
  
    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 10


    I’ve never been as hot as I am tonight. Mrs. Gilmore has invited about ten guests, including her brother Ethan. His return had me on edge, but the twins didn’t pull their disappearing act again. They kept him occupied so he wouldn’t get in my way, and I was able to prepare the meal almost peacefully.


    I’m not particularly stressed because I’m comfortable in my role, but tonight’s dinner includes several big names ofthe fashion industry. Designers, models, and other prominent figures, including a few stunning women. Daniel and Richard are having fun sending me messages, which I don’t always read. They mostly revolve around how my natural curves are far more enticing than theirs or how my hips are infinitely more inviting.


    I don’t have time for their antics; the courses are flowing, and I’m deep into plating my dessert when the house suddenly erupts into chaos. A tall blonde in sky-high heels storms in, shouting something I can barely understand. For a few seconds, I’m caught between panic and confusion, as the frantic American woman finally manages to make herself clear.


    “Did you put peanuts in the sauce?”


    I nod, and she lets out a scream. Moments later: paramedics, a famous designer in critical condition, an evacuation. I’m left standing in my kitchen like an idiot. I only snap out of it when Mrs. Gilmore summons me to the terrace.


    The atmosphere hits me like a brick the moment I step outside. Mrs. Gilmore is pacing back and forth, swearing in English, a long, thin cigarette in hand. Seated at the table, her brother fixes me with a steely gaze the moment I arrive, sending an unpleasant chill down my spine.


    When she sees me, the verdict falls. She scolds me in her perfect American English, tearing into me. I stand there dumbfounded, stammering that I wasn’t aware. I wasn’t given any allergen information before the guests arrived—details I should have been provided. She continues her tirade, but for once, her brother’s deep voice cuts through it all.


    “You didn’t inform Miss Rousset?”


    His sister, surprised, stares at him. She wants to respond but says nothing. Not even she dares to contradict him. I have to admit, I didn’t expect it, and I look at Ethan in silence. He’s the one who ends the situation, sighing and stating that the fault lies with Emma and she must take responsibility.


    — “You could have double-checked beforehand, but that would be petty to say. The matter is closed.”


    Still at a loss for words, I nod in gratitude before walking away.


    ***


    Sitting outside on my private little terrace, the tension has finally subsided. I didn’t think I’d feel this way living here. I mean, I’ve gone from stress beyond all limits to this moment where calm returns. My body isn’t exactly in the best shape—it’s not a pleasant sensation. I’m caught between two states, guessing that tomorrow everything will be fine, but still reeling from the anxiety.


    The boys aren’t around tonight, so they didn’t find me, which might be a blessing in disguise—I’m not sure. In any case, here I am, in my sleep shorts and a thin top, taking the time to smoke one last cigarette, savoring the nicotine with immense pleasure. It’s been a while since I’ve had a smoke, but tonight, I don’t care.


    The croaking of frogs, the chirping of crickets, the heat—all of it wraps me in a strange cocoon where I feel at ease, alone. Honestly, what happened tonight was nothing. A professional mishap. I could have gotten indignant, yelled, or something, but in the end, things calmed down, and I had no desire to spend more energy on it. My only need was to isolate myself, which I did.


    I know that given the late hour, no one will disturb me anymore. That’s why I head to the kitchen to grab a beer and some chips—a late-night craving like any other. While fatigue brushes against me, it hasn’t fully claimed me yet—it’ll come later, hitting me like a blow to the back of the neck.


    Barefoot, I find what I’m looking for without having to rummage, moving through the semi-darkness of the kitchen. The glow of various appliances and the light of a beautiful full moon allow me to see clearly enough. The crunch of a cheese-flavored chip, my guilty pleasure, echoes as I savor the end of a still generously filled bag. My mind elsewhere, my thoughts wandering, I stand there, staring out the window.


    A faint moan reaches my ears between bites of chips. Assuming it’s just an auditory hallucination, I don’t pay it much attention, preferring to continue my snacking. However, the repetition and increasing clarity of the sound make me pause and listen more closely. A woman’s voice and a man’s voice respond to each other in an intimate rhythm. I recognize the muffled sighs and restrained moans. I don’t know why, but my mind immediately jumps to Richard. It’s just like him to hook up with anyone… but does he have the right to do that after what we’ve done?


    I sneak into the living room, staying in the shadows as much as possible to avoid interrupting anything and turning this moment into something even more awkward. On one hand, I have no desire to find one of the twins; on the other, I need to know for sure.


    I can’t make out the voice well enough to identify it. It’s subdued, as if muffled, a clear attempt not to be caught. As I approach the sliding glass door, I position myself to get a better view.


    “Oh, shit.”


    I mutter as I discover the scene unfolding before my eyes. It’s not Richard, but Jules and Emma. Mrs. Gilmore is hooking up with her servant. They’re not even undressed—on a lounge chair, she’s straddling him with fervor while he buries his face in her chest, one hand over her mouth to keep her quiet. She glances around nervously. Is she afraid of being caught by Jules’ wife?


    “Anaïs must be watching them; that’s what excites them.”


    My heart leaps so violently in my chest I nearly drop dead on the spot. Grabbing a nearby cushion from an armchair, I hurl it across the room toward the voice. Ethan stands there, sipping a drink, dressed only in pajama bottoms. Is this pervert getting off on this? His sister and her… ew!


