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Prologue




    I’ve always wanted to be a chef, ever since I learned to cook with my grandmother. My mother often told me it was a job for men and in many cases unrewarding, which, let’s be honest, is true. But that didn’t stop me from pursuing it.




    I’ll admit, I fought hard, to be accepted as a professional and even more just to carve out a place for myself. In culinary school or even behind the stove, I had to battle for legitimacy, baring more than what any man had to deal with. I could have taken the easy route and worked with my father, but no, I made my way on my own, all five-foot-five and 155 pounds of me, dealing with the comments and the put-downs that came with it. For years, I adopted a less feminine look, hoping to downplay my generous chest and curvy waist. But that didn’t stop the guys from ogling me and reducing me to my appearance. So, I got fed up, chopped my hair into a bold bob, dyed it scarlet red, and lined my eyes with black kohl, tattoos included.




    I stuck to the standard work attire, but outside of that, I embraced a more feminine and provocative style. After all, even in my chef’s uniform, I get stared at and groped, so why hold back! I mean, dressing how I want, not getting groped... obviously…




    I eventually stopped hiding behind the appearance of a tomboy and started taking care of myself. Okay, my nails aren’t manicured, but that doesn’t mean I’m not attractive. At least, that’s what my girlfriend keeps telling me…




    Because yes, on top of working in a “man’s job,” I’m a lesbian. Or bisexual, I’m not sure anymore. It’s been a while since I’ve been interested in men. Then again, my five years with Lola have brought a certain peace to my life and allowed me to imagine a future together. In other words, a normal life.




    Or almost.




    What, you didn’t see the “but” coming? Because there is one! The “but” is my job. I’m a private chef. If off-season I only do a few events, but summer is full throttle, even so to the point where I sometimes have to live with the client. And every summer, I find myself somewhere in Provence, working for a foreign client. Last year, I worked for a Qatari family in Saint-Tropez. This year, I’ve been hired by Emma Gilmore, a wealthy American that came here to recharge. She’s already warned me that her husband will only be around sporadically, but I’ll be informed when he’s coming. He can’t step away from his work as a high-profile lawyer at a renowned New York firm. As for her, she’ll be in and out, visiting friends and managing her magazine. She’s the editorial director of Spook, a glossy magazine that photoshops women to give people like me complexes and praises beautiful but shallow women. Clearly, I’m not her target audience.




    Emma Gilmore has two grown sons, Richard and Daniel, both twenty, for whom I’ll also be preparing meals. In short, my two summer months promise to be busy, but I’ll be working in an idyllic setting.




  

    
Chapter 1




    So, this year, no yachts or starlets willing to do anything, but instead, the Sainte-Croix Lake in Verdon as my panoramic view.




    In my old, brick-red Jeep CJ7 with its faded paint, I peacefully drive along the road, singing at the top of my lungs to a Téléphone song playing on the radio. If I know Cendrillon by heart, it’s thanks to my dad, who’s a fan and used to play it on repeat when I was a kid. Even now, I can picture his big frame behind the stove, belting out the lyrics. My mom, who divorced him when I was eight, can’t stand the band anymore. Probably just like she can’t stand my dad, but that’s their story!




    I’ve got my suitcases with me, including my kitchen gear. The place is supposed to be equipped to my specifications, so I only bring my knives and clothes. I’m still enjoying not being stuck in my chef’s uniform, wearing a black crop top and shorts. Not ideal in the sun, but black is my favorite color, so who cares! This way, people can admire the large fox tattoo on my thigh, the floral designs on my stomach, and the little Batman logo on the inside of my left arm. I have other tattoos, but no one can see them yet.




    The morning is well underway, but it’s sweltering, and I can’t deny that a car like mine, without air conditioning, doesn’t help. A hot breeze whips my face, offering no relief as I arrive at the house’s gate. Waze, the GPS app, announces with a province accent before I turn it off:




    — “Well, here we are, mamma!”




    Pulling my car into the driveway, I fumble to press the intercom button. A polite and curious voice on the other end asks me to introduce myself and then confirms I’m expected. Indeed.




    I assume it’s a “colleague” speaking, but he’ll learn to loosen up and drop the formalities with me. Not that I’m particularly crude—I know how to behave—but among household staff, we can skip the niceties!




