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EPISODE NINETEEN
AURORE
“Are you sure you shouldn't be working for Séverine Marechal instead of Dominique Laroche?” Aurore regretted the words the instant they’d passed her lips.
Solange just rolled her eyes, emitted a small sigh, and retreated into silence. Always that silence. More than anything else, it drove Aurore to insanity.
“Will you please say something?” Aurore had tried beating Solange at her own silence game, but she didn’t have the patience for it. Because the woman got under her skin too much. At least once a day, Aurore wondered how it was possible for her to be so attracted to someone with such ridiculous political views.
“What do you want me to say?” Solange shrugged. “Whatever I say next will just propel us into another fight.” She narrowed her eyes to slits. “But just for the record, I would never for a second consider working for someone like Séverine Marechal or any far-right candidate. I don’t believe in anything she stands for.” She looked up. “We’ve been seeing each other for a while. I figured you’d know that by now.”
“I’m not so sure of that. The MLR and the ANF have different strategies to get elected, but you do want some of the same things.” Aurore couldn’t stop herself. She didn’t care that, once again, she’d be accused—in Solange’s usual clipped tone—of being a bleeding heart socialist who wanted nothing more than to pamper the less fortunate.
Solange leaned back against the sofa. Her white blouse was crumpled. Aurore had bought her some more colourful blouses, but Solange never wore them. She pinched the bridge of her nose between her fingers. “I’m honestly too tired to do this with you tonight.”
“That makes two of us,” Aurore said.
Solange looked her in the eye briefly, then cast her gaze to the stack of papers on the coffee table. To the tax reform memo she’d been reading.
“Maybe I’ll just go,’ Solange said.”
“It’s late.” Aurore tried to ignore the stab of guilt in her gut.
“Yes, I know it’s late, but I’d rather make my way across town at this hour than sit here with you and be accused of being a closet fascist.” She shook her head. “Yes, we want to push through this tax reform before the end of Dominque’s term, but I truly don’t see how that makes me fit to work for someone like Marechal.” Solange put the memo in a folder.
Aurore bit back the reply she had at the ready.
Solange pushed herself out of the sofa. She looked tired, worn out even. “When I come here, I want to relax. Not have the same old argument every time.”
“Relax?” Aurore nodded at the folder Solange had in her hand. “How can you relax when you’re working on more tax cuts for the rich? On my sofa. At eleven o’clock in the evening.”
Solange held up a hand. “Maybe we shouldn’t do this anymore. Any of it. Elections are coming. I’m only going to get busier and… frankly, I could do without your socialist distractions.”
“My socialist distractions? Is that all I am to you now? A socialist?”
“Tonight, you clearly are.” Solange straightened her spine. “Do you enjoy our endless fights? Because I’m sick of them. I’d rather be alone than fight with you every other day.”
“Are you breaking up with me?” Again. Aurore tried to keep her voice steady.
“What’s there even left to break up from? We’re hardly couple of the year.” Solange grabbed her bag from the sofa and stuffed the folder inside.
“I take it back.” Aurore stepped closer to her. “What I said about Marechal was a heat of the moment thing. Surely, you know that. Please, stay.” Aurore had been here before too many times. Every single time had felt like the last time—like Solange would disappear from her life forever. It was a thought she couldn’t bear.
“It’s not working.” Solange’s voice shot up, which indicated she meant business. “Can’t you see that?” She shook her head again. “You’re supposed to be the expert in relationships and emotions and communication and all the other things I suck at. So you tell me. Do you really think this is worth putting any more energy into? Because I can use my energy for much more valuable things.”
“In that case, I think my opinion hardly still matters.” Aurore’s voice cracked.
“Look me in the eye and tell me you truly believe we are worth fighting for.” Solange took a step closer. She stood so close that Aurore could feel her breath. This was a new move. Was it the first hint at the make-up sex they’d be having or was Solange truly being serious?
In the end, it didn’t matter. Because Aurore was tired too. Tired of the endless arguments, tired of never feeling totally at ease. Solange was so different from her, it often annoyed her more than it aroused her.
But Aurore couldn’t just say that out loud. She couldn’t just admit defeat like that. She couldn’t lie either. “I respect you as a person, but I don’t respect your political opinions. I just can’t.”
“Well, there we go then.” It came out as a whimper. “I knew I could count on your honesty, which is something I truly respect.” Solange was regaining confidence, or maybe it was the sarcasm that made it sound that way.
Aurore reached out her arm and put her hand on Solange’s hip. “Let’s not do this.” It was hardly an adequate argument—and she knew it wasn’t enough to persuade someone like Solange to stay.
“I agree. Let’s not.” Solange stepped to the side so Aurore’s hand slid off her hip. “Let’s end it here and now.” She swiftly made her way into the hallway. Aurore followed on her heels.
Solange snatched her coat from a hanger. She turned around. “It’s not that I don’t love you, but sometimes love isn’t enough.”
Her words were like a dagger through Aurore’s heart—because she knew that what Solange had just said couldn’t possibly be more true. They were in love, but it wasn’t enough.
With that, Solange slipped into her coat and out the door.
Aurore watched the front door for a good while longer. It wasn’t the first time Solange had disappeared through it—Aurore had lost count of how many times they’d ended things between them during the time they’d been seeing each other. Correction: tried to see each other. This time, however, a foreboding sense of finality hung in the air. And apart from the acute sadness she always felt when things went awry between them, Aurore was a little relieved as well. Which was probably the biggest indicator that this was their final goodbye.
SOLANGE
Solange opened the door to her office at the Elysée. She’d never get tired of walking into this grand room, reserved for the President’s Chief of Staff. Working for Dominique Laroche pleased her more than anything else. A thought she had to cling to now more than ever. A headache throbbed behind her eyes and the three cups of very strong coffee she had downed earlier weren’t helping with her fatigue. She’d barely slept a wink.
The conversation with Aurore kept playing in her mind. Could she have dealt with it differently? She had asked herself over and over. The answer was always no. At least Solange had tried. She had ventured into a relationship with the least-likely person—maybe that was the problem. Either way, personal relationships would have to be relegated to a dark, dusty corner of her life once again. Now that she no longer had Aurore to fight with, she’d start on a strategy for Dominique’s re-election campaign. The election was still a year and a half away, but it was never too early to start strategising. Solange needed the distraction.
Speak of the devil. Solange had barely sat before Dominique appeared in the doorframe.
“If you keep turning up earlier and earlier, you’ll make me look bad.” Dominique tilted her head. “Or did you sleep here? You look a bit worse for wear.”
Solange shook her head. She made a point of not discussing her personal life with the President, but she figured if she just told her and got it over with, the subject could be closed and she wouldn’t have to talk about it with her boss again.
“Please don’t make a big deal about this.” She gazed out of the window. “Aurore and I broke up. For good, this time. It’s over and it’s for the best.” There. She’d said it. She had expected some sort of relief to wash over her, but instead she was flooded with sadness.
“Oh, Solange.” Dominique walked further into her office. “I’m so sorry to hear that.”
“I really don’t want to talk about it and I would appreciate it if Steph didn’t stop by later to make a big song and dance about it.”
“Don’t worry about Steph.” Dominique leaned against Solange’s desk. “I’m probably foolish to ask, but do you need some personal time?”
“With all due respect, Madam President, but that is indeed very foolish.”
Dominique nodded.
“I’ve been thinking about the upcoming campaign.” Solange quickly changed the subject. She knew Dominique would respect her wish to not discuss her breakup any further. Not only out of respect for Solange, but simply because she didn’t have the time to worry about her staff’s personal life. She barely had time to see her own children.
“Of course you have.”
“Shall we set up a meeting with Barbier & Cyr soon?” If it were up to Solange, they’d consult other agencies as well, but Steph still officially worked for Barbier & Cyr, so it was out of the question for Dominique to employ anyone else to handle the PR for her campaign.
“You’re certainly eager.” Dominique started pacing. “How about we focus on getting this tax reform bill through the Assemblée first?”
“I am focused on that, but how about I have a preliminary meeting with Claire and Juliette?” During the previous campaign, Solange wouldn’t even have considered calling the owners of Barbier & Cyr by their first name. But everything was different now.
“No.” Dominique squared her shoulders. “Not yet.”
“Do you want to use a different agency?” Solange asked, slightly baffled.
“No, it’s just too soon.”
“It’s really not,” Solange urged. “I can assure you that Marechal and Rivière are already consulting, and they will be your two main competitors. In fact, we should aim for a face-off with Marechal in the second round and try to eliminate Ri—”
“Solange.” Dominique held up her hand. “Stop.”
Solange quirked up her eyebrows. Dominique never raised her voice like that—not to her chief of staff.
Solange had no choice but to accept that she was not fully in charge. There would always be one more person above her.
“Okay.”
“We’re going to have to re-crunch some numbers for this bill. Again,” Dominique said, not explaining herself further.
“I’m on it. You’ll have it on your desk in an hour, but…” Dominique might be the president, but she wouldn’t be if it weren’t for Solange. And Solange had already lost a battle last night. She needed the thrill of gearing up for re-election to take her mind off Aurore. “We’re going to have that first meeting soon.”
Dominique rubbed her forehead briefly. Solange had a hunch of what that could mean. Surely, Dominique wanted to run again? It was unthinkable that she did not. What it would mean, for Dominique, for France. For herself. Her brain couldn’t really parse the thought.
“You do want to run for another term?” Solange asked.
Dominique didn’t immediately reply. Merde. Before she could put together a battle plan for re-election, Solange had to come up with another plan. Convincing the president that not running really wasn’t an option. If she couldn’t persuade Dominique to run again, then she was pretty sure Dominique’s father would come to the rescue. She made a mental note to get in touch with him as soon as possible.
“I truly resent that it’s so automatically assumed.” Dominique huffed out some air.
Resent it all you want, Solange thought. It doesn’t make it any less so.
“Do we have to talk about this?” Solange asked.
“At some point yes, but as I said earlier, not now.” She didn’t say anything else before leaving.
This was worse than breaking up with a woman she loved. Far, far worse. Dominique simply had to run again. The thought that she might not hadn’t even been a possibility in Solange’s mind.
DOMINIQUE
“If I tell you about Juliette’s latest bright idea for Barbier & Cyr, you’re going to be green with envy,” Steph said.
The mention of Barbier & Cyr made Dominique look up from the tax bill she and Solange had been reworking for the better part of the day. It made her think of the meeting Solange had wanted to set up. Dominique could have handled that better, but, as always, she hadn’t had time to think about it beforehand. She should have known Solange would start bringing up the campaign about now. She had been her campaign manager, after all. She had been instrumental in getting Dominique elected as president of the Republic.
“What’s that then?” Dominique pushed the papers away from her. The numbers were dancing in front of her eyes anyway.
“She’s been researching all these Scandinavian studies about working fewer hours per week and she wants to do a trial at Barbier & Cyr. Go from the official thirty-five hours of work per week to thirty.” Steph painted a large grin on her face.
“Marriage has really changed her,” was all Dominique could think to say. She probably worked three times thirty hours each week, if not more. She could have all the opinions about this that she wanted but as the president, and one of the hardest-working people in the country, she could never voice them. It wouldn’t be fair on anyone.
“Yeah.” Steph slung one long leg over the other. “Maybe you should try it. Who knows, it might have the same effect on you.”
“I’ve been married before.”
“Not to me, you haven’t.” Steph kept a bright smile on her face. She’d been teasing Dominique about Dominique’s lack of time to marry her for a while now.
“You know when I would have the time?” Dominique hadn’t discussed this with Steph yet. She hadn’t talked about it with anyone. It was a mere thought. A fleeting—but, at times, rather alluring—possibility in the back of her brain.
“If you gave Solange less control over your calendar?” Steph joked.
“Well, there’s that…” Dominique could too easily recall the look of sheer devastation on Solange’s face when she’d brought up the option of not running again. “But what I mean is…” God, it was hard to say it out loud. “That I would have much more time if I… decided not to run again.”
“What?” Steph had never sounded more incredulous. She sat up straight. “Wait, say that again because I’m not sure I heard you properly.”
Dominique sighed. “Don’t you think that the question should at least be pondered? I know very well that nobody will explicitly ask me, so I have to ask myself.”
“You’re right,” Steph said. “Not even I would have asked.”
“You would have just assumed, wouldn’t you?”
“Just like anyone else.” Steph stroked her chin. “Are you serious about this?”
“I’m serious in that I want to think about it thoroughly instead of just being automatically coaxed into running again… Not just because I think it’s going to be a very tight race.”
“Because of Rivière,” Steph stated more than asked.
“And Marechal. They’re both on the up, whereas my approval ratings are down.”
“Ah, but you know what would have them soar in a heartbeat?”
Dominique nodded. “A big lesbian wedding.”
“To one Stéphanie Mathis. Some pictures of the kids in front of us. Boom. Election gold.”
“You know when you proposed to me in such a dramatic fashion, for a second there, I believed you were a true romantic.” Dominique’s chest glowed warmly at the memory of Steph’s proposal.
“Yes, well, that was quite some time ago. Is this going to be one of those decade-long engagements or what?” There was kindness in Steph’s eyes when she spoke. They’d had this chat many times before.
When you were president, there just weren’t that many good times to get married, let alone go on a honeymoon. Although Dominique had to ask herself whether her reluctance to set a date had more deliberate reasons—like possible electoral gain. But no, she might have been born and bred in the bosom of politics, but she would never use her relationship for that. If anything, what she had with Steph was a much-needed antidote for the cynicism of politics. Maybe that was why they weren’t married yet. Subconsciously, Dominique wanted to wait until she wasn’t in office anymore.
“If I didn’t run, we could marry and take a gloriously long honeymoon.”
“I was just kidding.” Steph looked her in the eye. “I truly don’t mind being engaged to you a bit longer.”
Dominique gazed at Steph’s lovely features. Her bright blue eyes. Her hair that was always just a tiny bit too long. Her skin, smooth as porcelain. Some days, all she wanted was to spend more time with Steph. Or simply just spend one entire day with her, without interruptions. “Would you agree that, right now, I’m in the prime of my life?”
Steph jutted out her bottom lip. “I guess so. You certainly look rather scrumptious to me.” She had that leery look in her eyes—the one Dominique had fallen for instantaneously when they’d first met.
“Do I really want to spend another five years not thinking about myself? Not spending enough time with my children, who will be going to university by then?” The rate at which Lisa and Didier were growing up was what did her head in the most. “Am I not going to regret that later in my life? When you hear these stories of people on their deathbed talking about what they would have done differently, no one has ever said they wished they’d worked more and spent less time with their loved ones.”
“That might be true, but none of those people, I would dare say, held the highest office in their country. Ask the same question to any former president of France, and I think the answer might be very different.”
“Probably, but… those presidents weren’t women. I’m the first female president of France and, whether I want to admit it or not, so many things are different for me.”
“You’re really serious about this, aren’t you?” Steph pushed herself up and sat on the armrest of Dominique’s chair.
“I have to be,” Dominique said. “I can’t just go blindly into another draining campaign and term—because if I run, I intend to win—just because it’s expected of me.”
“You never really were one to do what was expected of you.” Steph leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. “I should know.”
STEPH
“Are you willing to try?” Juliette asked Claire.
“Work only thirty hours a week? Margot will have me declared insane. She might want to operate on my brain!”
Juliette shook her head and turned to Zoya. “How about you?”
“I’ve considered it and I think it’s a great idea. I think it might very well be the future.”
Steph smiled. Zoya Das had been an excellent acquisition for Barbier & Cyr. She knew her stuff, was a fast learner—she spoke good French already—and wasn’t afraid to voice her opinion.
“I’m not dead set against it,” Claire said. “I’m just not sure now’s the right time to do this trial.” She fixed her gaze on Steph. “I expect Dominique will be in touch about her campaign soon?”
Steph knew Barbier & Cyr had been approached by other political parties. Parties whose policies the staff of Barbier & Cyr generally agreed with much more. “I expect so,” Steph said, although, after last night’s conversation with Dominique, she couldn’t be entirely sure.
“I had a call from Aurore last night,” Zoya said. “She was rather cagey about it. She and Solange just broke up—again. She called to tell Camille and me about that, but I couldn’t shake the impression that she was somehow fishing for PR representation. Apparently, the Socialists have a big budget to spend.”
“They broke up again?” Claire asked.
“It’s no surprise,” Juliette said. “Clearly it’s not impossible.” She winked at Steph. “But having opposing political views doesn’t really make for a romantic match made in heaven.”
“How’s Aurore doing?” Dominique had told Steph about the split late last night—almost as an afterthought after what she had told her first.
“It was hard to gauge on the phone,” Zoya said. “But I did sense a sort of acceptance about the situation. If Aurore’s going to be working on Rivière’s presidential campaign and Solange is Dominique’s campaign manager, it would have become impossible in the end, either way. And it’s hardly been a bed of roses so far.”
“Solange is a pit bull. Once the campaign kicks off, she’ll have no time for a relationship, anyway,” Steph said. She felt for both of them regardless and made a mental note to call Aurore soon.
“Just to be one hundred percent clear, Steph,” Claire said. “Your fiancée will be hiring us for this campaign, won’t she? Other agencies are not in the running?”
Steph took a breath before speaking. She was a partner in this firm now. She had to tell the truth. “She would never choose another firm but… Dominique hasn’t decided to run yet.”
“What are you saying?” Juliette dropped her pen.
Steph had barely had time to get used to the idea herself. Even she was torn about it. On the one hand, she’d love nothing more than to spend more time with Dominique—and finally get married—but, on the other hand, she was sure that if Dominique didn’t run, she would regret it for the rest of her life. But Steph was not the person making the decisions. This was something only Dominique could decide.
“I’m saying that being president is not easy.”
“No one ever said it was easy,” Juliette said. “I just hadn’t expected it from Dominique. She’s such a fighter.”
“And such a political animal,” Claire added. “I think I might be in genuine shock.”
“It’s not a foregone conclusion. She only just mentioned it for the first time last night,” Steph said. “Solange was badgering her about it.”
“Do you think she’ll make a decision soon?” Claire asked.
“She has to,” Steph said.
“I’m not saying our firm can’t survive without running a presidential campaign, but if Dominique doesn’t run we—” Claire said.
“Claire, come on.” Juliette cut her off. “Don’t say something you might regret later.”
“I’m just being honest,” Claire said.
Juliette rolled her eyes.
“Maybe it would suit you if Dominique didn’t run. Then you could cut back your hours even more,” Claire said.
“I know things are difficult at home right now, but I would appreciate it if you didn’t take that out on us, your colleagues and friends,” Juliette said.”
“Sorry.” Claire heaved a sigh. “I’ve seen Margot crumble once before and she never does a half-assed job. When she crumbles, it’s all the way down.” She ran a hand through her hair.
Steph didn’t see her mother that often, but she couldn’t possibly imagine not having her around anymore. Margot had lost both her parents in a very short space of time and she wasn’t dealing with it very well.
“Can we do something to help?” Steph asked.
“She needs to talk about it. Process it. But Margot’s not a talker. She just works,” Claire said. “All the time. That’s why this thirty-hour week idea has been getting on my nerves so much. Honestly, I’d love to work a bit less but I would just spend the majority of my new-found free time waiting for my wife to come home from her eighty-hour work week.”
“I’ll ask Nadia to try again,” Juliette said. “Sometimes it’s easier to talk to a friend than to your significant other.”
“Nadz has tried so many times. Which I greatly appreciate,” Claire said. “I just hope that with time, it will get better.”
“Things usually do,” Zoya said.
“I’ll talk to her,” Steph said. “Margot has always been there for me when I really needed her.”
Claire nodded. “That would be wonderful, Steph.”
Steph’s to-do list was growing. Check in with Aurore about her breakup from Solange. Convince Dominique to run again, lest she regret it for the rest of her life. And have a chat with a grieving Margot. Good thing she only worked part-time at Barbier & Cyr for now, and that she wasn’t willing to invest that much energy in her other part-time job: being first lady.
“I’ll see what I can do,” she said. At least she didn’t have to worry about Solange—she would be just fine. She’d much rather avoid Solange until Dominique had made her decision, because Solange would only try to rope her in to force Dominique to make a swift commitment—and if it were up to Solange, there was only one viable decision Dominique was allowed to make.
CLAIRE
To her surprise, Claire found Margot on the sofa when she got home from work. These days, it was hard to gauge what kind of mood Margot would be in, so Claire always trod with caution.
“I’ve made a decision,” Margot said. Her voice sounded even, which gave Claire hope they could spend a nice evening together.
Claire quickly shook off her coat and sat next to Margot. “I’m all ears.”
“It came to me again on the way home. I took a detour to clear my head. I really needed it.”
Claire nodded.
“I think I might try to find my birth parents.” Margot looked Claire straight in the eye.
Claire’s eyebrows shot up. She had to take a moment to regroup. Not once in all their time together had Margot expressed any desire to look for her birth parents.
“That’s a big thing.” Claire shuffled in her seat.
“I know.”
“Is this the first time you’ve thought of doing this?”
Margot shook her head. “I’ve thought about it many times in the course of my life, but I knew it would hurt Mum and Dad if I did while they were still alive. And I didn’t want to lie to them about it or keep it from them. But now they’re dead and I just feel… this extreme emptiness inside of me. An emptiness I hadn’t expected to feel. Their death wasn’t supposed to knock me for six the way it has.”
“If two people that important to you die so suddenly, it’s always going to be unbelievably hard, babe. It’s normal.”
“That they’re no longer here is a thought I almost can’t bear. I don’t know why. This grief just lasts and lasts and I feel like I need to do something big to snap myself out of it.”
Claire wanted to be supportive. There used to be a time when she could be certain any decision Margot made was a hundred percent thought-through, but that time was not now. She had to be the one to think this through for Margot.
“It’s a big leap into the unknown.”
“I know.” The corners of Margot’s mouth drew into a crooked smile. “You probably think I’m crazy and this is a bad idea in the emotional state I’m in, but I need to do something.”
“I understand the need for action.” Claire didn’t want to interrupt Margot too much. Some days, she hardly said a word at all, so when she was talking, Claire wanted her to get as much out as possible.
“I know I’m springing this on you. I’m not talking about leaving for South Korea tomorrow. I want to talk to my sister first, which won’t be an easy conversation. I’ve just been thinking about trying to find them more and more lately, so maybe that’s what I need to do.”
“I’ve always wanted to go to Korea.” Claire tried a smile of her own.
“We’ll go together then.” Margot’s eyes brimmed with hope in a way they hadn’t done in a long time.
They sat in silence for a while. Claire wondered if Margot was conjuring up images of the woman who had given birth to her and her sister.
“How was your day?” Margot asked after a few minutes had passed.
“Juliette’s still going on about the thirty-hour workweek.” Claire inched a bit closer to her wife.
“I guess in some professions the number of hours you work isn’t as important as the way in which you use them.”
This remark caused Claire to look up.
“It’s logical,” Margot said matter-of-factly. “The only way a surgery I perform will ever get shorter in time is through medical and technological advancements. Some surgeries used to take eight hours and now only take half that.”
“But has that made you, and I mean you specifically, work fewer hours?”
Margot shook her head. “No, because I need the extra time to learn new procedures and keep up to speed with new techniques. My profession will always be a high-pressured one with long hours. Until the robots learn how to perform surgery on their own, of course.” She snickered.
“Would you let a robot operate on you?” Claire teased.
“If I was the one who trained and programmed it. Why not?” Margot burst into a chuckle.
“Yeah right.” Claire leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. “I haven’t told you the biggest piece of news from the inner sanctum of Barbier & Cyr yet.” She waggled her eyebrows.
“What?” Margot sounded genuinely curious. It was subtle, but her mood had improved.
“Dominique isn’t certain yet that she’ll be running for re-election.”
“Oh no,” Margot groaned. “She has to.”
“I guess that’s easy for us to say.”
“It might be, but that doesn’t change the fact that any alternative to Dominque as president is just an appalling thought.”
“Rivière isn’t too bad.”
“The Socialists have had their chance. Dominique is doing good things for this country. She needs another term to finish what she’s started.”
“Sounds like they need you at the Elysée to talk some sense into our president, babe.”
“I might just give Solange a call.”
Claire scanned Margot’s face. “You’re not even joking?”
“We are Dominique’s friends. If she needs us to make the best decision, we have to be there for her.”
“The best decision for whom, though?”
“For everyone.” Margot nodded forcefully.
“Oh, and Solange and Aurore broke up,” Claire added.
“I didn’t even know they’d got back together after their last breakup.”
“Political differences,” Claire said. “Not every relationship can withstand the issues they bring up.” She kicked off her shoes and tucked her feet underneath her.
“Opposites can attract for a while, but those two are both way too consumed by their beliefs. I never gave them much chance for the long term.” Margot patted her knees.
“I thought you’d never ask.” Claire manoeuvred so she sat with her back against the armrest of the sofa, then stretched out her legs and put her feet in Margot’s lap.
“If Dominique does make the unthinkable decision not to run, whatever will Solange do with herself?” Margot asked.
“Work on the campaign of whoever else runs for the MLR, I guess.”
Margot caressed Claire’s ankle with her fingertip, exactly in the spot where Claire enjoyed it so much. “That will be a lost cause. If Dominique doesn’t run, it will be a two-woman race between Marechal and Rivière.”
“Oh, the horror.” Margot squeezed Claire’s big toe.
“You can’t compare Rivière to Goffin. Just like Dominique is so very different from the previous MLR president. They’re a new generation. And they’re women.”
“Let’s not talk about politics tonight, babe.” Margot, who was massaging her heel now, said on a sigh.
“Fine with me.” Claire moaned as Margot’s fingers found that special spot again.
MARGOT
“We need to talk,” Nadia said. “Urgently.”
Margot checked her watch. “I have surgery in fifteen minutes.”
“Maybe I should tell you afterwards then.”
“What are you talking about?” Margot crossed her arms in front of her chest.
“Some potentially upsetting news for you.”
“Oh Christ, what now?” It couldn’t possibly be more upsetting than the news of her father dying of a heart attack and her mother of a stroke four weeks later. But ever since that had happened, Margot had become more sensitive to bad news. She wished she could surround herself with good news only, but she worked in a hospital as a trauma surgeon so that would never be an option.
“Come into my office for a second.” Nadia led the way, then ushered Margot inside and closed the door behind them.
Margot regarded her expectantly.
“I heard a rumour,” Nadia said.
Margot breathed a small sigh of relief. Rumours couldn’t touch her. Not the way deaths in the family could.
“Inez Larue is back in town. The board might force me to at the very least interview her for a position here. She comes with a killer résumé, and, well, her uncle still thinks he runs this hospital.”
Margot rolled her eyes. “That’s your potentially upsetting news?”
“Well, yes, I figured you’d like to know. What with how things went down—”
Margot waved off Nadia’s comment. “I have zero feelings left for Inez. In fact, I may have sub-zero feelings for her. If she’s the best person for the job, then by all means, hire her. I truly couldn’t care less.”
“Are you sure?” Nadia fixed her gaze on Margot.
“I’m a married woman now, Nadz. Exes don’t have the same effect on me anymore. Plus, I find it easier to put things into perspective these days.”
“Okay.” Nadia’s posture relaxed. “I just thought you should know.”
“Thanks for telling me.” Margot checked the clock on the wall. “She’s always been a stellar doctor. I have to go now.” She walked to the door, then turned around. “Don’t worry, this news won’t influence my performance in surgery.” She winked at Nadia and hurried to the operating theatre.
Did Nadia really think that, after all this time, Inez could turn up and turn her life upside down—again? Margot snickered. There was just no way.
   
After surgery, Margot found Steph waiting for her.
“Are you having lunch today, doctor?” she asked.
Margot clocked the secret service agent lingering in the corner of the corridor.
“What are you offering?” Margot asked, then kissed her friend on the cheek.
Steph held up a brown paper bag. “Presidential salads.”
“Made with taxpayer money?”
“Of course not,” Steph said, but didn’t elaborate further.
“Actually, I’m glad to see you. I want to talk to you,” Margot said.
They walked into her office. Margot didn’t care about the secret service guy and closed the door behind them.
“Don’t tell me,” Steph said. “The news has spread already.”
“As a worried citizen and a proud supporter of our president, I have to express my concern.” She sat and gestured for Steph to take the other seat. “She has to run, Steph. There’s just no other way.”
“I’m not the one you have to talk to about this.” Steph unearthed two containers from the bag and thrust one in Margot’s direction.
“How does it make you feel?” Margot asked.
“Like my life is now reduced to Dominique’s dilemma, and it will be until a decision has been made.”
Margot nodded. “The things we put our significant others through.”
“I actually came here to see how you’re doing,” Steph said.
“How thoughtful of you.” Margot checked the ingredients of the salad. “Really.” She meant it. “I’m doing fine.”
“Well, that’s the end of that conversation then.” Steph smirked.
Margot leaned back in her chair. “Have you been asked to come here?”
“I don’t need to be asked,” Steph said.
“I know you’re a very busy woman.” Margot sighed. “You know I’m not a talker. But it means a lot that you’re here.”
“I wasn’t going to recommend you go see my shrink, you know.” Steph ran a hand through her hair. For some reason, it made Margot think of the very first time they’d met and Steph had hit on her in the elevator of Nadia and Juliette’s building. Margot had been quick to dismiss Steph at the time. She’d had no way of knowing Steph would become one of her dearest friends—and Margot was the kind of person who could count her good friends on the fingers of one hand.
“Are you still seeing the shrink?” Margot asked.
“Not often. Dominique and I have found a sort of balance. We’ve found our way more in our new roles.”
“Regardless of what everyone else wants, what would you prefer Dominique decide?” Margot gazed into Steph’s clear, blue eyes.
Steph pursed her lips. “It’s a tough one. I didn’t even know it was an option. Not for one single second have I ever thought that Dominique wouldn’t run again. Instead of blood, she has politics running through her veins, if you know what I mean. She’s a politician through and through and she can’t go any higher after the presidency. This is it. That she would even consider not running again has really thrown me.”
“Is she afraid of the competition?” Margot asked. Most of the people in her own life had much more left-wing inclinations than her—and were riveted that someone as capable and charismatic as Anne Rivière was stepping up for the moderate left.
“No way. That would never be the reason.”
“So, it’s personal.”
Steph nodded. “Every day, I witness first-hand what being president does to a person. The amount of sacrifice it requires. I just hope I’m not the reason she’s reconsidering. I couldn’t live with that. Not after everything we went through to get her to where she is.”
“The world changes all the time. Our brains have a hard time keeping up. This is true for someone even with the least demanding job. Imagine having to deal with all of that and run the country.”
“I think it’s mainly about the children. Sometimes, I can just see on her face how the guilt of not spending enough time with them is ripping her to pieces. She’s their mother, yet she has to prioritise different matters and people every single day.”
“I don’t have children, but I do understand.” This made Margot think of the sacrifice her birth mother had made. Was she still alive? Did she think about the children she’d given birth to and had given away? Had it happened under duress? There were so many questions Margot wanted answers to.
Margot’s cell phone started ringing.
“Sorry, I have to take this.”
“Of course,” Steph said.
On the phone, Margot was told her presence was urgently needed in the emergency room. As was usual for most days, she hadn’t even touched her lunch.
“Duty calls.” She rose. “Thanks so much for stopping by. If there’s anything I can do, let me know.” She walked from behind her desk and whereas prior to the death of her parents Margot would have said her goodbyes with a quick peck on the cheek, she now drew her friend in for a hug.
AURORE
“How’s Zoya?” Aurore asked Camille. “I think pretty soon we won’t be allowed to socialise any more, if she’s working on the Laroche campaign at Barbier & Cyr.”
“Zoya’s just fine. How are you?” Camille asked.
Aurore had invited her for one of their beloved walks in the Bois de Boulogne—and to break the news that she and Solange had called it quits.
“I guess it wasn’t meant to be from the beginning. We were just two fools in love.”
“I disagree. Look at me and Zoya. If ever there was a romance that was not meant to be, it was ours. And look at us now. I think my granddaughter may prefer her company over mine.” Camille turned her head and gave Aurore a wide smile.
“My turn to disagree. You and Zoya were meant to be, which is why you’re still together. And why Zoya left her life in Australia behind and started over, here in Paris, for you. I don’t see Solange making that kind of sacrifice for me any time soon.”
“How about you? Would you make a sacrifice for her?”
This gave Aurore pause. She could always count on Camille to ask her this kind of question. “Maybe I should suggest we move to Australia and start over, free of political convictions and alliances.”
“That hardly answers my question.” Camille gently squeezed Aurore’s arm.
“I could never sacrifice what I believe in for a woman.”
“But you could…” Camille started, then paused. “It would be easier for you to not be part of Rivière’s campaign than for Solange to not be part of Dominique’s. The woman is so defined by her job. It’s different for you. You have a whole other career on the radio.”
“Maybe.” Aurore didn’t give herself time to continue that particular train of thought. “But we’ve been waiting for a star candidate like Anne Rivière for such a long time.”
“Maybe you’re just using politics as an excuse.” Camille’s voice had dropped an octave.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I’m a member of the MLR and we get along,” Camille said.
“But I’m not sharing a bed with you.”
“I don’t see what difference that makes.” Camille stopped in her tracks. “I think stating political differences is not telling the entire story.”
“Of course it’s much more complex than that. Solange, she’s… the opposite of me on so many levels.”
“But that’s what drew you to her in the first place.”
“I think that might have run its course now.”
“Are you saying you’ve fallen out of love with her?” Camille started walking again.
“No, I—” Aurore took a deep breath. “I still love her and I will always have a soft spot for her, but we tried, and we failed, time and time again. I think that’s a message that can’t be ignored.” She bumped her shoulder into her friend’s. “How about some sympathy for your friend with the broken heart instead of all this admonishing.”
“I do have sympathy for you, but I’m giving you such a hard time because I don’t think you and Solange have reached the end of your story yet. I’ve known you a long time. She was different from the women you usually date—and you chose her for a reason.”
“I wanted to settle down but it turns out Solange Garceau is the worst person to do that with. She’s married to her job. And there’s another campaign coming up.”
“So it’s really about playing second fiddle?”
“Amongst other things, yes. And about still not having been introduced to any of her family or friends—although she may not have any friends except for the members of the MLR party leadership.”
“But you still love her.”
Aurore sighed. “Of course I still love her, even though at times, she strikes me as the most unlovable person ever.”
“Aha.”
“What?”
“You’re the so-called expert on relationships,” Camille said.
“It’s simply not meant to be as difficult as it was between Solange and me. And it was bloody difficult, I’ll tell you that. Not even the best sex in the world can make up for that. I truly believe we’re both better off with it being over.”
“Maybe. But I saw Solange change as well, you know. She blossomed in your company. Sometimes, I could even detect a smidgen of warmth in her glance.” Camille chuckled.
Aurore didn’t reply. Her brain was engulfed in memories of Solange. All the contradictory images she conjured up. Naked in bed with a rare, relaxed smile on her face. Perched on the edge of the sofa, her glasses sliding down her nose, hyper-focused on a sheet of paper. Solange arriving with a big bouquet of roses, a smile plastered across her face, claiming that buying Aurore a bunch of red roses was the ultimate sacrifice. Solange pacing in the hallway, her phone pressed tightly to her ear, her voice clipped as she gave orders.
She could go from ice queen to exquisite warm body in Aurore’s bed in a matter of minutes. They might not have spent the biggest part of their time together, but Aurore did miss her presence.
“Hey,” Camille said. “Solange might be an MLR hardliner, but she works for the best president we’ve ever had.”
Aurore had to admit that Dominique Laroche wasn’t too bad. Through Solange, she had gotten to know Dominique better, and she couldn’t really say anything bad about her. You could just tell by looking at her that everything she did was in the best interest of the country—she wasn’t power hungry, nor was she in the pocket of big business. And Dominique had a clear track record of voting against her party’s line when it came to matters that were very close to Aurore’s heart.
“That is a redeeming factor,” Aurore admitted, allowing a small grin to form on her face. “Earlier, when you asked if I was willing to make a sacrifice, did you mean support Dominique Laroche?” If Goffin, the previous socialist president, had had the nerve to make a comeback, Aurore would have stayed far away from his campaign. She might even have backed Laroche’s re-election in public. But Anne Rivière had changed everything—and she was a friend.
“That’s probably a bridge too far. But you could distance yourself from Rivière. The way I see it, that’s the only way.”
“The only way to what?” Aurore asked.
“To you and Solange getting back together,” Camille said matter-of-factly.
“That’s just the thing,” Aurore said. “This time, Solange and I aren’t getting back together. It’s over. For good.” Sadness bloomed in Aurore’s chest. She didn’t have to waste any more of her energy fighting with Solange, but she could no longer look forward to sliding into bed with her after her radio show, to which she knew Solange would have listened. Would she still be listening now?
SOLANGE
Solange looked at the garment as though she could will it to disappear just by gazing at it fixedly. Aurore’s bra remained slung over the back of the chair. It felt like it had been there forever.
Aurore had rarely come to Solange’s apartment and when she had, she hadn’t left a lot behind. How this bra had ended up here, Solange couldn’t explain. Did Aurore leave not wearing one? That might very well have been the case. She was the type to go braless whenever the opportunity arose. This deviated Solange’s train of thought to Aurore’s breasts. Her beautiful, soft, ample bosom. Solange pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes. She wasn’t going to cry at the memory of Aurore’s breasts, for heaven’s sake.
But Aurore’s bosom hadn’t just aroused Solange beyond belief. It had provided warmth and comfort after difficult days at the Elysée—and in Solange’s life, most days were difficult, every single one a battle against something. Nothing ever ran smoothly even though it was part of her job to ensure smoothness in the president’s life.
Every morning, she knew she would lose most battles, but she kept going regardless. Because that was what she did. And now she no longer had the comfort of Aurore’s warm body and soothing words. Now that she needed it most. Now that there was a chance that Dominique might not run again.
Solange shot up off the edge of the bed, grabbed the bra—it was red, of course—from the back of the chair and got ready to toss it in the bin. But she couldn’t do it. A fleeting thought shot through her mind. If Dominique really decided to do the unthinkable, maybe she and Aurore stood another chance. One last go at their train wreck of a relationship.
No. Solange shook off the thought. Dominique running again was far more important than the current state of her heart, which was, she had to admit, feeling a little broken. Or at least frayed at the edges.
Solange needed this fight. She wanted to thrash Rivière in the upcoming elections. She wanted to knock her out in the first round. Although, five years on from the previous election, she wasn’t so sure Dominique could beat the far right, whose populist discourse kept gaining popularity.
As she stood there with Aurore’s bra in her hands, her fingers rubbing along its silky texture, she concluded it would be a really tough race. The race of a lifetime. Unlike perhaps anyone else on the planet, the toughness of the race didn’t faze her. It spurred her on.
Solange would work harder and smarter than anyone else to beat the Socialists and the far right. She believed in the values of the MLR too much, and in the work she and Dominique had been doing. She could convince the citizens of France that Dominique deserved another term. She knew, in her bones, that she could do it. Aurore might have always claimed that Solange wasn’t that in touch with her intuition, but she knew this much. She felt it in her gut. Dominique would run again. And Solange would help her get elected—again.
Solange draped Aurore’s bra over the chair. She couldn’t let go of it yet. Maybe she was too much of a sucker for punishment, but she believed seeing it when she woke up in the morning would spur her on to be better at everything she had to do that day.
The first thing on her to-do list today was to convince Dominique to run. But Solange knew Dominique well enough to know she couldn’t be heavy-handed about it. She needed a plan and she needed allies. Her most important ally would be Stéphanie.
She could only hope Steph was equally as surprised by Dominique’s hesitation. If Solange had to go up against both of them, she wasn’t sure she could win. Not without getting Xavier Laroche on board—and he wasn’t getting any younger. He didn’t have the same grip on the party as he used to. Dominique didn’t take his advice unequivocally any more. She was a confident president, who no longer needed her father’s guidance. The next generation of politicians had truly taken over. Something for which Solange was glad, but she could do with the formerly powerful Xavier Laroche in her camp right now.
She checked the clock. It was four-thirty. Too early to go to the office. She hopped into the shower and, in her head, composed an email for Steph, asking her to come and see her at her earliest convenience.
   
