings, and occupied the most improbable spots: kitchen sinks, laundry baskets, countertops. But, in his gruff yet tender way, he had secretly offered to take Sara to an animal shelter the next evening. Sara had instantly fallen for Chaussette, a striped tabby with a lively, curious gaze. She fondly remembered her mother’s joy when they returned home with the adorable feline. Overwhelmed, her mother had warmly thanked her father.




    “A family is a unit that watches over each of its members with care and remains attentive to their needs,” he had said.




    Feeling better, Sara closed the album, a smile still on her face.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    On May 21st, Charlène dragged herself to work. Now that her departure was almost here, the job felt even more burdensome. To punish her for negotiating her notice period forcefully, her boss excluded her from all meetings and important projects.




    Far from being upset about having little to do, she organized her days accordingly. In the mornings, she strolled through the workshops, meeting as many workers as possible. During her visits, she received numerous signs of affection. In the afternoons, she immersed herself in the documentation provided by Christine Thirion to prepare for her new role.




    Her dear Mirella often stopped by to share the latest gossip about the management team or former colleagues. The dismissal of Isabelle, whose only fault had been opposing the hierarchy too vehemently, remained a hot topic of conversation.




    Charlène felt guilty about leaving the staff for a better job, but she reminded herself that staying would have inevitably meant sacrificing her soul.




    Her thoughts often drifted to Hugo. Since their last meeting on Sunday, she hadn’t reached out, and he had respected her wish for solitude, for which she was grateful. She decided to contact him and invite him to dinner that evening. The presence of the teenagers would make their interactions formal and somewhat unnatural, but he was now part of her world, and she wanted to make that clear.




    By doing so, she was officially introducing him to the girls, who were already charmed by Hugo’s personality and would likely be thrilled to welcome him into their home.




    Charlène browsed the internet for a dish that might please her lover’s refined palate. Remembering his fondness for exotic cuisine, she chose a recipe for chicken colombo. She then made a shopping list, printed the recipe, and called him.




    “Mr. Darsilly? Charlène Leclercq speaking. Would you do me the honor of sharing a meal with me and your son?” she asked in a mock-formal tone.




    She imagined him behind his counter, his lips curling into an amused smile.




    “But of course, dear madam! What time shall I arrive?” he replied, mimicking her tone.




    She was the first to laugh.




    “Are you alone?”




    “Not exactly. I’m happy to hear from you. I’ve missed you.”




    He had lowered his voice for the last sentence, probably embarrassed in front of customers.




    “Sara asked your son for fifteen days to think it over, so let’s avoid that topic.”




    “I’m glad you’ve decided to trust her. Alex is in a foul mood right now; I think he expected her to jump for joy at Emma’s proposal.”




    “I can imagine… By the way, don’t make it obvious that you know where I keep my pots and pans. The girls think this is your first time eating at our place.”




    “Got it,” he chuckled. “We’ll both be relieved when this charade is over!”




    Back at the apartment, Charlène busied herself in the kitchen with Léa, who had taken on the role of sous-chef. Sara and Alex, who were shopping in Liège after school, would join them later in the evening. Her youngest chopped onions, lined up the ingredients on the counter, and brought out the cutting boards and knives her mother requested. Soon, the apartment was filled with the delicious aromas of coriander, Madagascar pepper, thyme, lime, coconut milk, and curry.




    “It smells amazing, Mom!” Léa said, her gourmand nature shining through. “After Hugo, you’re the best cook in the world.”




    As she worked, Charlène silently prayed that Hugo wouldn’t bring a massive bouquet of red roses like last time. Clever Sara would immediately see through their little charade. She was tempted to warn Hugo via text but decided against it. He wasn’t born yesterday and would likely think of it himself.




    When he buzzed at the intercom, she quickly removed her apron and hastily fixed her hair in the hallway mirror. Moments later, a very dashing Hugo in a light suit entered, carrying a bouquet of white roses.




    Charlène noticed he had shaved closely. She brushed her lips against his and whispered in his ear:




    “You’re irresistible! I love you. Thank you for not bringing the same flowers as before.”




    Léa soon burst in and threw herself into their guest’s arms.




    “Hi, Hugo! Welcome to our home!”




    She captured his attention, telling countless school anecdotes, dazzling him with a few Japanese folding techniques, and even trying out her usual puns.




    “Do you know what a lamp yells when it’s attacked?”




    “…”




    “LED!”




    A good sport, Hugo burst out laughing. Charlène watched Léa with love, always eager to shine and feel appreciated. Meanwhile, Hugo asked thoughtful questions to show he was actively listening. When she gave him the chance, he exchanged a knowing look with Charlène, acknowledging the attention-grabbing tactics he was being subjected to.




    Charlène observed Léa with a detached, professional eye. Was this behavior driven by jealousy, a fear that Hugo might take her mother away, or was it simply a recurring trait that had gone unnoticed until now? A constant need to be in the spotlight?