    The electric gate opens, and I drive in, finally catching sight of the house. The old province bastide, with a direct view of the lake and the swimming pool faces it, as does the small cottage. Well, as if it were just that—the mountains on the other side make it a setting straight out of an American TV movie, and I whistle as I take it all in.




    I’m not poor or modest; I’m actually quite comfortable. But I’ve never been in a place like this. The bastide rises from the landscape in a stunning blend of stone and modernity, giving the impression of being quite old. Which I doubt. The architect has masterfully created the illusion of an ancient house, but it’s not. I take in the sight of the place, wondering what I’ll find inside, when the silhouette of a man in a casual yet chic shirt and linen pants appears. He waves me forward and points to a covered parking area that blends seamlessly into the scenery, far from the two gleaming SUVs parked in the garage.




    “Park here, next to my car.”




    Ah, so this is my intercom interlocutor. It’s him, my colleague—a man in his fifties with salt-and-pepper hair and a too-gentle smile. I think this might just be his natural way of speaking… carefully enunciating every syllable with delicacy. I feel a bit bad for my earlier judgment.




    “Thank you!”




    I say lightly, doing as he says before stepping out of the car and shaking the hand he offers in greeting.




    “Nice to meet you, Olivia. I’m Jules, the house’s butler. My wife Anaïs is out running errands; she’ll be back later, and you’ll meet her then.”




    I’m impressed. His voice is so calm and measured that it seems designed not to disturb anyone.




    “No problem! Is Mrs. Gilmore here? I’d like to introduce myself.”




    “She’ll arrive tomorrow. Her sons are already here, but only Mr. Daniel is present; he’s reading on the outdoor terrace.”




    “I’ll go introduce myself, then.”




    That’s the best thing to do—introduce myself and gauge the atmosphere. Clients can be wonderful people or complete jerks! Either way, even if they’re awful, I’ll have to deal with them. At least I’ll know what to expect. As I step through the front door, I have to admit I’m admiring the place. A perfect blend of modernity and tradition, the decor is clearly the work of a top-notch designer. The classic stone walls contrast with sleek, contemporary elements, and the cool air saturating the space makes it clear the air conditioning is running full blast. It’s massive, and I haven’t even ventured upstairs, I follow Jules down the main hallway as he guides me.




    It’s a good thing, too—I could easily get lost! In any case, I notice the house is equipped with the latest gadgets, and while there are a few slightly unnecessary but visually stunning knick-knacks, they blend seamlessly with the modern style and older Provence-themed items. It won’t be unpleasant to work here, that’s for sure.




    I find myself on the other side of the house, stepping out through the sliding glass doors of an oversized living room onto a terrace overlooking a lower-level area with a pool—and, of course, the lake and mountains.




    Damn, it’s beautiful, I have to admit. I’m so taken by the view that I don’t immediately notice the tuft of dark hair sticking out from a lounge chair, engrossed in a book.




    “Mr. Daniel, Miss Olivia Rousset has arrived.”




    A slight nod of the head, and Jules leaves us. I haven’t heard the other man speak, but I assume he’s the type who doesn’t bother addressing the staff… I’m making a snap judgment here, but hey, I know the drill. When someone doesn’t respond or even glance up from their book, there’s usually a hint of egocentrism or something similar.




    Personally, I’m a direct kind of woman, so I step closer and speak up.




    “Hello, Mr. Gilmore, it’s a pleasure to meet you!”




    I don’t extend my hand—I don’t want to stand there awkwardly with my arm outstretched, waiting for him to acknowledge me. Instead, I move closer and finally catch a glimpse of his profile.




    Damn, I’ve seen handsome men in my life, but this one… if I were straight, I’d probably be staring at him like the wolf in those old Tex Avery cartoons ogling a sultry singer. He’s got the look of an Adonis, a true Greek god, with smooth skin and a melancholic air. No, not melancholic—more like weary, as if he’s tired of the world. A sensitive soul that I openly and shamelessly scrutinize. His skin is pale as can be, and it’s probably not going to tan much in his outfit. He’s wearing a light blue, long-sleeved, flowing shirt and beige linen pants. Not much of his skin is visible, but hey, maybe he’s just avoiding UV rays. Behind his designer glasses, he doesn’t spare me a single glance… I can’t decide if it’s frustrating or not.




