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  Chapter 1
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Josephine


I was a fantastic, intelligent, and brilliant young woman with, I admit, a very high opinion of myself. But what could you expect when I was literally saving lives every day? I was an ER doctor, but it was more than just my job, it was my passion, and as far back as I could remember, it was all I had ever wanted to do. I’d worked hard to get here, and I’d done it all by myself. Was there anything more satisfying than knowing that you got where you were all thanks to yourself? 
Anyway, I loved my job, and it didn’t matter that most people my age were spending their weekends with their friends somewhere. I had a great Saturday evening planned, looking after people who were too carefree for their own good. It was a weekend just like any other. The freedom of the weekend encouraged people to take risks, which meant that the unlucky ones ended up in the Nice ER department, where I welcomed them as professionally as possible, even if, technically, I wasn’t the one in charge of looking after them. I was the one who came to give them a diagnosis or to give them the good or bad news after hours of waiting.
My shift was both hectic and calm, which wasn’t a bad thing. I’d had a few hours to sleep, and given what was happening Sunday, that wasn’t ideal. A family meal to celebrate my sister’s birthday, which was certainly pleasant, but it was difficult to deal with Meg, who was a little too insistent for a hug.
That was why I went directly to my parents’ when I left the hospital. I’d have time to shower and recharge a little bit before helping with the preparations.
My parents still lived in the home I grew up in. The garden, which was filled with orange trees and palm trees, was certainly a modest paradise, located at the foot of one of the hills in town, but it was pleasant enough. The neighborhood, however, was slowly evolving. Some neighbors couldn’t resist the temptation to sell their homes to developers, which was why a housing block was being built on the next plot over.
I was shocked by how much the concrete building had progressed since my last visit. The street was covered in construction equipment that wasn’t being used that Sunday, and a huge crane towered over this mess, giving the impression that our family home was tiny. It was windy that morning, and I glanced skeptically at the crane as it gently swayed.
There’s no need to worry, professionals set it up. They do it all the time, right?
I pushed open the little iron gate, which creaked, and closed it behind me. I went up the few steps that led to the house, opened the door, and like always, yelled out, “Hello! It’s Jo.”
But no one replied. A familiar noise was coming from the kitchen.
I found my mom in there, in the middle of cursing about something while throwing a casserole pan into the sink. Judging by the burnt smell and the clouds of black smoke, it looked like the burned remains of a culinary attempt.
“Err…hi.”
She turned around and seeing me in the doorway, ran toward me, concerned.
“Oh, Josephine, my darling. You look like a zombie.”
She pulled me toward her to hug me while I grumbled, “Thanks, Mom.”
Luckily, I hadn’t come looking for compliments.
She moved away to get a better look at me and shook her head. “You don’t get enough sleep—that’s not good. You should…”
I cut her off before she gave me another one of her lectures.
“I sleep very well, but I’ve just finished a long shift, so, yes, I’m tired today, but I’ll be fine tomorrow.”
She wrinkled her mouth, and I knew she was stopping herself from saying something else. Every time she made a small grimace, I got the unpleasant feeling of seeing an older, paler version of myself. On one hand, she was very proud of me and my work, but on the other, she wasn’t happy that her daughter was missing out on sleep. A normal motherly paradox, I guess?
At that moment my dad came into the kitchen and kissed me. He looked at the pan in the sink and said, “Am I going to have to take you back to the fish shop?”
“Yes,” said Mom. “But this time, I’m choosing. What you bought wasn’t any good. Just look at the proof—everything’s burnt!”
My dad smiled at me and left the room. After 30 years of marriage, he’d learned to take responsibility for almost all my mom’s culinary disasters (and there were many of them), even when he had absolutely nothing to do with them. I asked him one day if it annoyed him, but he jokingly replied that the day she stopped blaming him was the day he should start to worry. I’d decided that Mom was lucky to have found a man who was so patient, just like my sister, Margaret. If there were two men in this town who urgently needed to be canonized, it was my dad and Archie, my brother-in-law.
“Do you want to come with us, my darling?” asked my mom.
“No, if it’s alright with you, I’m going to take a shower, and then I’ll give you a hand with dinner.”
She kissed me on the cheek and said, “Okay, we won’t be long, but take all the time you need.”