“I take it you don’t want to cry on my shoulder over your breakup with Aurore?” Steph asked as soon as she walked into Solange’s office.
“Good morning to you too, Stéphanie.” She and Steph would never be the best of friends, but they had found a balance, a common ground where they could operate in each other’s best interests. That common ground was Dominique, of course. For both of them, the centre of their life. If anything, Solange had enjoyed having Aurore in her life because she offered a certain amount of distance from her all-consuming job. Now it was all Dominique and the MLR all the time again.
Steph rubbed her eyes. “Sorry to be so blunt. Dominique was tossing and turning all night long and I didn’t get much sleep.”
Solange waved off her comment.
Steph sat across from her.
“What’s your position?” Solange didn’t have time to beat about the bush.
Steph heaved a sigh. “I don’t know.”
“What are her arguments in private?” That was probably the hardest part of having to share Dominique with Steph—if she could even put it that way. Solange used to be Dominique’s confidante, until Dominique had fallen head over heels for Steph.
“The children,” Steph admitted.
Solange could raise counter-arguments about everything except about Dominique’s children.
“So this doesn’t come from you?” She had to ask.
“Of course not.” Steph tilted her head. “That you even have to ask.”
“I just had to be sure.”
“She’s not sure she can go another five years barely seeing them. They’ll almost be grown-ups by the time the next term ends.”
Solange sagged in her chair. She’d secretly hoped the core reason was something else. But of course, it wasn’t.
“I don’t think there’s anything we can do,” Steph said. “Except give her the time she needs to come to the one and only right decision for her.”
“Have you talked to Lisa and Didier about this?”
Steph shook her head.
“Wouldn’t they want their mother to win another term?”
Steph scoffed. “They hardly see their mother. I think they just want to spend more time with her.”
“Oh Christ, this is impossible. But Dominique knew this five years ago, when she ran for the first time. You never run for office without wanting that second term.”
“Maybe her experience has been different than she imagined.” Steph leaned forward. “We’re not mothers, Solange. We can never really know what it’s like. I spoke to my mother last night, and she told me she fully understood.”
“You’ve been telling people about this?” Solange’s muscles tensed. “If this gets out, it could seriously damage us before the campaign even starts.”
“My mother’s not going to tell anyone.” Steph’s tone was clipped.
“Lisa and Didier are off limits so we can’t use them in our plan to convince Dominique. We’ll need to use all the other arguments we can think of.” Like Dominique’s children coming of age under a socialist or, even worse, a far-right president.
“I’m not planning on using any arguments.” Steph pulled on the sleeve of her blazer. “I know it’s very hard for you to relinquish control like this, but we have to trust that Dominique will make the right decision. The right decision for her—which might not have the outcome you’re looking for.”
“That’s what you get when your entire professional life hinges on one person,” Solange said, to her own surprise. That sounded like something Aurore would say.
“I’m sure some brave MLR soul would run instead of Dominique.” Steph’s voice dripped with sarcasm.
Solange shook her head. “No one even comes close.”
“Hey.” Steph narrowed her eyes. “No matter what happens, everything will be all right, you know.”
“That’s easy enough for you to say.” Solange found some comfort in Steph’s gaze.
“You know what? It’s really not. I’m just as torn about this as Dominique. She’s suffering right now. She’s sleeping even less than usual. She’s at a loss and she must have been brooding about this for a long time, but she couldn’t tell anyone, because she knew we would all be up in arms about it the second she opened her mouth.” Steph sighed. “It’s hard to see the person you love suffer.”
Had Solange made Aurore, the person she loved, suffer? Of course she had. But Aurore was the kind to give as good as she got—in all departments. Aurore Seauve was a remarkable woman. By all accounts, it had been a miracle that she had even shown up in Solange’s life at all. Let alone that she had tried—and ultimately succeeded—in seducing her.
At least they wouldn’t make each other suffer any longer.
DOMINIQUE
“A rare quiet moment?” Philippe asked. He used to look so comfortable, so natural, in her presence. But today he truly had the air of someone who’d been summoned to the Elysée by his president. But it wasn’t the president who had summoned him, it was the mother of his children.
“We need to talk.” Dominique rubbed her hands together. “But before we do, you need to know that you can’t tell anyone about this conversation. Not even Angelique.”
“What’s going on?” Philippe crossed and uncrossed his legs.
“Tell me, in the most honest words you can find, how Lisa and Didier are doing, according to you?”
“They’re doing fine. Why do you ask?” He scratched the back of his head. His hairline had receded more. Soon, he wouldn’t have any hair left.
“They’re teenagers now. They’re getting to a more difficult age.”
“They’re children of divorced parents, but they’re by no means the only ones among their friends. They’ve handled it pretty well.”
“Ever since…” Dominique swallowed hard. “Since Lisa had the accident and crushed her hand, I’ve had this persistent, nagging feeling in my gut. I’m not there for them. I’m not even their secondary caregiver because that would be Angelique. Even Stéphanie spends more time with them. The truth is, I’m not there for my own children. My own flesh and blood. I feel, in my bones, that it’s not right. It’s not how things are supposed to be.”
Philippe stroked the stubble on his chin. “Do you want to amend the custody arrangement again? Because I don’t see how you could possibly make more time for them?”
Dominique threw her hands in the air. “That’s just the thing.” She cast him a fleeting glance, then looked away. “That’s what I want to talk about. As long as I’m president, I will never have enough time for them.”
“That’s a pretty established fact.” Philippe’s penny wasn’t dropping just yet.
“I’m not sure I should run again. For the children’s sake.”
Philippe stopped stroking his chin and pinned his gaze on hers. He didn’t say anything for a few long moments. “I’m not buying it,” he said, finally.
“What do you mean?” Even though what she’d said was, according to her, entirely true, Dominique felt a blush creep up her cheeks—as though she’d been caught in a lie.
“I don’t doubt your love and devotion for Lisa and Didier, but I don’t think they’re the real reason you would give up the chance at another term. I know you, Domi. Something else is at play here. And if that’s the case, if you have a reason not to run again, a reason compelling enough to sit me down and ask me how the kids are doing, then you probably shouldn’t run again. Being president is not a ninety-nine percent commitment job. You need to be in two hundred percent.”
Leave it to her ex-husband to have Dominique at a complete loss as to what to say next.
“I’m simply not convinced, but I will say this,” Philippe continued.
Might as well, now that you’re on a roll, Dominique thought.
“You can’t have it all. You can’t be the perfect mother and be a good president at the same time. It’s not a realistic expectation. We both know this, which is why Lisa and Didier live with me full-time. They have me, a very loving father. They’re well taken care of. Yes, they miss you. Of course they do. But it’s their normal now. They’re not deprived of that much. God knows they’re a million times better off than most kids. They are loved and they know it. Their mother is this country’s president. Most days, that’s more than enough.”
“Good speech.” Dominique didn’t immediately know how to respond to Philippe’s words.
“Don’t be so sarcastic when we’re talking about the children, Dominique. What’s this really about?”
“You must know me better than I know myself, because I genuinely believed that not being a good enough mother is what made me have these doubts. Because you’re right about the fact that I need to be all in to run again. Otherwise, it’s impossible.”
“I know that you will be all in, once you’ve made the decision. I never said it’s not also completely normal to have doubts. It’s a big thing, a huge commitment. You’re supposed to question it.”
“Ah, thank god, finally someone says the words I want to hear.” Already, a small weight seemed lifted from Dominique’s shoulders. She’d known Philippe longer than most people in her life. Perhaps it was logical that he still could read her best.
“Obviously no one in the party is going to allow you to express this doubt. What about Steph?”
This gave Dominique pause. What about Steph? She hadn’t even guessed that Dominique had doubts. She blindly accepted that Lisa and Didier were the reason for her hesitation. But she couldn’t fault her fiancée for not being able to read her thoughts—especially since those thoughts had not yet made their way to Dominique’s own conscious mind. No, Steph was not to blame for this at all. It was just a little disconcerting that Philippe had to be the one to call her out on this.
“Steph supports me no matter what.”
“I suppose she may want to actually marry you sometime soon.” A grimace appeared on Philippe’s face. He had remarried so he had no right to that grimace at all.
“I want that too.” Dominique paused. “We’ve never been able to be just Dominique and Steph. I met her when I was a candidate and then I became president. There were times when I didn’t think our relationship would survive—plenty of them, actually.”
“But it did and that’s what’s most important.”
“When did you become such a guru of wisdom?”
Philippe cleared his throat. “Angelique is quite into mindfulness, lately. Some of it must have rubbed off on me. We even meditate with the children sometimes.”
“You do?” Dominique quirked up her eyebrows.
“You can’t teach them young enough.”
Something else Dominique didn’t know about her own children. “It’s not one reason that has me doubting my future,” she finally admitted. “It’s many. Too many.”
“Would it help to speak them out loud? Give them a voice?”
“I’ve written them down.” Dominique reached for the key in the top drawer of her desk and opened the bottom drawer with it. She got a secret thrill from keeping this document in her office at the Elysée. The place where she conducted her presidential tasks.
She took the notepad out of the drawer, flipped a few pages and rested her gaze on the list she had put together.
She cleared her throat and started reading. “I want to spend more time with my children. I want time to marry Stéphanie and enjoy our relationship. I want to have a lie-in on a Sunday morning and not worry about the million things I have to do and decide. I want control over my time. I want Solange to not tell me what to do every minute of every day. I want to have a conversation with my father about something else than politics. I want to make dinner for friends. I want to be alone in my own house. I want to…” She stopped reading and glanced at Philippe.
“You want a normal life,” Philippe stated matter-of-factly. “But even if you’re no longer president, your life will never be normal, whatever normal may be. In fact, these days, I think we consider what we see on TV as normal.”
“I don’t have time to watch TV,” Dominique countered.
“You’re an extraordinary woman, Domi,” Philippe said. “You weren’t born to do ordinary things. I can’t tell you what to do. I can only assure you that the kids will be fine if you do a second term as president. I promise you that.”
“Didier will be going to university by the time that second term is over.”
“Time doesn’t stop for anyone, not even the president.” Philippe rose. “How about you check your calendar right now and tell me when you’re free to have a meal with us. It doesn’t matter when. I’ll make sure the kids and I are available. It can be dinner at five, if we must.”
“I’m going to have to get back to you on that. But I will.” Dominique stood as well. “Later today.”
“Come here.” Philippe opened his arms wide.
Even though it had been years since Dominique had been on the receiving end of one of her ex-husband’s embraces, she stepped into this one willingly and eagerly.
STEPH
Steph met Aurore for dinner at her place near the Bois de Boulogne. She hadn’t wanted to invite Aurore to the Elysée, and these days, she rarely went to restaurants with friends. It was one of the trade-offs she had to make as first lady.
“But I’m not a lady,” she had said to Dominique during the first year of her presidency. “Let alone the first one of the republic.”
“What shall we call you then? First tomboy?” Dominique had smiled her most seductive smile then, and the conversation had stopped altogether a few seconds later.
Steph made a mental note to, under no circumstances, discuss Dominique’s current quandary with Aurore. In political terms, she was the enemy. How had Anne Rivière seen Aurore’s relationship with Solange, she wondered. That would be a good topic of conversation. Besides, Steph was getting sick of needing to have opinions on whether Dominique would run or not. And the news wasn’t even supposed to be officially out yet.
“Ah, mon amie.” Aurore drew her into a hug straightaway. The woman was so tactile—quite the opposite of Solange. “I have prepared us a cocktail.” She led Steph into the living room and pointed at a tray with two Champagne flutes on it. “A French 75, because we’re so patriotic.”
“You’re very cheery,” Steph said as she accepted the cocktail. These days, she never had to worry about how to get home, so she eagerly sipped from the beverage. It was tart and sparkly and slid down well.
“That’s because I’ve had one of these already,” Aurore said. “No matter what was going on in our beloved country, Solange would always come by on a Friday night. Sometimes she’d slip into my bed well past midnight, but she always showed up. She made a point of that. Tonight, I’ll be sleeping alone, and tomorrow morning I’ll be waking up alone, so I figured I could allow myself a small libation to kick off the evening.” She held up her glass. “Thanks for drinking with me.”
“My pleasure.” They sat, and Steph looked around Aurore’s cosy apartment. Steph lived in ever-pristine digs. If she undressed on the way to the bedroom, leaving a trail of clothes on the stairs, she could be sure to find her clothes neatly folded—sometimes even washed and ironed—the next morning. What a way to live. Without any sort of outward mess.
“How is she?” Aurore asked.
“I’m not the right person to ask.”
“You must have seen her.”
“I have, but Solange isn’t really the sharing kind, in case you’ve forgotten all about her ways already. Even if she were to pour out her soul, I would be the last person she would confide in.”
Aurore shook her head. “I know you two got off on the wrong foot because of this weird possessiveness issue over Dominique, but Solange does respect you. She looks up to you even.”
Steph scoffed. “Please don’t insult my intelligence.”
“I’m not insulting anything. I’m just telling you how things are.”
“Or how you think they are.” Steph took another sip. This really was a treacherous drink. She should ask for some water to go with it.
“So she hasn’t given anything away?”
“She did tell Dominique the two of you had broken up, but that’s it. She’s not one to bring personal affairs to the office.”
“But, unfortunately, she did bring the office into our personal affairs all the time.” Aurore’s voice was soaked in bitterness—and that cocktail she was pouring.
“Of course she did.”
“Camille said something funny to me the other day.” Aurore twirled her glass between her hands. “She asked if I was willing to sacrifice anything at all to save my relationship with Solange. It got me thinking.”
“What would you sacrifice?” Steph asked.
Aurore pulled up one shoulder. “You and I, we believe the same things, Steph. We believe that the rich have to help the poor. We believe that people born in unfortunate circumstances deserve a chance, and that this chance needs to be provided by the state.”
“Many people believe in that. Dominique included.”
“Nu-uh. Dominique is Xavier Laroche’s daughter and that man has never believed in anything else but the most opportunist form of capitalism. But capitalism has failed a lot of people.”
Steph let the comment about Dominique slide. “I’m sorry, but what does this have to do with Solange? I’m not quite following.” Steph had come here to lend a listening ear to her friend, not for a political debate. Even though, in the circles she frequented now, any conversation could so easily turn into a debate.
“In your heart,” Aurore said, “you’re a leftie. Which is one of the reasons you and I get along so well. Fundamentally, we believe the same things. Yet you’re engaged to a right-wing president.”
“Moderately right-wing,” Steph corrected. “A staunch free market liberal with some very left-leaning convictions. Dominique’s more of a centrist, really.”
“But still.”
“If you’re trying to say that Dominique and I don’t share the exact same political views, then you’re right. But, as in many other things, we’ve learned to find each other in the middle.”
“Do you feel you have to sacrifice to do so?”
“Not anymore. And what I have sacrificed are not my beliefs.”
“It’s funny. Dominique has always been the poster girl for the MLR, yet she’s in a successful relationship with you. Solange…” Her voice cracked.
Steph allowed a silence to fall so Aurore could regroup.
“Solange’s very, very good at her job. She has a dedication that I’ve rarely seen,” Steph said. “To my own detriment. But that doesn’t mean her views and political beliefs are set in stone.”
“Yet when it came to same-sex marriage and opening up the use of donor sperm, she advised Dominique to come out against them.”
“That’s because Solange’s even more torn between what the people want and what the MLR wants. Add to that what Dominique, her boss, wants. She often finds herself between a rock and a hard place. Her job is as tough as the president’s, if not tougher—with none of the credit.”
“Wow.” Aurore deposited her empty glass on the table. “And that coming from you.”
“We often don’t see eye to eye, but I still realise her life is bloody hard. It takes a special kind of personality to be able to do her job.”
“Tell me about it.”
“It probably doesn’t make her prime significant-other material. She and Dominique have totally different personalities.”
“Maybe it wasn’t only the political divide that drove us apart,” Aurore said.
“Breakups rarely happen for one reason alone.” Steph finished her cocktail.
“I made dinner,” Aurore said, rather abruptly. “Let’s eat.”
   
Dinner had been light—a salad with cheese and ham—and Aurore had kept pouring cocktails, leaving Steph with quite the heavy buzz afterwards.
“Tell me something.” They had retired to the sofa and Aurore lay with her feet propped against the side of the coffee table. “Are you happy?”
“Christ.” Steph sipped from the water she had finally asked for. “Where’s that coming from?”
“I know it’s a simple and complex question at the same time. It’s probably not even a yes or no question.”
“I may need to get back to you on that.”
“That probably means you’re not as happy as you’d like to be. Because you feel the need to come up with a few reasons and explanations first.”
“What’s your definition of happiness?” Steph countered.
Aurore chuckled. “Good comeback. When are you going to come on my show?”
“Not as long as I’m first”—Steph had trouble saying the word again—“lady.”
“Such a pity. We could talk about what the word lady implies. And what if Dominique had been in a relationship with a man. Would he have been dubbed the ‘First Gentleman’? It’s all so ridiculous and reductive.”
“Don’t get me started on that, please.”
“My numbers need a boost. My live listenership has plummeted. When I do a call-in, it’s always the same five people who call. It’s all about podcasts and on-demand programs, these days.”
“I wish I could help you. If you’re still on the air when I’m a free woman again, you know I will,” Steph said.
“I might not be. Not if I have to wait another five years to have you on. You know us French like to retire early.”
“You’re not the kind to retire early. Whatever would you do with yourself?” Steph gazed at Aurore. She looked suddenly deflated.
“I don’t know what the definition of happiness is,” Aurore said. “Probably the opposite of what I’m feeling right now. The opposite of this emptiness in my chest.”
“Is there anything I can do?”
“Can you concoct a magic potion that turns Solange into a left-wing girl?” Aurore tucked a strand of black hair behind her ear.
“I’ve tried that already but my potion turned out not to be so magical.” Aurore looked so forlorn, Steph was close to offering to talk to Solange on her behalf—even though that would be a very bad idea.
“I feel like I need to make a very big decision,” Aurore said. She dropped her feet to the floor and sat up straighter. “Either I put my full weight behind Rivière’s campaign, not only because of my beliefs, but because I need the distraction.” She paused. “Or I distance myself from Rivière and try to get Solange back.” She gazed at Steph with hope in her glance—as if Steph knew the answer to that conundrum.
“You would do that? For Solange?”
“Maybe I do need to make a sacrifice,” Aurore said. “Maybe that’s what true love requires.”
“Only you can know what to do.”
“I figured you would say that.” Aurore’s shoulders sagged again. “It’s not even so much about Rivière. It’s more that my entire existence is founded on my beliefs. I have marched and protested and fought for more equality all my life. And in today’s world, the rich just get richer and more powerful, and I’ve started seeing Solange as a symbol of that. Because she’s in power and nothing has changed for the poor—on the contrary. The other day she was working on this tax reform bill and even though she didn’t let me read it—she would never—the thought of it made my stomach turn. I know it’s not her fault. But she works at the Elysée.” She glanced up at Steph. “I’m not sure I’m making myself clear. Sometimes it’s hard to translate a gut feeling like that into coherent sentences.”
“I get it, Aurore, I do.” Aurore usually didn’t have trouble expressing how she felt. Steph guessed it was a blend of too many French 75s and the gut-wrenching effects of heartache. “I was raised by a single mother. We didn’t have much, but we got by because the state didn’t leave us to fend for ourselves. I will always be grateful for that.”
“And now you’re engaged to the president.” Aurore titled her head. “Dominique owes a large part of her presidency to you, you do know that?”
“I did work on her—”
“Because she fell in love with you during the campaign. It made her so relatable. So very human.”
“I think you’re forgetting the very crucial fact that I’m a woman.”
“Whatever she lost on the right because of that, she gained back tenfold on the left.” Aurore stared at her. “I believe in Rivière as a candidate so much, but I think, in the end, she won’t be able to beat Dominique, because Dominique has something that neither Anne nor Marechal have.” She actually pointed a finger at Steph. “She has you.”
“Enough campaign talk.” Steph truly believed Aurore had crossed over into complete rubbish talk territory. “I hope you find a way out of your dilemma.” She pushed herself out of Aurore’s very cushy sofa. “I’d better head back to my palace.” She winked at Aurore.
“If you do talk to Solange, please don’t tell her I’m a right old mess.”
“You have the word of the first lady.”
CLAIRE
“We haven’t had sex in months,” Claire said. Juliette was probably the only person on the planet she could confide in about this—after all, Juliette had done the same with her when she and Nadia had gone through something similar.
“Margot’s mother and father died within weeks of each other,” Juliette said. “I can only imagine the effect that might have on one’s libido.”
“I don’t need to be reminded of the deaths in the family.” Claire paced to the window. “I live with them every second of every day.”
“I know it’s hard, but you need to be patient.”
Claire turned to the window so she had her back to Juliette. “She wants to go to Korea and find her birth parents. What if they’re dead as well. Or nothing comes of it. Or they’re still alive but don’t want to know about her existence. All of this is very possible and it will only cause more grief. And she’s had so much grief already this past year. I’m not sure how much more she can take.”
“Oh, wow,” was all Juliette said.
“She’s been thinking about it a while, but only voiced it recently.”
“It might be a logical response to having lost her adoptive parents.”
“Yeah, like she has a spare set of parents out there somewhere and finding them will take away the pain of losing the ones who raised her.” Claire dug her hands into her blazer pockets.
“What did you say to her?” Juliette asked.
“I was supportive, of course. What else can I do?” Claire stared out into the street.
“For someone who was a happy single for decades, you’re quite good at the old marriage thing.” Juliette’s voice sounded uncharacteristically soft.
Claire sighed, then turned around. She had to see the look on Juliette’s face that accompanied that tone of voice. Juliette’s expression wasn’t any different than usual, though. Claire leaned against the windowsill—the same one she had leaned against countless times. It must have imprints where her hands gripped it every time she stood in Juliette’s office like this. “If I’m being completely honest,” she said, then paused—because this was hard to admit. “It’s the change in dynamic between us that has thrown me most of all. Margot is always so incredibly independent and caring. It’s one of the things that drew me to her.” Claire stopped. Perhaps she was afraid that if she translated her thoughts into words they would gain more power.
“In the grand scheme of your life, you and Margot have only been together a brief time. And shit will always happen, Claire. But Margot has you. She has Nadia. She has her sister. If she goes on a mad search for her biological parents, maybe it will be more like a spiritual quest. More about the journey than the outcome.”
Claire blinked a few times. Not because of an onset of tears in her eyes, but because of Juliette’s philosophical words. “I just don’t want her to fall apart again. Not the way she did last time.”
“Things are different now.” Juliette’s philosophical inclinations had apparently come to an end. “And Margot’s parents got to witness their daughter marry you.” Juliette painted on a smile.
Claire’s chest glowed warmly at the memory of the day. Margot had looked so stunning. Strong and regal, queen of everything and everyone.
Juliette’s phone started ringing. Claire turned back towards the window while Juliette answered it. Her mind landed on another memory. The desperate look on Margot’s face when her mother had passed a mere month after her father had succumbed to a heart attack. The utter devastation. The disbelief. The unfairness of it all. Maybe because she was a doctor Margot believed she could keep her parents alive forever.
“Have you heard of En Avant?” Juliette asked after she’d hung up.
Claire pivoted back and shook her head. She guessed their heart-to-heart was over. That was fine. Work would distract her for a few more hours today. She did wonder how Margot was getting on. How she mentally prepared for something as all-absorbing as surgery.
“We’re in demand these days. Everyone wants to work with the firm that got Dominique Laroche elected last time.”
Claire walked to Juliette’s desk and sat. “And we have to turn them all down.”
“Dominique’s going to run again,” Juliette said.
“En Avant?” Claire racked her brain. “Never heard of them.”
“Small, new, and potentially dangerous, I think.” Juliette leaned back in her chair. “When I say Dominique’s going to run again, I am by no means claiming that re-election will be an easy task.”
“In a way”—Claire was already preparing for Juliette’s reaction, but someone had to play devil’s advocate—“it would be a wonderful challenge if we were able to take on a small, brand-new party and help them win.”
“That’s not very loyal.” Juliette wasn’t flying off the handle yet.
“We’re in PR, Jules. We spin things to make people look loyal, but we know damn well what happens behind the scenes.”
“That may be so,” Juliette leaned forward again, “but in this case it’s different. Steph’s a partner in this firm and Dominique’s her fiancée. They’re our friends. Our loyalty should not be up for discussion for even a second.”
Claire shrugged. “All I’m saying is that, if Dominique were to make the very human decision to forego the presidential election, we could have some fun working with another, smaller party.”
Juliette shook her head. “We can’t do that. What about Steph? It’s simply not ethical.”
“Come on, Steph may be a partner in name, but she doesn’t really work here anymore. She would understand that we have to move on.”
“Seriously?” Juliette pinned her gaze on Claire.
“You’re really going soft with age, Jules. First, you want to work only thirty hours per week and now… this. This is not how we built this company.”
“We’re hardly a start-up anymore. Barbier & Cyr will keep running regardless of whether we take on a presidential campaign. And I happen to believe friendship and loyalty are far more important than making more money—”
“It’s not about the money,” Claire butted in. She knew she was out of line, but she burned with the need to get her point across. Despite the conflict, she felt invigorated because of the direction this conversation was taking. “It’s about the challenge.”
“I won’t allow it.” Juliette crossed her arms in front of her chest.
“Not even if Steph agrees? It would be two against one.” Claire looked her friend straight in the eye.
“You’re talking about things that are never going to happen.” Juliette looked away. “I know you’re—”
Claire held up a hand. “Please don’t patronise me again by saying that you understand Margot and I are going through a rough time. Just don’t, Jules. I just want to work. I want to do something important, or at least be part of something important.” The next thought that flitted through her brain was one she couldn’t express yet—Juliette would have a fit there and then.
But what if she got in touch with Aurore Seauve? She was very chummy with Anne Rivière. It would just be a conversation—all innocent enough. They were acquaintances. And she and Dominique’s chief of staff were no longer together. Just to hear what was what.
Claire rose from her chair. “Just try to keep an open mind, Jules.”
MARGOT
“How was work?” Margot asked. “Still talking about shortening the work week?” She poured Claire a glass of wine. Ever since her motorcycle accident, Margot hardly touched a drop herself.
Claire sighed. “Some days…” was all she said.
“That’s rather cryptic, chérie.” Margot nestled next to Claire on the sofa. “That’s more my style.”
“Sometimes… I think that perhaps Juliette and I have been working together for too long. People change. You’re the one who told me that most cells in our body are replaced every so often. The only constant in life is change. We’ve both changed. And it feels like we want different things for the company. While Jules wants to scale down, I want the opposite.”
“Really?” Margot knew she didn’t have to say much. Once Claire got going, it was difficult to stop her.
“It’s been years since we’ve done something truly ground-breaking. And according to Juliette, if Dominique doesn’t run, we can’t possibly work for another party. I disagree.”
“She’ll run,” Margot said. “It won’t be an issue.”
“So everyone keeps saying, but I’m not so sure. That is some serious doubt to express for a sitting president.”
“But you do agree that if Dominique does run, this whole problem goes away because you’ll be working on her campaign.”
“I guess so.”
“You sound disappointed.” Margot sat up a little so she could get a look at Claire’s face.
“What?” Claire asked.
“I’m just a little surprised.”
“It’s been more than twenty years. I’ve never done anything else in my life than PR. I think I’m allowed to get sick of the whole rigmarole once in a while.”
“Of course you’re allowed, but… you made it sound more as though you were sick of Juliette.”
“I’m not sick of Jules. She’s my best friend and she always will be. But she seems much less invested in it all lately.”
“There’s more to life than work.” Margot knew she sounded like the biggest hypocrite in the world.
“Yeah right, babe.” Claire sat up as well and they glanced at each other.
“There’s marriage.” Margot winked at her wife. “There’s me.” She didn’t want to say there’s family because she wouldn’t be able to get the words past her lips just yet.
“Hm. True.” Claire got that glint in her eye. She took hold of Margot’s arm and pulled her close, until their faces were a mere inch apart. “I think I’ll focus really hard on you tonight.” Claire pressed her lips against Margot’s.
Margot couldn’t help it—at least she didn’t think she could—but her lips didn’t open. Her mouth didn’t welcome Claire’s tongue inside.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered.
Claire retreated silently.
Margot looked away because she didn’t want to see the wounded look in her wife’s eyes.
“I need a little bit more time.” Margot’s voice was but a whisper.
“I know.” Claire reached for her glass of wine. “It’s fine, babe. I understand.” She patted Margot’s knee briefly—as though she was a child who needed a little reassurance.
Margot was pretty sure Claire didn’t really understand, although she was doing a pretty good job of pretending she did. Then again, Margot wasn’t doing a very good job of explaining herself. But how could she find the words for the emptiness inside? She could perform her job—she could shut everything else out and get on with it. They were practised moves, after all, perfected after years of experience. But opening up and letting Claire in seemed like the biggest impossibility in the world right now. It was a state so vulnerable, Margot couldn’t even imagine how to get there again. Something inside her needed to heal before she could allow herself to be so vulnerable again.
“Hey.” She took Claire’s hands in hers. “I’m not on call this weekend. Let’s do something fun. Let’s just ride somewhere on the bike and see where we end up.”
“Sure.” Claire offered a weak smile.
Oh Christ, Margot thought. This was only the start of the weekend—and she hadn’t told Claire about Inez’ possible return to Saint-Vincent yet.
   
On her motorcycle was the only place where Margot truly felt like herself. Other people practised meditation, Margot got on her bike and just rode. Although, the past five years, Paris had gotten so congested that most times she could hardly find a way through traffic. There were simply too many cars in the city and not enough roads to accommodate them all. She’d seen people zoom past her on electric scooters, but working in a hospital she knew what could be the result of that. Or maybe she was just too cautious—especially after the accident that could have ended her life. At least now, she thought, if something happened to her—or her sister—her parents would be spared that.
Margot remembered them sitting by her hospital bed, already so frail and old, but both of them still fiercely independent. She remembered thinking they shouldn’t have to go through that. They didn’t have to see their daughter, who was a doctor and meant to be taking care of them now, looking so weak and broken in a hospital bed.
Perhaps if Margot could forgive herself for that, for having done that to her own parents, she’d be able to deal with their death better. Death was no stranger to her, after all. Margot knew that not everyone could be saved by medicine and that death was an inevitable part of life. She loved her parents because they had adopted her and given her a life that would probably otherwise have been denied her. In her rational mind, which, Margot liked to believe, was the only mind she listened to, she’d always known that the day would come when they would no longer be around—and that it might not be that far off. Yet both their deaths had been such a sudden blow.
Her father had suffered a brutal heart attack. He was there one minute, gone the next. Her mother had died of a stroke in her sleep. She’d gone to bed in the evening and not woken up the next morning. As far as ways to die went, her death had been painless and swift. But she’d had the sorrow of being left alone. Margot shook off the dark thoughts and focussed on Claire’s arms around her waist instead.
She remembered how, at the start of their relationship, when she’d first taken Claire out on the back of her bike, Claire had held on for dear life, leaving Margot with actual bruises on her sides. These days, she sat much more relaxed, her hands merely resting against Margot’s waist, and she only pressed them further into Margot’s leather jacket when they took a sharp turn.
Then Margot’s mind flitted to what Nadia had told her the other day. And what she had said to Nadia in reply to the news of Inez returning from her long stint abroad with Médecins Sans Frontières. That she truly couldn’t care less. But if that was the case, then why hadn’t she casually dropped it into conversation with her wife yet? Why was it so hard to say if it didn’t mean anything to Margot? She had yet to figure that out, and before she did, she didn’t think it would be fair to tell Claire.
AURORE
Aurore was going crazy pacing around her apartment. She didn’t really understand why, because it wasn’t as if, when she and Solange had still been together, they’d spent their weekends glued to each other’s sides. On the contrary. Most Sundays, Aurore missed her just as much as she did now. But this weekend, there was absolutely zero possibility that Solange would stop by.
She looked out the window. The rain was still sheeting down. But she had to get out. She put on her raincoat and headed to the woods, to which the closest entrance was just across the road from her building.
When she stepped outside, a gust of wind hit her straight in the face. She turned her collar up and marched on. She needed to walk because she had a decision to make. Every difficult decision required the clear-headedness only a walk could provide.
Her conversations with both Camille and Steph had made her think. Was she the one who had to make the sacrifice to save what was left of her relationship? Was she even capable of doing so?
Aurore crossed the street and headed into the woods. Good thing she’d worn her boots because the rain had turned the footpath into one big puddle.
It wasn’t a simple matter of choosing between what her heart wanted—to be with Solange—and what her brain told her—that they truly were a mismatched pair. The whole thing was far more complex than that. But whereas Aurore had always revelled in unravelling complex matters, of the heart and the brain alike—all the entanglements that came with loving someone—she couldn’t for the life of her find her way out of this.
Because this was her own problem, of course. She couldn’t look at it from a healthy distance, assess, and come to a satisfying decision. Which was exactly why she had no choice but to listen to what her friends had to say about it. Aurore couldn’t trust her own judgment on this, which was hard, because she was used to relying on what her gut told her. If she hadn’t listened to her gut instinct the first time she’d met Solange—and hadn’t somehow noticed that there was so much more to the president’s uptight chief of staff—she and Solange would never in million years have started an affair. And what an affair it had been.
Even though Aurore was suffering from a severe case of heartbreak, given the chance to do it all over, she’d go for Solange again in the exact same way. Partly because she’d have no choice. After all, she couldn’t choose who she was attracted to. But also because their good moments together had been so exquisite, the memory of them still warmed Aurore’s heart. Strangely enough, it wasn’t the first time that Solange had opened up to Aurore sexually that sparked the warmest memories. It was the rare occasions when Solange had been able to find the words to express how she felt about Aurore that, invariably, brought a smile to Aurore’s face.
Even now, as she battled the elements, and the rain lashed her face, Solange’s unexpected, unrivalled beauty when she found the words to speak about her true self, ignited the same heat in Aurore’s core. Maybe even just for the sake of that memory, and what it still did to her, Aurore had to try again. She had to give them another chance. But she knew that, this time around, because this would actually be the last chance for their affair, she would first need to make a significant change.
A true sacrifice.
Something had to give and that something was politics. Solange couldn’t make that kind of sacrifice, but Aurore could. She could tell Anne Rivière not to count on her to advise her during her campaign. It was as easy as that. Rivière had plenty of advisers and there were plenty of other, much younger and more energetic people waiting in the wings to take Aurore’s place. People who wouldn’t be sacrificing at the altar of love the way Aurore was doing. It wouldn’t be easy. Aurore wouldn’t be handing in her party card any time soon, nor would she change her left-wing convictions, but she could meet Solange more in the middle. Although she knew that Solange was a woman who had to be met far beyond what Aurore considered the middle. She’d done it before—she could do it again. She shivered in her coat despite the brisk pace she’d been keeping, and turned around. She’d head home, dry herself off, and call Anne Rivière.
   
When she and Solange were still together, more to make a point than anything else, Aurore had never checked her email during the weekend. Solange was always glued to her phone—and the incessant buzz of it had driven Aurore crazy in the beginning. But they’d compromised on that as well. Solange put her phone on vibrate and turned off some of the notifications. When they were in bed, the phone was switched off altogether.
Now that Solange was no longer in her life, however, Aurore felt uneasy if her phone wasn’t around. She used it to replace the dopamine hits that being with Solange had delivered. She checked all her email accounts multiple times per day. Even on a Sunday.
She was surprised to see an email from Claire Cyr. She’d met Claire a number of times—she’d even been at her wedding to Margot—but they were acquaintances more than friends. In any case, it was strange to receive an email from Claire, especially on a Sunday afternoon.
Aurore opened it.
Can we talk politics one of these days?
That was all the email said. What did it mean? Aurore knew that Rivière’s campaign had wanted to reach out to Barbier & Cyr, even though she had firmly advised against it. They would never abandon Dominique. It was a sheer impossibility.
She had no idea of Claire Cyr’s personal politics, but she doubted Claire wanted to discuss her personal views with Aurore.
Aurore couldn’t just let this email sit in her inbox for the rest of the day. She needed to know what it meant. Surely, Claire had wanted it to be cryptic enough to bait Aurore into a quick reply. Aurore really didn’t have anything better to do that afternoon than take the bait. That call to Anne Rivière would have to wait until she found out more about this.
SOLANGE
Solange pushed the button on the right-hand side of the treadmill. She ran a little faster still. Her breath wheezed out of her in quick, violent bursts. She wouldn’t be able to sustain this tempo for very long, but at least now she was focused on the rapid pounding of her feet and not on the voice in her ears.
She hadn’t been able to stop herself from listening to the podcast edition of Aurore’s latest show. She had tried to resist—just as she had tried to put away the bra Aurore had left in her bedroom—but she had failed. It was so easy. The bloody podcast was just there, in the app on her phone. Somehow, it had been impossible to press the delete button. Even though a part of her knew it would, in the end, be the better decision. She had to cut Aurore out of her life completely if she wanted to get over the whole thing. She knew it was the only way. They’d broken up so many times over the past year—after the first six months of blindly following the mantra ‘ignorance is bliss’—that she didn’t want to put herself through that again. Every time it had impacted on her work, even though Solange would never admit that to anyone but herself. Her work had suffered and Solange could simply not allow that. Especially not now, when Dominique might not run for re-election.
That she and Aurore would one day break up for good, that was well within the realms of possibility. It was inevitable, really. But Dominique Laroche not attempting to obtain a second term as president, that was simply unthinkable. Solange had gotten over the shock of first hearing those impossible words. Now she had to act. And she needed to use all of her faculties if she was going to coax Dominique back into the right direction. Because getting over Aurore, and not being Dominique’s campaign manager at the same time, would really make Solange’s entire world crumble down. It wasn’t an option. It could never become a reality.
Solange might work on someone else’s campaign—she had a pretty good idea which MLR vulture would be more than happy to take Dominique’s place as the candidate—but it would never be the same. With Dominique, she had made history. Now, her only objective was to confirm that. Dominique stood a good chance of winning again. She was an excellent president with high approval ratings. Moreover, Solange didn’t want to work for someone else. Hers and Dominique’s fates were intertwined—and she was fully dependent on Dominique’s decision.
Therefore, it was in her best interest to not let the decision only be up to Dominique. Unlike Steph, Solange didn’t trust that whichever decision Dominique made would be the right one. It was statistically impossible because the only correct decision was for Dominique to run again. And Solange would make sure that happened.
But in order to focus on that, she would really need to stop listening to Aurore’s show. Even though, when she was being truly honest with herself, in these dark days, it was the only comfort she had to hold on to. So she punished herself by listening, but only when she was working out.
She was working out a lot these days.
She’d listen to all the shows she’d missed when she and Aurore had still been together, because then she didn’t have to listen. She’d had the privilege of witnessing Aurore live in her bedroom.
She decreased the speed because her feet couldn’t follow any longer. As her breathing slowed, Aurore’s voice rang clearer in her ears.
“Masturbation should have a place in every single person’s life, especially in every woman’s life,” Aurore said. How did she do it? How did she talk about these, frankly, embarrassing topics with such confidence? Solange might have been her significant other for a while, but she’d never found out where that confidence came from. What the secret to it was. She adored it, nevertheless.
In the very beginning, it had scared her senseless. But it was that very confidence—the way Aurore was able to say words like cunnilingus and anal without blinking—that had, ultimately, drawn Solange to her.
And Aurore was right. Masturbation even had a place in Solange’s life now. It had taken Aurore some patience to convince Solange of that fact, but she’d got there in the end. Once again, when listening to Aurore, Solange wondered if Aurore was sending her a message through the medium of her show. She knew it was utterly silly. But still. It was a comforting thought to entertain: Aurore in her radio studio, talking about masturbation and thinking of Solange.
Solange stopped the treadmill. She bent forward. This run had left her quite spent. She believed she’d broken a speed record for a few minutes. Her bloodstream was awash with endorphins and she knew she had to enjoy the next few hours, because they would be the best ones of her day.
She pulled the headphones from her ears and, for a split second, felt the pain of her separation from Aurore as acutely as the day she’d walked out of her apartment. For Christ’s sake. How had she allowed this woman to get under her skin so deeply? A woman so unsuited to her, yet… a woman she’d fallen in love with. It was ridiculous, Solange thought, as she headed to the bathroom to take a cold shower.
   
After she had towelled herself dry, Solange had a decision to make. Not whether she’d be doing more work that day, because that was a given. The decision was about whether she would get dressed straight away or… perhaps hop into bed for ten minutes or so, the memory of Aurore’s voice fresh in her ears—and the way she said the word ‘masturbation’.
What Aurore had taught her all those months ago, hadn’t been a matter of technique. Self-care she had called it. Solange had had trouble to not laugh off that silly concept altogether, but she had kept a serious face, for Aurore’s sake. Solange’s job was in politics. She knew how to keep a straight face when she didn’t agree with something. It was the number one requirement in her area of employ.
She had listened to Aurore rather inattentively at first, but Aurore had a way of drawing her in, even when she spoke of topics Solange hardly thought about. So what if she was the kind of woman who never masturbated? Was it a requirement these days in order to belong to the tribe of womanhood? Before she knew it, though, Aurore’d had her flat on her back and naked in bed. She also had a way of accomplishing that without Solange putting up a lot of protest. The eagerness with which Solange had grown hungry for Aurore had surprised her. She’d never had room in her life for such hunger before. She had never allowed distractions like that. Not only because a woman in politics had to work ten times as hard as any man vying for the same job, and that left her no time for fancies like intense personal relationships, but also because Solange more than happily neglected that part of herself.
And then came Aurore. The living embodiment of what it meant to be in touch with your sexual side. In touch wasn’t even the right word for how Aurore communicated about sexuality. She lived and breathed the kind of open, confident sexuality that had always frightened Solange more than anything.
In that spirit, it wasn’t a hard decision for Solange to cast another glance at her bed and slip under the covers. Being with Aurore had changed her.
She put her headphones back in, switched Aurore’s podcast back on, and slowly let her hand travel between her legs. She didn’t listen intently to what Aurore was saying, just let the soothing but thrilling sound of her voice wash over her, seep into her. God, she had a perfect voice for radio. It was so incredibly warm and it radiated such understanding of everything. Oh shit. Instead of aroused, Solange was getting increasingly sad. Tears stung behind her eyes—again. She ripped the headphones from her ears and pushed her legs shut. This wasn’t going to work. Aurore might have taught her how to give herself pleasure, but she’d also made her very miserable.
Solange hopped out of bed, bit back the tears, and dressed for work.
What else was she going to do on a Sunday evening?
DOMINIQUE
“We could do whatever we wanted whenever we wanted,” Dominique said. She’d had no other choice but to avoid the subject—she’d simply been too busy actually being president—but she had to talk to Steph about it now. Although, quite frankly, it was Sunday evening, and she’d had enough talk for one week.
She was in the mood for other things.
“That might suit you for a month, or perhaps even six,” Steph said, “but what will you do when you get bored of doing ‘whatever, whenever’ and someone else is ruling this country instead of you?”
“Let’s go to a place that isn’t kept abreast of French affairs,” Dominique said.
“With Lisa and Didier?”
Steph was such a spoilsport tonight. It was about time Dominique shut her up for the rest of the evening. She knew exactly how to do that. First step, cross her legs and paint on that smile. She briefly licked her lips as well.
Steph smiled back. “I see what you’re doing.”
“What might that be, chérie?” Dominique asked innocently. She all but batted her lashes.
“You have your seduction face on.” Steph’s smile turned into a very cheeky grin.
“And why wouldn’t I?” Dominique undid the top button of her blouse.
“The president’s frisky,” Steph said. “Let’s see what we can do about that. For the good of the country, of course.”
“Of course.” Dominique was the first to rise. Maybe when she wasn’t president anymore they could indulge in some foreplay in the living room again, but as long as they lived in the Elysée, that was not an option.
Exercising great patience, she took Steph by the hand and dragged her up the stairs.
She slammed the door of their bedroom shut with enough force to indicate to whatever staff were there on a Sunday night that she was not to be disturbed—and hopefully they would put the message through to anyone foolish enough to be in the office wing of the Elysée.
Now that Solange was single again, Dominique wouldn’t put it past her to make an appearance on a Sunday night. She was probably putting together a subtle plan of manipulation to swing Dominique back to her side—the side that would never allow for a sitting president to not run again.
Solange might think she knew the inner workings of Dominique’s mind, which she no doubt did, but Dominique knew just as much about the operation manual of her chief of staff. If she did decide not to run for a second term, she would somehow need to get Solange and Aurore back together, lest Solange fall into a hole so black she could not recover from it.
But her attention should not be focused on her chief of staff right now. Or on anything else but the beautiful woman whom she should really make her wife very soon. She was the president. Surely she could call someone in and have an official turn up—even tonight, if she wanted, so she and Steph could tie the knot. It was a tempting enough thought, but it wasn’t how she wanted to mark that special moment. Her children had to be there and both their parents. That was it really, as far as Dominique was concerned.
“Stop thinking about whatever it is you’re thinking about.” Steph pushed her against the closed door. “It’s just you and me now.”
It could be just you and me for the rest of our lives, Dominique thought as she surrendered to the kiss Steph planted on her lips. She pulled her close, her ears still perked up for any signs of life outside the door. But as the kiss intensified, she forgot about where she was—and who she was. At least with Steph, in a moment like this, she could do that.
“You’re being very docile this evening,” Steph whispered in her ear, then looked her in the eye. “Does that mean I can have my way with you, Madam President?”
Dominique nodded. It was all she wanted after the week she’d had—which was basically the same as any other week, plus the added stress of having to tell a few key people of her doubts about the presidency. She’d had enough of making decisions for a while—and at least for tonight. “I’m putty in your hands,” she said.
“In that case.” Steph waggled her eyebrows. “It won’t just be in my hands.”
Dominique burst out into a grin. She knew exactly what Steph meant by that.
   
