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EPISODE FIFTEEN
DOMINIQUE
Dominique stretched her legs and breathed out a sigh. She held open her arms, indicating to Steph she should come lie in them.
“I’m going to ask Solange to make room for this in my schedule more often,” she said.
“Really?” Steph looked her in the eyes. “You just came and Solange is the first person you think of?” She sported a small smile on her face.
“Oh, chérie, come here.” Dominique pulled her close. “I didn’t know you were so jealous of my chief of staff.” Dominique kissed Steph on the side of her face.
“When I count up the hours she gets to spend with you…” Steph planted a soft kiss on Dominique’s shoulder. “Anyway, you should do it. In fact, I’ll arrange it. I’ll give her a call first thing tomorrow.” Steph snickered.
“Please don’t. She won’t be able to look at me all day.”
“Because nothing upsets Solange Garceau more than the merest hint of the existence of sexuality,” Steph said. “I would actually be doing her a favour by reminding her there’s such a thing as physical intimacy. Truth be told, she looks like she could use a bit of it. Either that, or you work her too hard.”
“And here we are, in the aftermath of my glorious climax, still talking about her.” Dominique turned on her side and glued her naked body to Steph’s.
“Would you rather we talk about someone else?” Steph pulled her lips into that smile that had seduced many a woman. “Let me think about it for a second.” She kissed Dominique on the nose.
“I’d rather talk about us. Or about you.”
“Really? President Laroche doesn’t want to talk about herself? That would be a first.”
“Now you’re just goading me.” Dominique tried to hold Steph’s gaze.
“You’re not free of vanity, babe. There’s no such thing in politics.”
“Let’s talk about you then.” Dominique smiled away Steph’s comment. “Tell me all the things I’ve missed while I was busy presiding over our nation. I want to hear the most mundane thing you can think of.”
“Juliette brought her dog into the office this morning,” Steph said matter-of-factly.
Dominique closed her eyes for a second and, when she opened them again, relished the sight of Steph. They didn’t have enough time for moments like these. To relax into chatter that didn’t have to be practical or goal-oriented. “You are so beautiful,” she said.
Steph batted her lashes and they both broke out into a chuckle.
“About what you said earlier though,” Steph said. “Let’s leave Solange out of it and set a time right here, right now.”
“Okay.” Dominique reached for her phone on the night stand, which had mercifully remained silent for the time they’d spent in bed. She pretended to look at her screen. “How about tomorrow morning at five?” She eyed Steph, waiting for her reaction.
“Don’t do that.”
“Do what?” Dominique had trouble suppressing a grin.
“Try to make me into a morning person. We’ve tried. We must accept it’s not going to happen. My libido doesn’t wake up until well past midday.”
“I’m afraid I have no free time until”—Dominique did consult her schedule this time—“late tomorrow evening, unless you want to swing by my office between a cabinet meeting and the EU Diplomatic Gala.”
“Gala? Nothing I have to attend, I hope? This is the first I’ve heard of it.” There was a hint of a tremor in Steph’s tone.
“Madame Moreau would have told you long ago if your presence was required.” Not long into Dominique’s presidency, she and Steph had decided that Steph would attend as few official functions as possible. Dominique had no need for a trophy wife by her side—besides, they weren’t even married—and Steph naturally shied away from such events.
“I’m having dinner with Zoya tomorrow night.” Steph’s face relaxed.
“You seem to have taken to her.”
“You know just as well as I do that I have a taste for more mature ladies now.” She plastered a big grin on her face.
Dominique arched up her eyebrows. “Don’t I know it,” she said. “Must have been some mature lady to have swayed you in that direction.”
“She’s quite something.” Steph’s finger was close to Dominique’s mouth. “In fact, she’s the president of France. Obviously, I can’t be swayed by any mere mortal.”
“Obviously.” Dominique lowered her chin so she could kiss Steph’s finger—she could still smell herself on it. Dominique hesitated to express the next thought that popped into her mind, but in the end, she couldn’t keep the words from crossing her lips. “Have you considered the question said president put to you in this very bed two weeks ago?”
