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  Prologue


  The Carmes district is one of the wealthiest neighborhoods in Toulouse, bordering the Garonne River. There stands a small four-story building with a red brick façade and a quaint, old-fashioned charm. It is adorned by large windows, along with ornate moldings on the balconies. Wrought iron railings frame the openings, accentuating their elegance. Like any apartment building, it is home to various families and individuals. The appeal of these apartments is simple: they will serve as the stage for our story…


  With a small, private courtyard that allows everyone to enjoy some outdoor space during sunny days, it is a modest haven of peace in the city.


  On the ground floor is the concierge’s lodge. Madame Ava Klimenko, originally from Ukraine, is a voluptuous woman in her thirties, as kind and gentle as she is beautiful and carefree. She has lived here for three years and landed this job after taking over from Mr. Anger, an elderly man who has since moved to a nursing home.


  Also on this level is the medical office of Antoine Nogaro, a general practitioner. He sees his patients there without them needing to enter the private courtyard, as a door from the outside leads directly into the office lobby.


  The neighbors appreciate having a doctor in the building. Whether they have children or not, Dr. Nogaro is always available. He enjoys helping others and reassuring the most anxious residents—within reason, of course.


  Fortunately, no one has ever crossed any boundaries in this regard.


  On the first floor, three apartments, either two-bedroom or three-bedroom units, share the landing. One is used as an Airbnb and hosts visitors irregularly. This hasn’t exactly thrilled all the property owners, but they’ve gotten used to it! Did they really have a choice? Besides, it’s better to see the bright side: there could have been three Airbnbs.


  According to Mr. Chirac—no relation to the former president—a grumpy old man living on the fourth floor, it could have been worse: there could have been Arabs. Yes, Mr. Chirac is a racist old fool. A retired widower, a former military man, he votes for the far-right party. He owns a nasty little Jack Russell terrier and seems to be the first to complain about any kind of problem! He loves peace and quiet and views everything with suspicion…


  His grown son, who moved in with him after a tough divorce, is not as unpleasant. In fact, he’s rather likable. But he can’t manage his father; instead, he keeps quiet and offers polite smiles to avoid any conflict that might get him kicked out.


  Anyway! On the first floor, there’s the Airbnb, an apartment about to be rented, and the home of two young women in their thirties: Miss Sarah Parlerme, a banker, and Lara Barthelemy, a schoolteacher. These two became friends through mutual acquaintances a few years ago. Now best friends, or BFFs, they love living together as roommates. It reduces expenses and creates great memories!


  On the second floor lives the doctor, who owns the entire landing: Mr. Nogaro. He has lived here for several years, making a life for himself in this building since his daughter was two years old. The apartment was, in fact, a family gift. The doctor comes from a well-off bourgeois background, so financial struggles have never been part of his life…


  On the third floor are the Seyes family, a couple with two children. The father earns a good living, allowing the mother the luxury of being a stay-at-home mom. Across from them lives Mr. Kirsh, a legal advisor nearing forty. Divorced for three years, he has his kids every other weekend. He kept the apartment after the separation, while his ex-wife moved on with another woman. It’s best not to bring up the subject with him; he claims he’s not homophobic, but still… his pride took a hit, and he’s struggling to come to terms with it!


  On the fourth and final floor live Mr. Chirac and his son Baptiste, neighbors to Mr. Armand Manneli. A virtuoso pianist at the conservatory, he inherited the apartment from his great-aunt. The only other residents on this floor are a young couple: Hector Hermann and his fiancée Annabelle Piratz. While Annabelle has never been particularly charming, she’s become downright unbearable since getting pregnant! Hormones, as they say…


  And so, this is the setting of our story. Shall we focus on the new arrival?


  Chapter 1


  Lucy


  My first apartment!


  I’m so lucky; the rent is reasonable for a place like this! Well, it belongs to a friend of my dad’s, so of course, he didn’t charge me the full price. He was even accommodating since he knows my dad, and it works out for him too…


  Since he promised to rent to someone decent and knows I’m a good girl, he didn’t think twice.