Then she glared at my dad, who replied with a smile. They were as different as night and day, but they’d been inseparable for 35 years. Mom was a little ball of energy with a strong personality, whereas Dad, who was almost six-and-a-half feet tall, had a legendary composure that he liked to attribute to his Martinican origins.
They left a few minutes later, and I went to the bathroom, which looked like it was straight out of the 80s, or some time period when blue monochrome was in fashion. From floor to ceiling, everything was blue, which gave you the strange sensation of being in an aquarium. But the décor wasn’t important. What I wanted right now was a shower, or maybe even a bath… I didn’t have a bath at my apartment, and straight away the idea of plunging myself into hot bubbly water was very appealing.
I ran the bath, got undressed, and rummaged around in the cupboard to find the bubble bath. After all, if I was going to take a bath, I might as well do it properly.
When the bath was full, I happily immersed myself in the boiling, scented water. I’d put in so much bubble bath that my entire body was covered with foam. I was content there, lying in my childhood bath. It was exactly what I’d needed after a long night shift. I placed my neck against the edge and closed my eyes. The sound of the wind shaking the leaves outside was soothing. I was good… maybe too good? Without even noticing, I fell asleep.






  
  Chapter 2
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Josephine


There was a noise. 
A huge sinister rumble that sounded like crackling and explosions woke me up. Or maybe it was the feeling that the sky was falling down? But it wasn’t really an image because, yes, the sky had literally fallen on my head, or at least the frame and tiles of my parents’ house. 
I didn’t scream, I wasn’t that type of girl. At least, that was what I told myself later. The truth was that I was too shocked to scream. One moment I was dreaming in the bath, probably about a complicated call-out with multiple traumas, and the next I was the call-out. Because, yes, after the noise of the disaster, there was a deafening silence, screams, and finally, the sirens from the firetruck.
Something had hit my head. I didn’t know if it was that or just the brutal and unexpected situation, but it took me a while to realize what had happened.
The dust that was invading the room didn’t help either. I felt as if I was breathing in a mixture of ash, plaster dust, and other substances that it would be better not to identify. When I could see a little more clearly, I noticed that a beam had fallen and was stopping me from getting out of the bathtub. If it had fallen a few inches the other way, it would have hit me on the head, and I probably wouldn’t have been here to talk about it. It likely would have been the same outcome a few minutes earlier when I wasn’t in the bath. In any other position, I would have been my own perfect client… or that of the funeral home opposite the hospital.
The dust eventually settled, and I saw that the house now had an open-air bathroom. I could clearly see the azure-blue sky that only the south of France can offer. How badly damaged was the house? And what had caused the roof to suddenly collapse?
It didn’t take me long to find the answer; basically, a few yards away, above what was my parents’ bedroom, I could see yellowy-orange girders through the rubble.
The crane.
That damn crane had crashed into my parents’ house!
The contractor was going to hear from me. And to think for a moment that I’d thought they were professionals. I was ready to go and find him on site and to yell at him so much he’d never want to touch another construction machine ever again. But in order to do that, I had to get out of the tub. And that was precisely the problem. I was completely stuck. That was when I thought of another problem. I was in a bubble bath… completely naked!
A voice was coming toward me, and I knew it was help. I took a deep breath and tried to calm my mind, which was going at one hundred miles an hour. I was stuck in the bath, but they’d get me out. The firemen would take a while to clear the beams, but I was alive. I wasn’t hurt, and the bath water wasn’t red, so that was a good sign that I wasn’t injured. The water was still warm… and it still had bubbles.
However, I was still in my birthday suit.
There were worse things in life, I supposed; even I saw naked bodies all the time at the hospital…
Shit! A crane fell on the house, and just as I had gotten completely naked. Talk about karma.
“Anyone there?” said a manly voice.
I snapped out of my thoughts, and as loudly as I could, yelled out, “Yes! In the bath.”
“Don’t move, ma’am. It’s the firefighters, we’re here.”
“To be quite honest, I can’t move.”
“Are you hurt, ma’am?” asked the voice.
I still couldn’t see who the voice belonged to, but I imagined that he was somewhere in the corridor. That was a good sign. It meant that the house hadn’t been completely crushed.