Steph came out of the bathroom fully naked apart from a dildo strapped to her hips. A sight that never failed to arouse Dominique.
She lay waiting on the bed, not a scrap of clothing left on her. She ogled Steph freely—this gorgeous woman who had defied all odds and chosen her.
Steph climbed onto the bed and pressed herself to Dominique’s side. Dominique felt the dildo against her hip. Her arousal went up another notch.
“You mean business,” she whispered.
“You have no idea.” The Steph who had walked out of the bathroom was a different version of the Steph that Dominique had daily interactions with. This was Steph, the ultimate seductress. That alluring side of her that Dominique had found so irresistible from the very beginning was on full display.
Steph kissed her on the cheek, very gently, confounding Dominique again. She had expected Steph to hungrily lunge at her the instant she’d come out of the bathroom. But Steph had chosen otherwise. That was another thing Dominique couldn’t get enough of. Steph was unpredictable. Dominique thrived in unpredictable environments. Was that perhaps why she was having so many doubts lately? Had being president become too predictable for her? She chuckled. That was impossible.
“Something funny?” Steph pushed herself a little closer against Dominique’s flank.
“Goodness no.” Dominique turned to kiss Steph on the mouth.
While they kissed, Steph’s hand meandered to Dominique’s breast. With the lightest of touches, she circled Dominique’s nipple, until it rose to the hardest peak. Even then, Steph didn’t stop. She varied the width of the circle her finger was drawing, but that was it. All the while, Dominique felt the dildo press into her flesh, and every single second of it lifted her desire to higher levels.
Steph withdrew from the kiss and bent over Dominique’s rock-hard nipple. She blew a gentle breath over it, while her hand caught hold of Dominique’s other nipple. She treated it to the same, tender ministrations, while she sucked Dominique’s nipple into her mouth.
Dominique let her hands roam along Steph’s long back, gently at first, but soon her nails were digging into Steph’s flesh. One of the biggest downsides to being president was that it had considerably diminished the time they could devote to lovemaking. On any to-do list, it always came last. As much as Dominique didn’t want it to be so, it was the simple truth. Her own—and Steph’s—needs came last. Well behind the country’s, the party’s, and her family’s.
But tonight, they had this moment. However short it may be, they’d make it count.
Steph sucked Dominique’s nipple between her lips with a little more intention. Her teeth grazed it, making Dominique’s back arch up. She wanted more—she always wanted more of Steph. Would it still be like this when she was no longer president? When they could frolic like this at all hours of the day?
“Fuck me, babe,” she blurted out.
“Oh, I will,” Steph whispered in her ear. “But you will need an extra-large dose of patience tonight.” With that, she took Dominique’s nipple between her teeth and held it a little longer. The dildo was still pressing against Dominique’s thigh. But she wasn’t the one giving orders tonight. This wasn’t a situation in which a direct glance in someone’s direction could give her what she wanted instantly.
Tonight, in this bed, she wasn’t the president. She wasn’t a woman filled with doubt about her future. She was lying in her fiancée’s arms and, just for a little while longer, she could pretend that moments like these made up her life. And she and Steph could bridge the small divide that always grew between them when they hadn’t spent enough time together. Tonight, they could set things right. Perhaps, afterwards, Dominique would even find the clarity she craved so much.
Steph kissed a path from Dominique’s nipples, along her neck, back to her mouth. She halted and gazed down at Dominique. A small smile played on her lips.
“You look gorgeous tonight,” Steph whispered. “You look… all mine.” Her smile broadened.
“I am all yours,” Dominique said, and pulled her in for another kiss.
She held Steph close. She could feel her heartbeat, the warm body that anchored her, that gave Dominique something to return to every day.
Dominique melted into the kiss. As their tongues danced together, she lost herself in the moment more and more. The touch of Steph’s skin against hers, the promise of the dildo, the delicious kisses they were exchanging. They all lifted her onto another plane, took her out of her body and out of her mind. It no longer mattered how long Steph took. What was happening now was already utterly divine.
It seemed as though no time had passed at all when Steph broke their kiss and shot Dominique a different kind of smile.
She planted kisses along her neck again, but only made a brief stop at Dominique’s breasts. She was obviously eager to make her way further down. To get Dominique ready for what came next.
With a contented sigh, Dominique let her legs fall apart. Perhaps this was the most delicious moment of all. Steph was a skilled lover, that had been clear from the beginning. Dominique had never felt the slightest twinge of disappointment—unlike when she used to share her bed with Philippe. With Steph, everything was different. She was utterly dependable, in and out of the bedroom. When Dominique opened her legs for Steph, when she saw Steph bend towards her, she always knew spectacular things would follow.
Steph kissed Dominique’s inner thigh. Up and down she went. Driving Dominique a little crazier. Ah, to have this in her life. To have a woman like Steph be part of her journey. It made everything so much more bearable.
Steph’s lips stalled. Dominique glanced down. She saw Steph looking at her—and the sight of it only aroused her further. Then there was that other object, jutting out between Steph’s legs.
Next thing she knew, Steph’s lips touched down close to her clit. She kissed Dominique, avoiding the pulsing heat of her clit. She sure knew how to drive Dominique to the brink—and leave her teetering there.
Finally, Steph’s tongue flicked over Dominique’s clit. The country could be falling apart right now but Dominique couldn’t care less. The only emergency consuming her now was her own dangerously rising levels of arousal.
This was how Steph put her back together—made her whole. Made her step out of herself to come back renewed and refreshed.
Dominique did what she always did. She reached for Steph’s shoulders and dug her fingertips into her flesh. She needed to feel more of her, everything she possibly could.
Steph kept licking her clit with deft strokes. If she kept going like that, all the fun would be over before the dildo even came into play. But Steph knew her well. She’d once told her, after they’d been together a few months, that she’d never before known the joys of making love to the same person over and over again. That she had no idea it could change her. What a thrill it was to get to know the ins and outs of another person’s desire—and how only such intimate knowledge allowed her to nudge Dominique beyond her boundaries from time to time.
Together, they had done things Dominique could never have imagined—even in the short time allotted for such things to a head of state.
Steph withdrew her tongue. She glanced up at Dominique’s face, then down between her legs again. This was no time for pushing boundaries.
Steph dragged her fingers through Dominique’s wetness. Then, as she stared deeply into Dominique’s eyes, she slid them inside. She started fucking Dominique while keeping her gaze fixed on hers.
Dominique had trouble keeping her eyes open. Steph touching her like that was simply too divine. And this was just an in-between step. Yet, there was something about the softness of Steph’s fingers inside of her, coupled with that determined, confident look in her eyes, that made her feel so close to her fiancée.
It was as though Steph could read her mind, because she didn’t withdraw her fingers just yet—even though she must have gauged by now how ready and wet Dominique was to receive the dildo.
Instead, Steph revved up the intensity of her thrusts. Dominique could feel the tip of the dildo lightly bounce against her thigh every time Steph thrust deep inside of her. When Steph kept her fingers inside even longer, curling them up deep inside of her, and then bent over again to lavish Dominique’s clit with a few well-aimed strokes of her tongue, it was enough for Dominique to topple right over the edge of arousal, and give way to a massive orgasm.
The walls of her pussy clenched hard around Steph’s fingers, trapping them.
The mere promise of the dildo had been enough tonight. And Dominique knew that simply wearing it would have made Steph excited beyond control.
Steph withdrew her fingers slowly, then pushed herself up. She brought her face close to Dominique’s, a sly grin on her lips.
Dominique wanted to ask what was so amusing, but she didn’t have the words for it yet. She was still recovering. She couldn’t wait to get her hands on her fiancée, though. But first, she’d need to get that dildo off her. She reached for the strap lining Steph’s hip.
Steph shook her head. “I’m not done with that yet, Madam President.”
STEPH
“Penny for your thoughts,” Dominique said. She had a blissful smile on her face. A smile Steph could get used to seeing—but she knew it only came out to play when Dominique was fully relaxed like this.
“I have none,” Steph said.
“That’s actually impossible.” Dominique ran a hand through Steph’s hair.
“If I’ve learned anything from being the First Lesbian,” Steph said, “it’s that I need to live in the moment so I can at least enjoy it while it’s happening. You could get a call any minute, and then the moment would be gone. If I had spoiled it with any other thoughts than how amazing you are, and that very special look on your face when you climax, I would truly have wasted it.”
“Goodness me. Have you been taking Philippe and Angelique’s mindfulness classes too?”
“Way to ruin my moment, bringing your ex-husband into the bedroom.”
“He’s not here, darling.” Dominique scooted closer to her again. “It’s just you and me.”
“You know what I mean.” Steph kissed her gently on the forehead.
Dominique laid her head on Steph’s chest and Steph gathered her closer into her arms. “I talked to him about… well, the elephant in the room, I guess.”
Steph sat up a bit. A twinge of jealousy shot through her.
“I wanted to know how the kids were doing and wanted to ask his opinion on how they would react,” Dominique said.
“What did he say?” Steph stroked Dominique’s upper arm to indicate that she was okay with this. Dominique and Philippe would always have a certain degree of intimacy between them because of the children, and she preferred it to how other divorced parents spoke to each other.
“He assured me that if I do decide to run again, the kids will be all right.”
“Of course they will be. This is what they know.”
“This isn’t what they’ve always known.”
“True.” Steph pulled her closer. Of course, this wasn’t only about Lisa and Didier missing their mother. It was just as much about Dominique missing them. Apart from having the most difficult job in the country, she had to allow her offspring to be raised by a man she had divorced.
“When are you going to tell me what you really think?” Dominique’s voice had grown a little tenser.
“I’ve learned not to do that,” Steph blurted.
Dominique shot up, liberating herself from Steph’s grasp.
“Which is another perfect example of why I should throw in the towel now that I have the chance. I don’t want you to feel as though you can’t share your thoughts with me.”
Steph remembered her conversation with Aurore. How she had claimed that she hadn’t sacrificed that much for this relationship. In the grand scheme of things, she believed she hadn’t. Because the trade-off was a life, however fragmented, with Dominique.
“I may have learned to hold my tongue on certain matters but I’ll still tell you exactly how things are when it comes to us. And this is how it is. But you have to remember, I’m not here against my will. I’ve fought that battle and I know I want to be with you, despite the limitations your presidency sets for our relationship. There’s little use pretending those limitations aren’t there.”
“I know, which is why—”
Steph held up her hand. They were both stark naked and it was perhaps not the best of circumstances in which to have this discussion, but that was just another quirk of their relationship. Post-sex was sometimes the only opportunity they had for a much-needed talk. “No. Don’t say it. It’s human of you, and perfectly normal, for you to think about what would be best for Lisa and Didier, and our relationship, and that’s one of the things I love about you. You care so much. Which is exactly what makes you such a great president. But this decision has to come from inside you. You can’t base it on how it would change things for anyone else. This is a time to be really and truly selfish. Everyone, and this includes the children, expects you to do what you’re supposed to do, and that is run again. So no one will ever hold that against you—except you.”
“I’m so torn.” Dominique’s voice broke a little. “Having to make this decision so quickly is tearing me apart, because I just don’t know. It’s not like me. I always know. I know to trust my instincts. It has gotten me this far. But I’m really at a loss when it comes to this and that very fact makes me think that not wanting to run might actually be my first instinct, and it’s just as hard for me to come to terms with it than it is for everyone else.”
“Come here.” Steph opened her arms. Dominique eagerly crept into her embrace again. “I know what you should do,” Steph whispered. “You have to go away for a few days. Go to the house in Juan-les-Pins. Think this through. You need silence and quiet time, otherwise, you’ll never find out what it is you truly want.”
“I can’t just go away for a few days,” Dominique started.
“Remember when Lisa hurt her hand?” Steph asked. “Remember how you followed your instinct then and you didn’t leave her side until she was dismissed from hospital?”
“But that was my daughter—”
“This is the rest of your life. It’s equally important. If not more so. You have to make the right decision for you, only then can you be the best mother for them. If anything, so you don’t end up bitter with regret. You need to figure this out. On your own. And you need to do it soon.”
“You won’t come with me?”
“No.” It was hard for Steph to be this tough. “But I will tell Solange for you if you want.”
“She’ll have a nervous breakdown on the spot.”
Steph was glad Dominique was capable of a joke so quickly again. “She won’t, because that would mean she’d have to show some emotion in front of me and I don’t think it’ll come to that.”
“Maybe I can arrange something for next weekend,” Dominique said.
“You won’t arrange a thing. I will arrange this for you.” Steph didn’t add that she didn’t trust Dominique to arrange a secret getaway for herself.
“You’re so strict sometimes.”
“Who else is going to tell the president what to do?” Steph said.
Dominique scoffed. “That’s one of the biggest lies they tell you when you dream of becoming president. That you’ll be the one calling all the shots while, most of the time, it feels like the entire country is telling me what to do and I have no say in any of it.”
“I’m the one who loves you the most, though. And the one you can trust with your life,” Steph said. “Don’t listen to anyone else. Only yourself. And me.”
“I can’t believe you’re sending me away,” Dominique said in a faux-sulky tone.
“It’s for your own good. Imagine how you’ll feel when you finally have clarity on the matter. You’ll be a much better president for it.” Steph kissed her on the forehead. “No matter the choice you make, I will always support you.”





EPISODE TWENTY
CLAIRE
Claire felt as though she was starring in a spy movie. Meeting Aurore on the sly had an air of cloak-and-dagger about it that thrilled her. And Claire needed some thrills. She and Margot had gone away for the weekend. They had driven away from the rain in Paris, hoping that the weather would be better in Brittany, but it wasn’t. So Margot had done what she always did: found a cosy corner on the sofa and read a medical journal, shrouding herself in silence for hours on end.
Under normal circumstances, Claire didn’t have a problem with that. She knew well before they married that Margot was obsessed with work—she had to be as a surgeon—and that a relaxed weekend always included catching up on the latest research in her field. She also knew that Margot craved silence more than most.
If they’d stayed at home, Claire would have been able to occupy herself. And it wasn’t as though they could engage in some bedroom activity to pass the time during their weekend away from the city.
So Claire had turned to her phone and she had started researching Anne Rivière. Her research had culminated in sending an email to Aurore, which had resulted in the secret rendezvous she was on her way to now.
She should have worn a large-brimmed hat to cover up some of her face, she thought, as she made her way along the Bois de Boulogne. Aurore’s apartment wasn’t actually that far from where she used to live on the Boulevard Gouvion St-Cyr. Before Claire had moved in with Margot in Saint-Germain-des-Prés, doubling her commute time to work.
She had rented out her old place. She should have kept it free, she thought, for occasions like this, when she was up to something every single person she was close to would frown upon. Except for Aurore—perhaps. She was about to find out.
“Come on in.” Aurore greeted her warmly. “Welcome to my humble abode.” There was nothing humble about an apartment in this arrondissement overlooking the Bois de Boulogne, Claire thought, but wisely held her tongue. “Although I must admit I’m somewhat surprised to find you in my home.”
Aurore led the way to a rather messy living room. Or perhaps the vibe she was going for was cosy. Margot would go mad in a room like this. Claire didn’t mind.
“Please, do sit. I’ve just made coffee. Would you like some?”
“I would love some.” Aurore looked like the kind of person who was snobbish about her coffee. Another something for Claire to ascertain.
While Aurore was busy in the kitchen, Claire looked around the place. It was humble in the sense that it was not in the least ostentatious. It was lived in, with cushions in warm colours spread about the sofa and tasteful art on the walls. There was a built-in bookshelf overflowing with books. Claire resisted the urge to get up and examine what the likes of Aurore Seauve read.
“Here we go.” Aurore returned with a tray and poured the coffee. “Sorry to make short work of the niceties, but please don’t keep me in suspense any longer,” she continued as she sat. “Your message was very cryptic.”
“I’m sorry about that.” Claire took her cup and saucer from the tray and sipped from the coffee. Delicious, as she had predicted—not that burnt concoction most cafés in Paris served. “It’s a delicate matter.”
“I gathered as much.” Aurore regarded her intently.
“Has Rivière picked a PR agency yet?” Claire asked.
“Not that I know of,” Aurore said. “Although I have heard some of Anne’s advisors mention what a coup it would be if they could snag Barbier & Cyr.” She chuckled.
Claire cleared her throat. “What if it wouldn’t be such a coup?”
Aurore narrowed her eyes. “How do you mean?”
“As you can imagine, I’m currently the only one at Barbier & Cyr who feels this way about it, but I, for one, wouldn’t be opposed to working with the Socialists.”
Aurore painted on a crooked grin. “Excuse me for asking, but are you here to find out something? To gather information for the MLR? Because if you are, I can tell you here and now that I’m not playing that game.”
Claire shook her head. “I understand why you might think that, but I assure you that’s not the case. I’m not a member of the MLR.”
“But you did work on Dominique’s election campaign and I assumed it was a given you’d be doing the same for the next elections.”
Claire sucked her bottom lip between her teeth. She had a decision to make—a decision she had, truth be told, already made before she came here. If she hadn’t, there wouldn’t have been much point in turning up. Besides, she had to give Aurore something. She had to let the cat out of the bag. “Not everything that is assumed actually happens.” She inhaled deeply, then exhaled slowly. What she was about to say next was very sensitive information and could cause the wrath of her closest friends to rain down on her in full force for a very long time to come.
But Claire had had enough of the status quo. She needed something in her life, which seemed to be getting drearier with every passing day. “Who’s to say that Dominique will actually run again?” She scanned Aurore’s face for a reaction, while in her gut, butterflies flapped about making her feel more alive than she had in months.
Aurore burst into a belly laugh. “You are, for one,” she said, after her bout of laughter had subsided. “Or not?” She tilted her head. “What are you really saying?”
“I’m saying that doubts have been voiced.”
“No way.” Aurore took a sip of coffee. She looked as though she was doing her very best to absorb the information quickly. “That would change everything for my candidate.”
“I know.” Claire found Aurore’s gaze and they exchanged a meaningful glance.
“You’re telling me this why exactly?” Aurore swallowed hard.
“Because if Dominique doesn’t run, I would like Barbier & Cyr to work with Anne Rivière. It would be a perfect match.”
Aurore chuckled, then shook her head. “Good grief,” she said. “Solange must be… I don’t even know how she would deal with something like that.” She regrouped. “But you’re the only one in the firm who feels this way about it.”
“For the moment. Yes.” Claire sat up a bit straighter. “But I believe I can persuade my partners. Before I try, I wanted to check with you. Have you hired another firm already? And would it be an option for Rivière’s campaign to work with us?”
“You’re asking the wrong person,” Aurore said.
“Yet you’re the only person I can ask.”
“I can see why.” When Aurore reached for her coffee cup her hands trembled a little. “Coming to see me on the down-low like this, does it not make you feel… disloyal to your co-workers?”
“Someone at Barbier & Cyr has to keep an open mind. If Dominique doesn’t run, I don’t want us to sit on the sidelines.”
“You really think you can convince Juliette and… Steph?”
“I actually think Steph would be easier to convince than Juliette. If Dominique doesn’t run, Steph won’t care. She’ll have to pretend that she does, of course. Because she’s engaged to the leader of the MLR, but Steph is a leftie in her heart. I think we both know that. Jules… that’s going to be another kettle of fish, but nothing I can’t handle.” Claire believed Juliette had her mind more on retirement than running point on a presidential campaign these days. Maybe they were both getting a little sick of Barbier & Cyr. Their lives were so intertwined, it would make sense for them to feel the same thing at the same time—even about this.
“I’ll need to talk to some people,” Aurore said. “I can’t make promises on my own.”
“It will have to be done discreetly. No one can find out I told you about the president’s doubts. They’ll crucify me.”
“In all honesty,” Aurore said, “just before I got your email yesterday, I had decided to take a step back from the Rivière campaign.”
“Oh. Why? I thought you and Solange…” She paused. “Ah, because of Solange?”
Aurore nodded.
“How do you feel about that now?”
Aurore peered into her cup for a few seconds before speaking. “I will make discreet inquiries, but since everything hinges on Dominique’s decision, it’s a very delicate matter. I can’t just barge into Rivière’s headquarters with this news. We wouldn’t even be able to use it to our advantage if she does run. That wouldn’t sit right with me.”
“I understand.” Perhaps Claire had misjudged the scope of Aurore’s political interests. Or perhaps Aurore was still so hung up on Solange, it translated into some sort of two-degrees-of-separation loyalty to Dominique. “Just don’t make any decisions yet on which agency to hire. We managed to get Dominique elected under very difficult circumstances last time. You know we’re good at what we do.”
“I’ll keep my ear to the ground.”
“And I’ll keep you posted.” Claire drained the rest of her coffee. “I’d better go.”
She quickly said goodbye and hurried out of Aurore’s apartment. Whereas earlier the thrill of her endeavour had made it feel so right, the whole thing had, all of a sudden, started tasting quite foul. Maybe she had hoped for a more enthusiastic reaction from Aurore. But she had to take into consideration that news like that would be a shock to anyone.
MARGOT
Margot was just about to head out for a quick lunch, when she got a text from Nadia.
Inez is in the building. Be warned. N. Xo
Great, she thought. A perfect opportunity to truly examine her feelings. She and Claire had spent a large part of the weekend alone, giving Margot ample opportunity to broach the subject of Inez Larue, yet she hadn’t. She wasn’t sure if it was because she feared her own reaction when she actually saw Inez again, or Claire’s reaction to the news.
Claire was clearly struggling with something of her own, and Margot didn’t want to add to that. Or so she told herself. There was always an excuse to not do the hard thing. Margot knew this better than anyone and she usually prided herself on being straightforward, especially about something like this. She didn’t believe in secrets.
Bumping into Inez would give her some clarity. Instead of getting lunch, she would try to find her. She texted Nadia back and asked her where she could find Inez.
Is that a good idea?
Best to get it out of the way asap.
She left my office a few minutes ago.
Margot took the stairs to Nadia’s floor. She and Inez had often stolen a quick kiss in the hospital stairwell. Who knew, maybe Inez was on the look-out for her as well.
Just as she rounded the corner, her phone beeped again. Margot ignored the message because she had already spotted that mane of ginger hair she would recognise anywhere. Inez was coming straight towards her. Something about her looked distinctly different, however. Margot had a pretty good idea who had sent her that last text and what the content of it was.
“Hello, stranger,” Inez said. “Still hanging out in the stairwell during your lunch hour, are you?” She opened her arms wide. That was so typical of Inez.
Instead of stepping into Inez’ embrace, Margot couldn’t stop staring at Inez’ belly.
“Oh, the bump has thrown you. I get it,” she said. “I’m severely pregnant, but please do me the courtesy of not asking who the father is.” She waved her hands about. “How about a hug for your old… well, I guess I can only describe myself as your old lover.”
Margot gave her a stiff hug, careful not to press too much of her weight into Inez’ belly.
“How about a spot of lunch?” Inez stepped back. “That is if you’re in the mood at all to catch up with me.”
Margot nodded. “I will be asking about that bump, though. And its provenance,” she said.
“You and everyone else.”
They made their way to the cafeteria and Margot used the time it took to descend the stairs to process Inez’ pregnancy. Her brain was a whirlwind of questions. But one thing she instantly knew for sure was that she would tell Claire about Inez returning to Paris as soon as possible.
   
“Doctors are the worst when it comes to their own health,” Inez said. “I honestly thought I was perimenopausal, but there you go. My eggs hadn’t all dried up just yet.” She eyed Margot’s cup of coffee eagerly. “But before I tell you all about the bump, tell me something about you.” She glanced at Margot’s hands. “Still no wedding ring on your finger?”
Margot touched the spot on her ring finger where she had worn her wedding ring for a few days. As a surgeon, it was simply a very impractical piece of jewellery. And she wasn’t big on jewellery to begin with.
“I am married, actually. It’s just with all the scrubbing for surgery…”
“Who’s the lucky lady?” Pregnancy seemed to have made Inez even more outgoing. Or maybe she’d always been that way and Margot had forgotten—or chosen to forget.
“Claire Cyr.”
Inez raised her eyebrows. “Forgiveness is a beautiful thing.” She smiled. “I’m happy for you.”
“Both my parents died this year,” Margot blurted out. Instantly, the familiar anguish was back in her chest. But saying it out loud always, inexplicably, made her feel better for a few moments.
“Oh no. I’m so sorry.” Inez put a hand on Margot’s upper arm. “I adored them.”
Margot nodded. Her parents had loved Inez as well.
“How are you holding up?” Inez kept her hand on Margot’s arm a little longer, even giving her a little squeeze.
“I’ve been working a lot. I need to keep busy.”
“Do you want to talk about it?” Inez’ voice was warm with compassion.
Margot shook her head again. She didn’t want to discuss her parents’ death in the hospital cafeteria. She didn’t trust herself to do that in such a public place.
“Let’s talk about… the bump,” she said.
“Well… long story short. I got myself pregnant in Rwanda.”
“B-but… how?” Margot stuttered.
“You’re a doctor, Go-Go. I’m sure you know how it works. Lonely doctor meets gorgeous local nurse. Male nurse, obviously. Et voilà.” She pointed at her belly.
“Jesus.” Too much to process, Margot thought.
“…had nothing to do with it whatsoever.” Inez sat there beaming in the way Margot had seen many a pregnant woman do.
“When you say don’t ask about the father? Do you mean that he doesn’t know?”
“Oh, he knows, but well, he’s not here, is he? And do I really want a man on my back?” She huffed out some air. “As well as a newborn?” She grinned.
“If he’s a nurse, I’m sure he must be quite adept with babies.”
“I really don’t want a relationship with the guy.”
“So you’re going to be a single mother at…” Margot had trouble remembering Inez’ age.
“Forty-three. Yes, indeed.”
“Did you come here to apply for a job?” Margot asked.
“For after I’ve given birth. I came by to see if there were any options. Saint-Vincent has excellent day-care.” Inez winked.
“And?” Margot asked.
“I’d love to come back here. Nadia said she’d keep me up to speed. I know from my uncle that the hospital could use someone like me, but I got the impression Nadia needed to consult with her favourite surgeon first. Before making any promises to me.”
“For the record, I told her I had no problem with you coming back to work here.”
“I’m happy to hear that.”
“I’m sorry, but I can’t get over the fact you’re going to have a baby. And you don’t want the father in your or the baby’s life.”
“His life’s in Rwanda. Now that I’m going to be a mother, I want to build my life back up here.”
“Forgive me for being blunt…”
Inez waved her off before Margot had even asked the question. “Nothing I’m not used to from you.”
“I didn’t even know you slept with men.”
“We haven’t seen each other in a very long time, Go-Go.” She smiled that smile of hers. “Things change. But it was just sex. A one-night stand at the wrong time of the month. Or the right one, depending on how you look at it.”
“How did you look at it when you found out?” And why did you not use protection, Margot thought, but that was too direct a question, even for her, after so many years of not seeing someone you used to love.
“It was a shock, I won’t lie. But I like to believe it happened for a reason. I was ready to come back to France sooner rather than later, anyway. Ready for a change of pace. And a big life change, actually.” She grinned. “Wish me luck attracting some eligible bachelorettes with this bump, eh?”
“And a newborn soon,” Margot added.
“In two months, actually.” Inez nodded. “I’m glad I ran into you.”
“Me too,” Margot said, and finally tucked into her lunch. She had surgery in twenty minutes.
AURORE
For two long days, Aurore had stewed on the news that Claire had delivered, until she couldn’t take it anymore. She had to call Solange. She must be all up in arms about her boss considering bowing out of the presidential race. Aurore knew Solange better than most and she wouldn’t be taking this well. The poor thing probably had no one to talk to about it.
She wondered if Steph had known when she came by the other week. She must have, but she’d wisely not divulged that bit of very delicate information. If Aurore was as evil-spirited as some politicians, she could seriously undermine Dominique’s chances of a second term well before she officially announced she would run. But Aurore wouldn’t even consider that notion.
On the contrary. She wanted to tell Steph that Barbier & Cyr had a mole in their ranks. In fact, Steph was her safest bet because if she told Solange that someone from Barbier & Cyr had come to see her and told her the news, the shit would surely hit the fan.
Dominique’s doubts had also managed to keep Aurore from having a chat with Rivière about taking her distance from the campaign. Aurore knew exactly how Solange felt, because she had no one to talk to about this either. Not really. Except maybe Camille. This must have been discussed at Barbier & Cyr, where Zoya worked. Maybe Camille knew. Clearly, the partners at the agency hadn’t sworn each other to secrecy about the matter. If they had, they’d done a very poor job of it.
If Aurore wasn’t going to use this information for left-wing political gain, then what could she do with it? Claire could talk about inquiring discreetly all she wanted, that was much easier said than done. The only thing she could really hope for was that Dominique would announce her official candidacy soon. As in this very day.
Maybe she should give Solange a call either way. Would it be so weird to check in with her? Maybe drop a hint at the sacrifice that, only a few days ago, she’d made up her mind about making. If she distanced herself from Rivière, it wouldn’t even matter that she knew about Dominique’s hesitation. Maybe there was an easy way out of this.
Oh, sod it. She reached for her phone and found Solange’s number. She dialled and waited. Solange picked up after the second ring. She probably hadn’t checked her screen. She got so many calls she had to deal with swiftly that she didn’t bother taking the time.
“Solange Garceau,” she said matter-of-factly.
“Hi. It’s me,” Aurore said.
“Aurore?” Solange sounded hurt more than surprised.
“Yes.” Maybe this had been a mistake. But it was nine o’clock in the evening. Surely Aurore hadn’t disturbed Solange in the middle of a meeting. “Hey. I’m just… checking in.”
“About what?” Solange asked.
It was a fair question. They didn’t really have anything left to discuss.
“I was wondering when I could come by to pick up some of my things I left at your place. I seem to be missing a bra,” Aurore blurted out. She’d left the bra deliberately one day. She knew Solange had trouble dealing with stray objects in her home. After they’d broken up, it had given Aurore a small degree of pleasure that Solange would be forced to think of her at least once while she cleared it up.
“Oh. Yes. There’s not that much. How about I have it sent over?” Solange said.
“Look, Solange. I just want to see how you are. We didn’t really leave things in a very friendly way…”
“I’m doing fine,” Solange said curtly.
Yeah right, Aurore thought.
“Do you want to meet up sometime? Maybe over the weekend?” She had to press on. She had started this so she’d better finish it.
“To do what?” Solange asked.
“Talk.”
Solange sighed. “I’m not sure I want to talk to you.”
“I get that, but… I’d like to see you. I’d like to talk to you about something.”
“Can’t you tell me over the phone?”
“No. This is something to be discussed in person.”
“Please, Aurore, don’t do that. Don’t go all mysterious on me just so I’ll agree to see you because I’m curious. It’s not fair.”
So many things about our relationship weren’t fair, Aurore thought. “I know. But please come by some time. When are you free?”
“I’m free now,” Solange said.
Aurore hadn’t expected that. “Now it is then. I can come to yours, if you prefer.”
“I’m just about to leave the office. I’ll make a stop at yours,” Solange said. “I’ll be there in half an hour.” With that, she hung up.
Aurore cast her gaze about the living room. It wasn’t exactly spic-and-span, but she believed that, over time, Solange had taken a shine to her more chaotic way of organising things. Maybe it would bring back some fond memories for her.
Then she took a deep breath and tried to come up with what on earth she would say to Solange.
   
Solange arrived a few minutes after nine thirty. She walked in briskly, not bothering with any niceties.
“I’m sorry I didn’t stop at mine first to pick up your bra,” she said, and it sounded so comical coming from her that Aurore had to suppress a smile.
“Don’t be silly. You live on the other side of the city,” Aurore said. “You look tired.” Genuine concern spread in her chest.
“My sleep has been rather impaired lately and things are a bit… difficult at the office.”
It could mean anything, of course, but because Aurore knew what Solange actually meant, she was surprised by her candour.
“What’s going on?” She gestured for Solange to sit. She did, but didn’t take off her coat.
“Nothing I can talk to you about.” Solange had completely reverted to the woman Aurore had first met. All sharp lines in her face and her guard all the way up.
“Of course not.” Silly of me to ask, she thought.
“What did you want to talk about?” Solange asked.
Aurore rubbed her palms on her jeans. “Do you want a drink?”
“I really shouldn’t. I haven’t had dinner.” Solange seemed to loosen up a little.
“I’ll get us some snacks and wine.” Aurore disappeared into the kitchen before Solange had a chance to protest. As she quickly assembled a tray of cheese and saucisson, she thought that it was a good sign that Solange was seated and having a little something to eat. What Aurore had to say might not go down well on an empty stomach. Although she wasn’t quite sure yet what she was going to say—and how.
She deposited the tray, butter, and some hastily cut chunks of bread on the coffee table. Then she poured them both a generous glass of a Pauillac she had opened earlier. While she’d been in the kitchen, Solange had shrugged off her coat.
If Aurore blotted out from her memory, for a second or two, what had happened between them last week, it looked as though they were a happy couple sitting down for a chat over some cheese and wine. How looks could be deceiving.
“Thanks for coming,” Aurore said. Solange had gone out of her way to be here. Despite Aurore’s use of the age-old tactic of piquing her curiosity. She’d best come up with the goods soon.
Solange sipped from the wine and Aurore could see her relax. Her shoulders lowered somewhat and she stretched out her legs. She’d sat in what had become her favourite chair for exactly this kind of activity. An after-work snack. She reached for a piece of bread and eagerly took a bite.
“This could be construed as blackmail,” Solange said in between bites. “Bribing hungry government employees with food.”
“I’ve been thinking about…” Aurore started. “Us. And before you say there’s no more us.” Aurore looked up. Solange didn’t seem about to protest. Instead, she was attacking the cheese—a thirty-six-month old Comté—with great vigour. If they were going to make people work sixteen hour days, they should really feed them three meals at the Elysée, Aurore thought. The number of times Solange had arrived at her place famished after another marathon meeting. “I’m referring to the ‘us’ we used to be and how some of the mistakes we made could perhaps have been avoided, if I…” This was the hardest bit to say. Aurore wasn’t sure she could find the words. “If I were to take my distance from the Socialist campaign and step back as an adviser to Anne Rivière.”
Solange dropped the cheese knife. She stared blankly in Aurore’s direction.
SOLANGE
Solange didn’t know what to say. Or better, she didn’t want to say the first thing that popped into her head. That what Aurore had just suggested was impossible. One’s political conviction was not something so easily stepped away from.
“Would you even consider that?” she asked, instead, and took another sip of wine. Aurore always had the most delicious wine at her place.
“I believe that’s what I just said.”
“It’s not something I can ask of you. Just like you would never ask it of me.”
“Our situations are not the same. You’re chief of staff to the president. I… sometimes talk to Rivière about certain topics, of which most won’t even be that important in the campaign.”
“But you’re an important ally and supporter to have,” Solange said. Aurore had a knack for underestimating her influence.
“I won’t withdraw my support. I just won’t be so actively involved and I’ll try… not to get so upset about all the laws you’re still hastily trying to push through during Dominique’s last year.”
“But that’s just it,” Solange leaned forward and studied Aurore’s face. God, how she had missed it. It was by no means perfect, and it did not conform to what most magazines would consider today’s standard of beauty, but it was gorgeous nonetheless. Full of character and life… and conviction. Solange loved Aurore precisely for that conviction because it was something that she knew and she could relate to. “You wouldn’t be you if you didn’t criticise the tax reform bill or the latest gender laws, which will never go far enough for you. That fire you have burning inside is what makes you so uniquely you.”
“Have you missed me?” Aurore pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. The gesture made her look so vulnerable. Solange interpreted it as Aurore’s very own admission that she had missed her quite a bit.
Solange thought of the past weekend. She could bury herself in work all she wanted. She could work twenty-five hours per day and still not be done with everything that was needed. Yet it wouldn’t make her miss Aurore any less.
“Yes,” she admitted. “I miss you. Of course I do. I love you. Why do you think we always keep getting back together, against our better judgment?”
“I miss you too,” Aurore said. “Too much to just try and move on.”
“You want to try again?” Solange tried her best not to sound too desperate. They’d been here so many times before. She could do without another bout of sure-fire heartache. Without the rollercoaster of emotions that came with the endless breaking-up-and-getting-back-together cycle.
“I do, but I want to do things differently this time. I don’t want it to just be another go. The two of us blindly starting over without first addressing the issues between us. I’m willing to meet you halfway, Solange. I’m willing to compromise because what we had between us, however difficult, is worth fighting for.”
Solange leaned back in her chair. The sudden hunger that had reared up after coming eye-to-eye with the cheese platter subsided. “You can’t be the only one compromising. It wouldn’t be fair.”
“It would, because you’re at the absolute height of your career. You’re doing the job that you’ve worked your entire life for. I’ve known this all along, yet it’s been hard for me because I come from a working-class family and, well, it’s difficult for me to be on the side of the MLR, albeit indirectly. I’m not going to repeat all the things I’ve said to you in the past. But I now see that I was wrong to let that come between us. I was the one who had to make the effort. I’m the one who has to support you, because that’s what partners do. In the end, we’re so much more than the party we belong to. For that reason, I’m willing to take a step back.”
Solange glanced at Aurore’s face. She looked deadly serious.
“You know, after the past two weeks, which have been pretty close to my biggest nightmare scenario at work, to hear you say something so sweet and kind and selfless… it really makes me want to believe you.” Solange had to stop herself from pushing her weary body out of the chair, walking over to Aurore, and just crashing in her lap and letting herself be showered in sweet kindnesses like that for the rest of the evening.
“I was going to talk to Anne about it earlier this week, but…” Aurore shuffled in her seat. “I’ve come across some information that, quite frankly, made my head spin.”
“What?” Solange’s ears perked up.
“I know what the nightmare scenario you just referred to is, Solange. I know about Dominique’s doubts.”
“Excuse me?” Solange all but shot out of her chair. Her mind started racing and quickly landed at the only possible conclusion. “I’m going to ban Stéphanie from the Elysée, I swear.”
“It wasn’t Stéphanie who told me. It was someone else at Barbier & Cyr.”
“Who?” Solange demanded.
“I’m not going to tell you. I don’t think that would be wise.” Aurore was the one who rose and headed over to Solange. She crouched down and put a hand on her knee. “Take a few deep breaths and while you do, rest assured that I have done absolutely nothing with this information. You’re the first person I’ve told about this since I found out.”
Solange’s mind had trouble keeping up. They had a leak in the campaign—and she wasn’t even sure there would be a campaign. Too bad for Stéphanie, but there was no way they’d be working with Barbier & Cyr ever again. This shouldn’t even have been discussed outside of the Elysée, because, in politics, leaks always happened. They were a given.
Solange grabbed her bag from the floor and searched for her phone. “I have to call the president.”
“Solange. It’s ten o’clock. Leave it until tomorrow. No one else knows.”
“How can you be sure? If this… traitor told you, who’s to say they haven’t gone around telling other people?” Something was beginning to dawn on her. “Why did they confide in you, of all people?”
“I can’t tell you that either.”
Solange shook her head. “Is this your way of doing things differently?”
“Yes.” Aurore’s hand pressed a little more firmly onto her knee. “I could have chosen not to tell you. I could have done so many things with this information. But I didn’t. Because of you. That’s why I wanted to see you. This must be eating you up inside.”
“You have no idea.” Solange crashed against the back of the chair again. “I’ve only worked my entire life for this. So has Dominique, which is why I fail to understand her doubts. It doesn’t make any sense.”
“How about we try and make sense of it together.” Aurore pushed herself up and sat on the armrest—half on Solange’s lap.
“Every cell in my body wishes I could do that.” Solange, of course, wasn’t born yesterday. This could still be so many things. An ambush. A ruse to make her say more than Aurore already knew. Moreover, she had to get word to Dominique that she had to make a decision soon, before this got out. “But you know I can’t. First, you spin me a line about taking your distance from Rivière, and only then you tell me that you know this. Why didn’t you tell me that you knew about Dominique first?”
“Solange, please.” Aurore scoffed. “Tell me honestly, do you trust me?”
Solange didn’t immediately answer. She couldn’t.
“Yes, we have very different opinions on many matters, but have I ever, since we’ve met, violated your trust in me?” Aurore asked.
“No.” Solange could hardly claim the opposite. Unlike one of the traitors at Barbier & Cyr, who got paid handsomely for their efforts, Aurore was a woman of her word. But this whole thing just felt off. Or maybe Solange was still absorbing the shock. Although, it shouldn’t really surprise her too much that the news had already leaked.
“You have to trust me on this too. Everything I’ve told you is nothing but the god’s honest truth. I think you know that.”
“I’m not going to wake up tomorrow to a headline in Le Matin with this news?” Solange asked.
“No. I promise.”
“As if this job isn’t hard enough.” Solange let her arms fall forward. One of her hands landed on Aurore’s thigh. “If we can’t trust the people we work with…”
“It’s all part of politics.”
Solange shook her head. “Dominique considers these women her friends.” Another penny dropped. “Were they pitching Barbier & Cyr’s services to Rivière in case Dominique doesn’t run?”
Aurore nodded.
Solange took a deep breath. She had calmed down. No actual harm had been done yet. In fact, in moments like this, she could understand Dominique’s reluctance to put herself through the whole rigmarole again—but she would never say that out loud, of course. “Thank you for telling me,” she said. “Knowing you, that can’t have been easy.”
“Not a whole lot has been easy since I met you.” Aurore ran the back of her hand over Solange’s cheek. “But it has most definitely been worth it.”
“I’d love to stay.” Solange trapped Aurore’s hand in hers. “But I have to go home and think. I need to be ready for tomorrow. I need to contain this.”
“I know you do.” Aurore gave her hand a gentle squeeze.
“I’ll come by tomorrow,” Solange said. “I promise.”
DOMINIQUE
When Dominique opened her eyes and, as usual first thing, reached for her mobile phone, she noticed three missed calls from Solange. And it wasn’t even six in the morning. Something must be going on. Something only Solange knew about, otherwise Dominique would have been woken up much earlier.
While she rubbed the sleep from her eyes, she listened to one of the voice messages Solange had left.
“Meet me in my office as soon as you can,” Solange said, sounding even more tense than usual. “It’s an emergency.”
Solange wasn’t one to call a small thing an emergency so Dominique knew she’d better hurry. She looked over at Steph, who was still sleeping soundly. She wore earplugs and a sleep mask these days, which helped her snooze past Dominique’s early wake-up call.
Dominique hopped out of bed and got ready for another wild day of being president.
   
As she made her way to Solange’s office—the only one with the lights already on—Dominique considered it a good thing that she could talk to Solange before anyone else arrived. That way, she could take the opportunity to tell her about Steph’s plan for her to go away next weekend. Solange would surely rail against it, so Dominique welcomed the privacy this early hour offered them.
“Good morning.” Dominique entered Solange’s office.
Solange didn’t look as though she was having a very good morning at all.
“We’ve been betrayed.” Solange rose from her chair and started pacing. “Someone at Barbier & Cyr has leaked that you might not run for a second term.”
“Leaked it to whom?” Not to a newspaper, or Dominique would have heard about it already.
Solange drew in a deep breath, then steadied herself against the side of her desk. “To Aurore. She told me last night. She didn’t tell me who at Barbier & Cyr spilled the beans, although the possibilities aren’t vast.” She held up a finger. “It wasn’t Stéphanie, in case you’re wondering.” She gave a curt shake of the head. “Although it was Stéphanie who shared the news with her colleagues, of course.” Solange gave Dominique a meaningful look. “It can only have been Claire or Juliette. I don’t know them well enough to suss out who, but it doesn’t matter. They’ve betrayed us and they’re pitching their services to the Socialists behind our back.”
Dominique had foregone breakfast because Solange’s message had sounded so urgent. She looked around for some coffee, but didn’t see any. She would have to digest this without the help of caffeine.
She sorted the information Solange had just given her in her mind. Steph had told her that she had talked about this at the office—she claimed to have not had a choice. But that was as far as Dominique’s knowledge went.
“Someone at Barbier & Cyr told Aurore,” she said. “Because of her connection to Anne Rivière.”
Solange gave a tense nod.
Dominique was the president. If even she couldn’t expect loyalty from the PR agency she worked with, who could? Could they really not have exercised a few weeks of patience before inquiring with the MLR’s political enemy? It was, on all counts, inexcusable and severely unprofessional behaviour. All of this was further complicated by the fact that Steph worked at Barbier & Cyr. How could they do this to her? She’d worked there since the day she’d left university.
“They’re fired then,” Dominique said. “I’ll tell Stéphanie.” She wasn’t looking forward to that conversation.
“They signed a non-disclosure agreement when we worked with them on the first campaign. We can probably sue them over this,” Solange said.
Dominique shook her head. “The president doesn’t sue PR agencies.”
“I know you have your doubts and I appreciate this might be very hard for you, but I must urge you to make a decision soon about your future,” Solange said. “This is a leak we can contain. I trust Aurore to not tell anyone and if we ask Stéphanie to talk to Claire and Juliette—”
“I’ll talk to Steph. I’ll take care of this.” A president really isn’t allowed to have any doubts at all, Dominique thought. “It won’t go any further.”
“With all due respect, you can’t know that.”
Dominique heard footsteps in the corridor. “I need some coffee.”
“Of course.” Solange briskly walked to the door and commandeered whoever was out there to bring them coffee pronto. Dominique used the interruption in their conversation to think.
Perhaps she should have put her foot down when she took office and demanded that Steph stop working at Barbier & Cyr. But that wasn’t at the heart of this betrayal. Steph would be furious when she heard about this. She had worked with these women for more than a decade. She expected nothing but loyalty from them—and why wouldn’t she? They were her best friends.
Solange came back with a jug of coffee and poured them both a cup.
Dominique did something she hardly ever did in Solange’s office. She sat down. It was their custom that if they had something to talk about, Solange came to her. But today was not like any other day.
“I know my having doubts is very hard for you. I understand that. We’ve both worked our behinds off for this job, to get where we are. I will make my decision soon. I promise you that. But I won’t be rushed by anyone, nor will I be pestered or emotionally blackmailed into it.”
“Of course not.”
“I need time to think. Twenty-four hours of silence and zero input. Deciding to run for president five years ago was the most important decision of my life so far, but it’s soon to be eclipsed by this one. I can only do it for the right reasons and those reasons should be mine alone. No one else has to turn up every single day the way I have to. No one else has to shoulder the responsibility for what goes on in the country the way I do. You may think it weak of me that I have my doubts, but I don’t think that at all. I think it’s a sign of strength that I’m willing to question my suitability for another term.”
“Please, Dominique. I would never think you weak,” Solange said. “Even the notion.”
Dominique enjoyed it much more when Solange dropped all decorum and talked to her as a friend rather than her chief of staff.
“Good.” Dominique sipped from her coffee. “Cancel all my plans as of Saturday noon until Monday morning. I’m going to Juan-les-Pins. To think.” She got up before Solange had a chance to protest too much. “Now I’m going to wake Stéphanie.”
STEPH
A violent shaking motion woke Steph. She pulled her sleep mask from her eyes and pulled out her earplugs.
When she noticed it was Dominique doing the shaking, her lips formed into an instant smile—although the vigour with which Dominique was shaking her was a bit much at this time of the day.
“How lovely,” she said. “A gentle presidential wake-up call. Aren’t I a lucky girl?”
“Best wake up as quickly as you can.” Dominique’s tone sounded rather harsh. “Your friends at Barbier & Cyr have been pitching to the Socialists.”
“What?” Steph sat up.
“Either Claire or Juliette has approached Aurore Seauve about the possibility of Barbier & Cyr taking on Anne Rivière’s campaign in case I don’t run.”
“No way.” Steph shook her head. “They would never do that…” Oh shit, she thought. Claire.
“Well, they have.” Dominique fixed her with an icy glare. “Which means Barbier & Cyr are fired. I’ll never work with them again.”
“Please don’t make any rash decisions. Let me get to the bottom of this.” Steph jumped out of bed and looked around for something to cover her naked body with.
“They went to the Socialists. That’s inexcusable.”
“You’re right. If that is what actually happened, then that is indeed inexcusable. But there must be an explanation.” Steph plucked a robe from the back of the door.
“It had better be a damn good one.” Dominique stood there with her hands on her hips, the very picture of indignation. “If your friends screwed me over, so help me god.”
“Screwed you over?” Steph repeated. “Don’t you think you’re exaggerating a little?”
Dominique narrowed her eyes. “I most certainly do not.”
“How do you know about all this?” Steph was finally awake enough to ask the most pertinent question.
“One of them approached Aurore and Aurore told Solange. At least there’s one decent Socialist out there. Someone with a little bit of integrity.”
Someone trying to get their woman back, Steph thought. Although Aurore was, of course, a decent person. Much more so than one of her oldest friends, it appeared. Why had Claire done this? Why would she take that kind of foolish risk?
“I’ll deal with this,” Steph said. “I’m very sorry this has happened. I know you don’t need this on top of everything else.”
“You might also want to consider resigning,” Dominique said. “Unless you want to work for the Socialists.”
Steph walked over to Dominique and put her hands on her shoulders. “Please, calm down. I said I’d deal with it.”
“Solange wants to sue them. This could be the end of them, you do know that.” Dominique’s anger wasn’t subsiding just yet.
“Them? I am a partner at Barbier & Cyr, in case you’ve forgotten.”
“If only I could forget.” Dominique was close to yelling.
Once again, Steph was caught in the middle. There was no use arguing about this any further. Steph needed more information. She needed to talk to Claire.
   