    “Léa, you’re familiar with furoshiki, but do you know about the shoes designed using this folding technique?” Hugo asked.




    Surprised, the teenager shook her head and headed to her room to research it on the computer. For months, she had been begging her mother for a smartphone, but Charlène, firm in her stance, insisted she wouldn’t get one until she turned twelve.




    This clever diversion gave them a few moments of privacy. Hugo wrapped his arms around his love.




    “Alone, at last” he whispered in her ear before gently capturing her lower lip with his.




    Overcome with desire, Charlène wrapped her arms around his neck and shared a passionate kiss. The feel of his skin beneath his thin shirt and the woody scent of his cologne elated her.




    “You’ve noticed how Léa draws all the attention too, haven’t you?”




    He shrugged.




    “I think she’s missing a father figure. I wouldn’t worry too much if I were you. She adores me!”




    Charlène nodded. Hugo was probably right; she was overthinking it. Her thoughts were interrupted by a noise from the hallway. Her eldest daughter’s cheerful voice suddenly rang out.




    “Mom! Whatever you’ve got cooking smells amazing all the way down to the ground floor! Yum! We’re starving.”




    Charlène rushed to greet her, relieved to see her in good spirits. Alex also looked relaxed, and she couldn’t help but wonder if her daughter had already made a decision. The thought made her heart race. But Sara, after taking off her coat, gave her a look that immediately put her at ease.




    “We found some great deals!”




    Her mother admired her purchases: a red bikini and a pair of sandals.




    After washing their hands, the teenagers helped set the table. To Charlène, the two extra place settings seemed to symbolize their blended family.




    The meal was unanimously well-received.




    “Mom,” Léa said, “it’s so nice eating as a group of five. We should do this every day—one day at our place, one day at Hugo’s.”




    Charlène glanced nervously at Hugo. While her daughter’s suggestion made sense, she wanted to keep some distance and avoid rushing things. To her relief, he was on the same page.




    “Every day might be a bit much, but every now and then, yes, that’s an excellent idea,” he replied.




    Grateful that he understood and respected her need for independence, she flashed him her most charming smile.


  




  

    Chapter 5




    Sara had dreaded this moment, hoping it would never come. But this morning, the calendar had insolently reminded her of the fateful date: Thursday, May 31, 2018, the day she was to announce her decision.




    She had invited her mother and Emma to join her at Hugo’s house in the late afternoon. When she arrived after school with Alex, an assortment of salads was laid out on the maple wood table. Hugo was filling a basket with pieces of baguettes, while Charlène was putting the finishing touches on a cocktail sauce. Sara noticed the harmony between them, their synchronized movements, their tender glances, and it moved her.




    “Hi, Hugo, hi, Mom. You’ve prepared a feast! How was your farewell at work?”




    Charlène kissed her warmly.




    “Heartbreaking. Many coworkers asked if they could add me as a friend on social media. They all said they’d miss me. As for management, radio silence. Clearly, Claire hasn’t taken my resignation well. Honestly, I couldn’t care less! On the other hand, I’m excited to start at BrixOut tomorrow. And Léa? How did it go with her?”




    “After school, I dropped her off at Émilie’s, as planned.”




    Emma appeared in the doorway, her turban removed. Her now ultra-short blonde hair highlighted her golden tan. Her loose denim overalls, however, couldn’t hide the weight she had lost over the past two months.




    “Hello, darling, hello, beautiful! We’re all curious to hear what you have to say,” she said.




    “Sorry for the theatrics,” Sara replied, “but I didn’t want to repeat myself fifteen times, so I decided to gather you all here tonight, like Hercule Poirot assembling suspects before revealing the culprit. Just don’t confuse me with him—my mustache is far more elegant!”




    Her joke drew broad smiles.




    “When Emma offered for me to move with them to London, at first, I only thought about the benefits. You know them, so I won’t repeat them. Then I started wondering what Mom and Léa would think, how they’d feel. Suddenly, the idea of leaving seemed less glamorous. I was torn, unable to decide. I won’t lie, these past weeks have been horrible. I carried this weight on my shoulders, knowing my decision would inevitably hurt someone. And then, I remembered a story about Dad.”




    Sensitive to the difficulty of this impossible choice, Charlène watched Sara, her eyes brimming with tears.




    “I was a little over thirteen. The school was organizing a camping trip in the Ardennes, from Sunday to Wednesday. We’d be staying in tents. It had rained heavily in the days leading up to it, and the forecast predicted more of the same. I didn’t want to go at all, but Déborah kept pestering me. Her parents were forcing her to go, and she didn’t want to be alone. She kept saying, ‘You can’t let me down.’ I felt torn between friendship and the dread of trudging through mud. I asked Dad for advice.”




    Charlène smiled. She remembered that father-daughter conversation perfectly.




    “He told me, ‘When someone asks you a question, “yes” and “no” are equally valid answers. You’re not obligated to say “yes” just to please them. Always ask yourself what you truly want. And if, because of that, you lose Déborah’s love, it means she doesn’t respect you, so she’s not a real friend.’”