    I’d say no—it’s his house, and I don’t need him to pay attention to me as long as I can work peacefully. But it does irritate me—I don’t like being looked down on. And to me, that’s exactly what’s happening.




    “Okay…”




    The word slips out, an awkward “okay” that still manages to highlight how rude he’s being. It’s enough to make him turn his head, his face flushing crimson as he quickly sits up to apologize.




    “I didn’t hear you; please forgive me, I was absorbed in my book.”




    He has a charming American accent and a surprisingly soft, measured voice. He doesn’t seem confident, let alone comfortable. I might need to rethink my initial judgment. He stammers and struggles to find words, so rather than prolonging a situation that’s clearly making him uncomfortable, I smile.




    “Carry on! I completely understand—when a book grabs me, I forget everything else! I’ll go claim my territory!”




    Light and playfully, I make my exit. Well, the first of the sons is relatively shy, maybe even introverted, which means he probably won’t be much of a bother.




  

    Chapter 2




    The butler showed me to my room so I could settle in. I’m staying on the ground floor in the section reserved for staff. There’s my room and his, along with his wife’s, of course. It’s spacious, and I have my own bathroom with a small outdoor terrace. Honestly, this is one of the best gigs I’ve ever had.




    As for the kitchen, it’s pure bliss. I’ve put on my chef’s uniform, carefully tied back my hair, and started inspecting everything to take stock.




    The groceries for the first two days have been done according to my specifications, I have all the utensils I requested, and damn, it feels amazing to have so much space to work in. It’s almost indecent.




    The central island boasts a stunning countertop and a state-of-the-art induction cooktop with a high-tech extractor hood. I spent five minutes just playing with it. Cabinets, storage areas, and the pantry! THE PANTRY!! It’s enormous!




    Yeah, I’m geeking out a bit, I’m euphoric—only someone like me, or another chef, would get this kind of thrill…




    Anyway, I’m in the middle of prepping vegetables for lunch when I hear someone come in. Judging by the racket they’re making, it’s definitely not an introvert. Their arrival is accompanied by music blasting from what must be a connected Spotify speaker. I can’t name the song because I don’t know it, but the tune is catchy. It’s pop rock, so naturally, it’s pretty enjoyable. The sound gets closer, and I figure it’s heading my way. It’s certainly not Mrs. Gilmore—I can’t imagine her walking in to a tune like this. Then again, I could be wrong, but I picture her as more of a Real Desperate Housewife. Not the series, but the MTV show about the daily lives of rich American housewives. Okay, she’s not exactly a housewife, but you get the idea!




    Just as I’m slicing my vegetables into a julienne, Adonis number two appears in the doorway. If Daniel earlier was reserved, pale as a ghost, and shy, this one is the complete opposite. His skin is sun-kissed, likely from exposing a finely sculpted torso—not overly muscular, but toned, like a young Henry Cavill.




    This Greek god reminds me of one of those guys from teen dramas who’s clearly in his twenties but plays a high schooler. He has a bit of a Tyler Buchanan vibe and is the spitting image of Daniel… they’re twins, if I recall what their mother said. I think… well, considering they’re identical copies, there’s no doubting it.




    When I meet his light eyes, I’m momentarily stunned—he’s smiling at me. Am I imagining things, or is this guy looking at me like I’m a cheeseburger?




    “Hey, you must be Olivia, no?”




    Oof, his accent is thick compared to his brother’s—it’s clear one of them is better with languages than the other…




    “I’m happy to meet you!”




    He strides in, catching me off guard. It feels like we’ve known each other forever with the way he acts. He comes right up and gives me a kiss on each cheek, leaving me struggling not to giggle like a schoolgirl. That’s not my style, but still. He smells good, at least, and I finally respond.




    “Nice to meet you. You’re Richard?”




    — “Ya! But you can call me Rick, and drop the formalities—thouse are for my dad.”




    “Your mother might not appreciate that.”




    “Oh, no, no problem. My mom’s used to me refusing… what do you call it here… the formalities.”