Dominique witnessed how the muscles in Steph’s face tensed up. A short silence fell between them.
“I don’t understand why it’s so important for you to get married again,” Steph said.
“I want to be married to you.” Dominique was well aware of how cheesy she came across. She didn’t particularly like the sound of her words, but she didn’t know how else to persuade Steph other than expressing her love for her like this.
“I’ve never made a secret of the fact that I’m just not the marrying kind, babe.” There was clear exasperation in Steph’s voice now. “You know this.”
“A girl can still dream.” Dominique looked away for a minute. She hadn’t made a big spectacle of asking Steph to marry her. She had simply asked her on a night very much like this one. One of the rare occasions when she had a night off from her duties and could linger in bed with her partner. The thought had crossed her mind quite a few times since they’d moved into the Elysée, and it had crystallised into a simple question to which, truth be told, Dominique had known the answer in advance. But she had to ask. On the odd chance that Steph had changed her mind, that being with Dominique had convinced her that there was unprecedented joy to be found in calling yourself someone’s wife.
“I don’t need some flimsy piece of paper to prove my love for you.”
It’s not about the piece of paper, Dominique wanted to say, but held her tongue. She knew not to push—and to enjoy this precious moment free of the obligations they were sharing. But, just like any other thought that had ever originated as a tiny germ of an idea in Dominique’s head, she knew she wouldn’t stop fighting until she got what she wanted. She was the president of the greatest nation on earth, after all.
STEPH
“Not even the president can put a ring on Stéphanie Mathis,” Steph said, hoping the lightness she was trying to inject into her voice was coming through.
Dominique looked at her with an expression on her face that Steph knew all too well. We’ll see, it said. If Steph wasn’t careful about this, Dominique’s tenacity could turn this into a contest of stubbornness, after which it would become completely ludicrous—and have little to do with the joy of being married.
“I love you. I’m here with you. Isn’t that enough?” Steph asked.
Dominique nodded. “I was just checking whether Margot proposing to Claire had put any fresh ideas into your head.”
“Try me again after the wedding.” Steph couldn’t help but tease. She and Dominique were rarely serious for more than five minutes together. Dominique had to keep a straight face for the better part of the day, and if not that, paint on one of her dazzling but practiced smiles. Between them, Steph wanted Dominique’s smiles to be completely genuine.
“I’m going to hold you to that.”
“I wouldn’t expect anything else from you.” Steph let her finger resume its earlier interrupted path. She skated it just beneath Dominique’s exquisite mouth. Sometimes, when she was watching Dominique’s face, she wondered what it had been that had drawn her to Dominique like that. What had kept her coming back for more—and then some.
Being with Dominique was a challenge. It had been when they first met and it certainly was now. But it was the good kind of challenge, the kind no other woman had previously been able to present Steph with. Apart from that, President Dominique Laroche was, of course, also gorgeous, strong, morally unambiguous, and so incredibly sweet at times, Steph wasn’t always sure it was the same woman she was spending time with. Then again, the woman she saw on television so often, with that winning smile and no-nonsense demeanour, was a far cry from the woman lying in bed with her now. Dominique was still so endlessly fascinating to her. Why ruin all of that by doing as pedestrian a thing as marrying each other? And what would be next? Dominique wanting to have a child with Steph?
“So… when’s the next time I’m allowed to sexually service the president?” Steph dragged her finger down Dominique’s chin, along her neck, in the direction of her breasts. She was up for another round.
“How about the president sexually serving you?” The grin Dominique shot her ignited a fire in Steph’s belly.
“I could think of no greater earthly pleasure.” Steph paused. “And honour, of course.” Even though she made it sound like a joke, there was truth in what she said. No matter how much she tried to convince herself otherwise, Steph got a not-so-secret thrill out of having the person holding the highest office in the country go down on her.
“Then I’d best get to it.” Dominique kissed her on the mouth and let her tongue slip inside Steph’s mouth.