    Not dodging the cushion, he spills his drink on himself and clicks his tongue in annoyance. I know I’ve irritated him in an instant, but I don’t care! That jerk nearly gave me a heart attack! Why is he lurking in the dark?


    “Do you often sneak up on people like that?”


    I hiss at him in an angry whisper. His dark gaze in response makes me want to slap him! This guy is insufferable!


    “You’re the one spying on others having sex and not noticing anything around you.”


    “I wasn’t spying! But you were clearly listening!”


    “Thank you! But no thanks! My room is right above, and it was even worse up there!”


    The muffled moans cut through the silence. He straightens up to wipe his pants with the back of his hand and finishes his drink in one gulp. To think I was just outside moments ago and had no idea what was happening. Maybe he was still enjoying some peace then.


    “Your sister is cheating on her husband with Jules?”


    “Like any woman tired of not having her husband at home.”


    Am I in any position to judge this situation or what’s happening right now? I don’t think so, so I shrug and head to the kitchen. I have no desire to see more of my boss’s private life. Even if, I must admit, her breasts are stunning…


    I notice Ethan following me, his steps calm, his presence just behind me. He places his glass in the dishwasher.


    “Thanks for defending me earlier.”


    Yes, I’d like to bury the hatchet a little. Let’s say I owe him that much—without his intervention, I probably would’ve been fired. And that doesn’t thrill me; I’d like to see my summer contract through to the end.


    “Don’t mention it.”


    We’re both in the kitchen, facing each other, separated only by the large central island. Beer in hand, I take a sip, more out of habit than to break the silence. It suits me fine. He stands there, saying nothing. Which is even stranger than any other behavior.


    “Can I ask why you’re so awful to me?”


    My question seems to surprise him. He looks at me, raising an eyebrow. It irritates me even more. I feel like an idiot with a silly victim complex. But I’m not crazy—I know what’s going on.


    “I’m demanding.”


    “You’re just a jerk.”


    I realize the words slipped out. Frozen after blurting them, he stares at me with as much astonishment as I feel standing there. Ethan starts laughing.


    “I have to admit, not many people dare call me a jerk to my face.”


    “Well, it doesn’t do you wrong to hear it!”


    My quick retort stuns me, but since it amuses him, why should I hold back? I glare at him, both confident and nervous. If he wanted to, he could have me fired for what I’ve said. Sure, this job isn’t essential to me—I can find something else—but losing it would annoy me. Not to mention the hit my reputation would take.


    — “You’ve got quite a temper.”


    He says it with a smile, his attitude of that of an undefeated stadium god. My eyes fall on him, analyzing every move he makes, every gesture. He moves toward me slowly. I’m certain he’s practiced moving in slow motion, like some guy in a cheesy romantic comedy. I see his muscles ripple with each step, his hand running through his hair. His body moves like a predator. And I’m just a helpless gazelle.


    I feel like I’m watching the twins, but different. More mature, more adult, more aware of what he is. A man, a strikingly handsome man. A guy with presence and poise.


    I realize I’m staring at him, like a deer caught in headlights. He looks down at me from his height. I swallow hard.


    “What are you planning to do?”


    I’m slightly worried; it’s not entirely normal for him to be standing there. I have to admit, my mind is conjuring up things—flashes of something a bit more indecent—and I have to control myself to avoid spiraling into something obscene. My body trembles despite myself, my mind shivers. I can’t understand this strange proximity or the shiver that runs down my spine.


    “Nothing…”


    He breathes the word, a seductive whisper, his voice delivering sultry secrets I might be imagining.


    His silhouette too close, I step back, my hips bumping against the edge of the sink. Now I’m trapped between him and the counter. My breathing deepens, my emotions in disarray—I don’t know what to say. I can only look up at him, watching.


    “Do you think I’m mean to you?”


    “You’re not exactly a sweetheart.”


    “I like pushing people beyond their limits.”


    “I see.”


    I don’t see anything, actually. This kind of behavior is completely ridiculous, let’s be honest. My eyes fixed on him, I realize my desires are stirring, that something is pulsing deep within me that I can’t quite contain


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

  
    Epilogue


    I have never been as fulfilled in my life as I have been since then. I kept my job, but I moved to New York to be close to the twins and Ethan. We quickly moved in together. Our story, which was supposed to last only one summer, endured over time.


    I became their submissive, fully; we married each other symbolically, in a BDSM union that we kept secret. But I legally married Ethan. Still, the four of us went on honeymoon together.


    I made the twins promise to leave if they ever found a woman, but strangely, it’s been ten years and they never left me. Our quartet doesn’t suit everyone. Mrs. Gilmore pretends not to understand, but it’s an open secret in the “high society” world. My father doesn’t care; he accepted it easily. My mother finds me obscene and doesn’t speak to me anymore. It doesn’t matter.


    When I got pregnant, in the end, I didn’t keep the baby. Neither Ethan nor I wanted it. The twins had a harder time accepting that, so I had my tubes tied.


    Not a day goes by without these gentlemen fucking me with the same hunger and the same greed. But you know what? I may be their slut and their submissive, but I am also the love of their lives—and they are mine.
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