“I didn’t know you were coming in today,” Fred, Claire’s assistant, said.
“I need to speak to Claire. Now.”
“She’s on a call with—”
“Get her off the call. This can’t wait,” Steph urged. It made her very uncomfortable to speak to her buddy Fred that way—although her friendship with him had faded somewhat after she had moved into the Elysée.
“Okay.” Fred shot her a look. “Hold your horses.” He knocked gently on Claire’s door, then opened it a fraction, and whispered something.
Steph was paranoid enough to wonder who Claire was talking to. It was probably an existing client, but still. She wasn’t to be trusted any longer.
“You can go in,” Fred said.
“Thanks.” Steph shot him a quick smile. If today hadn’t been such a disaster already, she’d have taken him to lunch. But Steph had a feeling that no leisurely lunches would be enjoyed in her near future.
“Where’s the fire?” Claire asked when Steph entered.
Steph made sure the door was shut behind her and walked close enough to Claire’s desk so nothing they said could be overheard. It wouldn’t be the first time that Fred had accidentally overheard something that was said in his boss’ office.
“For crying out loud, Claire. Do you even have to ask?” Steph forced herself to sit. If she couldn’t keep her voice calm, she could at least try to get her body to quiet down a little.
“What are you talking about?” Claire eyed her quizzically.
“Cut the crap, Claire. You told Aurore that Dominique might not run for re-election.” It was difficult to look her friend in the eye. “And you pitched Barbier & Cyr to run the Socialists’ campaign if she doesn’t.” Steph could hardly believe she had to sit in Claire’s office and accuse her of this. But there she sat.
“Oh, fuck. You’ve got to be kidding me.” Claire took off her glasses and closed her eyes. “Please tell me this isn’t happening.”
“You don’t deny it?” Steph asked.
Claire pinched the bridge of her nose. Then she shook her head. “I don’t deny talking to Aurore.” She finally looked up. “I don’t deny any of it, but…” She huffed out some air. “Let me guess? Aurore told Solange?”
Steph nodded.
“Oh, Christ.” Claire buried her face in her hands for a few seconds. When she looked back up her eyes were red-rimmed. “You must be absolutely furious with me right now.”
“I’m just trying to understand.” Steph was livid, but it was hard to be angry with Claire when she looked like that.
“Aurore promised me she wouldn’t tell anyone,” Claire said.
“That doesn’t explain or excuse anything. Why did you even go to Aurore?”
“Because… I didn’t want us to miss out. Where has the ambition gone at this firm? Someone has to look to the future.”
“So you approached the Socialists while I work here. Come on, Claire.”
“You’re the one who told us Dominique might not run again. I take that very seriously. She wouldn’t say that if it wasn’t a distinct possibility.”
“Even so. Even if Dominique doesn’t run, that doesn’t mean Barbier & Cyr can work for Anne Rivière.”
“Really?” Claire asked with a note of indignation in her voice. “I am one of the founders of this firm so I think I can still decide who we work for and who we don’t.”
“What on earth is going on with you? How can you even defend what you did?” Steph’s voice shot up. She’d hoped there would have been another explanation than… whatever this was. Most likely something as banal as Claire’s midlife crisis. It was her version of buying a sports car, perhaps. But endangering lifelong friendships—and their partnership with the Elysée—was far more long-reaching than buying a Porsche.
“I can’t defend it, but I am trying to explain.” Claire regrouped a little. She put her glasses back on, like a tiny piece of armour. “Does Dominique know?”
“Yes. She wants nothing more to do with Barbier & Cyr.”
“But you work here.”
“Fuck yes, I do.” Steph expelled a deep sigh. “And I don’t know how to solve this.”
“I haven’t told anyone else. Apart from Margot, but you know she won’t tell anyone.”
“Did you tell Margot you approached Aurore?” Steph’s eyes grew wide.
“Good heavens, no,” Claire said. “Although I’ll have no choice but to tell her now.”
“You’re not the victim here, Claire. You made a serious error of judgment. One that could very well be the end of this firm. You have to try and solve this somehow.” Steph wanted to get out of Claire’s office. The sting of betrayal coiled into a huge knot inside her stomach. “But first, you’re going to have to tell Juliette.”
“I know.” She bowed her head. “Will you come with me when I do?”
Steph stood up. “Let’s do it right now.”
CLAIRE
A nasty headache beat at the back of Claire’s skull. What had she done? What on earth had she set in motion? She’d need to have a word with Aurore, who’d put her in this mess. Although, if she was honest, there was only one person responsible for this walk of shame to Juliette’s office, and that was Claire herself.
Steph was right. This could be the end of Barbier & Cyr. On Sunday, when she had hatched the plan to contact Aurore, she had been so invigorated by the illicitness of it—she might as well be honest about it now—that she had failed to locate the weakest link: Aurore’s enormous soft spot for Solange.
Steph knocked on Juliette’s door and entered without waiting for a reply. Claire followed sheepishly.
“Goodness.” Juliette looked up from her computer screen. “Is there an emergency partner meeting everyone failed to tell me about?”
Claire shut the door and sat next to Steph, who shrouded herself in silence.
“You’re scaring me now. What’s going on?” Juliette asked.
“I did something… really stupid, Jules,” Claire said.
“What did you do?”
Claire proceeded to tell Juliette how she had screwed up and, as she did, it became harder and harder to keep her gaze fixed on the woman who, since her early twenties, had been her best friend.
Juliette looked away from her, as though Claire was now a piece of garbage that didn’t bear glancing at any longer, and turned to Steph.
“What does this mean for us?” she asked.
“Dominique doesn’t want to work with Barbier & Cyr any longer. And I can’t blame her.”
“What about you?” Juliette asked.
“She wants me to resign.”
“Oh, good grief.” Juliette sounded as though she might burst into tears. “Is that what you want?” Neither one of them even cast a glance in Claire’s direction.
“I only found out about this an hour ago,” Steph said, not answering the question. Probably because the most likely answer was unthinkable. Steph had been at Barbier & Cyr from the beginning. Even when Dominique became president, she had wanted to stay on. Everyone wanted her to stay. She was part of the very fabric of the place. How could Claire have been so stupid as to put her in this position?
“What are we going to do?” Juliette asked.
“I’ll talk to Aurore,” Steph said. “I’ll tell her the pitch has been withdrawn.”
“Has Dominique made up her mind about running yet?” Juliette asked.
Steph shook her head. “She will soon. After the weekend.”
Claire listened to her friends—although they might not be her friends for much longer—and feverishly racked her brain for something she could do about this.
“Steph, please don’t resign,” she said, finally. “I’m the one who should resign.” She cleared her throat. “Both other partners are here so you can consider this my official notice. I’ll put it in writing, of course.”
“For heaven’s sake, Claire. This is no time to play the martyr. What’s done is done. We’ll find a way out,” Juliette said. “You resigning isn’t going to solve anything. You founded this firm. Without Cyr, there is no bloody Barbier & Cyr.”
Claire shook her head. “I have to do this. I made an incorrigible mistake. Someone’s head needs to be on the chopping block. It shouldn’t be Steph’s. She loves this company as much as we do.” She stood. She needed to get out of this room. Out of this building.
“And leave us to deal with the mess you made,” Juliette said, her tone acerbic. Juliette had been the one to plead with Claire for loyalty. Their friendship wouldn’t recover from this any time soon.
“Let me know if there’s anything else I can do.” With that, Claire hurried out of Juliette’s office. She ran to her own office, just two doors down the hall, locked herself in, and burst into tears.
Her life as she had known it for a very long time had just ended.
   
Claire had only one place she could go. She’d tried calling Margot but her phone had gone straight to voicemail, which meant she was in the middle of surgery. Even though Claire had no idea how long Margot would be in the operating theatre, she made her way to Saint-Vincent. It was either that or a slew of Cosmopolitans at Le Comptoir, and it was too early for that. She hoped the taxi ride to another part of town would offer up some other ideas than resigning from the firm she had founded with her best friend.
One thing was unmistakably true. She had fucked up. She thought she might have learned her lesson after breaking Juliette’s heart a few years ago—when she had fallen into bed with Marie Dievart—but some lessons proved very hard to learn.
She didn’t look forward to sharing this particular screw-up with her wife. At least Margot was her wife already, and she’d vowed to stand by her in good times and bad. But Margot was already going through a bad time, and instead of Claire doing her bit and standing by her wife, she was going to add to Margot’s worries some more.
The morning rush had ended and traffic was quite light. The taxi deposited Claire at the hospital in record time. Margot hadn’t called her back so her best bet was to wait in Margot’s office. Claire could hardly go knocking on Nadia’s door.
What a mess, she thought, as she walked through the hospital doors. It had been a while since she’d been here. Margot had told her that Marie Dievart had left Saint-Vincent some time ago. She seemed like the kind to do her worst in a place and then just leave. But again, Claire could hardly blame that particular ordeal on Dievart alone. She’d been as much a part of that as the other woman. At least she wouldn’t be running into her anymore at Margot’s place of work—and neither would Margot.
Claire decided to take the stairs. Maybe some vigorous stair climbing would help her think. Even though she feared she might not be able to think herself out of this particular pickle. She should have done more thinking beforehand. She should have guessed that Aurore would go squealing to her ex—probably in another vain attempt to get her back.
Aurore had always seemed like such a woman of her word. Claire had listened to her radio show on and off for a decade. She had learned many a thing from Aurore Seauve and, perhaps, she concluded, she had made the very human—and modern—error of trusting someone famous. Someone who came across as trustworthy in today’s crazy media landscape with all its fake news and click-bait headlines.
But still, trusting Aurore wasn’t her gravest error. Going behind everyone’s back had been. It was easy enough to blame Aurore, but it wasn’t Aurore’s fault. It was nobody’s fault but her own.
She heard voices on the next landing and, to distract herself, tried to discern what the people in the stairwell were talking about.
Was that Margot’s voice? Claire would recognise that voice anywhere. Had she just gotten out of surgery? Claire didn’t recognise the other person’s voice, but she’d soon find out who it was. As soon as she turned the next corner.
She did, but she couldn’t see Margot and her mystery conversation partner yet. Apparently, they weren’t walking up or down the stairs. They were just having a conversation in the stairwell.
Claire climbed up another flight, her breath starting to hitch in her throat with the effort, and spotted Margot. She was leaning with her shoulder against the wall. Who was she talking to? Claire could see a huge mane of curly ginger hair.
Wait.
Was that Inez Larue? Margot’s ex? If so, what were they doing talking like that in the stairwell? What was wrong with the hallways? And what was Inez even doing here? Margot hadn’t mentioned her coming back to Saint-Vincent.
Claire didn’t go up any further. She hid behind the corner, her heart thumping in her chest. What was this? Inez wasn’t wearing a white coat, so maybe she was just visiting?
Or maybe not.
Claire figured there was no point staying hidden like this. It wouldn’t tell her anything, only put more negative thoughts in her brain. Plenty of those swirled around in there already. She trusted Margot. Moreover, she needed her.
She made sure to make some noise as she progressed up the stairs.
Margot stared at her. “Claire?”
“Hey,” Claire tried to sound light.
Margot’s cheeks flushed in the way they only did when she drank too much wine. Was she embarrassed about something? About Claire running into her in the stairwell with her ex perhaps?
MARGOT
What on earth was Claire doing at the hospital at eleven in the morning? But perhaps the more important question Margot should ask herself is why she felt so terribly caught out. That was an easy one. Because she still hadn’t told Claire about Inez’ return. Last night, Margot had come home late after an emergency surgery, and the time simply hadn’t been right to start the conversation. Even though she had nothing to hide whatsoever.
“Hey,” Claire said.
“Babe.” Margot took a step towards her.
“Lovely to see you again, Claire,” Inez said. She wasn’t the type to wait until spoken to. “I hear you’re Mrs de Hay now. Congratulations on making this one tie the knot.” She pointed at Margot.
Margot witnessed how Claire’s gaze fixed itself on Inez’ bulging belly. She stretched out her hand and, only then, cast her glance back to Inez’ face. “I didn’t know you were back,” Claire said.
“And very pregnant,” Inez said lightly. “I’m sure Go-Go will tell you all about it. I have to dash.” She turned to Margot. “Let’s continue our chat later.” She started down the stairs, leaving Margot a little flustered.
“What are you doing here, babe?” Margot hooked an arm through Claire’s.
“I’ll explain in the privacy of your office,” Claire said. “I’m still recovering from seeing a pregnant Inez Larue.”
“Come on.” Margot guided Claire to her office. She reached for her mobile in her pocket. She’d run into Inez—not deliberately this time, not on her part anyway—before she’d had the chance to switch it back on. She noticed the missed call from Claire.
She sat Claire down and pulled up a chair so she could sit next to her.
“I ran into Inez the other day. I should have told you earlier, I know.” Margot studied Claire’s face a little more intently. “What’s up, babe? You look very out of sorts.”
Claire heaved a deep sigh. “Please tell me you love me,” she said rather dramatically.
“Of course, I love you. You know that.”
“I screwed up. Royally,” Claire said, and took a deep breath. “And I believe I’ve just resigned from Barbier & Cyr.”
“Back up a little. Tell me what happened?” Margot took hold of Claire’s hand. What the hell was she talking about?
She had trouble holding on to Claire’s hand as the story unfolded, even though Claire was crumbling more and more in front of her. But she had to hold on to her wife’s hand. That’s what spouses did.
“Do you still love me now?” Claire asked after she’d finished.
Margot scoffed. “My love for you is not dependent on how wisely or stupidly you behave.” Thank goodness for that, she thought.
“Steph wanted to resign,” Claire said. “I couldn’t let that happen. But my position at the agency has now become untenable anyway.”
“But it’s your company.” Margot was still trying to wrap her head around all of this.
“It looks like I’ll be a housewife for a while.”
“That’s the most terrible idea I’ve ever heard.” Margot tried a smile. “No offence, but you’d make the worst housewife.”
Claire huffed out a chuckle. “I know what I did was wrong.”
Margot nodded.
“But knowing that doesn’t change anything about the situation.”
“You’re going to have to talk to Dominique,” Margot said. “Offer her your sincerest apologies.”
“I don’t think Dominique will want me in the Elysée ever again. And she definitely wouldn’t want to work with Barbier & Cyr again, unless I quit.”
“If that’s the reason you resigned, you’re putting Juliette and Steph in a very difficult position. If Dominique does decide to run, and decides to give them another chance because you’ve left, you’re basically asking your best friends to choose between you and running a presidential campaign. That’s hardly fair.”
“I’ll tell them it’s not a choice. It would be a given.” Claire fished a handkerchief out of her coat pocket. “Besides, I don’t think there will be a lot of friendship left between us.”
Margot shook her head. “Don’t say that.” She squeezed Claire’s hand. “Friendships like that don’t fade away that easily.”
“I made sure that fading away gently over time isn’t possible. My friendship with both Steph and Juliette will crash and burn, leaving nothing to rebuild it with.” She rubbed the handkerchief underneath her nose. “It may be very hard for anyone else to understand, but I believed I was doing a good thing for the company.”
“You’re too ambitious for your own good.” Margot needed some time and space to think about this, but she had a patient in fifteen minutes.
“Fat load of good that did me. Now I’m out of a job.” Claire blew her nose discreetly. “I don’t suppose you can take the rest of the day off?”
“You know I can’t.” Had she driven Claire to work harder because she spent the majority of her time at the hospital? “But I’ll come home as early as I can.”
“What am I going to do?” Claire’s posture sagged.
“We’ll get through this together.” It was easy enough to say the words, but Margot had no idea how to fix this.
“I know I need to apologise, but even if Dominique will even allow me inside the Elysée, it will be so incredibly humiliating.” She sighed. “Why does she even have doubts about running? This would never have—”
“Don’t try to justify what you did. This is not on Dominique or on Aurore. This is on you.”
Claire found her gaze. “I know.” Margot had never heard her sound so utterly defeated.
“Take a taxi home.” Margot tried to inject as much kindness into her voice as she could muster. “Don’t call anyone and don’t do anything until you discuss it with me first.”
Claire just nodded.
“Promise me,” Margot insisted.
“I promise to be a good girl.” When she said it like that, it reminded Margot of the bedroom games they used to play. Maybe this whole thing wasn’t entirely on Claire. Maybe she had neglected her wife a bit too much after the death of her parents. Maybe, when you were married to someone as high-maintenance as Claire Cyr, you were not allowed a lot of time to grieve.
“I have to go now, babe. I’m sorry.”
“I know.” Claire stood and opened her arms.
Margot stepped into her wife’s hug, very unsure of what the rest of their day, let alone their lives would look like.
   
Margot was packing up to go home early when someone knocked on her door. A small part of her wished it would be Inez, because she could do with a conversation unrelated to her own mess of a life.
It was Nadia. How would all of this affect their friendship, she wondered, as she invited her in.
“Going home already?” Nadia asked.
“Claire needs me,” she said.
“I heard.” Nadia gripped the back of a chair.
“How’s Juliette?” Margot stopped zipping up her leather jacket.
“Very, very hurt.” Nadia patted the back of the chair. “Can I sit for a minute?”
Margot nodded.
“How’s Claire doing?” Nadia asked.
“Hurt as well, actually.”
“I haven’t come here to attack Claire.” Nadia sat. “I just wanted to see how you were doing.”
Margot leaned against her desk. This was one of the most difficult situations to be in. She trusted Nadia as her friend and her colleague, but Nadia was married to Juliette and Margot was married to Claire. It didn’t feel right for them to discuss this.
“Frankly, I don’t really know yet.” Margot played with the zipper of her jacket.
“I heard Claire was in the building, so I—”
“Let me guess.” Margot scoffed. “From Inez?”
Nadia nodded.
“Claire’s my friend, too, Margot,” Nadia said. “I feel for her. Is she… at all remorseful?”
“Of course she is. She feels like she has just lost everything.” Margot realised she sounded a bit sharp. “I’m sorry. I just… don’t really know how to deal with all of this just yet.”
“We’ll do what we’ve done before,” Nadia said. “We’ll make them see that their lives are not the same without each other in them.”
“Kind of feels like déjà vu.”
“Even though it might not seem like it right now, there’s always a way out, and if not out, at least forward.” Nadia tilted her head. “Something else. What was it like seeing Inez again?”
Margot huffed out some air. “Rather shocking, in the state she’s in.”
“I know.” Nadia chuckled.
“Is there a chance Saint-Vincent will hire her again?”
“A pretty good one, I would say.”
Margot zipped up her jacket. “I really need to get going now.”
Nadia stood up. “Tell Claire she can call me any time.”
“Really?” Margot asked.
“Of course.”
“Then I guess you should tell Juliette she can call me any time as well.” Margot feverishly hoped she wouldn’t. What would she say to Juliette? She hardly knew what to say to her own wife.
DOMINIQUE
“This could have had an easy solution,” Dominique said.
“Easy?” Steph glared at her. “Easy for you, maybe.”
“You could have just resigned, Stéphanie. And left it at that.”
“Why should I resign for a mistake Claire made?” Steph was pacing in Dominique’s office. Juliette was waiting outside.
“Barbier & Cyr isn’t just the place where I work. These are my friends.” Steph was clearly shaken by all that had happened.
“You have to understand the position you’ve put me in,” Dominique said, instead of making a snide remark about the kind of friends Steph kept.
“I do nothing but consider your position,” Steph snapped. “Basically, my entire life revolves around your position. Going to Barbier & Cyr a few times a week is the only thing that gives my life a tinge of normalcy.”
“Let’s not go there again.” Dominique steepled her fingers. “Instead, tell me again why I need to speak to Juliette? Why that is a good use of my time?”
“For me.” Steph stood up straight. “I’m asking you to talk to her for my sake.”
Dominique could hardly say no to that. “Very well, then. Bring her in.”
Steph walked out and came back a few seconds later with Juliette.
“Thank you for seeing me, Madam President,” Juliette said.
“Oh for crying out loud. Call me by my name.” Dominique sat and invited Juliette to do the same.
“Okay. Dominique.” Juliette crossed one leg over the other. She still looked striking, despite the bags under her eyes. “Steph has told you that Claire has resigned. I had no idea what she was up to and—”
“I know all of that, yes.” Dominique planted her elbows on her desk and leaned in Juliette’s direction. “Tell me, how does it feel to be betrayed by your best friend.”
Juliette looked taken aback by Dominique’s question. Did a tear just pop up in the corner of her eye?
“Jules feels dreadful about it, as you can imagine,” Steph said. “As do I.”
What a strange situation. But once again, Dominique couldn’t just do as she saw fit. She had to take everyone’s feelings into account—well, mostly Stéphanie’s. That summed up the problem she had with the presidency. She’d had to relinquish control on too many things that mattered to her.
It wasn’t as if she relished the fact that Juliette and Steph were sitting in front of her, basically, grovelling. She hated the whole situation. And she wanted them out of her office as quickly as possible.
“I’m going to ask Solange to join us.” Dominique needed Solange’s opinion on this. Dominique’s view would be too skewed by her love for Steph. With Solange in the room, there would be a more objective perspective.
Dominique didn’t bother with using the phone. She just yelled for Solange, whose office was right next to hers. Mere seconds later, Solange walked in through the dividing door.
She gave Juliette a formal handshake and just nodded at Steph.
“So, the question is…” Dominique glanced at Solange. “Can we still work with Barbier & Cyr?” She leaned back and waited for Solange to say her bit.
“I don’t think we can,” Solange said, according to expectations. “It shouldn’t even be on the table anymore.”
“May I remind you that Claire no longer works at Barbier & Cyr,” Steph said.
“That may very well be,” Solange said. “But the only reason we’re even discussing this is because you work there, Stéphanie. Frankly, that shouldn’t be a reason at all.”
“Perhaps you’re forgetting that we got Dominique elected last time.”
“Oh, and that was your doing alone, was it?” Solange shook her head. “Perhaps you, Stéphanie, are forgetting that Dominique was, and is, a very strong candidate, with a strong team behind her.”
“Enough,” Dominique said. All of this, and she hadn’t even decided to run yet. She was really looking forward to those twenty-four hours on her own this weekend. Although an ever-growing part of her believed it would never happen. A president couldn’t just take a twenty-four-hour time-out to think about her future. Maybe that was the whole problem. This job had been done by men for way too long. Men too old to have young children. Men who didn’t care if they had a semblance of a private life or not.
“Let’s look forward, not backward,” she said.
“It’s a bit hard to—” Solange started.
“Don’t.” Dominique held up a warning hand to Solange. “Don’t go there now. It’s not the time or place.”
“If I may say something?” Juliette said.
Dominique nodded.
“I’m terribly sorry about what happened. I can’t undo it, but, let’s be honest, the damage is not huge. The only true damage has been done to your trust in us.” She paused to lock eyes with Dominique. “But we have cut all ties with Claire.”
Dominique was astounded by the unwavering quality of Juliette’s voice when she said the words. She knew very well that Juliette and Claire were best friends, more than best friends perhaps. They were ex-lovers and business partners. Or ex-business partners, as it was turning out. Maybe, when she did finally make the decision, she would want someone like Juliette by her side.
“I understand the impulse to never work with us again.” She turned to Solange now. “But you know what we can do. Moreover, we are your friends. We aren’t just people working for you. No matter what happened, and despite the graveness of it, there’s a connection between us that you won’t find anywhere else. I strongly believe that will always work to our advantage.”
“No more courting the Socialists?” Dominique said.
This made Solange shuffle her weight around rather nervously.
“You have my word,” Juliette said.
“Fine.” Dominique glanced at Steph. “You’ll be the first to hear when I’ve made my decision.”
“Thank you, Ma—Dominique,” Juliette said.
“If any of this goes any further than this office.” Dominique raised her voice.
Juliette gave an almost imperceptible nod.
“I’ll walk you out.” Steph stood.
They all shook hands—this wasn’t the time or place to be exchanging kisses on the cheek—and Juliette and Steph left.
“Solange,” Dominique said. “I thought you and Aurore had broken up? How come she told you about this?”
Solange’s cheeks flushed bright red. “Because… she wanted to do the right thing.”
“Are you two back on?” Again.
“I really don’t know,” Solange said, “but Aurore will no longer be advising Rivière. She won’t be part of her campaign. Just so you know.”
“Sounds to me as though it’s back on then.” Dominique winked at her chief of staff. She needed some whimsy on this dreadful day.
SOLANGE
“Are we back on?” Solange asked. She’d barely walked into Aurore’s apartment, but she had to know. Dominique’s question had thrown her. The straightforwardness of it had left her flustered—and now really wasn’t a time to get flustered in her boss’ office. Especially after Solange had lost the battle to get rid of Barbier & Cyr. Or was it just Barbier now? Or would it become Barbier & Mathis? The latter was unthinkable as long as Dominique was president. Both she and Steph would be accused of abusing the office of the president.
Aurore ushered her in. A glass of wine already stood waiting on the coffee table. Solange couldn’t stop herself from audibly sighing with relief. It was just so lovely to arrive at Aurore’s cosy, warm, inviting home after a day like this. A day during which everything seemed to hang in the balance again, but they also just had to crack on. Government didn’t wait for anything or anyone.
“Now,” Aurore said. “Ask me that question again.”
Solange snickered. “There were moments today when I truly wished you hadn’t told me about Claire.”
“Believe me, I’ve had those moments as well.” Aurore glanced at her phone. “I’m surprised I haven’t heard from Claire yet.” She arched up her eyebrows. “To give me an earful about betraying her trust.”
Solange nodded. “I do appreciate how hard it must have been for you to tell me that.”
Aurore put a hand on her belly. “I followed my gut instinct.”
“What does your gut tell you now?” Solange took a quick sip of wine, but kept her gaze on Aurore’s.
“It tells me…” Aurore wiggled her fingers about. “That something very pleasant is about to happen in my life.”
“Your gut would be very right.” Solange got up. She knew she needed to be the one to bridge the distance. Aurore had made the first attempt, with her decisions and what she had confided in Solange. The sign could not have been any clearer.
She walked over to Aurore, took the glass of wine from Aurore’s hand and put it on the table. Then she hiked up her skirt so she could open her legs wide enough to straddle Aurore’s lap.
“Why, Mrs Chief of Staff.” Aurore glanced up at her.
“It’s Mizz.” Solange leaned in and kissed Aurore. As their lips touched, all the tension of the past few days—of the past few weeks—seemed to be replaced by something else. It didn’t melt away—as long as she was chief of staff, Solange would never have the luxury of her stress disappearing completely—but it took a step back. Because only when she was with Aurore could Solange allow herself to feel something other than the crushing responsibility she had chosen to shoulder when she’d started to work for Dominique Laroche.
“Well, Mizz,” Aurore said when they briefly broke from their kiss. “I do believe we’re back on.”
   
For some reason, as she unbuttoned her shirt, Solange thought about the blue blouse Aurore had given her once. She should wear some more colour, even if just to make her think of Aurore during the day. Solange had dressed in the same white blouses for as long as she could remember. She had a dozen of them, all neatly lined up in her closet at home. All the same brand. All the same size. Even throughout her affair with Aurore, she hadn’t allowed the tiniest change in her wardrobe. She would after tonight.
If Claire could so easily betray her colleagues. If Dominique could so easily decide not to run for president again. If Aurore could so easily follow her instincts and have Solange eagerly tearing at the buttons of her blouse like that, then Solange could allow a minor change into her life. A splash of colour. And another kiss from Aurore.
They had moved to the bedroom. Aurore’s gaze burned into Solange’s skin as she threw her blouse to the side. There was a time, not even that long ago, when Solange would never have undressed in front of another person. But Aurore had taught her that as well—she had taught her so many things about life that never before had appeared on Solange’s radar. That sex could be an utterly joyous activity, for example, that had her gasping for breath in her lover’s arms afterwards, delirious with what had just happened in that neglected body of hers.
“I want you,” Aurore whispered.
God, she was gorgeous. If this was her way of confirming they were back together, no wonder make-up sex had become a defining factor in their relationship.
Solange pulled Aurore onto the bed and they tumbled backwards. Before they kissed, Solange looked into Aurore’s eyes.
“I love how much you want me,” she said. She’d never previously been aware of anyone wanting her with the intensity Aurore did. That was another thing that kept pulling them together after every painful break-up.
Aurore’s eyes narrowed. Her expression was serious. She could get like that—especially when they ended up in bed again after another break-up. For all her frivolity—and all her talk about it on her radio show and elsewhere—Aurore could be very earnest when it came to sex. The air of lightness that usually surrounded her could disappear in an instant. She would stare into Solange’s eyes, as though wanting to look into her soul and glean all the things from it that Solange couldn’t say out loud.
Aurore kissed her and, as she did, slid her body on top of Solange’s. Oh the warmth of it, the comfort as well as the thrill. Solange would always be coming back for more of this. Before Aurore, she never even knew a heavenly sensation like this existed.
Aurore’s hand had already started meandering down. She had equal amounts of patience and impatience inside of her. Often, after a break-up, impatience prevailed. Solange was always short on time—and sleep—so impatience often suited her. Perhaps after the election—after everything would be either lost or won—they could go somewhere and make love for hours again, the way they had done at the beginning of their affair.
Aurore’s hand cupped Solange’s breast before making its way down. It briefly stopped at her belly button, a finger drawing a few incongruous shapes there. Then it dipped resolutely down.
Instinctively, Solange opened her legs. She loved nothing more than the sensation of opening her legs for Aurore. In the beginning, it had been such a secret thrill. To have Aurore Seauve, one of the country’s most outspoken women when it came to sexual matters, touch her like that. Perhaps Solange’s expectations should have been sky high, but they hadn’t been. Solange had been in politics too long to know that, most of the time, what someone said and did in public didn’t necessarily align with who they really were.
With Aurore, she had encountered a degree of authenticity she never knew she needed in her life. And with it, she had come to need Aurore. As an antidote for the cruel and shallow world of politics.
Aurore’s finger slid up and down and then halted at Solange’s clit. It didn’t move. It just stopped there.
Solange opened her eyes. Aurore’s face was right next to hers. If she moved a fraction, their lips would touch. So Solange did. Because Aurore’s kisses were a never-ending source of excitement. As Solange moved, only an inch, Aurore’s finger moved.
As Aurore’s finger drew a circle around Solange’s clit, and their lips met again and again, Solange let her own hand meander down. She needed to feel Aurore’s heat. She needed it to engulf her. She needed to do this with her, to take the same delicious journey.
Solange’s fingers reached Aurore’s wetness. As she touched a fingertip to Aurore’s clit, she felt Aurore’s finger skate along her own. It was the perfect mirror image to her desire. How could she have let this woman slip out of her life again? And for what? For the sake of politics? Solange’s job was intoxicating and she was addicted to its complexities, even to its difficulties, but all of this was so much better. If Aurore really was out of the Rivière campaign, Solange would step up as her significant other. She didn’t want to lose Aurore—and live without divine moments like this—again. Because this, only Aurore had ever given her.
They broke from their kiss and looked into each other’s eyes. Solange could look into Aurore’s eyes forever and a day. They were dark and sometimes brooding, but always kind. Aurore had an almost infinite capacity to understand what drove people, and that very understanding was always on display in her eyes.
Aurore must now have understood that Solange was getting very worked up. She rubbed her finger along Solange’s clit with more vigour. Her breath came faster—Solange’s breath followed Aurore’s rhythm.
This woman, here in her arms tonight, might seem like an enormous stroke of luck in Solange’s life. In a way, she was, but Solange also believed, much against all the logical convictions she’d dedicated her life to following, that she and Aurore were meant to be. That the stars had aligned to bring them into each other’s lives. Even though they made a most unlikely pair, and they had a hell of a time making things work, Solange loved Aurore with such ferocity, she’d be willing to make some compromises herself. Love required compromises, she knew that now.
Solange let herself be utterly mesmerised by Aurore’s dark glance, by the insistence of her finger on her clit, by the sensation of bringing Aurore to the brink of orgasm herself. And then she let go. The right to climax, Aurore had once called it. Ever since meeting her, Solange had claimed that right time and time again.
And this, looking into Aurore’s eyes—seeing them flutter open and shut as Aurore exercised her own orgasmic rights—was how Solange preferred her climaxes, because they made her ties to Aurore, however brittle at times, just that little bit stronger. It was another thread weaving them together—a thread Solange wouldn’t be severing any time soon.
AURORE
“I hope that was an adequate response to your question.” Aurore pushed herself a little closer to Solange. How she had missed that wiry, twitchy body in her bed.
“How typical of you to be so elaborate about it.” Solange smiled at her. “You could have just said yes.”
“I didn’t hear much complaining.”
“Really? With all the moaning I just did?” Solange pressed a quick kiss to Aurore’s cheek.
Aurore had to chuckle at Solange’s peculiar sense of humour. “Are you staying?” It was never a given.
“Yes.” Solange cradled her head against Aurore’s arm.
“Have you eaten?” Aurore put her hand on Solange’s tiny waist. She could swear Solange had lost weight since the last time they’d slept together. Breaking up all over again mustn’t have helped her already poor eating habits. Even after all this time, Aurore failed to understand how a grown woman could jeopardise her own health for the sake of work—always more work.
“Plenty.” Solange’s lips spread into a wide smile.
“As much as I would like to not move another inch this evening”—Aurore pulled Solange a little closer to her—“I’m going to get you some soup.”
“I don’t want soup.” Solange sounded like the reluctant child she, sometimes, really could be. “I just want you.”
“We have to talk.” Aurore knew very well she was bursting their bubble, but saying this out loud was her task in their relationship’s dynamic.
Maybe later, if they made it far enough into this next reincarnation of their affair, she could make Solange understand that it was okay—vital even—to sometimes express the urgent need to communicate, but not tonight.
“I’ve done enough talking for one day,” Solange said and threw an arm around Aurore’s waist.
“Your shenanigans have left me famished. I’m going to eat something,” Aurore said. “Follow me to the kitchen or remain here all alone. It’s your choice.” She pulled herself out of Solange’s embrace. Solange might be keen to just pick things up where they’d left them—the way they’d always done—but Aurore wasn’t going to make that same mistake again.
She slipped into her robe and threw the extra one she always kept around onto the bed for Solange.
“You’d better have some cheese to go with that soup,” Solange said.
Aurore brought her hands to her hips. “Who do you take me for?” With that, she headed out of the bedroom and towards the kitchen.
   