  Between us, he doesn’t really know me, but I am serious, not one to mess around. So…


  I loved the apartment when I visited! I couldn’t find a single flaw: it’s new, well-designed, and very bright! Perfect for a single young woman. I’ve spent a good part of my life in this building since I was ten, anyway.


  My best friend, Chris, lived here. Technically, she still does, but she’s away on an Erasmus year. Her dad is still here: Antoine. I’ve generally gotten along well with him, though I’ve also had a bit of a crush on him. But honestly, compared to my own dad, there’s no contest.


  He’s like a green-eyed Henry Cavill with a strong jawline. Great build, broad shoulders, and a dimpled smile that could make even the most prudish woman swoon. At least, that’s what I think! Despite the glasses perched on his nose that give him an intellectual vibe, he also has a rugged charm with finely sculpted muscles.


  Throughout my teenage years, I had a crush on him. So did a large portion of our classmates! What immature girl wouldn’t? Especially during those hormone-fueled years when we’d quickly imagine scenarios with handsome men. A smile, and bam, we’d convince ourselves he was too shy to make a move, that he wanted to seduce us, that we’d figured something out—when in reality, not at all. Suffice it to say, he was the teenage fantasy of the adult man. A man who never looked at us as anything other than kids he made pancakes for…


  Anyway, since he had my friend at nineteen, that makes him an attractive man in his forties. With my dad nearing sixty, I never saw this man as a father figure… well, he was, but… let’s move on. The teenage fantasy—thankfully, I’ve grown up since then…


  It’s not that long ago, sure, but I’ve stopped imagining things. My hormones are now interested in guys my age that I can actually date!


  To tell you more about myself, I’m the youngest in my family. My parents had me late. But I don’t mind; I was spoiled!


  While my older siblings, much older, were leaving the house, I had all the attention I needed to live my life.


  That doesn’t mean I’m a spoiled brat; I’m pretty level-headed. I have a part-time job alongside studying art history. Sure, it’s a very cushy position at my dad’s office, but it’s still a job. He didn’t want to just give me money for no reason, so he “found” a good solution.


  Dad is a bit of a doting father with me. My mom often tells him so, and I do too, but well, he’s not going to change.


  He’s friends with Antoine; they play squash together. They met through their wives back in the day. The women were very close friends despite their ten-year age difference. When my best friend’s mom passed away, we were there for them—well, mostly my parents, to babysit Chris and support Antoine…


  But anyway!


  Today, I’m moving in!


  I enlisted a group of friends to help me. There were about ten of us carrying and transporting boxes, joking around. It was a bit noisy, but I don’t think we disturbed too many people. We started at ten in the morning, finished by three, and even though we were loud in the stairwell, no one complained. Only old Mr. Chirac gave me a dirty look with his old dog as he passed by. I don’t think he recognized me; when I said hello, he sniffed and looked away. Strange, considering he should appreciate greeting blondes with light eyes…


  No matter, this “first contact” won’t dampen my joy!


  I love the apartment; I’ve already mentioned that…


  But the large windows, the living room, the bedroom… it’s so beautiful, and I’m absolutely thrilled! Admittedly, it’s still in the early stages of me making it my own, but I have a thousand ideas. So, I’ll keep going, assembling furniture, planning the layout, and making tomorrow—Sunday—a very productive day!


  I’ll get to spend my first evening in my own place!


  But first, I’m going to visit my friend’s dad! Maybe he already knows I’m the new tenant? That would be a shame; I want it to be a surprise! Why? Oh, no reason, I just want to catch his attention. Purely innocent, of course! I do enjoy creating little moments of flair…


  To go see him, I’m not exactly at my best! My blonde curls are wild around my face, clumsily gathered in a tie that’s barely holding up. I’m wearing denim overalls and a slightly dirty crop top, but here I am, climbing the one floor that separates me from his.


  I ring the doorbell with excitement. The familiar chime—the same as it’s always been—rings out, filling me with joy.