   
Steph blinked her eyes open. She’d been vaguely aware of Dominique getting up when her alarm went off but, as usual, Steph had turned on her other side and drifted back into sleep. Whether Dominique had kissed her goodbye or not, she had no idea. When they’d first begun waking up together in this strange bedroom in their new home, Steph had made an effort to wake herself up and catch an elusive snuggle, but she had soon learned her efforts were fruitless because there simply wasn’t time for kisses and hugs in the morning. Dominique barely had time to see her children, let alone embrace her partner before she faced another hectic day.
Steph relished the moment of solitude. She had some time before she had to be at work, if she could even still call it that. She hadn’t wanted to give up her job at Barbier & Cyr for the time that Dominique was president—she was a partner now—but being France’s first lady presented her with a whole new set of challenges on the work front. When she met new clients, they had to get used to her being just Steph, the PR professional, as opposed to the woman they saw in the newspaper next to the president.
Claire and Juliette loved it, of course, because having Steph involved with their firm had raised their bottom line significantly. Everyone wanted to be associated with the firm that had helped get the president elected. Not just because of the win, but because of what Dominique stood for. A fresh wind. A new era of politics. And no one more than Steph symbolised this fresh image. The younger woman Dominique Laroche had chosen to be with—against everyone’s advice.
Thank goodness Claire and Juliette were her best friends and knew Steph couldn’t deal with just having a token function and being paraded around to get the firm more business. She worked behind the scenes more, which suited her just fine in these times when she was thrust into the limelight too often.
Steph heard the creak of the bedroom door as it was being pushed open further. She had learned the hard way to quickly cover her naked body when this happened. They had live-in staff now, and although they were trained to be utterly discreet, this had been an adjustment for Steph either way. The creak was followed by a meow and Steph exhaled. She probably gave her old cat more credit than he deserved, but she would give him an extra long chin scratch for knowing exactly when to come into the bedroom for a visit.
He jumped onto the bed, then straight into Steph’s lap.
“Hello my handsome boy,” Steph said as she scratched him behind the ears, eliciting an instant purr. “My big presidential cat. Did you catch anything in the night?”
Pierrot pushed the back of his head against her hand. Steph was sorry she couldn’t ask him what he thought about the move from her tiny studio apartment to this palace. She assumed, for her sake, her cat considered it a vast life improvement.
CAMILLE
“Thank you so much for meeting me.” Camille kissed Zoya on the lips. “I really had to see your face. And get out of there.” She exhaled for what felt like the first time today.
“Any excuse to spend time with you is a good one.” Zoya flashed her a smile that Camille needed very much. She put a hand on Camille’s arm and Camille relaxed a little more. “Bad day at the office?”
Camille shook her head. “The worst.”
“Do you want to talk about it?”
Zoya’s voice was so kind, so unlike what Camille had to deal with these days in the building just around the corner.
“Not really, because it’s the same old thing since I came out.” Camille desperately wanted a glass of wine, but wasn’t sure if she should have one in case Duflot smelled it on her breath when she returned to work after lunch and decided to use that against her as well. “I thought scientists were supposed to be the most enlightened bunch.”
“I’m so sorry. Everyone can be a bigot. You don’t need to be a scientist to prove that, I’m afraid. Not even a journalist,” Zoya said.
“I don’t even think he’s that much of a bigot. I think he’s just using my coming out as a pawn in his quest for my job, which he has been after for a long time. It just”—Camille looked around for a waiter. She was keen to place her order, wine included—“hurts that someone is willing to use my love for you to further their own career. And that he might possibly get away with it.”
“He won’t. There’s no way. He’s not fit to be a manager, let alone advise the government.”
“He might not be fit, but he’s been able to sway a bunch of people, whom I was certain were in my corner, to turn against me.”
“There’s always the last resort.”
The waiter finally came to take their order. “No way. I’m not talking to Dominique about this.” They had discussed this before. It was a preposterous idea in many ways, not least that concerns about Camille’s well-being at work were well below Dominique’s pay grade.