After a quickly assembled late dinner, Aurore and Solange sat with their legs intertwined on the sofa.
“I’ve spoken with Anne,” Aurore said.
Solange’s muscles visibly tightened at the mention of Anne Rivière’s name.
“I told her that because of my involvement with you, I would need some distance.” Spoken with was a bit of an exaggeration. Aurore had merely written an email and not yet received a reply. For all she knew, Anne hadn’t read the email yet. Some staffer could have deemed it not important while going through Anne’s email.
“Really?” Solange sat up a bit straighter. “What did she say?”
Aurore sighed. She had to tell Solange that they hadn’t spoken face-to-face—they hadn’t even talked on the phone.
“Nothing… just yet.” The buzzing of the intercom startled them both. For a split second, Aurore thought it would be Anne Rivière, reacting to her email by stopping by. But surely she had better things to do at this hour. It was well past the time for anyone to drop by unannounced.
Aurore looked around for her phone. Perhaps this visit wasn’t unannounced at all. Perhaps someone had been trying to reach her but she’d been too otherwise engaged to notice.
“Do you want me to get that?” Solange asked.
Aurore had just spotted her phone and, as the bell chimed again, jumped off the sofa. She checked her phone screen. Nothing.
“I’ll get it.” She disappeared into the hallway and cursed herself once again for not having a system with video installed.
“Yes?” she said.
“It’s Claire Cyr,” the voice crackled through the intercom.
“It’s almost ten,” Aurore said. Solange would want to watch the ten o’clock news soon.
“I know it’s late.” Aurore wasn’t sure if it was the intercom making Claire’s voice sound so shaky, or the circumstances. “I only need a few minutes of your time. Please.”
Aurore figured she owed Claire that much. She had relied on Aurore’s silence—something that Aurore had failed to give her. The woman currently sitting in her apartment was living proof—and a clear reminder—of that.
She buzzed her in and quickly stuck her head into the living room. “I’ll only be a minute.”
“Who is it?” Solange asked.
The last thing Aurore needed was a confrontation between Solange and Claire. They might very possibly end up scratching each other’s eyes out.
“No one important. I’ll be right back, I promise.” Aurore closed the door. In the hallway, she took her trench coat from a hanger and pulled it tightly around her, before stepping out into the stairwell of her building. She could talk to Claire for a minute, but Claire couldn’t come in—not with Solange inside.
As usual, the elevator took ages to arrive at Aurore’s floor. She glanced backwards, at her front door. Solange hadn’t appeared in it yet—thank goodness.
The elevator finally dinged and Claire walked out. Aurore wasn’t sure what she had expected—perhaps a tad of dishevelment—but not a hair looked out of place on Claire’s head.
“We have to talk out here,” Aurore was quick to say.
“Let me guess,” Claire said. “Because the president’s chief of staff is waiting for you in your bed.”
Close enough. Aurore gave a quick nod.
“I hope it was worth it for you,” Claire said matter-of-factly.
“I’m sorry I had to betray your trust.” Aurore really was sorry about that. Telling Solange had been a spur-of-the-moment decision. She didn’t regret it—because it wasn’t as though Claire was innocent herself—but she was well aware of the repercussions of her decision. “Can we meet tomorrow? I do want to talk about this…”
“I was hoping Solange would be here, actually,” Claire said, ignoring Aurore’s words. “I need her to get me in a room with the president.” Claire started walking toward the front door.
Aurore jumped to cut off her access. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“The way I see it, it’s the least you can do for me.” Claire looked over Aurore’s shoulder, peering into the crack she had left the front door at.
“What would you even say to her?”
“You can play innocent in this, but you shouldn’t forget that you and I are, ultimately, on the same side in this whole thing.” Claire seemed to lose a bit of her bravado. “I just want an opportunity to apologise. That’s all.”
“Ask Steph for access to Dominique,” Aurore said.
Claire scoffed. “Steph’s a bit upset with me at the moment.”
“So is Solange.” Aurore listened for signs of Solange venturing out of the living room. She’d probably switched on the news, or had taken the opportunity to check her phone.
“Then you need to ask her for me.”
“I don’t want to get involved.” What did Aurore have to do to completely get out of this? Stop sleeping with Solange, she guessed. “I never wanted any part in this. You came to me.”
“And you lied to me.” Claire paused and looked Aurore in the eyes. “I fucked up and I want a chance to make it right. Will you please talk to her? If anything, my approaching you gave you a way back in with Solange. That’s something, isn’t it?”
“You could have called to ask me that,” Aurore said on a sigh.
“Would you have picked up?” Claire nodded at the door. “I gathered you’d be rather busy having make-up sex.”
“Fine, I’ll talk to Solange. But I can’t promise you anything.”
“Don’t I know it,” Claire said.
STEPH
Steph scratched Phénix behind the ears. Every single time she visited Juliette and Nadia’s place, that dog didn’t move from her side an inch.
“Claire can’t resign,” Juliette said. “It would be a legal nightmare.” She glanced at Phénix—a gift from Claire after her last screw-up.
“She has asked to see Dominique. Through Solange.” Steph suppressed a chuckle. The nerve of Claire was actually something to admire.
Juliette’s eyes grew wide. “Is Dominique going to meet her?”
“She hasn’t agreed to it yet, but I think she might.”
Juliette blew out some air. “Did we miss something about Claire? Are we partly responsible for this?”
Nadia put a hand on her wife’s arm. “You shouldn’t even ask that question.” She shook her head. “Margot is asking herself the exact same thing. What is it with Claire that she is deserving of so much compassion?” Nadia’s tone was unexpectedly fierce. “Would she ever extend the same amount of credit to any of us?”
“I know you’re upset, babe,” Juliette said. “But I’ve known Claire all my adult life. I know her better than anyone. There must be a reason for all of this.”
“Of course there’s a reason,” Nadia continued. “Claire Cyr’s unrelenting selfishness.” She held up a hand. “I’m sorry. I’ve known Claire a very long time as well, but come on… She has hurt both of you and Margot.” She blew some air through her nostrils. “Poor Margot. As if she doesn’t have enough to deal with already.”
“Babe,” Juliette said. “Maybe you should take Phénix for a walk. Let Steph and me decide about Claire’s future at Barbier & Cyr.”
“Fine. I’m sick of hearing Claire’s name, anyway.” Nadia whistled and Phénix’s ears perked up instantly. “Come on, mon amour. Let’s go for a walk.” Phénix gave an excited bark. “If only our friends were as loyal as our pets.” Nadia kissed Steph goodbye and she and Phénix left the living room.
“She has taken it hard,” Juliette said as soon as they heard the front door click closed. “I’m no psychotherapist, but I think there might be some unresolved feelings about Claire sleeping with that bloody neurosurgeon.”
“Dievart?” Steph asked.
Juliette nodded. “We haven’t talked about it yet. We haven’t talked about Marie Dievart in a long time, but I think Nadz is having such a hard time with Claire because it’s making her question herself in some way.” Juliette shrugged. “Anyway, back to Claire.”
“How are your anger levels?” Steph looked her friend in the eye.
“Don’t put me in the same room with her yet. You?”
“I keep oscillating between thinking that we were perhaps a bit too hard on her and that we could never be hard enough.” A knot of anguish formed in Steph’s stomach—again. “I’m so ambivalent about it.”
“Maybe that’s what friendship is all about.” Juliette was staring out of the window. “Learning to accept the inevitable ambivalence that comes with it.”
“Ambivalence might very well be Claire’s middle name.” Steph looked around Juliette and Nadia’s living room. Next to a picture of Juliette and Nadia on their wedding day, hung a picture of Claire and Margot on theirs. Would they, at some point, be adding one of her and Dominique? And what did it say about Juliette’s friendship with Claire that both pictures claimed an equal amount of space on her wall? If this whole business with Claire was tearing up Steph inside, it must be killing Jules. “You’re right, Jules. She can’t just resign and we can’t just fire her.”
“But she can’t work at Barbier & Cyr either.” Juliette sighed. “Nor can we just buy her out.”
“What do you propose?”
“The only option will be for her to take a leave of absence. That way, we’ll all have time to figure out what we want to do. With Claire out of the picture, Barbier & Cyr won’t be the same.” Juliette rubbed her chin. “And I won’t be scaling down to a thirty-hour work week any time soon.”
“We have Zoya.”
“If…” Juliette paused. “If Dominique decides to run, I’m not even sure how we’re going to manage. You and I will have to work for the campaign. We can’t leave Zoya to her own devices to take care of all our other clients.”
“Do we need to hire someone?” Steph asked.
“It all depends.”
“It all depends on Dominique.” That phrase might as well be Steph’s mantra in life since Dominique had taken office. “I promise that she will have made a decision after the weekend.”
“In the case that she decides to run, do you have any leads on who we could hire?” Juliette asked.
“Claire is nigh on impossible to replace.”
“We wouldn’t be replacing Claire,” Juliette said quickly. “We’d just be hiring someone to help with our existing client base while we work on Dominique’s campaign.”
“Got it.” Steph gave Juliette an encouraging nod. “Are you going to tell Claire about the leave of absence, or should I?”
“I’ll do it,” Juliette said. “We are the founders of the firm. Only I can tell her that.”
Steph was glad she didn’t have to be in the room for that conversation.
“Are you getting any sleep?” Steph had been quite dazzled by Juliette’s performance at the Elysée, but she could see now that it had taken a lot from her.
“A bit, but I have to admit that when I’m lying awake at night, I sometimes dream about selling the whole lot. In fact…” She didn’t finish her sentence.
“Yes?” Steph prodded.
“If we can get Dominique re-elected, we could fetch a really nice sum for the firm.”
Steph chuckled. She’d only ever known Juliette as a partner at Barbier & Cyr. That was how they’d met. “You could only sell the firm with the promise that its biggest asset would keep on working there.” She leaned forward. “That’s you, Jules.”
Juliette shook her head. “No, it’s us. The three of us. I guess we won’t be fetching any big sums any time soon.”
CLAIRE
Claire’s heart was hammering in her throat. The president might have been a guest at her wedding and, on a good day, she might consider them to be something akin to friends, but today was by no means a day like that. It was Claire’s day of reckoning. It was the day that she had a task she never thought she’d be faced with.
She had to ask the president for forgiveness.
“Please follow me,” Madame Moreau said.
Claire wondered when Dominique’s personal secretary would ever retire. Perhaps she was waiting until Dominique was no longer president. As they approached the double doors leading to the president’s office, all thoughts about Madame Moreau’s retirement fled Claire’s brain.
“Thanks for seeing me, Madam President,” Claire said as soon as she’d been shown into Dominique’s office. To her relief, Solange wasn’t present. But Claire knew she could show up at any moment.
“Claire.” Dominique fixed her with a frosty glare.
Claire thought herself very foolish for even considering that she and Dominique were friends—even something close to friends. There was not a smidgen of friendly atmosphere in this office.
“Claire, Claire, Claire,” Dominique repeated. “What have you done to yourself?” She gestured for Claire to sit.
“I can only apologise.” Claire sat. She had practised the words last night in bed with Margot—it was the most action she and Margot had gotten up to in bed in months.
“While that is definitely true.” Dominique leaned back in her chair. “It’s not me who you’ve hurt the most. It’s not as if you went to Le Matin with the news I might not run. You took a silly gamble and told Aurore.” A quick up and down tilt of the head. “And who could ever have guessed that Solange is so lovable that a dyed-in-the-wool socialist like Aurore would confide in her instead of my political opponent?”
“I just—” Claire started.
Dominique cut her off by holding up a finger. “I don’t have the luxury of time to question you about your motives. This is something that has happened and that I’ve moved on from, unscathed. But you hurt Steph. And when you hurt Steph, you hurt me as well. I can only imagine how Juliette feels right now.”
Rub it in, why don’t you, Claire thought. Maybe that was why Dominique had agreed to see her.
“You’re quite ruthless, Claire.” She narrowed her eyes. “You’re built for politics and PR. So it’s a real shame that you and I won’t be working together ever again.”
“About that.” Claire’d had enough of being reprimanded. “I just want you to know that Juliette had nothing to do with this. Please give her and the agency another chance. I don’t work there anymore. If you do decide to run, please go with Barbier &…” It was a hard habit to break to not just say their two last names in one breath. She had done so for decades. “I know that what I did was extremely disloyal, but it was my doing. Not Juliette’s. Jules is…” This was probably the hardest thing to say. Not because Claire was sitting in front of the president, but because of all the things that Juliette meant to her. “She’s extremely loyal.”
“Is that why you wanted to see me? To convince me of Juliette’s loyalty?” Dominique asked.
“Yes, but I also wanted… to see you.” Claire needed to see the look in Dominique’s eyes. She had expected it to be filled with much more disdain.
“If you’ve come for a chastising, you’ve come to the wrong address,” Dominique said matter-of-factly. “But now that you’re here, I would like to ask you one thing.”
“Of course.” Claire’s ears perked all the way up.
“Since you were so keen to sell me out as soon as you heard about my doubts… Do you think I should run? Or did you approach the Socialists because you think Rivière would be a better president than I am?”
Claire noted a slight tension in Dominique’s tone.
“Perhaps, of everyone I know, you’re the only one ruthless enough to tell me what you really think,” Dominique added.
“Look, Dominique,” Claire started. “I have the utmost respect for you. As president, but also as Steph’s partner—”
“Respect?” Dominique waved her hand about. “Funny way you have of showing that. Let’s dispense with the niceties, shall we? Just tell me what you really think.”
Damn. Dominique was being deadly serious. That glare in her eyes demanded that Claire speak nothing but the truth. She thought about Margot and what she would want Claire to say. But this wasn’t about what Margot wanted, nor anyone else. This was about Claire’s opinion.
“I think Rivière’s a very strong candidate.”
Dominique nodded. Surely she had heard that one a million times before.
“But I also strongly believe that you’re the one to beat. Not only because you’re the sitting president and your approval ratings are not too bad for someone approaching the end of their first term. Historically, they’re actually rather high.” Claire took a breath. “Therefore, it’s my opinion that you should run again. It will be a hell of a race, but you have everything and everyone in your corner to win it.”
“Everything and everyone… except you.”
Claire nodded.
“Can you promise me you won’t go to work for the Socialist campaign?” Dominique asked.
Claire chuckled. “I think I’ve hurt my friends more than enough without adding that particular insult to their injuries. Not to mention my wife would divorce me if I did.”
“Somehow,” Dominique pursed her lips, “I get the feeling that not even all of that could stop you.”
   
“A leave of absence,” Claire repeated what Juliette had just said. It was about all Jules had said since Claire had arrived at her apartment—they’d met there at Claire’s insistence. She didn’t much feel like taking the walk of shame that surely awaited her at the Barbier & Cyr office.
“You won’t receive a salary,” Juliette added.
“I wouldn’t expect one.” Claire tried to find Juliette’s gaze but it was proving very hard to find. “Jules, I’m really sorry for what happened.”
“Yes well, this time, getting me a puppy isn’t going to make everything go away.”
“I went to see Dominique yesterday,” Claire said. “I think I managed to convince her that whatever I had done shouldn’t keep her from working with you.”
“Oh, please.” Juliette shot out of her chair. “Neither I nor Steph need you to do our bidding for us. We had squared that away with Dominique long before you felt a twinge of remorse. So if it’s making you feel any better about any of this, it shouldn’t.”
“Oh.” It had, in fact, made Claire feel better. “I didn’t know that.” Dominique hadn’t let on about that. “That’s great, though, Jules. You won’t lose her…”
“Great? Steph is engaged to her. Have you any idea what this has put her through? It’s hard enough for her to take a back seat to everything while Dominique is president. Then you put her so squarely between a rock and a hard place.”
“I didn’t mean—”
“Oh yeah, yeah. You didn’t mean for any of it to happen. Of course you didn’t. But guess what? It did happen, Claire. And I keep wondering.” Juliette spat out the words. “Why? Why did you do this? Were you so bored at the office? What was it? Little Claire didn’t get what she wanted so she decided to give the tree a good old shake. But that tree, that’s your friends’ lives, Claire. I hope you can get that through that selfish skull of yours.”
“I know.” Claire couldn’t remain seated. “I’m sorry, Jules. I know it will take time before you can forgive me.” She thought better of walking over to Juliette and putting her arms around her.
“Forgive you?” Juliette bristled. “I will never forgive you until I can at the very least understand. Do you even have an explanation?”
Claire shook her head. “No.” Not one I can give to anyone right now. Claire was still trying to figure out why. Deep down, in her heart of hearts, she had an inkling, but it would take a while before she could find the words to explain it. “I’ll take the leave of absence. You’re right. It’s the best solution for the company right now.” She cast one last glance at Juliette, whose heartbreak was so visible on her face, it was about to break Claire’s heart in return. “If there’s anything you need or that I can do, let me know.”
“Just…” Juliette’s hands dropped to her side. “Keep your distance.”
“I will.” Claire couldn’t stand to look at Juliette any longer. She needed air. And she could do with some distance herself. “Bye, Jules.”
She exited the building and wondered what her life as a housewife would be like.
DOMINIQUE
Dominique didn’t know how it had really come to pass. It had involved a plane and a helicopter, that much she knew, and probably a lot of haggling on Solange’s part, but on Saturday, at four in the afternoon, she found herself in her family’s house in the South of France.
She was as alone as she would ever be as long as she was president. There were a few secret service people outside and a few members of staff in the house—that had been non-negotiable. The president of the republic could not be expected to make her own cup of coffee in the morning.
But the staff and the secret service agents were nothing if not discreet and they were professional enough to give her the sense that she was alone.
It was a strange feeling. Her first instinct, as soon as she arrived, was to call Steph, to just have a chat. She wasn’t used to this kind of silence anymore. The house wasn’t on the beach but, if she listened really closely, she could hear the waves crashing onto the shore in the distance.
She tapped her phone against the palm of her hand. She’d gotten used to having a sounding board. At the very least, just someone to think out loud with. It was odd how complete and utter silence, which could be such a powerful source of not only restoration, but also the kind of creative thinking any head of state needed to rely on often, had been so absent from her life. It wasn’t the sound or rather the absence of it, but the time for silence that had been denied her. If she were to ask for silence in the Elysée, everyone would do their utmost to walk on their tiptoes, but it wasn’t the same. The kind of profound silence she found here didn’t exist in Paris—it no longer existed anywhere else in her life.
In that respect, Steph had made a good call sending her here. This was where she needed to be if she wanted to draw the conclusion that so many people were waiting for now.
If, after this weekend, she decided to run again, it would be announced promptly, and the whole circus would start up again. A year of campaigning, followed by, if she won, another five years of the most intense, demanding, but rewarding job on the planet.
She sat in her father’s chair. How would Xavier react if she told him she had doubts? Would he be a politician first or a father? Definitely the former, Dominique decided. He’d always been a politician first. A father too, but the kind to project all his own dreams onto his daughter.
He had primed Dominique for the presidency from the youngest age possible. He had put her on the path. To confess her doubts to him now would only hurt him, even though his dream had already come true. His daughter was president.
But Dominique couldn’t let her father’s dream dictate the rest of her life—not even the next five years. That decision could only come from her. All the sacrifice it took had to be worth it.
She had to ask herself the question: could a worthy rival like Anne Rivière do a better job than her?
A question, she was fairly certain, none of her male predecessors would have bothered asking themselves. Most men—especially in politics—always believed they were the right person for any job.
She put her hands on the leather armrests where her father’s had lain throughout the decades. She could so easily imagine him sitting in this very spot, looking out over the garden. That old tree to the left, which he had trimmed every year, “so it will survive as long as I can come here”. Then the thoughts of her ageing father led her to the question that might, once and for all, inspire her to make the right decision.
On her death bed, would she regret not having gone all out for a second term?
The silence around her seemed to deepen, and she could better hear the roar of the waves. Dominique closed her eyes and, because of the complete lack of sensory input, and the fatigue that had accumulated over the past four years, she promptly fell asleep.
   
Dominique woke with a crick in her neck and a blanket draped over her. So much for the illusion of being alone. When she peered out of the window, it was too dark to see anything but her own reflection. Someone, probably the same person who had covered her, had switched on a non-obtrusive lamp in the corner of the room.
Dominique glanced at the clock on the wall and concluded it must have broken since she was last here. It showed that it was almost nine o’clock in the evening. Then she remembered that in any residence the president might frequent, someone would make sure all the clocks ran on time. She really had slept that long. Had her phone not rung once? Steph must be running some army-like interference at the Elysée. So must Solange, her most loyal soldier.
Dominique remembered the question she had asked herself before she’d nodded off. She threw the blanket off her and stretched her legs. One of the perks of being president was that bottles of excellent wine seemed to appear everywhere she went. Maybe that would be something she wouldn’t be able to live without anymore. She could very easily do without being waited on hand and foot, but all that delicious wine at her disposal whenever she wanted it… She walked to the table and picked up the bottle. Saint-Julien. Glorious. She suspected Stéphanie had been influential in selecting this. Ah, Stéphanie. She missed her. Even more so because they didn’t get enough time for the two of them to be alone and she felt guilty for spending this me-time without her. But Steph was the one who had sent her here—and with good reason.
Dominique opened the bottle and poured some into the glass that had been left alongside it. She sniffed it before taking a sip. She remembered now that she’d had it numerous times before. It was her mother’s favourite.
The silence she’d been enjoying so much was suddenly pierced by the deafening sound of helicopter blades whirring. Why was the helicopter leaving? She didn’t remember anyone telling her about this. Was it needed elsewhere? What if she was urgently needed elsewhere? That helicopter was supposed to be at her disposal at all times in case of an emergency. When she’d become president, the secret service had insisted on building a helipad less than a kilometre from the summer house—much to the chagrin of most of the neighbours.
She put down the glass of wine and ran to the door. Surely someone could tell her what was happening.
By the time she made it outside the noise had stopped. She couldn’t see anything over the fence.
“Officer Hainaut,” she said. “Why did the helicopter leave?”
“It didn’t leave, Madam President. That was a second helicopter arriving.”
“What? Who’s in it?”
“It’s supposed to be a surprise, Madam President. Either way, they’ll be here soon enough.”
“A surprise?” Dominique instantly thought of Steph. It could only be her.
The front gates opened and a black car drove in. Perhaps Lisa and Didier would be in there as well. Maybe this silent retreat had just been an elaborate way for Steph to get the four of them to spend some quality time together. Maybe this was how she wanted to steer Dominique’s decision-making process…
An agent opened the back door of the car. They weren’t children’s feet Dominique saw emerge, nor were they Steph’s feet.
The wine. Of course.
“Bonjour, chérie,” Dominique’s mother said as she approached. “I’ve come to help you make a very important decision.”





EPISODE TWENTY-ONE
ONE YEAR LATER
JULIETTE
“It’s not ideal. I know that.” Juliette paced the room.
“If we didn’t have a two-round voting system, Rivière would be president now,” Dominique said. “How did this happen?”
“It was the most minute difference,” Steph said. “We still have everything to play for.”
“Just tell me honestly.” Dominique stood at her desk, her fists balled. “Do I need to start considering the possibility that I might lose?”
As the numbers of the first round had started rolling in, Juliette had thought, more than once, that she really could have done with Claire by her side. Claire would be able to talk to Dominique in that calm and decisive way she had. She’d be able to say the right thing and assure her that the real fight was yet to come, and she had everything going for her to win the war, even after this first lost battle.
“Marechal is out. That’s something,” Juliette said. “Now it’s just between you and Rivière. So let’s regroup and start hitting our message again.” All of this was such a far cry from the quieter life Juliette had imagined for herself.
“It was one percent,” Solange said. Juliette could tell how difficult it was for her to say those words out loud. “One percent is virtually nothing.”
“Yet it feels like everything,” Dominique said.
“The Rivière campaign is probably partying,” Steph said. “And while doing so, taking their eye off the ball. We’re the underdog now.”
“I’m the president. I can never be the underdog,” Dominique argued.
Juliette zoned out of the conversation. Her ears were buzzing and the beginning of a headache thrummed at the base of her skull. She hadn’t had a full night’s sleep in… she couldn’t even remember. She hadn’t seen Nadia—properly seen her—in days. The build-up to the first round of the presidential elections had been all-consuming, and they weren’t home and dry just yet—not by a long shot.
There was another two weeks of this—and even then, all their efforts could prove to have been in vain.
“I’ve written that speech you asked for,” Solange said. “Do you want to go over it now?”
Dominique shook her head. “I need some time. Can I have the room, please?”
Juliette started making her way out of Dominique’s office, followed by Solange.
“Is Steph not joining us?” Juliette asked.
“Dominique needs her.” Solange leaned against her desk.
“Tell me honestly.” Juliette turned to Solange. “What could we have done differently?”
Solange shook her head. “Nothing. Rivière is simply a much stronger candidate than any of us had anticipated. She’s as charismatic as Dominique, she has proven that she can take her on in a debate, and now she has momentum on her side.”
“I refuse to believe people are sick of their current president.” Juliette tried to sound fierce even though Dominique wasn’t in the room and didn’t need to be buoyed.
“We will get most of Marechal’s votes in the second round.” Solange tapped her fingers on the surface of her desk. “A lot of those voters would rather cut off a limb than vote for a Socialist.”
Perhaps Juliette should have seen this coming somehow. But she had no crystal ball. And she’d been too busy the past year to see anything coming at all.
Her phone buzzed in her pocket. Juliette checked the screen. A text from Nadia. Juliette had promised she’d be home about an hour ago.
“Do you still need me here?” She glanced at Solange, who looked about as exhausted as Juliette felt.
“Go home.” There was a surprising amount of gentleness in Solange’s voice. “Get some rest. Be with your wife.”
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Juliette said and gladly took the opportunity to dash off.
   
“Hey babe,” Nadia shouted when she opened the door. Phénix came bounding towards her as though Juliette had been away for weeks instead of since the morning.
“Hi.” Juliette dumped her bag and coat on a chair in the living room. She was so glad to see the face of someone unrelated to the campaign in any way.
“Someone named their newborn baby after you today.” Nadia patted the spot on the sofa next to her.
“Oh really.”
“One of the radiology nurses gave birth today. I never knew she was so fond of you.” Nadia smiled at her.
Juliette dropped onto the sofa and pressed herself against Nadia. “Today is the worst day to name a baby after me.”
“Don’t be silly.” Nadia threw an arm around her and held her close. “Every day is an excellent day to name a baby girl Juliette. In fact, hospital records show that many people do exactly that.”
“Did everything go smoothly? The baby’s healthy?”
“She’s fine and so is the mother.”
“Good.”
“Claire came by the hospital today,” Nadia said, and held Juliette a little closer. “She was picking up Inez’ daughter from day care.”
“It just figures that she and Inez are now friends.” Sometimes, Juliette could swear that she missed Claire in a physical way, that the ache in her gut was the physical manifestation of Claire being absent from her life. Meanwhile, it appeared as though Inez Larue had acquired all the things that Juliette had wanted out of life once: a child and Claire as her friend.
Nadia didn’t react to Juliette’s jibe.
“Did you talk to Claire?”
“Briefly,” Nadia said.
Juliette hadn’t seen or spoken to Claire in about a year. It felt like someone had reached inside her with a scalpel and sliced off a piece of her heart.
She’d been too busy keeping the company running and working on Dominique’s campaign to think about it too much. But it was always in moments like these, when the energy of the day had faded and her mind was ready for some emptiness, that Claire Cyr popped up in her thoughts.
“How was Dominique?” Nadia asked.
“Disappointed.”
“I can imagine.” Nadia planted a kiss on the top of Juliette’s head. “How are you?”
“I’m so tired, babe. I’ve no idea how I’m going to do this for another two weeks. All the meetings and the strategising and, frankly, the blah-blah-blah of it all. I’m sick of meetings. In fact, if I’m being truly honest, I’m quite sick of spending most of my time with Dominique and Solange.”
“You miss your wing woman. Especially now, after Dominique only coming second in the first round.”
Juliette sighed deeply. “I never even had to imagine running the company on my own. Having to do it during a presidential campaign is just…”
“It’s okay to admit that you miss Claire.”
“I don’t want to miss her.”
“Unfortunately, you can’t really choose how you feel.”
“How was she?” Juliette sat up so she could see Nadia’s face. “When you saw her?”
“I just ran into her briefly,” Nadia said. “We didn’t really talk. But she seemed very gentle and attentive with Inez’ daughter.”
“Two words that should never be associated with Claire Cyr.” Juliette fell back into Nadia’s arms. She needed to get some sleep. Tomorrow, it would all start over again—and she’d need to do everything she could to get Dominique re-elected. Without Claire by her side.
CLAIRE
“Do you think now would be a good time to reach out?” Claire said. “Now that Dominique’s behind.”
Margot had barely recovered from the shock. Claire didn’t want to rub it in by saying ‘I told you so’, but she’d had a strong sense of Rivière’s rise for months. It didn’t surprise her one bit that Rivière had beaten Dominique.
“I don’t know,” was all Margot said.
“I think I could help.”
“Claire.” Margot used that tone of voice that might have shut Claire up in the past, but not any longer.
“I’m just sitting here twiddling my thumbs while Dominique’s losing…”
“She’s not losing.” Margot looked up from the magazine she was reading.
“She’s not exactly winning either.”
“Not yet.” Margot was still a firm believer in all things MLR. “She will. In two weeks.” Margot put the magazine away. “Meanwhile, does my trophy wife not have a birthday party to arrange?”
Claire rolled her eyes. Margot had taken to calling her that a while ago and, while she’d been able to manage a small snicker at first, it was beginning to sound very old. “You don’t even want a party.”
“You know what I want.”
Claire knew that last year, Margot was still grieving the loss of her parents too much to want anything more than a nice quiet dinner with her wife. This year, however, she had decided she wanted a dinner party—with Nadia and Juliette.
Claire shrugged. “Nadia might have no choice but to show up without Jules since Jules is far too busy losing the presidential campaign for Dominique.”
“Correction: I want two things for my birthday,” Margot said. “I want Dominique to win and I want Nadia, with or without Juliette, along with Inez, to be at my party.”
“Only your ex and my ex-best friend’s wife then.”
“My ex who has become one of your best friends,” Margot said matter-of-factly.
“Becoming a mother has obviously changed her.” With all the time she had on her hands, Claire had played babysitter for Inez’ daughter plenty of times. She’d grown so fond of the child that, if she didn’t see Adèle for more than a week, she started missing her. “Anyway, Inez being there won’t be a problem. Nadia… I’m not so sure.”
Claire sometimes saw her at the hospital but Nadia was no longer the warm person she used to be, at least not towards Claire.
“Maybe after the election you can contact Juliette and Steph. Ask them how long your leave of absence is supposed to last for.”
Claire sighed. “Maybe.”
“A decision will have to be made at some point.”
“One thing’s for sure, I’m sick of not having a job.” In the beginning, Claire had, rather unexpectedly, enjoyed her newfound freedom. Every morning when she woke up, she was greeted by a great mass of free time. It had been fun for a few weeks, after which she had started to crave the structure that having a job had provided.
So she had structured her days. She had enrolled in that Spanish class she’d never had time for before. She’d joined Margot’s boxing gym. She had started spending time with Inez, who had still been on maternity leave. So much time, in fact, that after Inez had gone back to work, and she urgently needed someone to take care of little Adèle, Claire had become the first person she called.
Claire’s life had not spun out of control without having a job to lose herself in. It had just continued in a different way. Now, almost a year later, she was calmer and, perhaps, a bit wiser than before. But she was getting antsy to get back into the PR business. If her leave of absence at Barbier & Cyr ended in her leaving the company for good, she’d start all over again. She’d start her own firm.
“You can always become a nanny,” Margot joked.
“It’s just tough to sit this one out,” Claire admitted. “Now that things are really getting serious.” She glanced at Margot. “If you were Juliette or Dominique, wouldn’t you have forgiven me for my faux-pas by now?”
Margot shook her head. “That’s impossible to say, because I’m neither of them. I’m your wife.”
“If I were Juliette, I would have forgiven me,” Claire said. “I mean it. I know her. I’m pretty sure that, by now, it hurts her much more to still hate me than it would to just give me a call, tell me she has forgiven me, and ask me for my help already.”
“Please don’t ask me to speak to Nadia again.”
“It’s weird how your friendship with Nadia has survived my rift with Juliette.”
“I don’t think it’s weird at all. Nadia and I work together and we were friends long before you and I met.”
“I really don’t know how you can compartmentalise your feelings so easily.”
“Try working in the ER for a few days.”
Claire nodded. Before her forced hiatus from work, she had never been as aware of her wife’s profession. She knew what Margot did, and that it often took a toll on her when she was unable to save someone, but she’d never really had the time to actually contemplate what it meant to be a trauma surgeon. Claire had taken the habit of stopping by Saint-Vincent a few times a week to bring Margot lunch, and just being there more often had given her a deeper sense of what Margot’s work actually consisted of.
Her leave of absence hadn’t been a complete nightmare for that reason as well. She and Margot had grown closer together again.
She hadn’t lost everything, as she had expected. But that didn’t mean that she didn’t want Juliette back in her life. Either way, she’d need to wait a few more weeks before she could approach her former best friend.
Meanwhile, she had a birthday party to arrange.
SOLANGE
“How does this really make you feel?” Solange asked for the third time already. She knew she was being unfair—perhaps even gunning for a fight with Aurore.
“How many times do I have to repeat myself?” Aurore was taking the bait more and more these days. Solange knew that this meant she was starting to get sick of Solange’s insecurities. “It’s bad enough that I can’t say anything about this in public, but to have to be interrogated by my own partner…” Aurore sagged into the sofa. “I took my distance from Rivière. For you. I would think that was more than enough.”
“It must give you some sort of inward glee that she’s doing so well.”
“I’m warning you.” Aurore quickly cast a glance at her, then looked away. “I know you’re upset, but what do you want me to say?”
Solange tried the trick that Aurore had taught her. She took a deep breath in, then a slow breath out, all the while focusing on the words: in with calmness, out with frustration.
“I guess I want someone to tell me that everything’s going to be all right.”
“You’re in politics, babe. If there’s one guarantee, it’s that there are zero guarantees. But no matter what happens, of course everything will be all right. It’s not a matter of life and death. Even if the unthinkable were to happen, you’ll land on your feet.”
“You know what’s the hardest about all of this?” Solange got up from the windowsill where she’d been perching. “I actually like Anne Rivière. She has blown me away with her political skill, general awareness of the problems this country has and what to do about them. She could so easily win this election.”
“Come here.” Aurore patted the sofa cushion next to her.
Solange sat.
“I know Rivière is kind of awe-inspiring. And she sure knows how to rise to the occasion. But she won’t win. Because she doesn’t have you fighting in her corner.”
“That’s sweet of you to say, but—”
“No buts.” Aurore kissed her temple.
“I’m sorry for having a go at you.”
“You need some urgent stress release,” Aurore said. “For at least forty-five minutes, your mind needs to be off this campaign.”
“How about forty-five years?” Solange said.
“Sure.”
“I’m serious.” Solange could already see the arousal in Aurore’s glance—that sign that she was past the point of no return—but she couldn’t go to that place quite yet. “If Dominique loses, I’m quitting politics.”
“Really?” Aurore pursed her lips.
“It’s too hard. I’ve given everything I have to the party. I’ve not had a social life for decades. My entire existence revolves around my work.” She paused. “That’s one thing being with you has made me see. That there’s more to life than politics. You have shown me that.”
“Next you’ll be telling me you want to have a baby before it’s too late.”
“I’m serious.” Solange locked her gaze on Aurore’s. “If she loses, I’m done.”
“What will you do?”
“Nothing for a good long while. Sleep in. Throw my phone in the Seine. Be with you without limits on my time. Do what I want, for once.”
“You’re reeling from the first round. But we both know Dominique will recuperate most of the far-right voters. Rivière’s a formidable candidate, no doubt, but so is Dominique.”
“Thank you for saying that.” Solange gazed deep into Aurore’s eyes.
“I wouldn’t say it if it wasn’t true.”
As they kissed, Solange knew what Aurore had sacrificed to be with her—a seat at Rivière’s campaign table. Thank goodness she had. Otherwise, they wouldn’t be sharing this kiss right now.
   
“Do you still want to quit politics?” Aurore asked after she switched off the alarm clock. The first item of news had, once again, been Rivière’s one percent lead over Dominique in the first round of the election. Solange couldn’t wait for the next news cycle to begin.
“I said I’d quit if Dominique loses, which you assured me she wouldn’t.” It was days like these that Solange would actually want to quit politics for real. Today would be full of tension. A tension that she, as campaign manager, had the responsibility to convert into hope for the rest of the team.
“I was just saying that to get you into bed with me.” Aurore followed up her statement with a belly laugh.
Solange had known her long enough by now to know that she was joking—and that their sense of humour didn’t always align. Because, to Solange, this was no joking matter.
Solange turned onto her back. “This is crunch time. These two weeks, this is where it might get dirty.” She grabbed Aurore’s hand. “Please assure me again that Rivière’s not one to play dirty.”
“I can’t speak for Anne.” Aurore squeezed her hand. “But I really wouldn’t think so.” She paused. “What about Dominique?”
“Never.” Solange turned on her side. “But… if she were. Are there any nasty secrets to be dug up on Rivière?”
Aurore let out a belly laugh again. “You’re asking me? Surely by now your team have dug up anything on Rivière that they possibly could have.”
“Some things are buried so deep… or only a few people know about them.” Solange wasn’t really fishing for dirt. Not only because even if she did know anything, Aurore would never tell Solange, but also because she prided herself on a clean campaign. It was what the country needed. Mudslinging was something for the old guard of candidates—the old male crocodiles that had dominated France’s politics for so long. Female candidates couldn’t stoop so low, lest women vying for the highest office be caricatured as hysterical participants in a cat fight.
“There’s nothing. Rivière’s solid,” Aurore said.
“For a Socialist.” Solange started pushing herself out of bed. “You can never, ever repeat what I’m about to say to anyone.” She slung her legs out of bed, then looked backwards at Aurore. “If Dominique does lose, I think Rivière won’t do so bad a job—for a Socialist.”
Aurore feigned utter surprise.
“Now I have to get to work to make sure that doesn’t happen.”
DOMINIQUE
“Did you get some sleep?” Steph asked, pulling her eye mask from her face.
“Not really.” Dominique had almost resorted to taking a sleeping pill in the middle of the night, but she knew it would leave her too drowsy in the morning to deal with the many matters at hand. Not that anyone still expected her to run the country. Not when her campaign was in such dire straits. “I was awake most of the night cursing my mother for talking me into running again.”
“That’s not like you.” Steph slung an arm around her waist and pulled her close. “To blame someone else for your problems. Let alone the lovely Eléonore Laroche.”
“I know I can’t blame anyone but myself.”
“Don’t be silly. You’re the best president this country has had in decades,” Steph whispered in her ear. “You’re not to blame for any of it.”
“Forgive me for having a small but significant crisis of confidence regardless.” Dominique started wiggling her way out of Steph’s embrace.
“You beat the Socialists before. You’ll do it again.” Steph sat up.
“So everyone keeps saying, but Rivière’s not Goffin. People know that.”
“But you are still you.” Steph put a hand in the small of Dominique’s back. “I’ve been thinking. If it would help you in any way to… set a date, I’d be okay with that.”
“Set a date?”
“For our wedding,” Steph said.
“Oh, babe.” Dominique shook her head. “Even if Rivière had scored ten percent more than me last Sunday, I wouldn’t ask that of you.”
“I know you’d never ask it of me, that’s why I’m offering.” Steph sucked her bottom lip between her teeth.
“While I appreciate your kindness, it’s out of the question. I have to win this on my own merit, otherwise it doesn’t mean anything.”
“Things have changed in the past five years,” Steph said. “Politics has gotten so much rougher and at the same time so much more emotional. Nothing’s out of bounds anymore.”
“That might be so, but I have to be above that. I’m the president.” Dominique wished that if she could only repeat that she was president enough times, it would be enough to get her re-elected.
“Do you think that if we just keep on going the way we’ve been going, it will be enough?” Steph asked.
“What do you mean?”
“I’m your fiancée, but I’m also one of your PR advisors, which puts me in a rather unique position.”
“Stop trying to convince me to get married, Steph.”
“We’re getting married, anyway. What’s wrong with sending such a positive message of hope and love?”
“Because the press would see right through it. I’m behind in the polls so I announce my wedding date, out of the blue?”
“The press won’t make the difference on the day, ordinary people will. Imagine how many lefties you could sway by marrying me?”
“You’re really serious about this.” If Steph was so adamant, Dominique had to at least consider it.
“Deadly.” She sat up. “I don’t want to diminish the value of our nuptials. But we’ve been engaged for years. At this point, getting married would really just be a matter of obtaining a piece of paper. We’re as good as married already, minus all the pomp and circumstance of a wedding day. I’m just telling you that, to me, this can be used for political gain. Especially because I know it will work.”
Dominique’s phone started ringing. She glanced at the lit up screen but didn’t pick up.
“I’ll think about it, but…”
Her phone rang again. She saw Solange’s name on the screen again, and dismissed the call.
“I know it doesn’t sit right with you… yet,” Steph said. “But consider it.” She narrowed her eyes. “If it works, it would make for a very clean and wholesome remainder of the campaign. If it doesn’t work… we can take a year-long honeymoon.”
   
It was midday, and Dominique’s brain was about to burst out of her skull, what with all the different polling percentages her advisors had pummelled her with. Even Steph, who really wasn’t that much of a numbers person, had sent her an email with a spreadsheet attached, laying out what the prospect of a presidential marriage could mean for the next voting round.
This was her life now and it would be for the next ten days. Rivière ending the first-round vote with a one percent lead had been a massive blow. Everyone knew it, felt it, but it couldn’t be said out loud. Not anymore.
Solange urged her to look forward. Her father assured her that it was a mere anomaly that would be corrected in the final round. And now Steph had planted the idea in her head to announce their wedding date.
The truth was that facing the very real prospect of losing the election had shaken Dominique to the core. She wasn’t the graceful loser type. She knew she owed her father for, throughout her life, only ever putting her in a race she had a good chance of winning. What if, last time, she hadn’t beaten Goffin because the idea of her as president was irresistible to the majority of the voters, but because the country was so utterly sick of Goffin’s politics? What if it had all been one massive fluke?
“No,” she told herself—out loud. She was Xavier Laroche’s daughter. She was the MLR poster child but, at the same time, progressive enough to woo more centrist voters. While Goffin’s presidency had been one of the most disastrous the country had ever endured, that didn’t diminish her own significance—her style, her choices, and the way she had run the country these past five years.
All the hard choices she’d had to make, and the constant battle for her time, had been worth it. She’d do it again in a heartbeat, but the simple truth was that a second term was not a given. Rivière was too formidable an opponent. Dominique had met her match.
She called Solange into her office. A cynical workaholic like her chief of staff and campaign leader would have a strong opinion on Steph’s suggestion.
“I just got some new numbers,” Solange said as soon as she’d walked in.
“No more numbers,” Dominique said. “Close the door, please.”
Solange did as she was told and held the papers she’d been carrying behind her back.
“What’s your spontaneous reaction to the following?” Dominique studied Solange’s face. “What if Steph and I announced our wedding date?”
The thing with Solange was that she could hide almost any emotion. Her face always remained a mask of professionalism.
“Don’t think about it too long,” Dominique urged. “Just tell me what your gut reaction is.”
“I’m ambivalent about it.”
Dominique sighed. “Of course you are.”
“Steph being your partner is an asset, but announcing your wedding date would seem a bit too desperate at this time. The press would eat you alive.”
“Some press, perhaps.” Dominique crashed down into her chair. “It wouldn’t have to be an official announcement. It could be something that just… got out.”
“A leak.” Solange started nodding. “With evidence that the date had actually been set a long time ago, but you hadn’t announced it because of the election.” She fixed her gaze on Dominique. “That just might work.”
STEPH
“I remember how good that coming-out video was for the previous election results,” Juliette said. “Do you really think we can pull the same stunt twice?”
“We won’t know until we try, Jules,” Steph said.
“Do you want to ask around? See what people here think about the idea.”
Steph shrugged. “The people who work here are not a very representative sample of the voters we need to sway.”
Juliette nodded. “This is time-sensitive. If we want to do this, we need to do it this week. Turn this negative narrative around once and for all.”
“I know.” A knock on the door interrupted Steph’s train of thought.
“Excuse the disturbance,” Leah said, sounding very much as though she wasn’t sorry at all. She bounced straight into Juliette’s office, holding a sheet of paper in her hand. “Zoya’s out all day and I need a second opinion on the Barnier press release.”
“That’s what we’re here for,” Juliette said.
Again, Steph noticed how Juliette’s muscles tensed when she was faced with Leah. She’d always seen her as Claire’s replacement and, for that reason, harboured some resentment towards Barbier & Cyr’s latest recruit.
Juliette made a few notes on the release and handed it back to Leah.
“Actually,” Steph said. “Sit with us for a minute, Leah.” When Leah had come for the job interview, Steph had thought it a done deal before she’d asked the woman a single question.
Leah had been working for Johnson PR for years and she was not only highly experienced but she had somewhat of a reputation in PR circles for being ‘ruthless and effective’. Steph’s biggest concerns when deciding whether to hire her were Leah’s motives—not her skills or aptitude for the position.
Over the past months, Leah had proven herself a very valuable asset to the company. Someone who, no matter Claire’s future at Barbier & Cyr, they’d want to keep on as long as they could.
“I won’t ask who you voted for last Sunday,” Steph said, giving a small smile.
“I voted for Dominique Laroche, of course.” Leah mirrored Steph’s smile, then turned it up a notch. “Isn’t it mandatory when you work here?”
“If only.” Steph eyed her colleague. “Can I ask for your candid opinion on something?”
Steph explained her hunch again. It wasn’t a big masterplan she’d kept in the back of her pocket for when the situation required it. It had truly just been a fleeting thought that had passed through her mind when she’d seen Dominique’s defeated face. She’d wanted to help and she knew that the best way to help Dominique was to put herself in play.
“Do it,” Leah said. “No doubt. Go for it.” She winked at Steph. “Also, congratulations.”
Steph glanced at Juliette. “Will you ask Nadia what she thinks?”
Juliette nodded.
“I’m not going to lie.” Steph examined Juliette’s face. “I do wish we could get Claire’s opinion on this.”
   
“Have you seen her recently?” Juliette asked.
Leah had left, no doubt sensing that her input wouldn’t be required for the conversation that was about to ensue.
Steph shook her head. “I’ve been a bit busy.”
“I realise that, but in the past, you’ve always been a sort of go-between.”
“Things are a little different this time around. She could have seriously hurt Dominique’s campaign.”
“I know.” Juliette stared out of the window. “That was her spot right there. The number of times she has leaned against that windowsill.”
“You miss her.”
“Do you?” Juliette said quickly.
“Of course. Claire was such a big part of our lives. All this time has gone by, yet every time I walk through the doors of this building, I expect to see her. It still feels… unnatural that she’s not here.”
“I feel the same way. And I can’t help but wonder whether Dominique would be so behind if Claire had been working on her campaign.”
“Come on, Jules. You’re giving her a bit too much power now.”
“I’m not claiming she would have thought of a spectacular idea to give Dominique the edge.” She paused. “It’s just that, when we work together… we can accomplish more. It’s always been that way. It’s like a part of this firm’s special formula’s missing when she’s not here.” Juliette looked like she was about to crack.
“We can talk about her coming back if you want.”
“Later.” Juliette squared her shoulders. “Let’s get Dominique elected first.” She tilted her head. “Leah was right to congratulate you.” She pushed her chair back and stood. “Come here.”
Steph shot up and walked towards Juliette, who very much looked like she needed that hug.
“Tell me,” Juliette whispered in her ear when they embraced. “Will I be addressing you as Stéphanie Laroche soon?”
“Let’s not push it.” They broke from their hug. “Let’s not forget that only a few years ago, I wasn’t even the marrying kind.”
“That’s why you keep amazing me,” Juliette said. “You keep reminding me that people can and do change all the time.”
“Do you think Claire has changed?”
“She was certainly a different person from the Claire I’ve known all my life when she pulled that stunt with Aurore.”
“Maybe we’ve all changed, Jules.”
“Maybe.” Juliette nodded.
Steph couldn’t help but notice the melancholy look in her eyes.
First, we get Dominique elected, Steph thought. Then we’ll get Claire back.
As she exited Juliette’s office, Steph considered that those statements might sound simple enough in her head, but neither would be easy to accomplish.
MARGOT
Margot kept a keen eye on Adèle while Inez made them a cup of coffee. It was odd that she was sitting in Inez’ living room, waiting for Claire. After all that had happened between them. But Claire had replaced the friendships she’d lost with a new friendship with Inez. A fact that Margot wasn’t unhappy about in the least. From the minute she’d seen Inez again at the hospital, she’d known that she wanted her to be part of her life. It was inevitable anyway if Inez started working at Saint-Vincent’s again. In that respect, Claire being in dire need of a new friend had helped.
Adèle tried to pull herself up on the coffee table, but she kept falling down.
“Keep at it,” Margot whispered. “You’ll get there.”
When she spent time with Adèle, she tried to imagine herself at that age. When everything had fallen apart for Claire, Margot had shoved her own goals aside to be there for her wife—and had nixed the plan of finding her birth parents. As far as she was concerned, her parents were no longer with her—and she only had one pair.
“I briefly considered trying to find my birth parents,” she said after Inez had poured the coffee. “It hurt so much when my parents died. I just wanted to do something to stop that pain.”
“But you didn’t go through with it?” Inez pulled Adèle onto her lap.
Margot shook her head. “I never got the chance to get serious about it.”
“Do you regret that?” Inez kissed Adèle on the cheek.
“No,” Margot said truthfully. “If Claire’s leave of absence has taught me anything, it’s that my life is here. If we do go to Korea, it won’t be to find my birth parents, but more to… I don’t know. Get in touch with my roots.” Claire had had a long time off from work so it wasn’t her diary keeping them from planning the trip. In fact, Claire had suggested more than once that they go somewhere, but Margot had always been too busy. “But this career of ours tends to get in the way of many a plan.”
“If you’d said that to me before I had this one”—Adèle wrapped her tiny fists around Inez’ fingers—“I would have wholeheartedly agreed, but things are very different now.”
“You’re still the same doctor.”
Inez shook her head. “I still do as good a job, but my career is not my entire life anymore. This one comes first.”
“Yes, well, being married to Claire Cyr is much like having a child around sometimes.” Margot ventured a rare joke. “That woman is more of a handful than that baby, actually.”
Inez snickered. “For what it’s worth, Claire adores you.”
It was strange hearing those words from Inez’ mouth.
“Rightly so, of course,” Inez added. “Now that everything’s hunky-dory between us, I can see how you two make a great couple.”
“It hasn’t always been that way.”
“I’m pretty sure that can be said for every great couple,” Inez said.
“She’s anxious to get back to work.”
“I’m sure she is. Being a doctor’s wife can only be fulfilling up to a certain point. What is she going to do?”
“It all depends on Juliette and Steph.”
“And on the election.”
“Yes.” Margot suppressed a groan. “God, I hope they can all pull it together and get Dominique re-elected.”
“And that Claire makes up with Steph so I can take my daughter to the Elysée. Show Adèle her future workplace.” Inez chuckled and turned Adèle around. “Did you hear that, darling? In about forty to fifty years’ time, you’ll be fighting the fight of your life. Adèle Larue for president.”
When they’d first met, Margot and Inez had bonded over being MLR supporters, long before someone as progressive as Dominique Laroche was put front and centre of the party. Inez’ family had a long history of MLR membership and Margot was brought up with the same values. At times, when they were still together, it had felt as though she and Inez were the only MLR supporters in their circle of friends—probably because they were.
“Pity she can’t vote yet,” Margot said. “I think Dominique will need all the votes she can get.”
AURORE
“The ratings are down again,” Marc, the producer of Aurore’s radio show, said.
“But the podcast downloads are up?” She asked hopefully.
“Not really.” Marc sighed. “Will you not reconsider? Ever since that spike in listenership after Laroche and Rivière were on, we’ve never recovered. That was years ago. It’s been all downhill since then.”
“Don’t ask me that. You know it’s impossible.”
“It would be the perfect time for it,” Marc insisted.
“They’re doing a debate on national television this weekend. Why on earth would they even consider coming on my show?” Aurore didn’t even know why she was arguing about this.
“It all depends on how that debate goes. You don’t need to have them both on. One of them would be plenty.”
“I can’t pick sides, Marc. That’s exactly what it would look like.”
“I’m just saying”—he pushed his glasses back up the bridge of his nose—“and I’m saying this with all respect due to an icon like you, Aurore, but I’m not sure how much longer we can keep the show going. Not in today’s ever-changing media landscape. We need something big. Something to put us back on the map again.”
“That may be so, but it can’t be political. I’m neutral. I have to be.”
“I don’t mean to imply anything, but our audience hasn’t exactly been buoyed since you’ve become neutral.”
Aurore snickered. “Good job of not trying to imply anything.”
“Ultimately, it’s your show and your decision.”
“Maybe…” Aurore had never voiced this particular thought to her producer. “Maybe the time has come for Sexualité Aujourd’hui to go off the air and exist only online.”
“Maybe, but…” Marc looked her straight in the eye. “It would be the end of an era. This show has broken down so many boundaries. I daresay it has even changed some lives…”
“Times change. We can keep on denying it and try to increase our live audience, or we can adapt.”
“Something to think about.” Marc rose. “Definitely to be continued. I’ll let you go home now.”
“It’s actually more relaxing to be here these days.” Aurore got up anyway. She had a good idea of how to get Solange to relax tonight, if she even had the time to come over at all.
   