“No, I don’t think so. I’m not in any pain, but I am stuck in the bath.”
I thought about all the times people had arrived at the ER with a missing limb or an injury that was so bad it was difficult to look at, and the person who was in so much shock that they didn’t feel anything. Was that what had happened to me?
“Woman in the bath on the first floor. Stuck in the bathtub.”
This declaration was accompanied by the characteristic crackling of a radio. He couldn’t have been far. The next second, I heard bangs and then a voice told me, “The door is stuck. Can you see it?”
I tilted my head, but the rubble was in the way.
“No, I can’t see the door.”
“Okay. We’re going to try and blow it open, but we’re going to take our time so that we don’t damage the building. Don’t move!”
“I can’t move,” I repeated.
Even if I had wanted to, it was physically impossible.
“My name’s Matteo,” said the voice. “What’s yours?”
“Josephine Toussaint.”
I don’t know why I gave him my surname. Maybe to let him know I was the owners’ daughter and I wasn’t halfway through a break-in?
“Nice to meet you, Josephine. How old are you?”
What was that supposed to mean? Hadn’t he learned never to ask a woman how old she was? Or was it because of my name, which despite having a resurgence in recent years, was more appropriate for a woman who would normally have had trouble getting out of a bathtub without a beam blocking their way?
“Thirty-one.”
“Great. Is there anyone else in the house?”
“No, I don’t think so.”
How long had I been asleep for? Long enough for my parents to get back from the shop? I hoped not.
My God! When they come back and see the state of their home…
I heard a loud boom, and then Matteo the fireman told me, “We’ve removed the door. I’m not far away.”
The bathroom wasn’t that big, and although I still couldn’t see him, he seemed to be much closer.
I heard him talking with someone who must have been one of his colleagues while I waited quietly in the bathtub.
I was still naked, nothing had changed. But I tried to breathe calmly. I was healthy, perfectly fine (even if I couldn’t get out of this goddamn tub), and we weren’t in the middle of winter, which meant that I wasn’t freezing to death because the roof suddenly fell in. It could have been worse, right?
“We’re going to go get some other tools. We need to cut the beam to get to the bath,” Matteo told me.
“Okay, I’m not going anywhere.”
My reply was more nervous than an attempt at humor, but it made the fireman laugh.
“Do you know what year it is?”
“Err, I hope it’s still the same year as when I got in here. Because if this disaster is the result of a temporal rift and you’re actually an alien, I don’t think I’m going to recover.”
He laughed again.
“And don’t ask me who the president is, or what day of the week it is. I know you’re just making conversation or checking that I haven’t lost a few brain cells, but my brain is working perfectly fine. Even if I can’t see my entire body, I’ve just done a quick checkup, and everything seems good.”
“Ah ha, that’s up to a doctor to decide, but it’s good that everything seems to be fine for now.”
“I am a doctor,” I replied, a little irritated at his comment.
“You’re a doctor?”
“Yes, and I work at the ER in town. I see cases like this all the time.”
“Oh, yeah? Well, I can’t say we’ve had a crane accident with a woman trapped in a bathtub for a while…”
“Do you think you’re funny?”
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to joke about the situation… Maybe we know each other if you work in the ER?”
“I doubt it.”
I generally avoided the firemen. These guys brought sick or injured people into the ER, but I didn’t have much to do with them. Most of them suffered from hero syndrome when they were actually just chauffeurs. And the cheap version at that, with the red truck and the polyester pants, nothing like Jason Statham and his custom suits.
The doctors were the real heroes.
“What was your name again?”
“Didn’t you write it down? I thought you took your job seriously,” I said sarcastically.
“My colleague wrote it down. I was busy trying to find a way to get you out. But if you prefer, I can go and fill out some paperwork and you can find your own way out. Right, Doctor?”
I knew I’d annoyed him.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean… Well, this whole thing is making me a bit nervous.”
It was true, he was still my best chance at getting out of this tub. I waited a second and then said, “My name is Josephine Toussaint, but everyone calls me Jo.”
“Okay, I’ve heard of you, Doctor Jo.”