    He enunciates the last word carefully, syllable by syllable. Lowering the volume on the speaker, he grabs a cube of carrot, tosses it in the air, and catches it in his mouth. His casual outfit is drawing my attention, with his open shirt revealing a clearly perfect chest.




    “So, it’s ok? You’ll be chill and call me Rick?”




    “I’ll see what I can do.”




    I don’t say yes—it bothers me to accept so much familiarity. I prefer to maintain boundaries with employers to avoid getting too chummy and being taken advantage of. Sure, I’m technically employed by his mother, but that doesn’t change anything.




    As if he understands, he rolls his eyes and sidles up next to me.




    “What are you making?”




    “A vegetable julienne, balsamic salmon, and a little salad on the side. Something light for lunch.”




    “Perfect! Can I help?”




    “That’s not your role.”




    “Oh, come on!




    Before I can protest, he grabs an apron and ties it over his perfect chest. I say nothing. I’m tiny next to him, and my physique doesn’t exactly match his. Not that I’m the “big girl” stereotype, but I’m not the kind of model who complements his type.




    “Look!”




    He turns to show me his apron, which reads, “A kiss for the chef.” For a moment, I stare at him, perplexed. First, because I wouldn’t have expected to find something like that here, and second, is he flirting with me, or is he just naturally this carefree? I go with the latter.




    “Give me a kiss?”




    “Ah, but the chef in this kitchen is me!”




    He thinks for a split second.




    “Okay!”




    And plants a kiss on my cheek without hesitation. I’m left dumbfounded by his boldness and behavior. Eventually, I laugh it off and decide to take it as a joke.




    “You’re quite the character!”




    “I know, the complete opposite of Daniel. Have you met him yet, or should I drag him out by the scruff of his neck? He’s probably still buried in a book, I bet!”




    “It’s fine, I’ve already met him.”




    “Was he cool?”




    “Shy.”




    The twin rolls his eyes skyward. Between the two of them, he’s clearly the joker, and I have to admit, I’m glad to encounter such a personality, even if it goes against my basic principles. Anyway, I continue my prep work with him by my side, letting myself be charmed by his cheerful and pleasant nature. This young man brings a strange freshness to my morning, and it’s definitely not because of the air conditioning.




    I think I learn more about him in an hour than I could learn about his brother in three days. Rick and Daniel are twins (not kidding), but Daniel is the older one by a few minutes. They’re both in law school and have internships lined up for the summer, which Rick finds boring while Daniel is already stressing about it. Rick loves peanut butter (how cliché) and rows with Daniel at university.




    There’s something about him, beyond his looks, that’s incredibly appealing. He laughs easily, doesn’t seem to take himself too seriously, and enjoys teasing me. But since he also jokes around with Jules when he passes by, I think it’s just his way of communicating. A unique approach that might not suit everyone, but it works for me because I let myself get carried away.




    Oh well, it’s not a big deal. I try to set boundaries, but he quickly dismisses them with his carefree nature. At lunch, he insists we all eat together at the table: the boys, Jules, his wife, and me. I had indeed cooked the same meal for the entire household—Mrs. Gilmore’s orders—but I still expected some sort of hierarchy.




    Not that I’m full of prejudices, but I’ve more often encountered people who confirmed all the stereotypes than the opposite, so…




    That’s how I meet Alice, by the way, a charming woman in her fifties with blonde hair and a demeanor as gentle as her husband’s. She’s just as soft-spoken…




    I feel a bit out of place with my rougher demeanor and tattoos, but I have to admit, this is a pretty pleasant work environment!




    Anyway, I can’t wait to tell Lola about it.




  

    Chapter 3




    The day passed faster than I expected, and I finished tidying up the kitchen late. Daniel retreated to his room, and Richard went out for the evening. He tried to convince everyone to join him, but no one gave in. Before leaving, he called us all killjoys. When he looked at me with wide, incredulous eyes after I mentioned I needed to call my girlfriend, his reaction was priceless. Learning I was a lesbian made him let out an “oh shit,” and he couldn’t help but say he was disappointed by the news.