“Hello, sleeping beauty.”
Aurore blinked her eyes open. She hadn’t heard Solange let herself in.
She checked the clock. It was past midnight.
“Goodness me, what are you watching?” Solange sagged next to her on the sofa.
“Only your favourite TV show.” Aurore pushed herself up a bit. She’d found a channel on YouTube that played Cats’ Eyes, very aware that even she, a woman well above fifty, was now using new technologies as a means of entertainment—just like what was left of her radio audience.
“I haven’t seen this in ages.” Solange sounded excited.
“I thought you might enjoy it.” Aurore gave Solange a sideways glance and noticed the pale blue blouse she was wearing. It wasn’t the brightest colour in the world, but at least it wasn’t white. “How are things in the election trenches?”
“They could be better but they could also be worse,” Solange said cryptically. “It’s too late to talk about it now.” She stared intently at the screen. “This show is partly responsible for us getting together.”
“I know. It taught me that there was at least a little light-hearted fun to be had with you.”
Solange nudged her in the shoulder. “You knew that all along.”
“Did I?”
Solange didn’t reply anymore. She was transfixed by the images of cats on the television, and the accompanying made-up narrative of their lives. Aurore sat next to her in silence. So much had changed since they’d first watched this show together.
JULIETTE
“It’s Margot’s birthday this weekend,” Nadia said.
“Is it?” Juliette was reading an email on her phone.
“You know very well that it is.” Nadia’s hand appeared over the screen of her phone. “Come on. Give it to me.”
“But I’m reading—”
“I don’t care if you’re reading the one and only document that will assure Dominique’s victory, I need you to listen to me. This is important.”
“What is? Margot’s birthday?”
“She’s having a party. A small dinner party at home. We’ve been invited.”
“You go. You know I don’t mind.”
“I said we have been invited, babe.”
“That may be so, but that doesn’t mean we have to go. I’m too busy, anyway. I’m sure Margot appreciates how hectic things are at the moment.”
“You have to eat.”
Juliette scoffed. “This is hardly about eating.”
“Look, the way I see it, Claire’s extending an olive branch.”
“Claire has made a habit of extending the proverbial olive branch. Especially because Claire is very good at getting herself into situations where an extended olive branch is needed. It doesn’t mean I have to accept it.”
“We were talking about this only a few days ago. This could be a good way to… explore.”
“Explore what?”
“To test the waters. See if you and Claire can still be in the same room together.”
Juliette put her phone to the side—she refused to put it in Nadia’s hand. “I don’t understand why Margot would even want this. I thought she was all for relaxed and intimate birthday dinners.”
“Maybe… what Margot really wants for her birthday is for her wife to have her best friend in her life again.”
“Former best friend,” Juliette said. “And with good reason.”
“Why are you being so difficult about this?”
“You know why.”
Nadia sat opposite her. “I thought you were ready for a rapprochement.”
“I might be in a week or two, Nadz. My mind is elsewhere right now.”
“Yes, well, Margot’s birthday is this weekend. She can hardly change the date.”
“Then she will understand why I can’t be there.”
“You don’t have to give me an answer now, but promise me you’ll think about it.”
“When would I have time to even think about something like that?”
“Claire and Margot are not ‘something’. They’re our best friends.”
“Okay, fine, I promise.” Juliette tilted her head. “On another note, Steph asked me to talk to you about something.”
   
“You have Nadia’s blessing,” Juliette said. “As long as you’re completely certain it’s what you want, she explicitly asked me to add.”
“Okay. Let’s do it then. Let’s set it up,” Steph said.
“Let’s talk to Solange when we go to the Elysée later.” Juliette sometimes wondered why she still had an office at Barbier & Cyr. She seemed to spend all her time at the Elysée these days.
“Do we want it to leak before or after the debate?” Steph asked.
“Before,” Juliette said with conviction. “If we wait until after, accusations of opportunism might be even worse.”
“You mean if Rivière eats Dominique alive.” The defiant look that Juliette was so used to seeing on Steph’s face had gradually disappeared.
“I know that she won’t, but it’s safer to do it before. Give the weekend newspapers something to go crazy over. The timing’s good.”
“And Rivière might very well be too classy to allude to it during the debate.”
“Let’s hope so.” Juliette chuckled. “Although in our profession it’s a bit naive to count on the classiness of our opponent.”
“I keep wondering if Rivière has something up her sleeve. Something she’s been saving until the final week.”
“Dominique has run before and the only significant thing that happened in her private life during her first term was getting engaged to you.”
Steph nodded.
“So, there’s nothing to worry about.”
“I know, but… well, the agency Rivière’s with. You never know.”
The agency where Sybille works, Juliette thought. “In politics you never know. We’re doing the best we can. That’s all we can do.”
“Politics is my private life now…” Steph said.
“Speaking of…” Juliette paused. “Margot has invited Nadz and me to her birthday party this weekend.”
Steph quirked up her eyebrows. “Progress.”
“Nadz really wants me to go, but I have the perfect excuse not to. Well, I have plenty, actually.”
“Do you want to go?”
Juliette couldn’t look her friend in the eye and claim there wasn’t a small part of her that wanted to see Claire again. Time had passed. The news about Dominique’s doubts had never got out and the only real casualties of what Claire had done were her friendships with Juliette and Steph.
“Part of me does.” Juliette pursed her lips. “I’m not that angry with her anymore. I just… miss her. As simple as it sounds, that’s what it comes down to now.”
“Then go,” Steph said. “See what it feels like. We’re going to need to have a chat with her sooner rather than later, anyway.”
“Okay.” A flash of something shot through her. Hope? Or was she nervous about coming face-to-face with Claire after all this time? “But first, we have a wedding date to leak.”
CLAIRE
“Come here, babe.” Margot beckoned to Claire.
Claire reluctantly walked over to her wife.
“Take a few deep breaths.” Margot put her hands on Claire’s shoulders. “It’s going to be all right.”
“I need a drink.” The nerves raging in Claire’s stomach could only be calmed with a very stiff beverage.
“I know you’re nervous, but this is what you wanted.”
“I’m not sure it is. I should have met with her in private instead of using your birthday as an excuse.”
“You didn’t use my birthday, I did.” Margot let go of Claire’s shoulders. “I’ll pour you some wine.”
The bell rang. Claire jumped. She hoped it was Inez. She could do with a friend she’d actually been seeing by her side.
“I’ll get it,” Margot said.
Claire wondered if friendship had an expiration date. If the kind of friendship she and Juliette had cultivated for decades could last. A friendship so close that rupturing it felt like a knife twisting in her gut. Or had it simply been too intense? Could that be the reason why she had rebelled against it the way she had?
“It’s Inez,” Margot shouted from the hallway.
Claire breathed a sigh of relief. This had been a really bad idea. But it was what Margot had wanted for her birthday. It was very obvious what she was trying to accomplish. It was, quite simply, time. The election was about to reach its climax. Claire’s time on the bench was up.
Inez had barely sat, when the bell rang again. It could only be Nadia and Juliette. Unless Juliette had decided to bail at the last minute. A small part of Claire wished she had. Then again, it was time for some excitement in her life. And it wasn’t as if she didn’t know this moment was coming. It was time for something to change.
Of all the emotions Claire had expected to crash through her, she hadn’t expected her eyes to well up upon seeing Juliette. She inhaled deeply, hoping the tears would disappear with her exhale.
Nadia was the first to kiss her on both cheeks. She gave Claire’s arm an encouraging squeeze, as if to say, good luck with the next greeting.
Juliette’s hair was much shorter these days. She looked tired. Claire should really say something.
“Jules,” was all she could muster. “You came.”
Claire knew this was her wife’s birthday dinner, but she wished she and Juliette were alone in the room. She wished they had the opportunity to resolve this rift between them the only way that Claire deemed it possible: by looking into each other’s eyes and knowing that, even after all this time, everything would be okay. Or was that more wishful thinking on Claire’s part?
“I did.” Juliette looked as though she’d much rather be spending a rare free evening on the sofa with Phénix in her lap. “Good to see you.” Claire could barely feel the kiss Juliette pressed against her cheek.
“Can we talk in private for a minute?” Claire asked.
“That’s probably a good idea.” Juliette didn’t look her in the eye, but instead looked to Nadia, who gave a quick nod of understanding.
Claire led the way to the spare bedroom and closed the door behind them.
“I wasn’t expecting to end up in a bedroom with you.” Juliette’s voice trembled with nerves.
“Those days are long gone.” Claire sat on the edge of the bed. “How are you, Jules?”
Juliette shook her head. “This campaign’s utterly kicking our butt. The debate’s on Sunday and…”
“How are you holding up?” Claire quickly filled the silence that ensued.
“I can’t wait for it to be next Sunday, even though I’m not convinced the outcome will be in our favour.”
“I have a hunch that it will.” Claire didn’t even know why she’d said that. Of course, she followed the campaign closely—which should have given her enough reason to doubt Dominique’s chances of actually winning.
“You should have been there.” Juliette sat in a chair in the corner of the room. “You should have been there for all of it, Claire. Except, you weren’t. Because you fucked up at the worst possible time. We needed you.”
“I’m sorry.” What else could she say at this point?
“I don’t even know how I’ve gotten through the past year. In the beginning, I found myself dialling your extension at the office a dozen times per day, just to get your input. The way we’ve always worked, without any sort of boundaries… to have that ripped away so abruptly. It exposed some weaknesses in the company, let’s just put it like that.” Juliette blew out some air. “What have you even been doing all this time?”
Claire was reluctant to say the word to an obviously totally stressed-out Juliette. “Relaxing.”
“Good for you.” Juliette looked her briefly in the eye.
“I know it must have been so hard on you, Jules.”
“I prefer to use the word challenging,” Juliette said matter-of-factly. “In hindsight, it’s obvious that you saw something in Rivière. That’s been playing in the back of my mind all this time. You wouldn’t have approached her if you hadn’t seen her potential.” Juliette slung one leg over the other. “Which doesn’t excuse what you did—on the contrary. We had a candidate. We’ve always had our candidate. I knew when Dominique came to us all those years ago that she wasn’t a natural fit, but she has become that over the years. We were always on her team, even in between campaigns, not only because of Steph, but because she’s our client and our friend.”
“I can never undo what I did and, trust me, it’s been hard having to follow the campaign from the sidelines,” Claire said. “I know it’s not an excuse, but I was in a bad way. I was restless and I didn’t know what I wanted anymore. I should have taken up some extreme hobby like running ultra-marathons or something, instead of gauging the interest of Dominique’s competition. But when I heard that she might not run, that sparked something in me. I saw an opportunity and I grabbed it. Recklessly, yes. I felt like only something very reckless could make me feel alive again.”
“Reckless and incredibly selfish.”
“True,” Claire admitted. “I regret hurting you. I regret putting our friendship on the line. I may have been relaxing, but trust me, my life without you hasn’t been very interesting.”
“You’re friends with Inez now.” Juliette scoffed.
“She’s not too bad.”
“Obviously.”
“I’m glad you came, Jules. It means a lot to me.”
“I came for Margot,” Juliette said.
“Of course.” Despite the harshness of her words, Claire could tell something about Juliette was thawing.
“What you did can never just be water under the bridge. That’s impossible.”
“I don’t expect that. I’ve learned to live with my mistakes, as we all have to at some point.”
“Steph and I were discussing your leave of absence the other day. What we would do about it after the election.”
“How is Steph?”
“You’ll find out in any newspaper tomorrow morning,” Juliette said enigmatically.
“What does that mean?” Claire hated being out of the loop—even though she and Steph hadn’t had a conversation in months.
“I honestly can’t tell you that, Claire. I can’t just turn up here and start trusting you again. For all I know, you’re in cahoots with the Rivière campaign and you have her campaign manager Sybille on speed dial.”
Claire burst out laughing. “You think I’m a spy for Rivière?”
Juliette started laughing with her. “No, actually I don’t. Margot would have divorced you months ago if you were.” She paused. “But I still can’t tell you. I really wish I could, but we’re not there yet.”
“I understand.” Claire rose from the bed. “Shall we join the party?”
“That’s why I’m here.” Juliette stood as well.
“Is it too soon to ask you for a hug?” Claire took a step closer.
Juliette nodded. “Yes, it is.”
MARGOT
“In my opinion,” Inez said, “everything hinges on Sunday’s debate. It’ll just be the two of them and Dominique’s going to have to pull something out of the bag.”
It had proven impossible to eschew the topic of politics at the dinner table.
“We’ll see,” Juliette said.
“You sound like you know exactly what she’s going to do,” Inez said.
Maybe it had been a mistake to ask the combination of Inez, Nadia and Juliette to her birthday dinner, Margot thought.
“I work on her campaign,” Juliette said. “I wouldn’t be much of a PR advisor if I didn’t know what she was going to do.”
Inez slapped the table. “I knew it. I knew Dominique would come back swinging.”
“I’m just happy to be amongst Laroche supporters,” Juliette replied. She obviously wasn’t keen to discuss the campaign any further.
“Supporters?” Inez wasn’t ready to let it go just yet. “Fangirls, you mean!” She really was one to dominate any dinner table. “When I heard she was batting for our team now, I wanted to come back from Africa straight away and take my chances!”
Claire rolled her eyes. “I’m not sure you’re her type.”
“I’d love an introduction some time,” Inez said, ignoring Claire. “After she has crushed Rivière and won, of course.”
A phone chimed.
“That’s probably me.” Juliette shot out of her chair.
Margot thought it best to seize the opportunity and change the topic of conversation, even though she was hardly a master at channelling the direction any chat took.
“Thank you all for coming to my birthday dinner. I really appreciate it.”
“Of course, Go-Go.” Inez was the first to raise her glass. She’d had a few too many, that much was clear.
“Happy birthday,” Nadia said and shot Margot a wink.
“Time for birthday cake.” Claire pushed her chair back and headed into the kitchen. “It was impossible to fit all the candles on top, I hope you can understand that, babe.”
   
“That went rather well, didn’t it?” Margot asked after she’d called Inez a taxi, accompanied her downstairs, and made sure she was safely tucked into the back seat.
“If only Inez hadn’t drunk a couple of bottles of wine on her own.” Claire waited for her with her arms outstretched.
“She doesn’t get out much these days.”
“It shows.” Claire pulled her into her arms. “Maybe we need to help her find a woman, so she can stop dreaming of seducing Dominique.”
“How are you, babe?” Margot asked.
“It was good to see Jules again.” Claire’s hand nestled against the back of Margot’s neck. “She was a bit frosty, but once the tension of the election has dissipated, I think we can talk again.”
“Good.”
“I might not be your housewife for much longer.”
“Even better,” Margot repeated with a chuckle.
“You won’t be able to punish me when I burn the sauce anymore.” Her voice sounded almost like a purr.
“I’ll always find things to punish you for, babe.” Margot held onto Claire’s hand a little tighter, squeezing her fingers between hers.
“Do you mean I’ve remained a failing housewife for this long for no good reason at all?” Claire batted her lashes.
“You did a wonderful job tonight.” Margot looked her wife deep in the eyes. “Yet…”
Claire arched up her eyebrows. It had taken Margot months to allow herself even a bout of coy banter between them. The wounds inside her had remained raw for so long. But time had started healing them. The emptiness inside her had given way to acceptance and, slowly, she had started feeling like herself again. Like the person she had become with Claire—which was an even truer version of herself than before they’d fallen in love.
“Yes?” Claire had that look in her eyes that said, what on earth are you going to come up with now?
“You were unable to fit all the candles on my birthday cake,” Margot said. “Do you have any idea what that does to a person’s confidence?”
Claire nodded. “I know very well. It’s been a while since all the candles have fit on my own birthday cake.”
“I feel like you could have tried a little harder. Perhaps gotten a larger cake. Or… made one yourself.”
Claire burst into a chuckle. “You’re going too far, babe. I can’t take this seriously. Can you imagine what would happen if I tried to make a cake myself?” She shook her head. “The oven might combust. The kitchen might never recover. It would be a huge, culinary disaster.”
“Come on.” Margot pushed herself off the sofa. She had to change strategy—although, she guessed, not a lot of strategy was needed. “We’re going to bed.”
Claire took Margot’s outstretched hand and they headed into the bedroom.
As soon as they were inside, Margot shoved Claire against the closed door.
No more words would be spoken now. For too long, she had allowed too much chatter in her life—in their lives. Instead of making love, Margot had felt she needed to talk about her loss. Not that she’d had a choice. Talking about it, albeit in her own stuttering way, was all she could do. But now she had the choice again. And tonight, she chose not to say any more words at all.
She loved looking at Claire pinned against the wall like this. Behind the bedroom door, Claire was everything she wasn’t on the other side of it. Margot knew Claire needed this to balance herself. If she didn’t have Margot to set her straight in the confines of their bedroom, she did silly things outside of it—like betray her best friend.
For long months, Margot hadn’t been able to give that to Claire, although she could hardly blame herself for that. If she was going to blame anything or anyone, it would have to be death itself. But Margot was a doctor and well aware of the fragility of life. Blaming death would be even more pointless than blaming herself. So she didn’t. She just cracked on and bided her time—and talked instead of pinning Claire against the wall like this. But the time for therapeutic chats had well and truly passed.
Here Claire stood. Fully under Margot’s command. Exactly how they both wanted it.
Margot stared into Claire’s eyes. Looking at her in these circumstances never failed to push Margot to a space even beyond arousal. It was pure love coursing through her. And Claire was by no means an easy person to love, yet Margot had chosen her—had perhaps had no choice but to choose her.
What would happen next wasn’t about action. It wasn’t about whatever Margot chose to do next. It was about this moment, when they looked into each other’s eyes, and they knew. They saw what they meant to each other. Their love almost tangible in the air.
Margot was fully in charge of the moment, but only because Claire let her. Because this was what Margot had seen in her when they’d first met—and they’d still been an unlikely couple. Margot had noticed this very need in Claire. She had recognised it and acted on it. And they had fallen into sync. Even though being in sync had proved to be a delicate balance at times. But that was what marriage was, in the end. Good times and bad.
Margot took hold of Claire’s hand and brought it to the button of her jeans.
Claire eagerly flipped it open.
Margot nodded at her. There used to be a time when she still had to say it—“on your knees”—but that time had long passed. Claire knew how this worked. She’d committed it to memory a long time ago—Margot knew it was the source of her greatest pleasure.
Claire kneeled and tugged Margot’s jeans and underwear down. Margot put her hands against the wall and stepped out of her clothes. Of all the things she had missed while she was grieving, she might have missed Claire’s tongue on her, lapping her from this very angle, the most.
Margot looked down at Claire’s blonde hair. At the gentle incline of her neck, and how her head bobbed slowly as she prepared for her tongue to lavish all its attention on her wife’s clit.
This was always the second best moment for Margot. The instant just before Claire touched her there. Before she set her on the way to orgasm. Because after Margot had looked Claire in the eye like that, a climax was inevitable.
DOMINIQUE
As soon as Dominique woke, she reached for her phone.
“Morning,” Steph said.
“You’re awake already.”
Steph was sitting upright, scrolling through her own phone. “It’s not every day my wedding date is announced to the nation.”
“So it’s out. Solange’s phone must be ringing out of control.” Dominique put her phone to the side.
“Which means it’s only a matter of time before yours starts doing the same.”
“I have some serious debate prep to get through today.”
“We’ll get to that soon enough.” Steph slipped back under the covers. “First tell me how it feels to have set a date and announced it publicly.”
“Ah, but I didn’t announce it. In fact, I think my fiancée might have leaked it.”
“How very dare she,” Steph joked. “Are you sure you want to marry someone who would do that?”
“Very, very sure.” Dominique slipped underneath the covers with Steph. “I’m over the moon that we have a date now, no matter how it came about.”
“So am I.” Steph grinned at her. “And who’s to say I didn’t plot all this so I’d finally get you to agree to a date?”
“Who’s to say, indeed.” Dominique pressed her naked body against Steph. “Regardless, in exactly two months, we’ll be married.”
It was Steph’s phone that started ringing first. She sighed. “Is my life going to change again now that we’re actually getting married?”
“It shouldn’t change too much. We’re not the British royal family, are we? I’m just the president and you’re just my concubine.”
Steph’s phone continued to ring. She pulled herself away from Dominique and grabbed it from the nightstand.
“It’s my mother.”
Dominique nodded. They hadn’t been able to inform anyone in advance, otherwise the leak wouldn’t have been believable—the press would find out in a heartbeat that the date had only recently been set.
Apart from debate prep, and going into the last eight exhausting days of the campaign, Dominique had to talk to her loved ones as well. Her parents would understand—they knew the price of being in politics better than anyone. Lisa and Didier, on the other hand, would need to be schooled in how sometimes newspapers got hold of information they shouldn’t yet have.
While Steph chatted to her mother—and explained that she had intended to tell her as soon as possible—Dominique closed her eyes.
The leak was all well and good, but she still had a debate and an election to win.
   
“Congratulations are in order, Madam President,” Solange said, posing as Anne Rivière. “How very progressive of you to announce you’re getting married to another woman a week before the final round.”
“She would never say that.” Dominique sighed. “You know who we need in this room with us today?”
Solange shook her head. “Aurore is impartial.”
“How’s that even possible?”
“I don’t know how she does it, but that’s how it is.” Solange sounded adamant.
“It must be.” Dominique painted on a smile. “You seem to be more on than off these days.”
“With all due respect, we don’t have time to discuss my love life,” Solange said sternly. “Not until we figure out how you will react to anyone alluding to yours.”
“Okay.” Dominique cleared her throat. “Here’s my response: Stéphanie and I have been engaged for more than two years. We agreed a long time ago that we would marry soon after my first term. I don’t know how the news got out, but I do know the press gets very creative around election time.”
“Why didn’t you announce the date earlier if it has been agreed upon for such a long time?”
“Because my fiancée is a very private person.”
“That might be so, but you’re the president, and does the nation not have a right to know?”
“Frankly, no.”
“You can’t say that.” Solange tapped her pen against the stack of papers she was holding. “Especially not a week before the final vote.”
“I won’t get asked this question at the debate.” Dominique started pacing. “It’s about policy, not my wedding date.”
“It’s best to be prepared either way. You’re going to get asked the question sooner rather than later.”
Dominique glanced at the iPad she was holding, which had a prepared set of answers for her. All she had to do, really, was make them sound as natural and convincing as possible.
“We didn’t announce our wedding date to anyone. Not even to our own family and friends. I live a very public life and that’s the one thing my fiancée and I wanted to keep between us. I hope the nation can understand that.”
“Ever since you announced your engagement, you’ve been repeatedly asked about a wedding date—”
“Stop,” Dominique held up her hand. “I simply won’t be cross-examined about something as private as this. Ask me any other question about my policy for the next five years, and I will answer in great detail, but my wedding is off limits.”
“That’s not in the script, but it’s good. It’s who you are. Straightforward and authoritative when necessary. This is exactly why we’re doing this.” A small smile broke on Solange’s face. She typed what Dominique had just said into a document on her laptop—no assistants were allowed in the room while they were discussing this.
“Shall we get to the actual debate prep now?”
“Yes.” As she nodded, Solange’s phone started buzzing. She switched it to silent mode and put it away.
“We are still running the country,” Dominique said.
“Not for the next two hours. We’re making sure we’ll be running the country for five more years.”
SOLANGE
When Solange switched her phone back on, she had five missed calls from the same unfamiliar number. It wasn’t unusual for her to be called by someone whose number she didn’t have in her phone, but five times in the span of two hours piqued her interest. Whoever it was, they hadn’t left a message. She briefly considered calling back, but then dismissed it as another reporter who must have gotten hold of her number, wanting a comment on the wedding date leak. Solange wasn’t commenting on that, so she didn’t return the call. If it was truly important, they’d call back. They always did.
As she sagged in her office chair, she wondered if there would come a time when chiefs of staff would be continuously connected to their mobile phone by means of some futuristic implant in the brain.
A knock came on her door. In walked David, a member of the campaign team. No one was taking Saturday off this weekend.
“I got a weird call from someone at Barbier & Cyr,” he said. “They need to speak with you in person very urgently.”
“Barbier & Cyr?” Solange arched up her eyebrows. “What’s the number they left?”
David gave her a piece of paper and Solange compared the number to the missed calls on her phone. It was the same.
“Did they give a name?”
David nodded. “Leah Michaud.”
“What’s it about?” Solange was trying to understand why someone she’d never had dealings with at Barbier & Cyr, and not Steph, would be calling her directly with an urgent message.
“She didn’t say. Just that it was very important that she get in touch with you as soon as possible. She sounded very agitated.”
“I’ll call her back straightaway.” Before she had a chance to dial the number, Solange’s landline started ringing. At least she recognised that number. It was the security booth at the entrance.
“Yes.”
“Madame Garceau, I have a Leah Michaud at the front gate for you. She’s with Barbier & Cyr and says she needs to speak with you urgently.”
   
As soon as Leah was shown into Solange’s office, she dug her phone out of her purse.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Madame Garceau, although I wish we could have done so under different circumstances,” Leah said.
“What’s going on? Why isn’t Steph or Juliette with you?”
“I think you’ll want to keep this between us for now.” Leah swiped the screen of her phone a few times. “Before I started working for Barbier & Cyr, I worked at Johnson PR—Rivière’s PR agency. I still have some friends there and someone sent me this.” She showed Solange the screen.
Solange only had to see two seconds of the video to realise what it was. After all, she herself had unearthed the same porn video starring Aurore after she’d first met her—she had used it to threaten the woman she would later fall in love with.
“Merde.” She gave the phone back. “The Rivière campaign has this.”
Leah nodded.
“What are they going to do with it? Are they going to use it?”
“As far as I know, they’re not sure.”
“How can they even consider using it? Aurore was one of their own.”
“I guess the key word in that sentence is ‘was’.”
“Oh Christ. This can’t get out. Can we negotiate?”
Leah sighed. “The person in charge of Rivière’s campaign is… how to put it. More ruthless than anyone I’ve ever met—and I work in PR. She’s made a quick rise in the company because of that very personality trait and is one of the reasons I left.”
“Sybille Gomez,” Solange said, while her heart started hammering in her chest.
“You know her.” Leah put her phone away.
“I know of her. And not just because she’s leading Rivière’s campaign.” It just never, ever stops, Solange thought. Moreover, this was personal. This was a hit on her. Sybille was trying to undermine her—using Solange’s relationship with Aurore to get to Dominique. It was utterly despicable and unacceptable. “Thank you for bringing this to me.”
“What are you going to do?”
“Good question.” The first thing Solange needed to do, was talk to Aurore. Or no, she had to inform Dominique. If this was going to be in the Sunday papers—on the very day of the last debate—they had no time to waste.
“Can you find out more?” Solange asked.
“I’m not sure. The person who sent me this is already risking a lot, but I can assure you that not everyone working on Rivière’s campaign is in favour of leaking this video. It’s the lowest blow possible. It’s vile. And so very Sybille.”
“We have to stop this from getting out at any cost. The fewer people know about this video, the better.” Solange took a deep breath in. “Looks like I’m going to have to call Sybille.”
“Can you leave my name out of this?” Leah asked.
“I’ll do my best. I promise.” Promises like that were so flimsy in politics, but Solange would try nonetheless. Just maybe, she could nip this in the bud before Dominique found out at all—because she needed all her attention focused on the debate.
Images of the video flashed through Solange’s mind. When she had first found it, no matter her opinion on porn, she hadn’t been able to look away. But now that she shared a bed with Aurore—now that she loved Aurore—being confronted with that video again felt like a merciless blow to the stomach.
The campaign had been clean so far, but now, it looked like the gloves were off. This may very well be a reaction to the news of the wedding date leaking—to puncture a hole in Dominique’s wholesome image. While Dominique had nothing to do with this video at all.
Her only connection to it was Solange.
   
“What do you want?” Solange asked. Sybille was a striking woman, but there was something in her glance—a dishonesty that she’d never be able to hide.
They were meeting in a deserted park not far from the Elysée and Solange glanced around feverishly.
“Quite honestly?” Sybille said, her voice calm. “Revenge.”
“Revenge for what?”
“Revenge for how those bitches at Barbier & Cyr treated me.”
“What are you talking about?”
“You think you’re going to swing the vote by ‘leaking’ the president’s wedding date?” She shook her head. “Maybe you’ve forgotten who exactly she’s going to marry.”
Solange knew that before the first round of the previous presidential election, Sybille had alerted Juliette and Claire to an article by Le Matin which was supposed to ruin Dominique’s chances in the second round. This article exposed Stéphanie as a customer of some dubious night club called Le Noir. Luckily, Dominique had scored a landslide victory in the first round and the article had never been published.
“What has that got to do with that video of Aurore?” Although, put in perspective, leaking the video would do much less harm to the campaign than dredging up those images of Steph from five years ago.
“You’re kidding, right?” Sybille scoffed. “The president’s chief of staff is sleeping with a porn star.” She threw her hands in the air. “What better gift from the universe could I have possibly hoped for to win this election?”
“Aurore is not a porn star,” Solange hissed. Her heart started beating in her throat. Perhaps she wasn’t the best person to handle this. It was too personal—and that was saying something, because nothing had ever been too personal for Solange. “What does it take to leave her out of this?”
“Nothing you can offer me.” Sybille painted a haughty smile on her face.
“Then why did you agree to meet?”
“Because I wanted to see the look on your face when I told you.”
“Told me what?” Solange’s heartbeat had started to resemble a jackhammer.
“That’s it’s done. My people are tweeting the link to this video as we speak.”
“No fucking way.” Even in politics—even in a hard-fought presidential campaign—there was still a modicum of honour to be expected. Not so when dealing with Sybille Gomez and Anne Rivière, it appeared. How the latter had been swayed to turn against someone who had been her adviser—and friend—was a mystery to Solange.
Either way, it was done. She reached for her phone to check. She had wasted precious time meeting Sybille. She had to get back to the Elysée.
On her way, she called Juliette and Steph. Aurore would have to wait.
JULIETTE
“No way is that salope doing this to us again.” Juliette was fuming.
“Jules, you need to calm down,” Steph said.
“Why didn’t I know about this video?” She looked Solange straight in the eye. “You must have known.”
“Because I never in a million years would have thought it would be used against us. Not by someone like Rivière,” Solange said.
Juliette shook her head. “This is politics. Anything goes these days, or so it seems.”
“Ladies, please.” Steph made a quiet-down gesture with her hands. “Let’s not blame each other for this. This is on Sybille.”
“And on Rivière,” Solange said.”
Images of Sybille’s smug face flashed through Juliette’s mind. How the mistakes of her past had come back to haunt her. And Claire wasn’t here to help her deal with it.
“It’s also on me,” she admitted. “Sybille must have been waiting a long time for this.”
“She did say she wanted revenge on, and I quote,” Solange said, “’those bitches at Barbier & Cyr’. Is there something I should know?”
“Sybille was my assistant for a while. We had to let her go.”
“Because you had to let her go, she has unearthed this very obscure video of Aurore?”
Juliette understood Solange’s confusion. “We had a brief affair. It didn’t end well.”
“It must have ended really badly for her to pull a stunt like this now.” Solange’s voice shot up. “And it was your affair, which has nothing to do with Dominique—or me.”
“Sybille bided her time and she has power now,” Steph said.
Juliette’s phone kept on buzzing with message alerts. Was this all her fault? Then another thought popped into her head. “Steph,” she said. “The article about you visiting Le Noir that Le Matin never published.”
Steph expelled a deep sigh. “Sybille’s got us by the throat.”
Juliette shook her head. “No, no. We made a deal with that journalist. What’s his name. Favreau. He handed over all the evidence.”
“Journalism has changed so much over the past five years,” Solange said. “And you can’t trust a reporter of Le Matin. Sybille could have gotten in touch with him, asked him for his contacts, done some of her own digging. Clearly, this woman’s out for blood.”
“If they would stoop low enough to put out the video of Aurore, nothing’s stopping them from using the information on Steph as well.” Juliette read only desperation on the faces of her friends.
“Obviously, Sybille can’t be reasoned with,” Solange said.
“But Sybille’s not the boss. Anne Rivière is.” Juliette looked at Solange. She could hardly ask her to inquire with Aurore if she would talk to Rivière. Not after what Rivière had done to her. “We need to appeal to her sense of decency. Surely this is not how she wants to win.”
“We need someone to approach Rivière,” Steph said. “Someone not directly involved with Dominique’s campaign but who has the balls and intelligence to get a promise out of Rivière.”
“I disagree. Dominique should be the one to talk to her. Be the bigger person in this,” Solange said.
“Dominique has a win-or-lose debate with Rivière tomorrow. On top of the damage to her image, this is all meant to be one big distraction.” Juliette knew exactly who they needed.
“Dominique can handle it,” Steph said. “She has handled far worse. If they think they can destabilise her with this vile shit…” Her voice petered out.
“I can give a press conference,” Solange said.
“Have you spoken to Aurore?” Steph asked. “We should get her over here.”
Juliette witnessed Solange crumble right in front of them.
“How did it come to this?” Solange’s voice cracked.
“I take that as a no.” Steph reached for her phone. “I’ll call her.”
“No.” Solange held up her hand. “That’s my job.” She left her office and went somewhere more private to make the call.
“Why hasn’t she spoken to Aurore yet?” Juliette asked. “Have they broken up again?”
“No, and that’s not the issue.” Steph rubbed her face. “You’d think we’re up against the ANF again, what with the dirty tactics being deployed. Turns out that when it comes to campaigning, they’re more decent than the Socialists.”
Juliette shook her head. “Remember what happened last time? It’s not because they’re left-wing that they’re above slinging mud.”
“But that was Goffin,” Steph said. “I truly did believe Rivière was above this kind of bullshit.”
“Maybe she was before Sybille started working for her.” Juliette paused and found Steph’s glance. “I have an idea. If one of us talks to Sybille, it’s only going to throw oil onto the fire. I doubt Rivière will even grant us an audience.”
Steph looked her in the eye and nodded. “We need Claire,” she said, reading Juliette’s mind.
   
“Why was this video not dealt with before this campaign even began?” Claire asked.
Steph had called her and they were on speaker phone.
“That’s not the point.” Steph was doing the talking.
“We didn’t call you to be reprimanded,” Juliette blurted out. “We need your help.”
“I’ll be there as soon as traffic allows,” Claire said matter-of-factly.
“Thanks,” Steph said and hung up.
“Did we screw this up?” Juliette asked.
“This was unforeseeable,” Steph said.
“Then why do I have the feeling that Claire would have seen it coming from miles away?”
“Let’s not forget that Claire’s the one who screwed us,” Steph said with surprising venom in her voice. “She was supposed to be our ally. If she hadn’t done what she did, she would have worked on this campaign and seen it coming, but she didn’t, so…”
“How are you holding up, Steph?”
“Leaking the wedding date was my idea and it looks like it’s going to come back and bite us squarely in the ass.” She pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “This is my wedding we’re talking about and now… I may have to explain to people what Le Noir is.”
Juliette walked over to her friend. “We won’t let it come to that.” She curved her arm around Steph’s waist.
“And to think Dominique was seriously considering not running again. Now she has to deal with all this.”
“She doesn’t have to deal with it on her own. Whatever her opponent throws at her next, we’ll make sure it doesn’t hurt her too badly. We’ll protect her. That’s what we’re here for.” Juliette had to admit that they could have done a better job so far.
AURORE
Aurore had switched off her mobile hours ago. So much for a relaxing Saturday—although it was never going to be a relaxing weekend for her, what with the big debate coming up.
When her landline rang—a relic from the past for which Solange had mocked her endlessly—she knew it could only be one person. About time.
“I’m so sorry this is happening,” Solange started immediately.
“You didn’t do this.” Although you could have called me a bit earlier, Aurore thought. “Rivière did.” So much for friendship beyond party lines.
“Her campaign leader has a bone to pick with Barbier & Cyr.”
“It doesn’t matter, Solange. The only point is that this should never have happened. I don’t understand how Anne could have given her blessing for this.”
“Can you come to the Elysée? I’ll send a car to the back alley. We need to strategize.”
Aurore huffed out some air. “I suppose I have no choice, but… just know one thing. I’m not going to apologise. Not to anyone.”
“No one needs an apology from you, babe. You’re the one who’s entitled to an apology.”
“I’ll see you in a bit.” Aurore hung up. She stared at her antiquated phone. Her friendship with Rivière went so far back, that when they’d first exchanged numbers, she still had given Anne her landline. It would be foolish to expect a call from her old friend now.
As she got ready, she made a mental note to terminate her membership of the Socialist Party as soon as possible.
She managed to get to the car Solange had sent without being spotted. As they turned onto the main road at the front of her building, the mob of photographers shocked her. Her neighbours would be pissed, but at least her producer would be happy. The ratings of her next show would skyrocket.
   
Aurore was surprised to spot Claire at the Elysée. But she barely had time to recover from seeing Claire before Dominique walked up to her and put her hand gently on her arm. “You should not be collateral damage of my campaign. No one should be. For that, I apologise,” Dominique said.
Aurore waved her off. They were all people with a past. So was Rivière—and so was the person who had convinced her to tweet that video.
It had swiftly been removed from Twitter—a link to that kind of nudity violated its terms and conditions—but it was out there now. Once something like that was let loose on social media, there was no stopping it.
“Please, sit,” Dominique said.
They joined the others around the table. Claire sat at the corner and the chairs next to her were left empty. Aurore had always prided herself on being able to read a room well, and she figured that not all the kinks had been ironed out yet in the various friendships between these women.
Solange took one of the empty chairs next to Claire. Aurore sat next to Solange. Dominique positioned herself at the other end of the table, presiding over it.
“What are our options?” the president asked.
Her question was followed by a brief—and alarming—silence.
Aurore didn’t consider herself a victim of this. Her entire career was built on the free expression of sexuality. Over the course of it, she had sacrificed her privacy for the sake of that particular freedom more than once. It was who she was and what she stood for. It was also why, back in the day, listeners had flocked to her for-that-time candid radio show.
The overriding emotion coursing through her was betrayal. If this was Anne’s idea of payback for Aurore leaving her campaign, their friendship must have been based on false assumptions all this time. Although Aurore refused to believe that. Anne must have panicked. She was so close now. Someone very conniving had talked her into doing this. Before she’d severed ties with the campaign, Aurore had become acquainted with the shark-like qualities of her new campaign manager, Sybille Gomez.
Claire was the first one to speak. “If they’re slinging mud, so can we.”
“No. Under no circumstances will we stoop to their level,” Dominique said.
“We can hardly be holier-than-thou about it,” Steph said. “Yes, they leaked the video, that’s obvious, but the nature of it doesn’t really allow us to.”
“If I may say something.” Aurore let her gaze glide across everyone in the room. “Since I play a starring role in this motion picture masterpiece we’re discussing.” She attempted a smile. Someone had to inject a little humour into this room, before they all died of taking themselves too seriously.
“Of course.” Dominique smiled back at her, but it was more tense than encouraging.
“A few years ago, when Solange dug up this video”—Aurore could hear Solange shuffle in her seat—“I sat across from Anne Rivière and she looked me in the eye and demanded that it would never harm her or the Socialists in any way. She wasn’t judgemental about it in the least. She simply asked me to get a guarantee from the Elysée that it wouldn’t be used against her. Which I did.” She paused to think. “Now, it seems as though Anne has completely turned the tables on us.”
“Could it be revenge on you personally?” Juliette asked. “Because you chose to be with Solange rather than remain her advisor.”
Aurore shook her head. “I’ve known Anne a long time and I can’t wrap my head around it.”
“Would you consider talking to her?” Claire asked.
“You can’t expect that from Aurore,” Solange butted in.
“It’s a question, not an expectation,” Claire said.
“I will talk to her,” Aurore said. “I need to know why she has betrayed me like this.”
“That’s easy enough,” Juliette said. “She wants to become president.”
“But at what cost?” Aurore looked at her.
“Good question,” Dominique said. “What is this costing her?”
“Put yourself in her shoes,” Aurore turned to Dominique. “I could very easily still have been working for Rivière. You and Solange already knew about the video. Would you have used it against her?”
“Never,” Dominique said forcefully.
“The Anne I know—or used to know—would have said the exact same thing, with the same conviction.”
“She might have scored one percent higher in the first round,” Solange said, “but she knows damn well that we’ll recuperate a lot of ANF votes in the second round. This video is exactly the kind of thing that could swing an ANF voter in her direction.”
“We can speculate all we want”—Aurore leaned back in her chair—“but we’ll never know until I ask her woman-to-woman.”
“Will she even talk to you?” Dominique asked.
“We’ll see.”
“There’s another possible issue,” Steph said.
“The Le Matin article about you that was never published,” Claire said. “Why don’t you leave that with me and Jules. We made it go away before, we can make sure that it doesn’t reappear.”
“The debate’s in twenty-four hours,” Dominique said. “The way things stand now, I’m considering cancelling because I refuse to debate someone who employs below-the-belt tactics such as leaking compromising videos of my friends.”
“That’s not an option,” Solange said. “This is exactly when you have to stand up to her.”
“Then we have our work cut out for us,” Juliette said. “What are we doing about the press? Do we make a statement?”
“No. We don’t dignify something like that with a response,” Solange said.
“Look,” Aurore said. “I realise why this is a big deal at this moment in time, but in the end, it’s just a video of two women having sex. I happen to be one of them and I appreciate how that reflects badly on the president, but it’s just sex.” Aurore scoffed. “I’m not committing a criminal offence or hurting anyone. And I’m most certainly not ashamed of it. Nor will I allow anyone to try to talk me into feeling any kind of shame about it.”
“If only the majority of the voters looked at it like that,” Claire said. “But I can assure you that they don’t.”
“Let’s get to work,” Dominique said. “And regroup tonight for an update.”
CLAIRE
“I’m glad you called,” Claire said.
“This doesn’t mean you’re forgiven.” Juliette fidgeted with her hands.
“Margot really appreciated you coming to dinner.” Claire wasn’t ready to give up yet. They were on a mission together. And they had no time to waste.
“What do you know about Rivière?” Juliette ignored what Claire had just said.
“She’s willing to do anything to become president,” Claire said.
“You were going to approach her on our behalf, you must have done some research.”
“You work for Dominique’s campaign. You know much more about her than I do,” Claire said.
“You didn’t come across anything that we might have missed?” Juliette paced the room they’d been shown into at the Elysée to discuss their strategy.
“Jules, I realise this might be hard for you, but we need to focus on Sybille.”
Juliette huffed out some air. “I thought this was all in the past. I won’t say Sybille and I parted on good terms, but she did come to us last time. She approached us about the article on Steph and with what she knew.”
“Things change and one thing we have always known about Sybille is that she burns with ambition. She’s twenty years younger than us yet she’s the campaign leader for a presidential candidate—a candidate who might very well dethrone the sitting president. I’ve always seen that in her.”
“Do you think this is what she wants? Us coming to her, begging her not to use what she learned about Steph five years ago?”
“Maybe.” Claire glanced at Juliette. This was the only way their friendship could be put back on track. The two of them working towards a common goal. “Either way, we’re going to have to contact her. We need to look her in the eye, Jules. She may be smart, but we’re no dummies either. I, for one, refuse to let her get the best of us. This is personal now.”
“Back in the MLR camp, are we?” Juliette said, with a grin on her face.
“And back in yours, I hope.”
Juliette responded by taking hold of her phone. “I suppose I’d better call her.”
“How about I call her. Let’s not give her any more than we have to.” She held out her hand. “If she still has your number in her phone, the first step towards the destabilisation of Sybille will be hearing my voice on the other end of the line instead of yours.” She tried a smile again.
Juliette handed her the phone, her face taut with tension.
Claire made the call.
   