  I know, I must look like a kid…


  Everyone says I’m too cute…


  Lucy, the adorable blonde with her eternal childlike charm, freckles on her nose, and mischievous gray-blue eyes. Pretty? I don’t know, I’m a skinny little thing, but I can hold my own when I’m not in cleaning clothes.


  Out of vanity, I adjust my hair. But I drop my hand behind my back when I hear the door latch click after a muffled “Who is it?” He must have looked through the peephole and seen it was me.


  “Lucy?”


  Oh crap, I’d forgotten about that smile… it’s so charming, especially with his scruffy stubble. It gives him an irresistibly rugged look. He’s surprised, but also happy. It’s obvious.


  “Hi, Antoine, how are you?”


  “I’m good. What are you doing here? Come on in!”


  “Oh no, no, I’m not staying! I have an apartment to organize.”


  I clarify his intrigued expression.


  “I’m your new neighbor!”


  Deep down, I’m quite pleased to catch him off guard. It doesn’t add anything, but as I said, I enjoy creating little moments of flair.


  “You’re the new tenant?”


  “Yes!!”


  “That’s fantastic! Do you need any help?”


  “Probably with a few things if you have time?”


  I say this even though I don’t actually need help, but I’m not going to pass up the chance to have him over and chat with him. I know, I said I’ve grown up and matured—maybe I lied a little.


  “This evening, does that work for you? I have a couple of things to finish first!”


  “Perfect! Cold beer and pizza as a thank-you?”


  “You know me too well!”


  He says with enthusiasm and a wink!


  Of course I know him. Thrilled, I wave goodbye and head off to finish what I need to do!


  Chapter 2


  Antoine


  Lucy shines as always; there’s something about her that catches my eye, almost against my will. It’s been a while since I’ve seen her—a year, in fact, since it coincides with my daughter leaving for her study abroad program.


  I absolutely don’t see Lucy as a second daughter. I have no desire to, especially now that she’s an adult. I’ve only ever been a father to my own child!


  When my wife passed away fifteen years ago, I took on the role of both parents. I did everything I could to make Chris happy, and I don’t think I failed in my task. She’s a bit demanding and spoiled, but that’s true of many young women. When she was still here, the apartment was full of life. Now that she’s gone, it’s different.


  It’s quieter, more grounded—you can tell a single man with a well-established routine lives here. But it’s not unpleasant. I was sad for a long time, but I eventually learned to live with it. What else could I do but accept it? Right?


  I chose to focus on being a father and keeping that part of my life private. For Chris’s sake, I never got into another serious relationship. She wouldn’t have handled it well. I realized that when she reacted poorly to a few women I dated. Besides, I didn’t have enough love to give to those women. So, I chose to be a dad and keep my masculine space intact.


  Since I’ve always enjoyed sex, I’ve simply stuck to that… it’s what brought Jessica and me together in the first place. We were both rather indecent and uninhibited. Her death didn’t change that about me; I just haven’t found another woman who could turn me on me as much as she did. But I’ve often found partners, and now, with dating apps, it only takes a swipe to find someone for the night.


  A player? Sure, but I’m upfront about my intentions and don’t hide it when I find someone attractive. I make it clear that I’m only looking for pleasure.


  In short, I’m just an average guy! I take care of myself, I work, and I know my looks are my best asset. I use them to my advantage. I don’t hide my age; I actually like the wrinkles at the corners of my eyes and the salt-and-pepper hair on my head. Women find that appealing in a man!


  However, something about Lucy moving into the building bothers me. Our home is peaceful, but secrets don’t stay hidden here—I’m sure of it. I’d hate for her to find thing out and report them to Chris. My daughter doesn’t need to know what I get up to…


  She doesn’t need to imagine her father’s indiscretions, let alone…


  “Am I not to your liking today?”


  The Ukrainian accent rolls off the tongue of the concierge, kneeling between my legs. She looks up at me with a desperate gaze. Her ample breasts spill out of the white apron she’s wearing, and the saliva on her chin glistens. She’s been working on me for about ten minutes, but my mind has been elsewhere, and I haven’t paid her any attention. My lovely Ava… I’m not being fair to her.