This remark was only half pleasing. He’d heard of me… but why? The chances were that one of his colleagues had raved about my talent. After all, just last week, I’d reduced a man’s fracture in less than a minute in the ER corridor in front of the ecstatic firemen who’d brought him in. They hadn’t even had the time to get back to their ambulance. But normally, when we’d heard of people, it was because of their failures and not their achievements. Just now, by being unpleasant, I’d given him something to talk about with his colleagues.
I tried to reason with myself that maybe Matteo was a nice nearly retired fireman, one of those guys who had seen enough in his life not to hold it against a young female doctor for not being so nice to him.
Other voices were getting nearer, and Matteo said, “We’re going to break down a block—it’s going to be loud.”
The next few seconds weren’t very pleasant, but I told myself it was a necessary evil.
Some rubble disappeared and a hand appeared.
“Josephine, can you grab my hand?”
He waved his palm about, and I grabbed it. “Great, let’s get you out of there.”
It wasn’t the hand of a nice old man; it was that of a young man, big and firm, reassuring in a way.
I let go of his hand, and he started feeling around until he touched… my leg.
“Is that your leg?”
“Yes,” I replied.
All I could think was that I hadn’t shaved in a while. It was a miracle he didn’t think it was a beam full of splinters. Why did the roof have to fall in before I even had time to wax? Karma was definitely not on my side.
He let go of my leg, and I saw some debris disappear.
“We’ll see you soon.” said Matteo joyously.
Then reality hit me. He was going to see me naked.
Okay, there were still bubbles in the bath, but how was I going to get out without him seeing everything?
It’s just a body, Josephine. You see them all the time.
Yes, but it’s my body. And I’m pretty sure Matteo the fireman is going to try and sneak a peek.
I knew them, firemen, and I heard them talking. I knew how they talked about women…
“Excuse me.” I said.
“Yes, Jo? Is everything okay?”
“Yes, well, no. How exactly are you going to get me out of here?”
“Well, we’re going to carry on clearing the rubble so we can get to the bath…”
“No, I mean…” I cleared my throat before saying, “I’m in the bath—I’m…naked.”
He waited a second before replying, “Well, we have… a survival blanket?”
Great, I’ve always dreamed about being naked under one of those gold sheets…
“Can you go find some clothes in my parents’ room? Or something?”
I’d rather wear one of my dad’s old t-shirts or even one of my mom’s dresses that went out of style two decades ago than a simple cover.
“Your parents’ room is inaccessible, it’s too dangerous.”
I was about to tell him that I’d actually prefer the blanket in the sitting room than this damn gold tarp when he said, “I’m going to ask my colleagues. We should have a t-shirt in the truck.”
I just had to pray that it was big enough to cover my chest and maybe my ass at the same time.
More of the rubble disappeared and then a man’s face appeared.
“Everything alright, Jo?”
So now I could put a face to Matteo’s voice, but why did it have to be worthy of a sexy firefighter’s calendar? Geometrically perfect bone structure, a strong square jaw, which was softened by his dimples, all brought together with a charming smile. And he even had auburn hair, a color that not many guys had, and which confirmed my worst fears. He was a stereotypical fireman. A handsome muscly guy who had a good track record with women and who only had to mention his profession written at the top of his pay slip to win them over.
I hate firemen.






  
  Chapter 3
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Matteo


It was only a few weeks ago that I joined the Nice station. These last few years, I worked in another town in the department, and I’d finally managed to get the allocation that I’d always wanted, in the town where I grew up, Nice. 
Since I’d started, my shifts consisted of routine call-outs. There was nothing exciting except rescuing a woman trapped in the bathtub because of a crane. You didn’t have to be an expert to know that it was the machinery from the nearby construction site that was the cause of the damage. But how badly damaged was the house’s structure? It was hard to know. One of my colleagues suggested waiting for an expert, but we were the first vehicle on the scene, and as the fire chief, it was my call. I decided to go in. I knew I was putting myself and my men at risk, but in our line of work, it was just one of those things. “Courage and dedication” was our motto. It was less radical than that of the firefighters in Paris, whose famous motto was “Save or Perish,” but the challenges and dangers were the same.
“Are you okay, Josephine?”
“Yes… Is your colleague coming back soon with the t-shirt?”