    The teenager locked eyes with Alex, who was hanging on her every word.




    “I never forgot that lesson. So, I asked myself: What are my personal goals? I’m in the literary track because, later, I want to study philology. Improving my English would be fun, but it won’t bring me closer to that goal. Repeating a year won’t help either… As for family, I promised Mathilde I’d look after Mom after the move. Sure, she’s changing jobs and has met a wonderful man. But for months, she’s been managing the household alone, left her friends in Brussels, overcame a depression, and everyone knows there’s a risk of relapse. And my sister? After Dad passed away—sorry, Mom, I hid this from you—Léa had terrible nightmares. I used to sleep next to her and beg her not to scream because I knew you were crying in your room. She wet the bed too. I’d push her into the shower at night, make her change, and run a quick wash in the garage so you wouldn’t notice. You think she’s strong because she’s funny and cheerful, but deep down, she’s incredibly fragile. I won’t let her down. I’ll always look out for her. That’s why she’s at Émilie’s tonight. She must never know I considered leaving or that I’m staying partly for her. It would crush her… So, Alex, you promised to respect my choice. And I wanted to explain why I won’t be going with you.”




    “Can we talk?” he asked, pale, after a few seconds of silence.




    The teenagers slipped away. Emma placed a hand on Charlène’s arm.




    “Wow… Sara is astonishingly mature. Her wisdom must come from the way you raised her.”




    Hugo wrapped his arms around Charlène.




    “How do you feel? Relieved?”




    “Relieved, yes, absolutely!”




    “I imagine that what Léa said shook you?”




    “I feel terrible for not noticing her distress! I forced Sara to take on a role that wasn’t hers.”




    “Don’t be too hard on yourself,” Hugo comforted her. “You were fighting to stay afloat, and you held it together.”




    Charlène nodded, her thoughts preoccupied with the delicate conversation unfolding upstairs.




    Climbing the stairs, Sara replayed her worries in her mind. Alex had told her he’d respect her decision. Would he try to persuade her, using charm or threats? She had rehearsed her speech so many times, anticipating everyone’s objections, that she was surprised no one had opposed her. Meanwhile, Alex, his jaw clenched, was stewing in his own sorrow. Why had he given in to Sara’s arguments months ago and started dating someone younger?




    As soon as the door closed, they looked at each other, then moved closer, kissing with the urgency of despair. He subtly guided her toward the bed, gently lowering her onto the comforter. He lay beside her, staring at the ceiling.




    “Do you think this won’t work?” she asked anxiously. “What are you afraid of?”




    Silent, he squeezed her hand.




    “Alex, I’ve read real-life stories online. It’s complicated, but not impossible, if both people are willing to try. The key is communication. We have social media, texts, emails. We’ll see each other during the holidays and whenever one of us needs to. I won’t go more than a month without seeing you.”




    He turned to her. She noticed his reddened eyelids and overly bright eyes. Sara tightened her grip on his fingers.




    “It’s going to cost you a fortune! You’ll do it two or three times, then space out the visits,” he fretted.




    “I’ve thought about that,” she replied proudly. “The grocery store down the street hires students on weekends. That’ll pay for my plane tickets. Plus, I can tutor now—thanks to you, my level is pretty good.”




    Her optimistic determination seemed to touch him, as his lips formed a faint smile. He locked his azure, blue eyes onto hers.




    “You’re asking what I’m afraid of. My parents’ marriage fell apart because Dad was never home. His frequent absences killed my mom’s love for him.”




    Alarmed, Sara propped herself up on her elbow.




    “We’re not them, Alex. You don’t know their story. Focus on us. Do you want us to stay together or not?”




    “What do you think?” he retorted, shrugging. “Do you think I’d be this miserable if I didn’t care about you?”




    “Then there’s no way we won’t make it.”




    “And what if you meet someone else and forget about me? Or if I cheat on you? It’ll be hard, all those lonely moments.”




    Sara wasn’t naive; she knew this was the biggest risk.




    “We have to trust each other, or we’ll spend all our time worrying. Let’s avoid ambiguous situations and tell each other if temptation becomes too strong.”




    Tormented, he opened his mouth, then closed it, sighing deeply.




    “Listen, there’s something I haven’t told you about my breakup with Emelyne.”




    Worried, Sara sat cross-legged.




    “I told you she dumped me to study in Brussels. That’s not exactly how it happened.”




    Alex sat up too, with a look of frustration on his face.




    “I was the one who ended it. In August, she went to stay with her roommate, Gaëlle, an older friend. Under the pretext of showing her the city and its nightlife, Gaëlle dragged her to a series of wild parties. One night, during a ranger, Emelyne cheated on me. She confessed two days later, in tears, begging for forgiveness. I tried, but I couldn’t trust her anymore. We came up with that version of the story for our friends and her family. I was so hurt, you can’t even imagine! I don’t want our love to end in lies and betrayal.”
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