  The first time I slept with her was six months after she moved in. She had innocently (yeah, right) asked for my help with something in her apartment. When she climbed the small ladder I was holding, I noticed she wasn’t wearing any underwear. To me, that was an invitation.


  Without hesitation, I went down on her before taking her against the modest wooden table in her tiny kitchen. Why take her from behind? You’d understand if you saw her ass! I couldn’t resist.


  Since then, I’ve regularly satisfied the needs of the single, lonely woman she is. Oh, she’s had boyfriends in the meantime, but that’s never stopped me from giving her pleasure and taking mine. If she continues to invite me into her bed, it’s because she wants to. It’s not my job to manage her relationships or her conscience. Some might call me a jerk. I don’t see it that way.


  To each their own, as they say, right?


  “You seem distracted, Doctor…”


  I love that she addresses me formally; it makes me feel important. With her thick accent, it’s like we’re constantly role-playing. It’s probably my narcissistic side—I’m not perfect. Her calling me “Doctor” and speaking to me formally gives me a sense of significance.


  I wouldn’t say I’m important, but I’m not just some random guy either. So, it flatters me and makes me smile.


  “Forgive me, Ava, you’re perfect. It’s me who’s… being quite rude by not giving you the attention you deserve. I won’t lie; my mind is elsewhere.”


  “Is there anything I can do?”


  “Alas, I fear even your sweet, sticky peach won’t do much good.”


  “Oh…”


  She’s disappointed; it’s obvious. I suppose I would be too if, half-naked, I got brushed off by my hookup. But honesty is better than going through the motions without enthusiasm. That can be incredibly sad and rather mediocre.


  I sigh. No, I’m not in the mood. I can’t stop thinking about Lucy living here now. What bothers me is that I’ll have to be careful about my habits. I don’t want her to tell Chris anything or for it to affect their friendship because Lucy feels awkward. That’s what would bother me the most.


  Chris adores Lucy; she’s always been there for her, and they’ve never had a falling out. So, if my actions caused a rift between them, I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself!


  I tuck myself back into my pants and stand up, trying to offer a confident, smiling face to my little Ukrainian. She won’t hold a grudge, I know. We have fun together, and we don’t make any promises. I’ll make it up to her in due time. No need to make a big deal out of it!


  So… I extend my hand to help her up and gently adjust her apron to cover her breasts.


  “I know what you’re thinking—you’re a bit frustrated. But you know what? I’ll make it up to you properly, I promise. I have no desire to go through the motions with you just because we planned to have fun.”


  “I know… that’s what I like about you, Doctor.”


  She’s pouting a little, I can tell from the slight frown on her face just below mine. It’s almost adorable, I must admit, and it makes me smile. So, my hand moves to give her a playful slap on her lovely behind, and I grab her chin to kiss her slowly. Never mind that her mouth was all over me five minutes ago.


  Entwining my tongue with hers, I release her with a sigh.


  “You’re wonderful, Ava!”


  Chapter 3


  I didn’t know her apartment before, but the layout is pretty decent, and it’s a lovely place for a young woman. With her dad providing the essentials, as usual, she doesn’t have much to worry about. Well, I can’t really judge—my family always made sure I never lacked for anything, especially when I got married young to a girl from a very good family.


  They never knew how depraved we were, how unworthy of stepping into a church we were with the things we did... but anyway, that’s another story.


  I left Ava to take a shower and slipped into a pair of gray joggers and a V-neck T-shirt that fits a bit snugly. I haven’t gained weight, but I’ve put on muscle, and I suppose that’s why it feels tighter. Let’s just say Lucy has quite the view... and honestly, I don’t mind her checking me out. I told you, I’m a bit narcissistic, and I particularly enjoy being admired.


  Especially since these slightly “soft” pants can, depending on the angle, give a glimpse of the resting beam.


  I’m not trying to brag—well, maybe I am—but I’m fairly well-endowed, which is both a blessing and a curse. My wife used to say I was “big” and that it explained my insatiable nature. It would’ve been a shame to be well-proportioned and lack desire, wouldn’t it? My libido is tied to my
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