I tried not to look at her. I knew the situation wasn’t very pleasant for her, but the temptation to look at the pretty female doctor sitting in the bathtub was strong. From what little I saw, there was nothing indecent. The water was still covered with bubbles, and I didn’t know if it was by accident, or if she’d reorganized them, but she was strategically covered with the bubbles over the places she didn’t want to show to the public. At least, that was what I imagined. Given that she’d asked for something to cover herself with, she couldn’t have been into exhibitionism… although… I had seen many strange things in my line of work over the years.
“I don’t think my colleague will be much longer. Do you have something nearby to dry yourself with?”
“I’m stuck in the bath. I don’t really see the point in trying to dry myself off,” she said in a bored tone, as if I’d forgotten to think.
“I meant for when we get you out of there.”
“Ah… erm… I might be able to get a towel from the rail.”
“Perfect. Wrap yourself up in it then.”
“That would be a great idea if my mom was one of those people who bought normal-sized towels and not those that are just about big enough to be a washcloth.”
I couldn’t help but laugh slightly, hoping she wouldn’t take offense. But her tone didn’t indicate she was trying to be funny.
I cleared my throat and replied, still avoiding her gaze, “If you can try to pull the plug in the bath to drain it. That should give you time to dry off with the mini towel.”
“And lose all the bubbles that are covering me? No, thank you.”
“If that’s what you’re worried about, just know that we see people naked all the time…”
She cut me off with a sneer. “Ah, I doubt it. But no, I’m not going to get rid of the two things that are preserving my dignity.”
I got the impression that yet again her remark wasn’t very kind, but I focused on something else. “Okay, one is the bubbles… but the other?”
She sighed and replied, “The water. With the water I can wet my hair, my hair will get heavy, and I can… cover my chest with it? Pfft! When I say it out loud, it sounds completely ridiculous.”
I smiled at her while still trying to look away. “Not really. I can imagine you looking like a sort of Botticelli Venus.”
Maybe even a bit too easily. I am going to have to get that image out of my head.
“Botticelli’s Venus doesn’t cover herself with her hair,” she said in a tone that was a little condescending and which she always seemed to have. 
I couldn’t really blame her—she must have been stressed. Was she also this stressed when she worked in the ER? Because although she didn’t recognize me, we’d met before in the hospital. Even then she wasn’t friendly to me the few times I had spoken to her. But taking me for a fool, I found that… sexy, or rather… intriguing. There was nothing that bored me more than a woman who batted her eyelashes at me just because I smiled at her. Women attracted to uniforms also weirded me out. I wore it for work, not to pick up chicks.
Our conversation about 15th century paintings didn’t last long because my colleague, Romeo, reappeared.
“This was the only thing I found. I took yours—it was the biggest one.”
He handed me my own t-shirt. I knew it was mine because at 6’4”, I was the tallest guy in my crew that day by far. Even in the entire station.
“Thanks.”
Behind him were two other guys with toolboxes full of things to get rid of the beam in the bathtub. One of them motioned for me to step aside, but instead, I took the case from his hands.
“It’s okay, I’ll take care of it.”
“But the boss…”
“Knows that I’m perfectly capable of doing it myself.”
Seeing that he was hesitant, I said, “I’ve established a good relationship with the victim, and I think it’s better…”
“I’m not a victim!” protested the voice from the other side of the beam.
I carried on, “Josephine would no doubt prefer that I cut down the beam. We already know each other, in some manner.”
I’d hoped she wouldn’t yell out no, that she wanted someone else to do it. First, because it would hurt my ego. Second, because even if I didn’t know these guys very well, I was sure they wouldn’t mind having a sneak peek. On the rare occasion that I glanced at her, I made sure not to look below her chin… Well, okay, maybe I’d looked at the roundness of her chest once or twice, which was only just sticking out of the water… but that was just to make sure she wasn’t injured.
“I’d prefer it if you stayed, Matteo.”
Her response was probably half-hearted, but I didn’t care. I gave my colleague a victorious look before turning back to Josephine.
“We’ll get you out soon enough, but before that, I’m going to have to make some noise.”






  
  Chapter 4
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Removing the beam while trying to preserve Josephine’s dignity was not an easy task. But I’d managed it. As soon as she saw that I was getting there, she drained the water from the bath, dried herself, and put on the t-shirt that I handed her. It looked huge on her and came halfway down her thighs, like a little dress. 