“What is this place?” Juliette glanced around. “Are you sure we’re in the right spot?”
Sybille had given them an address all the way across town in the Bercy area. The building looked brand new.
“Maybe this is where the Socialists hold all their secret rendezvous,” Claire said while she double-checked the address.
“This is not where Solange met Sybille,” Juliette said.
Claire rang the bell. A split second later the intercom buzzed. She glanced up before pushing the door open and noticed a security camera pointed right at them. Sybille had been waiting—and watching.
Inside, the building looked like a brand new apartment complex. As instructed on the phone earlier, they rode the elevator to the top floor.
There were only two doors on the top floor and they had no trouble finding their final destination.
Claire knocked on the door.
“It’s open.” Even though she hadn’t heard it in years, Claire still recognised Sybille’s voice.
When they entered, Sybille was standing with her back to them, staring at the magnificent view over Paris.
“New digs?” Claire asked. “You’ve certainly gone up in the world.”
“Not difficult when you start at the bottom.” Sybille turned around. She looked as though she hadn’t aged a day. Her long black hair cascaded onto her shoulders. She was dressed in a perfectly tailored grey trouser suit, with three-inch red stilettos on her feet.
Claire took a step closer. For a split second, her gaze was drawn to the truly magnificent view. But she regrouped quickly. She had to lead in this situation. She wanted to do that for Juliette.
“Don’t you have to prep your candidate for tomorrow’s debate?” Claire asked.
“Anne’s ready.” Sybille smirked. “You’ll see.”
“How did you do it?” Juliette asked, her voice high in pitch. “How did you get someone as respectable as Anne Rivière to agree to leak that video?”
“I’ve no idea what you’re talking about… Jules.” Sybille locked her gaze on Juliette’s. “Someone I’ve never heard of tweeted it. I had nothing to do with that.”
“Drop the act. You told Solange to her face.”
“Ah yes, Solange… Aurore Seauve’s girlfriend. Who’d ever have thought that the most uptight woman in the Elysée would date a porn star?” She tutted. “Standards truly have dropped in the MLR camp since I left.”
Claire took the opportunity to cast her gaze about the apartment. It was decorated, but it didn’t feel lived in. All the frames on the walls contained only generic stock photos. Sybille had perhaps been a bit busy plotting the demise of Dominique Laroche to decorate her new place.
“You were never in the MLR camp,” Juliette said.
“I wanted to be,” Sybille said. “But then I got fired.”
“Excuse me,” Claire said. “We might have had to let you go, but we found you a place at a top-notch agency. We hardly put you out with the trash.” Which, in hindsight, is what they should have done. All the small decisions they had made over the past five years had led them to this. To standing in this place—Claire wasn’t sure what it was yet—face-to-face with Sybille.
“We had to do something after the president’s wedding date was ‘leaked’.” Sybille curled her fingers into air quotes.
“The video’s not why we’re here.” Claire kept her gaze firmly on Sybille again. “We want to make a deal.”
“Really? What sort of deal?” Sybille’s face was the very picture of glee.
“We want assurances that nothing else like that video will come out of the woodwork.”
“I can’t make that kind of promise. Surely you understand that.”
“What do you really want, Sybille?” Juliette asked. “Is it an apology you’re after?”
“Good heavens, no. What would you even have to apologise for, Jules? I’d have thought it was more Nadia you needed to apologise to.” She examined Juliette’s left hand. “It does look like she has forgiven you for your little dalliance with me.” She painted on an evil grin.
“Is this really necessary?” Claire tried to keep her voice level.
“I just want the same thing you want. For my candidate to win. That’s all,” Sybille said. “Will it feel even more satisfying when Anne beats not only Dominique Laroche and I beat Barbier & Cyr in the process? Oh yes, it most definitely will.” She shrugged. “May the best team win.”
“You’re hardly playing fair,” Claire said.
“Fair?” Sybille drew up her eyebrows as though she was genuinely surprised by what Claire had just said. “What does fair have to do with winning a presidential election? This is not your first rodeo, ladies. You know how it works.”
“Five years ago, you came to us with a story Le Matin was going to publish about Steph if Dominique had to go head-to-head with the Socialists in the final round,” Juliette said.
“Five years ago, I wasn’t working for the Socialist campaign. Five years ago, we didn’t have an amazing, awe-inspiring candidate like Anne Rivière. I have to go all out for her—do all that I possibly can.”
Claire noticed how something changed in Sybille’s voice when she spoke of Anne Rivière. This wasn’t just about winning. She genuinely respected her candidate.
“How ‘amazing’ and ‘awe-inspiring’ can she be as a candidate when she allows her own campaign manager to play the dirty tricks you’ve been up to?” Claire studied Sybille’s face.
“I can be very persuasive if I have to.” Sybille paused and fixed her gaze on Juliette. “Jules knows exactly how persuasive.”
Bloody hell. Claire could see it now. It was plastered all across Sybille’s face.
“I’ve heard enough,” Claire said. “Let’s get out of here.”
“But we haven’t—” Juliette protested.
“We know enough. Trust me,” Claire whispered.
“Leaving already?” Sybille said. “I was having so much fun.”
   
“Trust you,” Juliette said, her voice rich with indignation. “That’s a good one.” They stepped into the elevator. “Sybille hasn’t given us any guarantees yet.”
“Sybille’s never going to give us any guarantees, Jules. One look at her and I knew that much. She’s a woman who will stop at nothing. Besides…” The more she thought about it, the more certain Claire was that her hunch was correct. “We have something on Rivière now—and Rivière’s still Sybille’s boss. I’d like to think she’s still the one calling the shots.”
“I don’t understand. We don’t have any more information about Rivière than before we came.”
“Oh, we do.” Claire understood why Jules wouldn’t have been able to deduce it from Sybille’s behaviour. Perhaps she’d even been a little spellbound by her former lover. But Claire could see it very clearly. “We need to talk to Dominique and Aurore as soon as possible.”
AURORE
Aurore waited outside Anne’s office at the Socialist headquarters—a place she knew well. She’d gotten a few looks from people in the hallways, but Aurore had braved glances like that her entire life. If anything, they’d only ever spurred her on.
She considered the information Claire believed she had gleaned from her meeting with Sybille. It could certainly explain why Anne had allowed the video to leak—now it was up to Aurore to make sure.
Anne opened the door herself and quickly ushered Aurore in. No hugs or kisses were exchanged. At least Anne was alone in her office—she owed her old friend an audience without any campaign cronies listening in.
“Please, sit,” Anne said, and led Aurore towards two armchairs by the window.
After she’d sat, she glanced briefly at Aurore and expelled a deep sigh. “This campaign may have gotten away from me a bit.”
Aurore didn’t say anything. She hadn’t come to absolve Anne of any guilt. She had come to find out why on earth she had stooped so low. It was best to just let her speak.
“I never expected to be ahead after the first round,” Anne said. “For a few minutes, it felt so intoxicating. Although I soon realised that the hardest part was yet to come.” She glanced out of the window. “How about a stiff drink?”
Aurore nodded.
Anne got up and, without asking, poured them both a good measure of whiskey. When she handed Aurore the glass she held her gaze for a second.
“I’ll do you the courtesy of not apologising.”
“I haven’t come for an apology—nor would it change anything.” Aurore accepted the drink and took a sip.
“The pressure of all of this is just… immense. The hope, the emotion, the taste of victory that is so, so close. But also the desire to not let my supporters down. To finish what we started after Goffin left the party in such a mess. It all falls on my shoulders.”
“You have your team.” Aurore ran her finger over the rim of the whiskey glass.
“Minus you.”
“True, but you know why I had to leave.”
“Ah yes, for love.” Anne snickered.
“Funny old thing that… Love.”
“Tell me about it.” Anne downed a good gulp of whiskey.
“How’s Edouard dealing with all of this… pressure?” Aurore knew Anne’s husband well.
“You know he’s always had my back and he believes very strongly in what I’m trying to do.”
“At any cost?”
“Clearly, I didn’t consult him before I gave the okay to leak that video.” Anne’s voice broke. “We’re not really on speaking terms because of it, but he’ll come around. He always does.”
“I truly don’t care that the entire nation has seen me in all my naked glory, but I do fail to understand your reasoning behind it. I thought we were friends, Anne. I know I left the campaign, but I thought I had left on good terms. I believed we were good.” Aurore shook her head. “Tell me honestly, did you come up with the idea yourself? Because you’ve always known the video was out there. Did you concoct this evil plan yourself or did you have a little help?”
“It wasn’t my idea, but…”
Aurore had to bite her tongue to keep from finishing Anne’s sentence.
“I may have mentioned the video’s existence to Sybille.”
“Why?” Aurore’s voice shot up. “Under what possible circumstance would you even speak of that?”
“Sybille’s my campaign manager. The past few months, we’ve spent the majority of our time together. Things get said. That video was one of those things.”
“A few years ago, you asked me—in this very office—to promise that this video wouldn’t hurt your political career. Now you’re using it to undermine Dominique. That’s not you, Anne. What happened?”
“What happened? This campaign happened. You have no idea what it’s like—”
Aurore had a pretty good idea what it was like.
“Laroche didn’t have to make her wedding date public one day before the debate—that was a choice her campaign made.”
“You thought you’d repay her in kind by leaking my video?” Aurore asked. “It’s hardly a proportional response.”
“I’m so sick of the MLR pandering to the left. So what if the president’s engaged to a woman? For an MLR politician, it should lose her votes, not make her gain them.”
“Anne…” Aurore looked her friend in the eye. “What the hell happened to you? Those are not your words. You’re not one to fight someone on something like that. There used to be a time that this would have been so beneath you. The thought wouldn’t even have entered your mind.”
“That was before I decided to become president.”
“I don’t buy that. You can’t have suddenly changed that much because you want to be in power.”
“Lots of things have changed since you left, Aurore.”
“Clearly.”
“Who’s to say—” Anne stopped speaking abruptly.
“What?”
“Nothing,” Anne said quickly.
Aurore emptied her glass—the liquor stinging in the back of her throat—and put it on the table with a forceful bang. “What kind of hold does your campaign manager have over you exactly?”
Anne chuckled, then nodded slowly. “Quite a gripping one, I would say.”
“That’s obvious.”
“Look, Sybille, she’s… she’s making this happen for me. More than that, she’s always there with the next idea. She’s so resourceful and so smart and…”
“Please don’t embarrass yourself by telling me you’re in love with her.” There. Aurore had said it.
Anne scoffed. “Maybe you should go now.”
“How about before I go, you tell me to my face that the reason you sold out one of your oldest friends is because you have the hots for your campaign manager?”
“I’m going to win this election, Aurore. I know that must hurt, after you left my campaign to be with Madame Uptight. But I’m going to beat Dominique.” She painted on the kind of smirk Aurore would have expected to see on Sybille’s face, but never on Anne’s. “You tell Dominique I greatly look forward to tomorrow’s debate. Sparks will fly, that’s a guarantee.”
“You know what?” Aurore stood. “I’m so bloody happy I left your campaign before it turned into this—before you turned into this power-hungry cliché.” Aurore towered over Anne. “I always believed you would give Dominique a hell of a fight, but after this conversation, I know you’re no match for her. She’s a million times the woman—and politician—you are. She has principles and honour. And she’s a damn good president.” Before she turned around, she gave Rivière one last look. “I sure as hell won’t be voting for you.”





EPISODE TWENTY-TWO
SOLANGE
Solange watched Aurore take a deep breath. She wasn’t one for public displays of affection, especially not in the president’s office, but Aurore looked shaken, and Solange secretly wanted to give her a hug.
“I think Claire’s right,” Aurore said. She bowed her head and rubbed her temple. “Anne Rivière is having an affair with her campaign manager.”
Dominique rolled her eyes.
Is this what politics has become? Solange thought. Trading in the most intimate information on the opposing candidate?
“It might explain things,” Dominique said. “But it doesn’t matter. Rivière might as well be sleeping with Angela Merkel, you know I will never use any of that against her.”
Solange snickered. She couldn’t help herself. She knew it was crunch time—well past crunch time even, perhaps—but this whole situation was so incredibly surreal. Dominique was right. Surely the presidency couldn’t hinge on who the other candidate was sleeping with.
“I don’t think her husband knows.” Aurore sagged into a chair. “Poor Eddy.”
“I think Anne Rivière has made a grave error of judgement.” Earlier, after they’d come back from their meeting with Sybille, Claire and Juliette had informed Solange about Sybille’s time at Barbier & Cyr. Details she should have been made aware of long ago, although Solange wasn’t sure what she would have done with them. If anything, she might have tried to protect Aurore from that leaked video.
“You don’t say.” Aurore let her head tip back. “Maybe none of this would have happened if I’d stayed on as her advisor.”
“You can’t even for a minute blame yourself for this, Aurore,” Dominique said.
“Here’s a hypothetical question for you.” Solange took the chair next to Aurore’s. “Say you had stayed with the Socialists and you’d been in Rivière’s camp after Dominique’s wedding date was leaked. How do you think they would have responded without being able to use the video?”
“I have no idea,” Aurore said.
“Look.” Dominique planted her palms on her desk and leaned towards them. “All of this… it doesn’t matter. In the end, I still believe it will come down to who’s the best candidate, regardless of all this slander.” Her voice grew in power. “Let them say what they want about Stéphanie. We simply don’t respond to any of it. We’ve wasted enough time. The debate’s tomorrow.” She fixed her gaze on Aurore. “Did Rivière look ready?”
“She certainly claimed to be.” Aurore sat up a bit straighter. “But I could see the cracks. Anne’s under immense pressure and she’s feeling it. Which is probably why she turned to Sybille a bit too… eagerly.”
Dominique nodded.
“That’s good information to have.” Solange put a hand on Aurore’s knee. She didn’t care that the president was towering over them, watching their every move.
“It’s late,” Dominique said. “You two, go home. Get some rest.”
“I should stay,” Solange protested.
“I’m as ready as I’ll ever be,” Dominique said. “You know that.”
“I do, but—”
Solange didn’t get the chance to finish her sentence.
“It’s been a draining day. Extra rehearsing isn’t going to help me anymore. I need some rest too.”
Solange nodded and took Aurore home.
   
“Darling,” Solange started, once they had crashed into the sofa. “It looks to me as though finding out about Rivière’s affair has upset you more than that video of you being leaked.”
“When you’re running for president, who you’re with matters. Who you fall in love with—or think you’re in love with—says something about who you are,” Aurore said. “Obviously, Goffin was a complete plonker, but even if he wasn’t, Steph was Dominique’s secret weapon in the previous election.” She curled her arm around Solange’s neck. “How could someone as bright as Anne have fallen for the likes of Sybille?” She glanced at Solange. “I understand why Dominique wanted to dismiss my thoughts about this, but I have to ask myself the question. If I had witnessed this, if this had happened right under my nose, and if I had managed to talk some sense into her, would Anne be cheating on her husband right now?”
“What-if questions about things that have already happened are pretty pointless,” Solange said. “But it seems to me that you feel guilty for leaving.”
“Not guilty. My reasons for leaving were… incontournables.” She offered a smile. “You know that, but… Anne is now officially a liar. She’s lying to her husband. I know affairs happen all the time and they’re almost obligatory when you’re in French politics—”
“That’s a load of bollocks. It’s just a convenient excuse for all the nerdy politicians who suddenly get a bit of power and use it to pick up women they previously never would’ve had a chance with.”
“That’s a little harsh.”
Solange scoffed. “I’m a lifetime member of the MLR. I’ve seen it happen time and time again. And, believe me, I’ve been on the receiving end of such advances more than I care to remember. I speak from experience.”
“But of course you never fell for the eroticism of power.”
“I was too busy acquiring power for myself.” Solange mused. “If it were to get out that Rivière’s cheating on her husband, we could secure quite a few far-right voters.” She looked Aurore in the eye. “Are you sure her husband doesn’t know?”
“I haven’t spoken to him, so I really couldn’t say. He did try to call me earlier today, but his call got lost between the many others.”
“Is his a call you would want to return?” Solange tried.
“I see what you’re trying to do. But I won’t do it,” Aurore said forcefully.
“You’re right.” Still, Solange’s mind was whirring, trying to come up with other ways to get hold of this crucial piece of information. Because even though the French might not care that much about politicians having affairs, if a presidential candidate was sleeping with her female campaign manager behind her husband’s back, it would most certainly interest them.
“The last thing I said to Anne before I left her office was that I wouldn’t be voting for her.” Aurore grinned.
“The only truly private matter left in this day and age, and you’ve gone and given it away.” Solange pressed a kiss to Aurore’s cheek. “Are you sure you’re okay with the video being out there?”
“That video’s been out there for thirty years. I’m not ashamed of the choices I’ve made because I’ve always believed in what I’ve done. I might not do what I did then anymore now, but I’m also not the same person I was. That doesn’t mean that the person I was then has any less value. Besides, the eagerness with which everyone has jumped on this piece of news says much more about the people who can’t get enough of it than it does about me.”
“I so admire your endless cool.”
“Yours isn’t too bad either… and Marc’s going to love this, of course. Sexualité Aujourd’hui will once again be saved.”
“Will you talk about it on your show next week?” Solange knew about the flailing ratings of Sexualité Aujourd’hui.
“I don’t know yet. I need to think about it.”
“How about we sleep on it.” Solange suppressed a yawn. “Big day tomorrow.”
Aurore drew her into her arms and nodded.
JULIETTE
Juliette was a little apprehensive about telling Nadia, but she had to. She pulled Phénix into her lap for moral support.
“You’ll never guess who I had to have a meeting with today,” she said, a little sheepishly.
“Save me the guesses and tell me.”
“Claire and I—” she started.
“Hold up.” Nadia narrowed her eyes. “Claire and you?”
“Oh, yes.” It had felt so natural for Juliette to be on the road again with Claire, that she had failed to disclose that important detail. “We needed Claire to deal with this mess.”
“I know the circumstances are not exactly ideal,” Nadia said, “but that’s really great to hear.”
Juliette thought this a good moment to blurt it out—now that Nadia was smiling so much about her and Claire working together again. “We met with Sybille.”
Nadia’s eyes grew wide.
“She’s the one who leaked the video.” Juliette scratched Phénix’s belly and pretended to study something in his fur.
“And?” Nadia asked matter-of-factly.
“I don’t know how she did it, but Claire somehow sussed out, from that meeting, that Sybille is sleeping with Anne Rivière.”
“Oh mon Dieu,” Nadia exclaimed. “Why doesn’t that surprise me in the least?”
“Apparently, Sybille has been biding her time all these years to get back at me for… well, you know.”
“That doesn’t really surprise me either.” Nadia got that look in her eye—it could mean one of two things. Juliette wasn’t sure yet which one.
“She screwed us well and good.”
“Again,” Nadia said. Her glance dropped to the dog. “Why don’t you put Phénix in the spare room.” The spare room had, over the years, become the dog’s room, but they stubbornly refused to call it that.
“Why?” Juliette asked innocently.
“I think you know why.”
Nadia was right. Juliette knew why. And she now also knew how this insane day would end. She couldn’t possibly ask for a better conclusion.
When Juliette walked back into the living room, Nadia was sitting with her arms crossed over her chest. Juliette found her gaze. She needed to find out if Nadia had changed her mind—and was gearing up for a proper row over Sybille—or if she was sitting there looking like a very severe headmistress because she was ready to dole out some delicious punishment.
One glance was all it took.
Juliette sat next to her.
“No,” Nadia said. “I want you against the dining table. You know the position.”
Juliette swallowed hard. Excitement revved up in the pit of her stomach. She did as she was told—swiftly—and planted her hands on the table top, her behind sticking out.
Nadia was sitting quite a few metres away from where she stood. Much too far away for what Juliette had in mind.
“What was it like seeing her again?” Nadia asked.
“Who?” Juliette deliberately played dumb.
“Your former assistant, the one you slept with… in our home.”
“It was…” Juliette hadn’t expected the question. She also knew she wasn’t supposed to give an honest reply. She had to find the most fitting answer to take their game to the next level. “Strange,” she said, truthfully.
“Did you feel a twinge of attraction when you saw her?” Nadia was merciless tonight. Maybe mentioning Sybille’s name had opened up some old wounds.
“She did look rather good.” Juliette was back in character.
“Describe her to me.” Nadia remained sitting. Perhaps she truly wanted to punish Juliette.
Juliette had no trouble picturing Sybille. She’d always looked like a younger version of Nadia, which had always tripped her up.
“She was wearing a grey—”
“Not what she was wearing,” Nadia interrupted. “How she spoke to you and looked at you.”
Even though their meeting had been brief, Sybille had managed to get under Juliette’s skin.
Juliette glanced at her wife. She looked like she was enjoying this. Or did it still hurt? When Juliette thought about Nadia with Marie Dievart, for a split second, the memory could still cut her like a knife. In that brief moment before she could apply logic, when she was only able to feel, it still stung.
Maybe it was the same for Nadia.
“She looked at me in that very haughty way she has,” Juliette said. “Like she’s the queen of the bloody universe.”
“Did that turn you on?” Nadia’s voice was unwavering. She should have become an interrogator instead of a hospital administrator, Juliette often thought. The way she could ask questions while hiding her emotions.
Time to get fully back in character. Seeing Sybille hadn’t excited Juliette in the slightest. It had turned her stomach and made her feel jittery. Being the subject of a long-awaited revenge plot wasn’t exactly an aphrodisiac. And the way Sybille had addressed her as Jules had only made her skin crawl.
“Maybe a little,” Juliette lied, because she knew it would garner maximum results later.
Nadia finally got up. She strode towards Juliette. She stood next to her for a few long, silent seconds. Then she put a hand on Juliette’s behind and, ever so gently, stroked it.
“Let’s see how much she has turned you on.” Nadia hiked up Juliette’s skirt.
Juliette was fully aware that Nadia knew very well it wasn’t Sybille causing the current ache in Juliette’s clit. It was all Nadia. Her words. Her demeanour. The way she had chosen to play this out tonight.
Nadia ran a finger between Juliette’s legs, over the fabric of her panties.
“Looks like seeing Sybille has had quite the effect on you.” Nadia bent over placing her lips close to Juliette’s ear.
Nadia’s breath rushed over Juliette’s skin as she spoke.
Juliette nodded. Because she knew that was what she needed to do in this moment. This was how they’d gotten past the infidelity in their relationship years ago—and how they’d kept on exorcising it. Although, these days, it was really much more about the thrill of it all.
Nadia pulled the crotch of her panties to the side and exposed Juliette’s pussy to the air.
Juliette suppressed a moan.
“What am I going to do with you?” Nadia’s voice was low, almost gravelly. “Hm?”
This wasn’t a rhetorical question. Juliette needed to answer. There was only one possible reply.
“Spank me,” Juliette said on a sigh.
“I could do that.” Nadia just held her panties to the side, but didn’t do anything else. “But I think you’d like that too much.” While her one hand kept Juliette’s panties in place, her other drew a long line all the way from her neck, along Juliette’s spine, over her exposed behind, to her throbbing pussy lips.
“I think I’ll do something else instead.” Nadia waited a beat, then thrust what felt like two fingers high inside Juliette.
Juliette’s knees buckled and she held on to the edge of the table for dear life. Nadia fucked her deeply but slowly. All the thoughts of the day—of the campaign and Sybille and working with Claire again—disappeared from her conscious mind. Juliette surrendered to her subconscious, to her body, and to her wife.
Nadia kept thrusting inside her, while she bent her body over Juliette’s a little more. Her teeth found Juliette’s earlobe and bit down gently but determinedly.
“Oh Christ,” Juliette muttered.
Her existence was reduced to just the sensation of Nadia’s teeth on her ear and her fingers inside her. And it was enough. It would always be enough. Because, over the years, they may have lost each other from time to time, but they had always found each other again. This was how they did it. This was how they came together again after things had been rough between them. Always this.
When stars burst into fireworks on the back of Juliette’s eyelids, she caught glimpses of Nadia’s gorgeous face in between the explosions. Images of the way she would glance at her, full of love and understanding. And that other way she had as well, that gaze full of lust and domination.
Juliette’s elbows landed on the table, as her climax tore through her. Nadia held her for a long while after, until Juliette caught her breath, and could speak again, although she didn’t think her voice would be required for the rest of the night.
STEPH
Steph had tossed and turned all night, rather incredulous at how peacefully Dominique snoozed beside her. Every time she jerked awake, she racked her mind frantically for ways in which Dominique could best trounce Rivière in the debate. She was pretty sure she herself would come up in the debate Sunday evening, and she wanted to arm Dominique with extra ammunition to defend herself with. Even though, in her heart of hearts, she knew Dominique wouldn’t use it.
Maybe she’d made a mistake wanting to leak their wedding date. But it was done—and if she really thought about it, she knew it was a good thing. Not only because they’d finally set a date, but because it had forced the Rivière campaign to reveal their true nature. It had forced Sybille to the forefront and someone like her should never be allowed to win. In her gut, Steph was convinced of this. And she believed in Dominique. Still, a little nugget—an offhand remark—that Dominque could throw at Rivière tonight would be welcome. It had to be something professional. It couldn’t pertain to Rivière’s private life whatsoever.
In the depths of the night, when Steph had finally given up trying to sleep, she’d reached for her phone and had scrolled through the highlights of Anne Rivière’s rise through the Socialist ranks.
She’d had a faultless journey. She had peaked at all the right times and taken the reins of the party from Goffin after he had lost the previous election. She had been the right woman at the right time, which was never a coincidence.
As the hours on the clock ticked away, Steph had grown more and more desperate. Rivière wasn’t a rebel. She said all the right things and always voted with her party. She, very simply, was a decent and gifted politician. Why then, if she had all this going for her, would she have succumbed to Sybille’s charms? Steph could ask that same question about her own friend Juliette, of course, but at least Juliette had the excuse that she’d been retaliating against Nadia’s infidelity.
Maybe that’s what it was for Rivière as well. Maybe her husband, Edouard, had had an affair. Maybe history always kept on repeating itself and Sybille was always in the right spot to take advantage of it.
Steph still sat with her phone in her hands, although her head had dropped back against the pillow and her eyes had fallen shut, when the alarm went off.
Dominique jumped out of bed as though it was the first day of school and she’d been waiting for that special day for months.
“Christ,” Steph groaned. “Someone’s excited.”
“It’s time to put all of this behind us.” Dominique stood there smiling in the early morning light. “I’m going to crush Rivière in this debate and then I’m going to beat her rather shapely arse in the election. And then…” She crawled onto the bed on all fours. “I’m going to marry the woman I love. How about that for a near future? No wonder I’m jumping out of bed this morning.” She kissed Steph on the lips.
This was exactly what made Dominique such a wonderful president. A setback was only ever just that. She never allowed it to destroy her vision of what was to come—and what needed to be done.
“No matter what happens.” Dominique jumped off the bed again. “I know I will have done my best and, more importantly, my conscience will be clear.” She winked at Steph. “Now that Rivière has shown us her true colours, I’m more determined than ever to beat her. I can’t have this country governed by a woman who falls for someone twenty years her junior who happens to work on her election campaign.”
Steph cleared her throat.
“I know. We’ve been there, but I was well and truly divorced when I met you and I would never have let you persuade me to leak a porn video of one of Goffin’s people.” She grinned from ear to ear.
“What if that’s her final play before the election?” Steph threw the covers off her. “What if her husband is in on this and they release a different kind of video next week. A video of her and Sybille confessing to the public that they’ve fallen in love?”
“Do exactly what we did, you mean?” Dominique shifted her weight.
“I wouldn’t put it past Sybille.”
“But Rivière’s married. No matter how ‘in on it’ Monsieur Rivière might be.”
Steph held up a finger. “Which would be the perfect occasion to dig up that never-published article about me and the shady haunts I used to frequent.”
Dominique shook her head. “No way. Your imagination is running away with you, babe. Did you get any sleep?”
Steph shook her head. “I spent my night reacquainting myself with Anne Rivière.”
“Did you find anything?”
“Nothing.” Steph headed towards the bathroom. She needed to shower and share her hunch with Claire and Juliette.
“Hey.” Dominique caught her hand and pulled her to her. “You have to let this go, chérie.”
“No, I don’t. I understand that you have to let it go and focus on the debate, but that doesn’t mean I have to. I have to protect you. That’s my job.”
“It’s not.” Dominique embraced her. “Promise me.”
“I can’t do that.” Steph looked Dominique in the eye.
“Are you going to force me to make you?” She drew her finger over Steph’s naked side, then launched into a ferocious tickle attack.
“I surrender,” Steph said in between involuntary bouts of giggles. “I will do as you ask, Madam President.”
“Good.” Dominique stepped away from her. “You can join me in the shower if you like.”
MARGOT
“You paved the way for this,” Claire said. “If you hadn’t insisted that Juliette come to your birthday dinner, I’m not sure she would have asked for my help yesterday.”
Margot had woken with a big knot in her stomach. Claire had filled her in on all the goings-on of the campaign last night—her eyes glittering as she did—and Margot had no immediate outlet for her nerves about the big debate tonight.
“You give me too much credit.” Her voice was tense. At least Claire was feeling good. This was what she loved. Margot could so clearly see now how much Claire had missed work.
There was another tidbit that had kept her from reaching sleep. “How did you figure out that Sybille was sleeping with Rivière?”
Claire poured more coffee into their cups. “Intuition,” she said. “Plus… intimate knowledge of what it looks like when you’re sleeping with someone for all the wrong reasons.”
Margot chuckled. “Do you think she wanted you to know?” Sybille struck her as someone who always thought a few moves ahead.
“That’s the big question.” Claire sucked her bottom lip between her teeth. “She might well have one last trick up her sleeve.”
“But Dominique seemed fine to you?”
“She didn’t object to me being in the room, so…” Claire smiled triumphantly. “You know what I should have done instead of taking it easy for the better part of a year? I should have infiltrated the Socialists, gotten into their good graces, become chummy with Sybille, and figured out their end game. Then handed over the whole she-bang to Dominique.”
“That would have destroyed your friendship with Juliette forever.”
“Not if she had known why I’d done it.”
“It’s a little late now, babe,” Margot said.
Claire nodded. Then her phone started ringing. “It’s Steph. I should take this.”
Margot watched as Claire shot out of her chair and, as soon as she had picked up, started pacing around the room.
As a matter of principle, Margot didn’t listen in on the conversation, although it would most likely be about Dominique—and she wanted to know every last thing about how she was feeling today. But more than that, Margot rejoiced in the look on Claire’s face when she’d received that phone call from Steph—who hadn’t called her in a long time. She was back in.
As for Claire’s silly plan of infiltrating the Socialists, Margot would have surely put her foot down and nixed it.
Claire hung up and sat back down. “I think Steph’s almost as nervous as you.” She picked up her coffee cup and stared at Margot over the rim. Margot knew that look. She was gathering her thoughts and trying to come up with a plan. “She believes Rivière and Sybille might copy her and Dominique’s coming-out video from the previous election.”
“What?” Margot leaned back in her chair. As soon as they’d both woken they’d scoured the online Sunday papers for any scoops on the candidates, but all they had found were articles looking forward to tonight’s debate—and plenty of people having their say about Aurore’s video. “No way. That would just be… utterly despicable.”
“Nothing’s out of bounds when your campaign manager is Sybille and you’re in love with her to the point that you’ve relinquished control. She’s already persuaded Rivière to leak Aurore’s porn video.”
“There are always boundaries. What do they think this election is? A soap opera in which the highest stakes are drama? Does nobody take politics seriously anymore?” That was what Margot admired most about Dominique as president. Amidst all the shenanigans, she always remained dignified. That alone made her the better candidate. As far as Margot was concerned, Rivière had just dug her own political grave. Pity that most of her compatriots didn’t share Margot’s beliefs.
“Everyone working for Dominique takes it dead seriously. Me included.” Claire sat there beaming.
“I presume you’ll be out all day?” Margot asked.
“Steph asked me to come over.”
“Are you going to the TV studio tonight?”
“I’m not sure… how ‘back in’ I am yet. But they might ask me to be there, if only to destabilise Sybille.” Claire cocked her head. “Would you like to join me?”
Margot shook her head. “Heavens no. I’ll go watch at Inez’ place. I can’t bear to watch it on my own.”
“Don’t worry, babe,” Claire said. “Dominique has got this.”
“To think she considered not running.” Margot rolled her eyes. “I understand why she wouldn’t have now.”
“All of that’s water under the bridge now.” Claire shot up again. “I’ll keep you posted on anything that happens throughout the day.” With that, she quickly kissed Margot goodbye and dashed out of the door.
CLAIRE
Claire revelled in the nervous energy that hung thickly in the halls of the Elysée. She inhaled deeply, wanting to make up for all the months of campaigning she’d missed. She’d known all along that she wasn’t exactly housewife material—that was what had made her approach Aurore in the first place. Being back in the thick of it was so thrilling, she wished the campaign was just starting instead of reaching its climax.
She was the only one on the campaign team with any stamina left. Solange was the best at hiding her trepidation. No matter what happened, she kept her spine straight and her shoulders squared. Not even her partner starring in a porn video seemed to rattle her.
Juliette, on the other hand, looked rather shaken since the visit to Sybille. Or perhaps she had looked like that for months and Claire simply hadn’t been around to witness it. She used to only need the subtlest of hints to know that something was up with Jules.
“Tomorrow, we’re in Nantes, Rennes, and Le Havre,” Solange said.
Dominique gave a curt nod while she sipped from a cup of coffee and skimmed a piece of paper. Claire felt like a fly on the wall. These people weren’t used to having her around anymore, nor were they in the habit of asking her for anything.
Juliette was hunched over her phone, scrolling with a fast-flicking thumb.
When Steph arrived, Dominique looked up briefly, then went back to scanning the piece of paper she was holding.
Steph beckoned Claire to follow her. She led her into an adjacent room. Juliette entered the room a few seconds later.
“Dominique has asked me to drop it,” Steph said. “But I refuse to believe this is over.” Steph seemed to be most wired of all. “They must have something else up their sleeve.”
When Juliette didn’t say anything, Claire cleared her throat.
“You have to let her do her thing now, Steph.” She slid her hands into her pockets. “You have to trust Dominique and forget about the others. You have to trust that she’s better.”
“The better candidate doesn’t always win.” Steph glanced nervously around the room. “We’re in PR. We know this better than anyone.”
“While that may be true, today is debate day. Whatever happens next, happens. And we’ll deal with it when it does. Today, we have to be there for Dominique and make sure she gives the best performance she can.”
“I just have this….” Steph put her hand on her stomach. “Massively uneasy feeling right here.”
“It’s nerves.” Juliette finally said something.
“I wasn’t nervous like this last time,” Steph said.
“You’re not the same person you were last time,” Claire said.
Despite Steph’s nerves and Juliette’s distractedness, it felt right for the three of them to be in this room together, thinking out loud.
“I just need to do something, you know.”
“I’ll talk to Leah,” Juliette said. “See if she has been able to find out anything else from her contact at Johnson.”
“Who’s Leah?” Claire asked.
“Someone new at Barbier & Cyr,” Steph said matter-of-factly.
“My replacement?” Claire drew up her eyebrows.
“Hardly,” Juliette said. “But whether you like it or not, your work wasn’t magically going to do itself after you left. We needed another pair of hands.”
“Fair enough.” Claire felt a pang of jealousy course through her regardless. “Has she delivered?”
“She’s great,” Steph said. “She used to work with Sybille, which is one of the reasons she didn’t want to work at Johnson anymore.”
A knock came on the door.
“The president has asked to see you,” an aide said to Steph.
Steph followed him immediately, leaving Claire alone with Jules in the room.
“She’s so nervous. I’ve hardly ever seen her like this,” Claire said.
Juliette just nodded.
“Are you okay, Jules?” Claire kept herself from stepping closer.
“Steph’s deadly nervous and I’m holding on by a thread,” Juliette said. “And there’s something that I would like to clear up.” She pulled back a chair and sat. “You still haven’t properly explained why you betrayed us.”
“Do you really want to do this now?” Claire realised she sounded a little defensive. She hadn’t expected the question and she hadn’t pondered the answer in quite some time.
“As you just said to Steph, there isn’t much we can do right now. We just have to wait for the debate to start and be on hand for any fires that need putting out.” She fixed Claire with an icy stare. “So yes, I really do want to do this now.”
Claire pulled up a chair as well. She needed some time to gather her thoughts—and she needed to duck away from Juliette’s glare. “I made a mistake, Jules. I’ve made many in my life, and what I did that day will always be one of the big ones. One that might very well have led to a lifetime of regret.”
“Except that you’re not really the regretting kind.”
“I am, Jules. I had so much time to reflect. I know I hurt you and there were times when I believed that it would be irreparable. But then I remembered our friendship and the foundation of it. And I knew we could come back from this.” Claire summoned the courage to look Juliette in the eye. “Does your forgiving me hinge on my explanation? On the reasons I give?”
Juliette sighed. “I know why you did it, Claire. You’re hardly a mystery to me. I know you like the back of my hand.”
Claire nodded. “Despite the circumstances, I really appreciate being back.”
“I’m never doing an election campaign again.” Juliette looked around the room. “In fact, I will give you that in writing here and now. If only I could find a piece of paper.”
“You telling me is enough.”
“It was hard doing it without you.” Juliette rubbed her palms on her trousers. “It was hard to grieve for our friendship while trying to focus on this.”
“I’m sorry,” Claire said.
“I want you to come back.” Juliette looked at her. Her glance was different, softer—more resigned. “After the election, I’m going to take a very long holiday. Perhaps even a leave of absence of my own.”
“I’ll be there, Jules.” Claire’s heart beat hard in her throat.
“And after that, we’re finally doing the thirty-hour week experiment, whether you like it or not.”
Claire’s instinct was to protest, but now was not the time. “Whatever you say, Jules.”
“I’m not sure,” Juliette said, “when I’ll be able to say that I forgive you. I may never be able to say the words, but, right now, a hug seems like a pretty good idea.”
Claire rose. So did Juliette. They took a step towards each other and Claire opened her arms wide. When Juliette stepped into her embrace, it felt like she had finally come home after a long and arduous journey.
“Now let’s go be there for Steph. I think she’s the one who needs us the most today,” Juliette said.
“She’s worried that the article about Le Noir might resurface,” Claire said. “I’ll make some more calls, but I think I have it contained.”
“Claire,” Juliette said. “Welcome back.”
Claire bit back a tear. This was no time for sentimental crying over the ups and downs of their friendship. This was the time to grab her career back by the horns and make herself indispensable.
DOMINIQUE
Dominique’s nerves had transformed into extreme focus. She knew Rivière was strong on social issues, but Dominique wasn’t half bad on those either. And she had the benefit of experience. Moreover, Rivière was distracted. Dominique couldn’t care less about her opponent’s personal life, but she did acknowledge that it must be taking some kind of toll on her. Dominique wouldn’t hesitate to use that to her advantage.
Most of all, she just wanted to remind the nation one last time of why she was a good president. She would do so using the best weapon she had.
“Crush her,” Steph whispered in her ear, and squeezed her shoulder.
The candidates had been kept in separate green rooms before the broadcast started and Dominique had yet to catch a glimpse of Rivière or her entourage. Nothing else had been leaked or tweeted. Steph’s doom scenario of a video of Rivière and Sybille declaring their undying love hadn’t materialised yet—and Dominique believed it never would.
Dominique took a deep breath. From the corner of her eye, she saw Rivière for the first time that day. She gave a curt nod and walked onto the set.
The spotlight had always done something to her. Ever since she’d stood next to her father when he’d won his first election as leader of the MLR, she’d known that, just like him, she was born for occasions like this.
She had urged her parents to follow the debate at home. Television studios had a special kind of energy that could play tricks on people’s minds—and they weren’t getting any younger.
Dominique waved at the audience. Then she met Rivière in the middle of the set and shook her hand. She took the opportunity to gauge her opponent. Rivière was dressed in a bright red trouser suit. How subtle. Her lipstick matched the colour of her clothing. Rivière’s handshake was firm. She looked poised and, as their palms met, she narrowed her eyes slightly. She was ready.
But so was Dominique.
It would be a defining moment for both their careers and lives, but for Dominique it wasn’t the culmination of what she had worked for. When she had become president five years ago, she had a plan for this country. She hadn’t been able to accomplish everything she had promised—no president ever could—and she would surely get some flak for that tonight. But she was safe in the knowledge that she couldn’t have done any better. All the late nights, long-distance flights, and time away from her children—all the sacrifices that came with being in the highest office—had been worth it. Which was why she had, ultimately, decided that doing it all over again was worth it.
It was also the reason she was ready for the fight of her life. Tonight.
   