    I’m not going to mention that to Lola—she might get jealous or upset, and I’m not in the mood for drama. Mostly she is perfect, but her tendency toward jealousy can sometimes be a bit much.




    My first day was pretty enjoyable; the atmosphere is fantastic compared to other summer jobs I’ve had, but I’m still expecting some hiccups. It’s unlikely everything will be perfect in this idyllic setting—it’s just not possible.




    After sharing a final cup of tea with Jules, I head to my room, dressed in light pajamas, ready to crash. But first, I need to call my other half and tell her about my day.




    Lying on the bed, I don’t have to wait a long time before Lola picks up. My sweet little minx is wearing her glasses, her grumpy old cat sprawled across her head as she lounges in bed. She’s probably watching a few episodes of a series before going to sleep.




    “Hey, babe, how was your day?”




    I have to be a bit careful about what I say. Lola’s jealousy is almost pathological—it’s just who she is. I don’t want to spark any drama. So, I recount my day, but knowing her lie detector-like intuition and her knack for asking seemingly innocent questions that feel like accusations, I decide to be upfront about everything. To my surprise, she doesn’t comment on the guys. Then again, she sees me as more lesbian than bi—I do too—but she doesn’t make a fuss.




    “That’s great. I guess you’re waiting for the catch, the thing that’ll remind you nothing’s ever perfect!”




    “You’ve got it!”




    “For once, you should just enjoy the situation and whatever comes your way. It sounds like the job’s easier than you thought! Well, okay, you haven’t met your boss yet…”




    As usual, Lola puts things into perspective, and I love listening to her do that. When I look at her, with her little upturned nose and mischievous expressions, I think this will be my last summer away. I need to find my own restaurant and move on to something else. This job is super convenient and allows me to diversify, but it’s not how we’re going to build something stable together. Anyway, my thoughts drift as we chat, and I’m happy to end my evening with her… I finally say goodnight after a long hour, ready to rest peacefully.




  

    
Chapter 4




    9 a.m., the market in Moustier Sainte-Marie nearby will give me the chance to pick up some fresh produce.




    It’s been five days now since I arrived, and I feel good here. The work is straightforward, and the boys are hearty eaters. Chatting with Rick is easy, but Daniel remains reserved. He’s sweet, I’ll admit, with his barely audible compliments, yet he still tries to give them. He’s not much of a talker, but I suppose his brother talks enough for the both of them.




    The duo is quite a sight to behold. Rick knows how to get a reaction out of Daniel, but he’s careful not to push him out of his little shell too often. One is clearly more sensitive than the other. Their uncanny resemblance often leaves me puzzled; I can tell them apart perfectly, but I must admit there are moments when I hesitate for a few seconds.




    I’m in the kitchen finishing up the breakfast I planned for this morning when I see Rick walk by. It’s the first time in five days that he’s been up so early and, on top of that, dressed.




    Usually, he strolls around in boxers that leave little to the imagination, and I struggle not to stare. Not that I’m interested in his… anatomy, but I can’t help glancing. I’m surprised, but I say nothing as he greets me with a cheerful good morning before grabbing a banana and dunking it unceremoniously into a jar of peanut butter. Ugh.




    Daniel joins us more discreetly, offering a timid good morning and pouring himself a coffee.




    “What time are we leaving?”




    Rick throws the question out energetically, still munching on his banana without a care. I glance at him, not entirely sure what he’s talking about, and assume he’s addressing Dan. But their attention is fixed on me, leaving no room for doubt.




    “We’re coming with you to the market!”




    I open my mouth to say something, fully aware it’s pointless. Even if I insist I’m going alone, Rick will just laugh in my face. Am I wasting my energy, or…




    “Fine, but we’re taking my car.”




    I smile, thinking they won’t agree. Rick loves his modern comforts and his fancy car, so…




    “Perfect!”




    He exclaims again, catching me off guard, I’ll admit, and slapping his brother on the shoulder. I think I should stop fighting them because I never win. I don’t know why I even bother. It doesn’t upset me; I actually like them for the way they are. They make me want to smile, and I feel lighthearted. When I’m with them, I feel good. It’s a nice feeling, but I mustn’t forget that I’m not part of the family—this is temporary. The last thing I need is to start thinking I belong here! Anyway.
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