A little dress under which she was completely naked.
Once the path was cleared, she needed my help to get out of the bathroom. Or rather, what was once a bathroom and was now an open-air space.
I held her hand while she climbed over some rubble to reach me.
“I’ll carry you to make it easier.”
“There’s no need, I can do it myself,” she protested, stepping on a piece of plaster. “Ow!”
“Jo, let me help you. You’re going to hurt yourself.”
She looked up, and I saw in her big black eyes that she’d given in.
“Come here, lean on my arm.”
To my great surprise, she followed my instructions. But I was still worried she would get hurt. Using one hand, I grabbed the survival blanket Romeo was holding and wrapped it around Josephine.
“Oh, please,” she grumbled.
Considering what was to come, she’d be glad to have it.
I slipped an arm under hers and the other under her legs and picked her up like a young married couple going into their new home.
“Ah! Oh, no! Rossi, put me down!”
She knew my name? Interesting…
“There’s debris everywhere, you might cut yourself. It’s better if I carry you.”
“No, there’s probably a pair of shoes outside the bedroom…”
“Out of the question. Now that we’ve got you, we’re getting out of here. So stop squirming and we can get this over with.”
In a low voice I added, “That’ll stop you from making a spectacle of yourself in front of my colleagues. They’re not all gentlemen.”
She let out a scornful snort. “Oh, because you are?”
“Much more than you seem to think.”
The truth was that it had been torture for me. My attraction to Doctor Jo wasn’t anything new, and fate had given her to me naked on a call-out. But I was proud of my resistance. Some people would have taken me for an idiot, but I repeatedly told myself that if it had been my sister in her place, I would have liked the first responders to have been respectful. So, I made sure not to think about how fantastic that caramel-colored skin was or whether or not the curves that I normally saw barely hidden under her lab coat were actually there.
Once we were out of the house, I saw that the street was filled with firetrucks and police cars. One of them was keeping back the crowd that had gathered in the dead-end street.
I started walking toward the ambulance. We’d have to do a quick check-up on Josephine, standard procedure, before going to the ER.
My colleagues had already gotten a stretcher ready, and I laid her down on it, giving them the first pieces of information. “This is the young woman who was in the bathroom when the crane fell and who was trapped by a beam. I didn’t have the time to examine her, but she only seems to have superficial injuries to her legs due to the debris. She was reactive to—”
“Excuse me,” Jo cut me off. “I think that I’m in a better position to give the medical information.”
Her haughty tone had returned, and my two colleagues’ attention went from her to me.
Reluctantly I told them, “Josephine Toussaint is an ER doctor at the hospital.”
“Oh, Doctor Jo,” said the older of the two. “I didn’t recognize you.”
She gave him a tense smile, and to my great surprise, swung her legs as if she was about to get off the stretcher.
“Where are you going?”
“Well, I’ve diagnosed myself, and I can confirm that my state of health is nothing to worry about. I don’t need to go to the hospital.”
“What do you mean diagnosed yourself? You haven’t even…”
“I had the time to take inventory in the bath, and believe me, everything works. So there’s no point in wasting your colleagues’ time or that of the doctors in the hospital. Let’s not waste taxpayers’ money.”
She patted me on the arm, as if she’d just given me some good advice to mull over.
“Josephine, you’re…”
She glared at me.
“I’m what? Going against medical advice? I am the medical advice.”
“There’s a doctor who—”
“Listen, it’s really nice of you to worry about my health. And I’m grateful that you… got me out of the bath. I’m fine. If it’ll reassure you, I can promise you that if I notice even the slightest thing wrong, I’ll go straight to the hospital. But right now, I have more important things to do, like finding my clothes or trying to figure out how to tell my parents, who went out shopping, that their house got a bit damaged…”
She looked up at the house and said, “‘A bit’ isn’t quite the right term.”
But she probably didn’t have the time to find the right words because a voice yelled out, “Josephine! Oh my God!”
A little woman ran toward her, followed by a man who looked panicked. You didn’t need to be a detective to know they were her parents. 
As her mom was feeling her face to make sure it was the original version of her child, her dad wrapped a protective arm around her shoulders.
It was time for me to let them have their moment, and I had to debrief my colleagues and the police. We still had
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