The debate had been going on for half an hour and they’d both scored some points—each of them peaking at exactly the times Dominique knew they would. No questions had come out of left-field. Yet.
“Madam President,” the moderator said. Dominique had the advantage of being addressed with her title, while Rivière had to make do with either ‘Madame Rivière’ or ‘Madame Députée’.
Dominique noticed a frisson in the air. Was it how the moderator shifted his weight in a different, slightly more nervous manner than he had before? The way he peered at the cards with the next question a little more intently? This might be a political debate first, but it was still a TV show. And this wasn’t five years ago—when a final round hadn’t even been necessary. The media had already been frenzied but not nearly as blood-thirsty as they were these days.
“Of course, we’d be remiss if we didn’t congratulate you on your upcoming nuptials,” the moderator said. “After all, you went against your party’s instructions and voted for same-sex marriage. Now you’re benefiting from that very law you voted for so determinedly. Can we expect more socially progressive initiatives along that line from you in the future?”
Against debate rules, Rivière held up her hand.
“Do you mind if Madame Rivière says something?” The moderator asked.
“Of course not.” Dominique could hardly say no in a forum as public as this.
“I, too, would like to congratulate the president, of course,” Rivière said, a huge smile on her face—a winning smile, Dominique thought. “It must have been hard to keep it secret for such a long time.” She looked at the moderator, who now had a choice to make. Stick to the script or ask Dominique why she hadn’t announced her wedding date sooner.
“May we ask why you didn’t announce it sooner, Madam President?”
Dominique had no trouble at all recalling the reply she had prepared for this very question. The words flashed in her mind’s eye in clear back and white. But she felt she had a more important message to impart.
“You may ask,” Dominique said. “But that doesn’t mean I have to answer.” She cleared her throat. She felt the initial grumblings of the audience more than she heard them. “I will tell you this, though.” She stood a little taller. “Yes, Stéphanie and I decided to have our wedding date leaked earlier this week.” A gasp went through the crowd. It was one thing to suspect this, but quite another to admit it—to actually tell the truth. “And yes, we did it because we believed it would cause an uptick in my approval ratings and, ultimately, swing some votes my way.” She paused. The TV studio went quiet. “Because politics is all about perception these days, but when you really think about it… why do presidential candidates even need PR agencies? Why can’t we just be who we are? Why isn’t what we accomplish enough?” Dominique gripped the sides of the lectern with her two hands. “What age do we live in if everything we do, needs to be curated and approved and carefully considered?” Because of the spotlight on her, Dominique couldn’t see the faces of the studio audience. “Why can’t we just be humans? People of our word?” She cast a slow glance at Rivière. “Why do we have to play these games to try and see who’s best at them, only to end up losing a little more of our dignity every single time? There are no winners when the campaign gets too personal, because, yes, a president needs to be human—very much so— and, yes, a president also has a personal life. Especially a female president, I might add. I have young children. A fiancée. An ex-husband. I have collaborators and advisors and those are all people I care about deeply.” She paused to catch her breath. Not a sound could be heard in the studio. “But does that really need to be exploited in an election campaign? Do we really believe that voters are so easily fooled?” It was time to raise her voice a notch. “My answer to both of these questions is a resounding no. I can honestly tell you that I have absolutely zero interest in what Deputée Rivière does in her private life. Nor do I care about what any of the people whom she works with get up to after hours or in their distant and not-so-distant past.” She took a second to let that sink in. “I care about what people stand for and what they have shown me that they can do. I care about the promises politicians make and if there’s evidence at all that they can fulfil them.” Another pause. “I love my fiancée and I’m over the moon that I’m getting married, but none of that should matter when someone decides to vote for me or not. This is me.” Her voice crescendoed up a little more—a trick she’d learned from Laroche Senior. “This is who I am and who I will always be. I am your president who has shown you what she can do for this country. I have nothing to hide and, more importantly, I have nothing to be ashamed of. I have nothing to hide behind a wall of PR people. And yes, I readily admit, I have PR people too. After all, it’s how I met my future wife.” Time for a smile. “But I promise you that this will be different in my second term as president. No more hiding, but also, no more of this increasingly exaggerated sensationalism about politicians’ private lives. Only pure honesty and straightforwardness.”
Dominique noticed how the moderator was trying to interrupt her, but she ignored him. This was her moment.
Someone must have switched Rivière’s microphone on, however, as some sounds started coming from her side of the podium.
Dominique turned to Rivière and held up her hand. “Please, Anne. I’m almost done, but not quite yet.” She arched up her eyebrows a fraction—enough to shut up Rivière for now. Dominique imagined Sybille having a nervous breakdown behind the scenes. Solange might be doing the same.
“To prove to you that I’m serious about this, I will share the following piece of information with you.” Dominique turned her full attention to the camera again—the camera had always loved her. “That I’m standing here today, addressing you like this, is, in its own way, a miracle. Because…” This was hard, but if ever there was a time to be utterly vulnerable, it was now. “For a while, I wasn’t sure whether I should run for president again.” Even though she couldn’t see the audience, she gave a small nod. “I know very well I’m not supposed to say this, but being your president, while very much a privilege, is hard. It takes a toll on everyone—and I won’t stand here and claim that the past five years have not taken a toll on me as well. Because they have. Because I’m not someone who does something half-heartedly. When I’m in, I’m all the way in, and my focus is undivided.” The words came easily now. “But… if my undivided focus for my work sounds a little too good to be true, it’s because it is. Because I’m only a human being, just like anyone else. I have a lot of help, but I only have twenty-four hours in one day—just like you, the people watching me tonight. Your gut reaction to me admitting to this so openly—so foolishly, I’m sure my chief of staff will tell me later—might be that I’m weak and that a president should never show any signs of weakness.” Time for a long overdue pause, but she was on a roll now, and it was impossible to stop. “But I’m here to tell you that vulnerability, that this kind of openness, is not a weakness at all. It is human and it’s necessary. Sometimes, we need to look behind the facade. That’s what I’m doing here tonight. I’m owning up to my doubts—to my imperfections. I’m showing you my true self. There’s no army of PR people between you and me tonight. I doubted; I weighed my choices; and only then did I make a decision, when I was absolutely sure it was the right one. Because that’s how I always make my decisions. That’s why I don’t always follow my party’s instructions.” She put a hand on her chest. “Because I have no choice but to follow my heart. Which is what I will continue to do, for you, if you allow me another term as your president. A term that I will not take lightly, but will attack with all my imperfect zeal. Thank you.”
The first gentle clap came from somewhere in the back, then another rose from the side of the stage. Dominique looked to the left and she saw it was Steph who was applauding her. Solange, not so much. Then the studio audience took over and gave her a roaring standing ovation.
By the time she looked ahead of her again, the spotlight was still firmly on her, but there was another bright light pointed at Rivière.
It was time for Rivière’s counter move—time to see what she was really made of.
SOLANGE
“She’s gone rogue again. This is not what we rehearsed,” Solange said to Steph. “Not in the slightest.”
Steph shushed her.
Solange looked across the stage, to Rivière’s entourage. Sybille stood stock still, her mouth drawn into a severe pout. Then she glanced at Dominique again, who looked much more relaxed than she had in days. She had planned this—and told no one. Not even Steph, it appeared.
Solange was torn. It was her job to keep all the things that Dominique had just admitted to out of the news. Now they would be plastered across all the front pages tomorrow.
She returned her attention to the stage. Dominique might have said her piece, but the debate wasn’t over yet. Everything now hinged on Rivière’s comeback—on her wherewithal without Sybille whispering things in her ear.
The applause finally started to subside.
“Madame Rivière, you have the floor,” the moderator said.
“Surely,” Rivière said, “it would be a very bad idea to vote for a candidate who, not so long ago, wasn’t even sure she wanted to be president.”
Steph looked at Solange. “She’s done it,” she said. “She’s walked right into Dominique’s trap.”
“That was the absolute worst thing to say at this moment.” Solange glanced at Sybille again, who tried to hold on to her stoic expression, but was shaking her head nonetheless.
Of course, Solange knew, many other people would react the way Rivière had just done. A lot of people wouldn’t respond to the vulnerability Dominique had just displayed on stage. But many more would. Because the kind of authenticity that only Dominique Laroche could bring was irresistible.
Of course, Rivière didn’t have much choice. In fact, what she was saying on stage right now—that she surely was the better candidate, just because, at a certain moment in time, she may have wanted it more—was the only thing she could say in the aftermath of Dominique’s speech. But, in doing so, she was gravely missing the point.
Solange’s chest swelled with pride. A tiny twinge of guilt coursed through her because she had pressured Dominique relentlessly when she was having doubts. But that was her job. Everyone had their part to play—and Dominique had played hers brilliantly tonight. Solange should never have doubted her.
Nevertheless, it would still be touch and go. What Dominique had just admitted to didn’t guarantee her re-election at all. But she had done what she always did—her very best. Laroche-style.
She had hijacked tonight’s debate and put herself firmly in the spotlight, and she hadn’t played or humiliated anyone to accomplish it. She had just been herself. And that was the beauty of someone like Dominique Laroche. Her approval ratings may drop from time to time—especially when an exciting candidate like Rivière entered the scene—and salacious details about the people in her entourage might be leaked, but she was such a steady force. To top it all off, she had the likability factor firmly in her camp. Even Solange had to admit that having Steph by her side had only increased that.
Solange watched her candidate ride out the rest of this crucial debate like a pro, undeterred and brimming with charisma, putting her opponent firmly in her shadow—at least for a little while.
   
When Dominique entered the green room, everyone applauded. She gave each one of them a warm hug—Solange included.
“Before you lay into me,” Dominique said to Solange, “give me a few minutes to enjoy this.”
Solange shook her head. “Whatever I have to say can wait until the morning.”
Solange’s phone was buzzing in her pocket like a trapped fly. All the newspapers would want a quote from her before their fast-approaching deadline. But the Laroche campaign was in the lead tonight. Solange was sure Rivière would give the press all the quotes they wanted—but none of them would be better than anything Dominique had said on stage tonight.
Steph fished her own buzzing phone out of her pocket and did pick up.
“It’s the kids,” she said to Dominique.
Dominique took the call and walked to a corner of the room.
“I think Lisa was crying,” Steph said.
“That was a hell of a thing she said,” Solange said.
“I’m surprised.” Steph cocked her head. “I thought you’d be more upset.”
“Perhaps I should be, but I’m not.” Solange painted on a smile.
“How about an impromptu post-debate party?” Steph looked at her expectantly.
“We have a busy week of last-minute campaigning ahead.” Solange might be impressed by what Dominique had done, but someone had to keep a level head through all of this. “Let’s save the parties for next week. We’re by no means home-free yet.”
Steph nodded. “Dominique wouldn’t want a party, anyway.”
“We need to keep our eye on the prize now.”
“And on the competition.” Claire had walked up to them. Solange wasn’t yet sure how she felt about Claire re-joining the campaign—but she didn’t have the time to worry about it. Sometimes, she had to let other people on the team make a decision. “This will only spur them on.”
“If they realise the mistake they’ve made and don’t harp on about Dominique’s unwillingness to be president, which is so completely beside the point,” Steph said.
“It’s our job to get that message across,” Claire said.
“You do belong to the PR army Dominique condemned on stage,” Steph said.
“So do you,” Claire replied, “and you’re marrying her.”
JULIETTE
“Does Margot still want to go to Korea?” Juliette asked. It was the day after the debate and she and Claire were sitting in her office at Barbier & Cyr—it seemed like a brand-new and age-old experience at the same time.
“I don’t think so,” Claire said. “She seems to have let go of the idea of finding her birth parents.”
“She seemed to be doing much better when I saw her on her birthday.”
“Time has passed, Jules. And time is always our greatest ally.”
“The hell it is.” Juliette dragged a finger over the crow’s feet next to her eyes. “This is what time does to our skin.”
“It makes you look mature and wise,” Claire said.
“I think this election campaign has taken a few years off my life.” She glanced at Claire. “I didn’t just miss your input or the work that you do. There was something else missing when you weren’t here.”
“My wit, no doubt,” Claire joked.
“Your questionable sense of humour, perhaps, yes,” Juliette continued unperturbed. Dominique’s speech last night had made her think. Maybe she should be a pinch more vulnerable as well. And tell Claire what she meant to her in terms that would never make her forget again. “But not just that. It’s what happens when we’re together. How we’re more than the sum of our parts. How one plus one equals so much more than two, but only between the two of us. I adore Steph, and maybe things would be different if she wasn’t first lady, but it’s not the same with her. We don’t have the same rapport.”
Claire nodded. “I think some of that rapport had gone missing when I went to see Aurore.”
“We weren’t on the same wavelength anymore. Hadn’t been for a while.”
“It happens.” Claire drew her lips into a small smile. “To the best of friends.”
“I was so angry with you. Maybe disproportionally so, because I felt like we were drifting apart. That we wanted different things for the company. And it hurt.”
“On top of being best friends, we’re also business partners,” Claire said. “We’re lucky that we’ve only had a few fallings-out, really.”
Juliette chuckled. “Well, there was that time when you slept with the woman Nadia cheated on me with.”
“Marie Dievart,” Claire said wistfully. “She’s gone, Jules, and we’re still here. Margot and Nadia are still here.”
“So is Sybille, unfortunately,” Juliette said. “And you’re friends with Inez now.” She shook her head. “What has the world come to?”
“Such is life. Unpredictable and hard at times, but always full of surprises.”
“And friends,” Juliette said. “Life is so much better with good friends.”
A knock came on the door.
“Come in,” Juliette said.
Leah walked in. Juliette introduced her to Claire. Claire had a slightly envious look in her eye, but she would get over it soon enough.
After Leah had gushed over Dominique’s debate performance, Juliette asked her if she had any more news from her ‘spy’ at Johnson PR.
“I’m afraid not. Let’s face it, the news of Aurore Seauve’s video did reach me rather late as well. I’m not saying my ex-colleague is deliberately holding things back, but… my source seems to have dried up. They must be all up in arms this morning, though.”
Another knock on the door. It was Zoya.
Juliette looked at the pair of them. Maybe they were the future of Barbier & Cyr. If even politicians didn’t need PR people working for them anymore, who did?
“Are we out of a job?” Zoya asked, with a smile on her face.
“This week’s all about being amongst the people for Dominique,” Claire said.
“But she hasn’t given us the symbolic sack?” Zoya asked.
“She can’t fire her fiancée’s PR firm,” Juliette said.
“You should have seen Camille last night,” Zoya said. “She gave Dominique a standing ovation in our living room. And the things she shouted at the TV when Rivière was finally able to say something again.” She shrugged. “Pity I can’t vote.”
“When’s Camille going to make an honest woman out of you?” Leah asked. She and Zoya had become quite chummy.
“Last night she said we had to quickly marry this week, so that I could vote next Sunday.” Zoya chuckled.
“Don’t marry for politics,” Juliette said.
“Tell that to Camille.” Zoya smiled at them. “I’ve been in Paris a while now. I feel like she’s starting to take me for granted.”
“I’ll give her a good old telling-off at Dominique’s victory party on Sunday,” Leah said.
Claire and Juliette hushed her in unison. “Don’t jinx it by saying something like that. There’s still one entire week of campaigning left,” Juliette said. “It might not seem very long in the grand scheme of things, but anything can still happen.”
Leah held a hand to her mouth in apology. “That’s the difference between working at Barbier & Cyr versus Johnson, I guess.”
Juliette noticed how she eyed Claire from time to time.
“Now that you’re both here, I’d like to announce that Claire’s leave of absence has ended,” Juliette said. “But, Leah, that doesn’t mean your job’s in danger. Just so we’re clear.”
“I look forward to working with you, Leah,” Claire said.
“Welcome back,” Zoya said. “We’ve missed you.”
Ain’t that the truth, Juliette thought.
AURORE
“I won’t be doing any call-ins today.” Aurore was in the radio studio, which had become like a second home, a place where she felt at ease, even under the pressure of live radio. “Because I have a lot to say—and it will get political.” She had given Marc only a brief overview of what the show would sound like today, which didn’t mean Aurore had come to the studio under-prepared. On the contrary, she had a large stack of notes in front of her—but she didn’t want to show them to her producer beforehand.
They’d worked together long enough for Marc to trust her. And he could be sure of high ratings tonight.
“I’ve been a member of the Socialist Party since I was eighteen years old,” Aurore said into the microphone. “Tonight, I will explain why, after all these decades of being loyal to what I considered ‘my’ party, I will be voting for Dominique Laroche, the MLR candidate, next Sunday.” She caught Marc’s eye in the producer’s booth. He gave her a short but enthusiastic nod.
“But first, let me talk about that video of me in my younger, more nimble years, that I’m sure most of you must have seen by now.” She gave a quick chuckle. “I sure hope you enjoyed it.” The show was called Sexualité Aujourd’hui, after all. “I enjoyed shooting it, all those years ago. But I won’t get too nostalgic for my younger years. What I will say is this: twenty-five years ago, when I agreed to act in a porn video, we lived in a different world. Mainstream porn wasn’t yet the biggest source of sexual education for most teenagers. For that reason, I’m actually glad my porn video is now getting so much renewed attention. It’s out there for everyone—young and old—to see. I’m glad, because it shows how things can be when you have sex. It’s by no means mainstream, and quite the opposite of hardcore, which is probably why no one ever cared one iota about it before the Socialists tweeted it.”
Aurore could smile now when she spoke the words. “So go and watch it, I urge you. If only to see how different sex can be from what the porn of today would have you believe. I’ve always prided myself on being a good sexual educator and this video might as well be a part of my curriculum now. I’ve never deliberately hidden it, although I always believed that using it as an educational tool would be counter-productive, because of the connotations porn has. Simply saying the word has something illicit about it, don’t you think?”
Aurore was used to talking into the microphone in a radio studio all by herself, but tonight, she found herself missing live feedback—she missed looking someone in the eye. Maybe she should go on the road again. Talk to teenagers and young adults around the country about this very thing.
“I’ve said it before and I will say it again, I’m not ashamed of that video. Not even a tiny little bit. In fact, I’m proud of it. Yet…” Aurore had thought long and hard during several windy walks in the Bois de Boulogne, about whether she should say this on the air. “My friends, the Socialists, tried to shame me. And for what? For a little political gain? My friend, Anne Rivière, has known about this video for a long time. But because I’m in a relationship with Dominique Laroche’s chief of staff, she believed now would be a good time to use it against her opponent. Betraying me in the process.” Aurore paused for a moment to settle the words in her head.
“As I said earlier, I honestly don’t care that the video is now getting more attention than it ever has. What I do care about is how someone whom I’ve known for a very long time, someone I called a friend, would deliberately draw attention to it because she believed it would gain her some votes. And I’m sure it will get her some votes, but at what cost?” Aurore didn’t suppress her sigh just because she was on the radio.
“It definitely cost Anne Rivière her friendship with me. And why? Because in this day and age, we believe politics is inextricably linked with sex for some reason? Or is it because nearing the end of her first presidential campaign Anne Rivière has turned into a hypocrite?” The thought still stung and Aurore took a second to compose herself.
“What hurts the most is that I believed in Anne Rivière as a candidate so very much. I felt privileged to know and advise her and I was over the moon when she decided to run. I believed she was exactly what this country needed—but now I’m not so sure anymore. Not only because Anne has shown her true colours—the kind that only come out when cornered—but even more so because what she has done stands in such stark contrast to what our sitting president stands for. Add to that Laroche’s magnificent performance at last Sunday’s debate, and my vote is secured. In case there are any doubts left, I will vote for Dominique Laroche on Sunday, and it will make me very proud to do so.” Aurore thought she hid the tremor in her voice well.
Marc gave her a thumbs-up from the producer’s booth. Despite their conversations over the past few months, he wasn’t the kind of producer who only cared about ratings. They were friends and because of the nature of her show, they often discussed politics. He was a staunch Socialist, just like her—but perhaps not for much longer either.
Anne Rivière was meant to save the Socialist Party from the ruins that Goffin had left it in, and she had certainly made a good start, but she had failed to finish. At least in Aurore’s eyes, even though she was, admittedly, rather biased.
“We’ll see what Sunday brings,” Aurore said. “I’ll be back next week to share my thoughts on whoever won and the implications of the result.” A frisson of excitement ran through her. This time next week, the game would be over. The die would finally have been cast. “Thank you for listening. I’m Aurore Seauve and you’ve been listening to Sexualité Aujourd’hui.”
STEPH
Steph woke with an uncomfortable feeling in her stomach that she couldn’t place. Aurore publicly coming out in favour of Dominique on her show the previous night, was a win. Aurore was revered in certain left-wing circles for her boldness. Her saying she would vote for Dominique was a big deal.
“Hey,” Dominique whispered in her ear.
When Steph removed her sleeping mask, she noticed Dominique was already fully dressed. Steph quickly removed her earplugs as well.
“Morning, Madam President.” She might as well still say it while she still could.
Dominique gently stroked her shoulder. “Don’t reach for your phone immediately, okay?”
“Why not?”
“It’s out. The story from five years ago about you visiting Le Noir. It’s all over the internet.”
“Le Matin published it?” Claire had gotten the journalist’s word that they wouldn’t run the story.
“No, Rivière’s spokesperson recorded a video and put it on YouTube.”
“What?” Steph sat up.
“They’re not even hiding that this is coming from them anymore,” Dominique said. “They’re not bothering with leaking it to the press. Because of what I said last Sunday, no doubt. No more hiding behind PR people—and supposed press leaks.”
“Have they lost their minds?” Steph looked around for her phone. “What does it say?”
“You don’t have to watch it, chérie.”
“Oh, I most certainly do.”
“How about I give you the gist of it instead?” Dominique insisted.
Steph nodded. Dominique could tell her while she searched for the video.
“It says that after I so readily admitted to leaking our wedding date, the public has a right to know who exactly their president is marrying.” Dominique’s voice was soft. “They’ve interviewed some people. One woman explains what Le Noir is. Another claims she had sex with you in the club.”
“It has to be fabricated.” Steph found the video, but didn’t click play yet. “It’s a private members club. It’s standard practice to sign a non-disclosure agreement when you become a member. These people could get sued.”
“Rivière’s people must have paid them handsomely then.” Dominique shrugged. “Whether the testimonies are true or false hardly matters at this point. It’s Friday morning and the election’s on Sunday. We can’t do much about it.”
“I’m going to watch it.” Steph pressed play. She knew Rivière’s spokesperson, who didn’t bat an eyelid while debasing herself to bring this message ‘to the public’. Steph had no idea who the woman was who explained Le Noir—her name didn’t ring any bells. Next came the woman who claimed she’d had sex with Steph. Steph refused to feel anything close to mortification, but it was hard. She wasn’t ashamed of her past, but this wasn’t who she was anymore. And it hurt that she was being used to damage Dominique’s chances.
“I don’t know who this is either,” she said, which didn’t mean that much because anonymous sex was perfectly possible at Le Noir.
“It doesn’t matter, babe.” Dominique looked her in the eye. “This is not your fault. This is the vilest form of politics on display. This is exactly what I fumed against last Sunday.”
“It must be in response to Aurore’s radio show. Every action has a reaction. There’s no such thing as a consequence without a cause.” She held Dominique’s gaze. “We started this. No, I started this because I came up with the idea of leaking our wedding date.”
“Don’t,” Dominique said. “This is not your fault. Leaking our wedding date was our news to make public. Pointing the way to Aurore’s video and going through the trouble of producing this one about you is not Rivière’s news to impart on the world. It’s simply very basic mudslinging.”
“It might be very effective mudslinging.”
“It might also not be.”
“What are you polling at?” Steph looked forward to starting a day without wondering about Dominique’s polling numbers.
“Up a few points, but this video has only been out a few hours so we haven’t been able to measure its effects yet.”
“I can’t publicly react to it.”
“I wouldn’t ask you to. Let’s just go about our day—and the rest of the campaign—and not mention it. As far as we’re concerned, this never happened.”
“They must be feeling really cornered.” Steph was amazed at Dominique’s ability to shrug this off.
“Of course they are. They had one last shot to fire—which I think will backfire.”
Steph buried her face in her hands. “That our family has to be confronted with this.”
“My family knows how politics works.” Dominique put a hand on her knee.
“Lisa and Didier don’t.”
“I’m sure Philippe will shield them from it.”
“He can shield them all he wants but they still have to go to school and be with other children whose parents might not be so protective.”
“We’ll talk to them, babe.” Dominique gave her knee a squeeze. “We’ll have to give them a lesson in dirty politics, but we can’t let this get to us. Not now. That’s what they want.”
“To think I once had a lot of respect for Rivière as a candidate.”
“Ironically,” Dominique painted on a wry smile, “if she’d had Barbier & Cyr as her PR agency, instead of that two-timing millennial running her campaign, she would have had a good chance of winning this election in a clean and satisfying manner.”
Steph had to chuckle at Dominique’s statement. “This is your biggest strength.” She nodded. “Your ability to remain calm under all this pressure and madness.”
Dominique winked at her. “You should probably call your mother, though.”
“Yeah.” Steph knew her mother wouldn’t judge her—it wasn’t how she was raised. However, the people who were still deciding who to vote for, and had started leaning in Dominique’s direction, might judge her very harshly now.
CLAIRE
Even after Claire had cast her vote, she was still fuming.
“She needs to get her comeuppance,” she said to Margot as they walked home from the polling station. “That bloody Sybille. They have to lose.”
“Babe.” Margot leaned into her. “At some point, you’re going to have let this go.” She grabbed her hand. “How about now? There’s absolutely nothing you can do.”
“I’m nervous.” Claire sighed. “If Dominique doesn’t win, I will feel partially responsible because I sidelined myself.”
“I have no doubt that Dominique will win.” Margot’s voice was unwavering.
“How can you be so sure?” Claire admired her wife for her lack of nerves. But Margot was trained not to display any trepidation—a trembling hand couldn’t hold a surgeon’s scalpel.
“Because I believe in people and I believe they will vote for the right person.”
How naive, Claire thought. But she didn’t want to get into a discussion about how things had changed since the last presidential election. She herself was the biggest proof of that. There was a restlessness beneath the surface of some people that spurred them on to make the worst decisions—only to regret them after. She had been one such person. She, too, had been looking for some light relief. For something that felt like an easy way out. The sort of simplistic solution that only radical change could offer, or so she had believed.
“If Rivière wins, that’s one thing,” Claire said. “But what if she hires Sybille to work on her staff? What if Rivière leaves her husband and starts a relationship with that conniving salope who has not a scrap of a conscience?”
“Rivière’s a big girl. She’ll come to her senses after this is all over. You know better than anyone that an election campaign is like a pressure cooker.”
“I don’t know what I’ll do with myself if Dominique doesn’t win.”
“Don’t worry,” Margot said, her voice still as steady. “I’ll deal with you.”
At least, Claire thought, she had her wife back. Margot de Hay in her full glory.
“Remember what we talked about a while ago?” Now was as good a time as any to broach the subject—and Claire was desperate to talk about something else other than the election. “About that trip to Korea.” She turned to look at Margot.
“We were going to go after the election,” Margot said matter-of-factly.
“Tomorrow is the day after the election.”
“But Juliette is in dire need of a break,” Margot said. “And you’ve just had the longest holiday of your life.”
“What about you?” Claire wasn’t going to be standing in the way of Margot’s wishes again.
“I guess that me not taking any time off during your leave of absence says it all,” Margot said.
“You’re a hard one to drag out of a hospital, that’s for sure.” They’d reached the corner of their street.
“I’m not saying that work is the antidote to grief, but it helped me. Being useful. Making people better. Knowing that I play a part in a patient’s healing process, even though my parents died.” Margot held on to Claire’s hand a little tighter. “I no longer feel as though it’s my fault that they died. That I should have done more. That I somehow should have seen it coming because I’m a doctor.”
Claire let go of Margot’s hand and curled her arm all the way around her waist.
“How about we take up the conversation about a trip to Korea in a few months?”
Margot nodded. “It’s also my life with you that has helped me get over my grief.”
“That’s what spouses are for.”
“Especially the ones who attract all the drama.” Margot drew her lips into a smile. “You’re a drama queen, Claire Cyr. Don’t let anyone ever tell you any different.”
“And you love it.” Claire pulled Margot closer to her. “Don’t you ever try denying it.”
“Correction.” Margot brought her face close to Claire’s. “I love you, despite all your drama.”
Claire kissed Margot on the lips.
“Shall we go see who Nadia and Juliette voted for?” Margot asked when they broke from their kiss.
MARGOT
“This is unbearable,” Juliette said.
Margot looked at her. At first glance, as a doctor, she would prescribe a host of stress-reducing activities. She hoped Juliette would really take that leave of absence—starting tomorrow.
But despite her obvious nerves, Margot saw something else in Juliette’s demeanour. Something she had seen in Claire as well. How they were when they were together and in sync. It was, perhaps, something only a spouse could notice. Despite driving each other up the wall from time to time, Claire and Juliette made each other better.
“As much as I love this dog”—Claire scratched Phénix behind the ears—“I say we get out of here and go to the MLR headquarters.”
“It’s too early,” Juliette said. “It’s going to be a long day and night. It’s going to be so tight.” She sipped from her glass of white wine, for which, apparently, it wasn’t too early. “I’m not sure Aurore endorsing Dominique will be enough to undo the negative effects of the Le Noir video.”
“It won’t be about that,” Nadia said. “It will be about what Dominique said at the debate.”
“The debate was a week ago. With all that has happened since, people have long forgotten about Dominique’s speech.”
“I disagree,” Margot said. “It was impactful enough.”
“Even my mother mentioned it to me,” Nadia said.
“Have you talked to your mother since that video came out?” Claire asked.
“This morning, before I voted,” Nadia said. “Not a word was said about Steph.”
“It’s not something your mother would raise, though,” Juliette said.
Margot was safe in the knowledge that, if her parents had still been alive, they would have voted MLR. No matter what.
“Look,” she said. “There are only two possible outcomes to this election. Either Dominique wins, or she loses. If she loses, the world will still keep on turning. It won’t be the end of us and our lives will just keep going. At least Marechal has been out of the picture for two weeks. It won’t be the worst that can happen.”
“Next you’ll say the Socialists aren’t that bad,” Nadia joked.
“Maybe we should get out of here.” Margot shuffled in her seat. “Before we all start saying things we will definitely regret.”
   
The atmosphere at the MLR HQ was tense. They were still waiting for the first exit poll results. Anything could still happen. Hope was still intact—but the hope hanging in the air was very brittle. Everyone knew the race would be tighter than ever before. Rivière’s one percent lead in the first round was not something to be easily dismissed.
“When do they start pouring drinks?” Inez asked.
Margot had been here five years ago as well, so she knew. “Not for a while.”
“When does the president arrive?” Inez’ voice was tense.
“I have no idea, but that might also be a while.”
Whoever was in charge of the giant TV screen on the wall, turned up the volume.
“The first exit polls are coming in,” the newscaster said. “Let’s have a look.”
A good number of MLR members had gathered already, and their hum died to a nervous whisper.
On the TV screen, a blue and a red vertical bar were rising, annoyingly neck and neck. When they stopped, the red bar had risen marginally above the blue one. A suppressed groan went through the crowd.
It would be like this for the rest of the day, until the final score came in.
“It’s just an exit poll,” Nadia said. “And it’s only the first. It doesn’t mean anything.”
“I can just imagine the smug smile on Sybille’s face,” Claire said.
Margot exchanged a glance with Nadia. The mention of Sybille’s name didn’t seem to affect her that much.
“Who is this Sybille you keep mentioning?” Inez asked.
“Rivière’s campaign manager and the most ruthless woman in French politics right now,” Claire said.
DOMINIQUE
The exit polls weren’t giving Dominique a lot of reasons to smile. Soon, the final result would be announced. Election Day was such a contradiction. All these mixed emotions coursing through her at the same time. The campaign was ending. No matter the results, her life would go back to some form of normalcy after today. Either she would remain in the Elysée for a few more days, until Rivière moved in, or she and Steph would move back into the Avenue Foch apartment. Come to think of it, that would be the least normal thing to happen.
Solange knocked on the open door of her office. She looked as pale as the white blouse she was wearing.
“Time to go?” she asked.
Dominique nodded. She couldn’t hide in her office much longer. Philippe was bringing the children to the MLR convention room. She knew that as soon as she saw their faces, some of the tension would leave her.
“Before we go.” Dominique fixed her gaze on her chief of staff. “Thank you for all you’ve done. If things don’t go our way today, it won’t be for your lack of commitment and skill. I really appreciate all you do for me.”
As expected, Solange waved off her comment. “I do nothing more than my job asks of me.”
“We both know you do so much more than that.” Dominique was adamant.
“Shall we go then?” Solange asked. “Steph’s waiting outside.”
   
Just as they entered the big ballroom, another exit poll was being shown on TV. Another one slightly in Rivière’s favour.
Dominique’s arrival elicited a big round of applause from the crowd regardless.
Here we go, she thought, as she looked at the people who had gathered to support her. Now the true madness begins.
As she was being accosted, Dominique noticed how Aurore, who had accompanied Solange, was receiving numerous pats on the back. In a way, Aurore’s support was another something Solange had secured for her.
“Chérie.” Her mother walked up to her and held her arms wide. Philippe and the children were right behind her.
As Dominique stepped into her mother’s embrace, and clocked Lisa and Didier’s faces, she thought that she would at least always have this—these people. Her family.
If she lost, the inevitable upside would be more time for them. Would that really be so bad? After all, for a while, it was what she had wanted more than extending her reign as president.
“A significant exit poll,” the voice of the news presenter came through the speakers. “From the department of the Alpes-Maritimes.”
“This should be good news,” her mother said.
“A two percent lead for Laroche,” the newscaster said. “Which should come as no surprise in this MLR stronghold.”
“It should be more,” Solange muttered behind her. “In a district like that, our lead should be at least five percent.”
“There are one hundred and one departments in total,” Didier said, to everyone’s surprise. “Everything’s still possible.”
This made Dominique wonder if he’d been spending too much time with his grandfather.
She pulled him close to her. There was nothing like feeling her children’s small bodies against hers.
“More exit polls,” the newsreader said, and the attention of every single person in the crowd turned to the screen.
The numbers were coming in thick and fast now—so quickly, that Dominique’s head started spinning. She regrouped and found Steph’s gaze. Steph winked at her and the tiny gesture reverberated all the way through her.
Of course, Dominique wanted to win. She believed she was a good president and that, if given another term, she could become an even better one. But her world wouldn’t collapse if she lost. She would still be Dominique Laroche, soon to be married to Stéphanie Mathis. She would still be Lisa and Didier’s mother. Xavier and Eléonore’s daughter. The essence of who she was wouldn’t change. She would just be a whole lot less busy—and she’d have to nurse a bruised ego for a while. But one thing Dominique couldn’t fault herself for: she hadn’t stooped to the level of Rivière and her despicable campaign manager.
   
“I told you so.” Margot jabbed Claire in the biceps, then turned to Dominique. “I told her I never had any doubt you would win.”
“Dominique hasn’t won yet,” Solange was quick to say.
Dominique didn’t contribute to the conversation. She could relax for a few minutes and listen to them talk amongst themselves.
Margot had introduced her to her colleague Inez, who had fawned over her a bit. And Claire had pulled her to the side, asking if things were okay between them now—a fact Dominique had confirmed, because at this stage, she couldn’t possibly hold a grudge against Claire any longer.
In between, more numbers had come in, and the odds had turned slightly in her favour. Dominique was making small but significant gains on Rivière.
“Juliette,” Dominique said. “Can I have a second?”
Juliette nodded and followed her to a corner of the room.
“What do you think?” Dominique asked.
Something glittered in Juliette’s eyes. Something Dominique hadn’t seen in them for a long time.
“I think you’re going to beat Rivière and I think you’re going to do it with a very comfortable margin.”
Dominique grabbed Juliette’s hand. “Thank you for your dedication and hard work.”
Juliette shook her head. “It’s all you, Dominique. If there’s one thing I’ve come to realise throughout this campaign, it is that it’s all down to who you are, as a person and as a president. Nadia was right. That speech you gave at the debate is making the difference. Rivière’s dirty games aren’t doing the trick.”
“This was a team effort. All the little things we did that led to this moment.” Dominique narrowed her eyes. “And let’s not get ahead of ourselves. The final result isn’t in yet.”
“It will be soon, Madam President.”
Before Dominique could protest, Juliette held up her hand. “Just let me call you that for tonight. It’s who you are, after all.”
“Your friends aren’t too bad,” Dominique said to Steph once she had rejoined their group. She preferred spending a little more time amongst these women over chit-chatting with diehard MLR members.
“We’re going to have to invite all of them to our wedding,” Steph said. “We can’t just do it on the sly now.”
“It would be an honour to have them there.” Dominique let her eyes glide over every single one of them. They had all come to support her and Steph.
   
“We’re minutes away from getting the definitive result,” the newsreader said. You could hear a pin drop in the ballroom. Lisa was glued to Dominique’s side, her hands covering her eyes. The poor girl was afraid to look. She was really too young to be exposed to this tense a situation, but she wouldn’t have wanted to miss it either.
“Early exit polls really aren’t all they’re cracked up to be,” a studio guest said. “A large majority of them were in slight favour of Anne Rivière, but the most recent ones are exactly the opposite. This could very easily still turn into a landslide victory for Laroche.”
“A testament to our president,” another studio guest said. “And how dignified a campaign she has run.”
“Here we go,” the presenter said. “The final result is in.”
The screen again showed the two ribbons rising simultaneously. Until the red one stopped rising while the blue one kept going. For a fraction of a second, the ballroom went dead quiet, before bursting into a raucous thunder of applause as the image on the screen morphed into Dominique’s face.
“Bloody hell,” Steph said. “You’ve only gone and done it again, babe.”
   
“Dear friends,” Dominique started her speech. “Thank you so much for being here.” She looked into the crowd. Five minutes earlier, she had received a phone call from Anne Rivière, congratulating her on her victory. She’d been surprisingly graceful about it. “I daresay tonight’s a historic night for the MLR.”
A loud roar went through the crowd. Dominique sought Steph’s face. She was flanked by Lisa and Didier.
“This was not an easy campaign—no campaign ever is. Anne Rivière was—” The crowd started booing. Dominique made a gesture with her hand asking them to stop. “She was a worthy opponent, who fought for all she was worth.” And made a few crucial mistakes along the way. Although Dominique was well aware that things could have so easily swung in Rivière’s direction. “She’s a good politician. I doubt we’ve heard the last of Anne.” Dominique wondered what Sybille was saying to her candidate right now—as they watched Dominique’s victory speech on TV. Maybe they had switched off the television.
“I’m sure she’ll give me a hard time from the opposition benches.” Dominique threw in a wide smile and was met with another loud round of applause. “And I welcome that.” She fixed her gaze on Steph again. Dominique truly didn’t care what her fiancée had gotten up to at Le Noir. She knew Steph had gone back there even after they’d met—after they’d fallen in love. But that was all in the past. What mattered now was the future—hers, theirs, and the country’s.
“I know that some of you”—she let her gaze drift to her father—“don’t always agree with my more centrist tendencies, but they’re part of who I am. As a person and as a president. And I will continue to work across the political divide between the left and the right to do what’s best for France.”
Her father gave her a small nod of encouragement.
“During this campaign, I’ve opened up. I’ve made myself more vulnerable than perhaps I set out to do. But I don’t regret it. People change and over the course of the past five years, I have changed as well. I’m happy to report that the presidency hasn’t made me a harder person, with a shell of steel around my heart. Quite the opposite, in fact. Serving as your president has made me see that true power lies in being more open and transparent. In honest togetherness. Because, together, we can always do so much more than on our own.” She paused. It was great to be able to make a speech in front of a home crowd. Behind Steph, she made out their friends’ faces—because these women were her friends now as well. She even spotted a smile on Solange’s face, who was holding on tightly to her formerly Socialist partner. Who knew, maybe Solange would announce her wedding next.
“I’m honoured that I was able to achieve this together with you. Let’s make these next five years the best this country has ever seen.” Her lips spread into the widest smile. “But first, I’m going to take some time to finally marry my fiancée.”
She glanced at Steph again, who stood there smiling in the crowd. But Steph wasn’t just a face in the crowd—she was the face. And Dominique would start her next term as president of France married to the woman that lovely face belonged to.
  
Thank you for reading! I hope you enjoyed the Parisian drama.

If you liked this series, you may enjoy my Pink Bean series.


  
CLICK HERE TO READ THE PINK BEAN SERIES: BOOKS 1-3 NOW >>





A NOTE FROM HARPER
Dear Reader,

If you enjoyed this book, you can make a big difference. Being an author who writes for a niche market (lesbian fiction), I don’t have the financial muscle of a big publisher behind me when it comes to marketing. Perhaps you can help me spread the word?

Honest reviews of my books bring them to the attention of other readers. Because of the social proof they provide, reviews encourage new readers to take a chance on my books and I’d like to reach as many readers as possible (and spread queer representation in the process).

Your review doesn’t have to be long. Just a few lines on the site where you bought the book will make a huge difference.

Thank you! <3





ANOTHER NOTE FROM HARPER
What if it was almost as easy, and definitely cheaper, to buy ebooks directly from me?
When you buy ebooks directly from me, less of your money goes into the pockets of the big retailer platforms (and I can give you a nice discount!)
For the easy part: I use a book delivery service called BookFunnel that will send the book to your reading device of choice in a couple of steps. (You might have already used it because I also use it to deliver the free books you get when you sign up for my newsletter.)
BookFunnel also has an app for your phone or tablet where you’ll be able to find all the books you’ve bought, in case you need to change devices, so your ebooks will always be accessible.
As for the cheaper part, I’m offering a 15% discount on any books you buy direct from me. Just put in the promo code DIRECTBLISS at check-out and it will be applied to all your purchases.

Thank you,

Harper xo





GET THREE BOOKS FOR FREE
Building a relationship with my readers is the very best thing about writing. I occasionally send newsletters with details on new releases, special offers and giveaways.
And if you sign up to my mailing list I’ll send you all this free stuff:
 
	A copy of Few Hearts Survive, a Pink Bean Series novella that is ONLY available to my mailing list subscribers.
	A free copy of Hired Help, my very first (and therefore very special to me) lesbian erotic romance story.
	A free copy of my first ‘longer’ work, my highly romantic novella (35.000 words) Summer’s End, set on an exotic beach in Thailand.

You can get Few Hearts Survive (a Pink Bean Series novella), Hired Help (a spicy F/F novelette) and Summer’s End (a deeply romantic lesfic novella) for free by signing up at harperbliss.com/freebook/


  
Click here to get started: www.harperbliss.com/freebook/





ABOUT THE AUTHOR
  

Harper Bliss is a best-selling lesbian romance author. Among her most-loved books are the highly dramatic French Kissing and the often thought-provoking Pink Bean series.
Harper lived in Hong Kong for seven years, travelled the world for a bit, and has now settled in the Belgian countryside with her wife, Caroline, and her photogenic cat, Dolly Purrton.
Together with her wife, she hosts a weekly podcast called Harper Bliss & Her Mrs.
Harper loves hearing from readers and you can reach her at the email address below.
www.harperbliss.com
harper@harperbliss.com










ALSO BY HARPER BLISS
The Duet
And Then She Kissed Me
That Woman Next Door
About That Kiss
At Your Most Beautiful
A Breathless Place
If You Kiss Me Like That
Two Hearts Trilogy
Next in Line for Love
A Lesson in Love
Life in Bits (with T.B. Markinson)
A Swing at Love (with Caroline Bliss)
No Greater Love than Mine
Once Upon a Princess (with Clare Lydon)
In the Distance There Is Light
The Road to You
Seasons of Love
Release the Stars
Once in a Lifetime
At the Water’s Edge
High Rise (The Complete Collection)

THE PINK BEAN SERIES
At First Sight (Book 10)
More Than Words (Book 9)
Crazy for You (Book 8)
Love Without Limits (Book 7)
No Other Love (Book 6)
Water Under Bridges (Book 5)
This Foreign Affair (Book 4)
Everything Between Us (Book 3)
Beneath the Surface (Book 2)
No Strings Attached (Book 1)

For a complete list of all Harper Bliss titles, please visit www.harperbliss.com/books-in-order/



Copyright © 2019 by Harper Bliss
Published by Ladylit Publishing - Hong Kong
ISBN: 978-988-79124-1-5
Cover design by Caroline Manchoulas
This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance of characters to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.


images/00009.jpg





images/00010.jpg
YOUR FREE BOOKS ARE WAITING

Get Pink Bean Series novella Few Hearts Survive
when you subscribe to the Harper Bliss mailing list.
This book is not available anywhere else!

oy

HARPER BUiss

0 8.8.2.8 ¢ odkdokok
“It doesn't get any better than “Atruly inspirational, hopeful,
this. If you want a book to take and happy read.”

you away, get your ticket, sit
back and relax.”

amazon: 1+ kobo' Books





cover1.jpeg
Paris, city of lights, city of love... city of dramal!

EDT

4
y 4

WH

SEASON
WE

BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF
THE PINK BEAN SERIES

HARPER BLISS






images/00002.jpg
FRENCH
KESSING

SEASON
FIVE

&





images/00001.jpg
L 2 4





images/00004.jpg





images/00003.jpg
B %
..,
Sover,
BOOKS 155

<
<~

— <
e WO
HARPER BLISS





images/00006.jpg





images/00005.jpg