“You don’t have to talk to her. I’m seeing Steph tonight. I could casually mention it. She’s bound to ask how you’re doing. It would be so easy to slip into the conversation.”
“I can fight my own battles.”
“I don’t doubt it, but I hate to see you this miserable because of some douchebag at work who has a problem with a female boss.”
“It’s part of my job to rise above that. It comes with the territory. It’s not as if I haven’t dealt with people like him before. When I got the job, a lot of the men probably took it as a blow to their masculinity.”
Zoya laughed. “Oh, I know all about that. Sadly, this bullshit is still a reality in this day and age. But at least the president is a woman.”
The waiter brought their wine and Camille eagerly poured them each a glass.
“Just a drop for me,” Zoya said. “I’m driving.”
“How goes the foreign corresponding today?” Now that she had a glass of wine in front of her, Camille was glad to talk about something other than the power struggle at work.
“I’m doing a piece on butter, if you can believe it.”
“I can very well believe it, my love.” Camille sipped from the wine and looked at her partner, who had moved many miles to be with her, and tuned into the gratitude she always felt when she stole a glance at Zoya. She was doing much more than stealing a glance right now. She was drinking in the radiant gloss of her skin, the tenderness in her eyes, the fullness of her lips. If some insecure bastard at work felt threatened—his white male privilege under attack—because she loved this woman, then she would be even smarter, even better, and ten times the woman she’d already had to be to get the position instead of a man. Being with Zoya emboldened her.
She’d come out at work mere weeks after Zoya had moved to Paris. She’d brought her to the CNRS annual staff party and had, truth be told, flaunted her gorgeous partner around. Why wouldn’t she? She was proud to be seen with Zoya, proud of their love and how it made her feel. Camille had no idea the flaunting would have turned people against her like that.
“I wish I could join you and Steph tonight,” Camille said after a beat of silence.
“I’ll tell her you said hi, while I try to swing that interview with Dominique.”
“Don’t abuse your friendship to get a coup.” Camille smiled at Zoya. She knew she was only kidding.
“Who? Me?” Zoya batted her lashes. “I am the pinnacle of journalistic integrity. And who knows, maybe I can keep her at ours long enough and you’ll catch her when you get home.”
Ours. Zoya had been living with Camille for five months now, yet it still sent a shiver up her spine when Zoya referred to her house as theirs. A shiver of pure delight, of acknowledging how lucky Camille had been to run into Zoya the way she had. How utterly elated that Zoya was willing to leave behind her homeland to be with Camille and her children and grandchild. Camille had no idea how she could ever repay Zoya for all the sacrifices she had already made. For her. Spending Christmas in the Australian summer sunshine was hardly a punishment.
“It’s going to be a late one,” Camille said. “These board meetings always are.”
“Well then, it’ll just be me and Iris waiting for you. One of us naked.” She put her hand on Camille’s arm again, and, at the prospect, Camille forgot all about the existence of Bernard Duflot.
ZOYA
Zoya added a splash of wine to her sauce. When she had prepared her first meal in France, it had felt like sacrilege to use actual French wine for cooking, but Camille had quickly persuaded her that wine was not wasted when you used it in a sauce. The whole purpose of wine was to enhance things. Dishes. Conversations. Life. When Camille had said this, looking at her from under her lashes the way she did, Zoya had believed her. She had clung to Camille’s every last word. And she’d always remember how she had stood there, a hip slanted against the kitchen counter, when she had spoken those words. Gorgeous, smart, sophisticated Camille. An inadvertent smile grew on Zoya’s lips. A private smile that warmed her core. Not aimed at anyone but her inner self.
Zoya lowered the heat and listened to the sizzle of the wine evaporating. She took joy in being able to cook for someone else again. Although tonight, she wasn’t cooking for her partner; she was preparing her signature dish for Stéphanie Mathis.
Steph always reminded Zoya of the unexpected path life could take you on. Two years ago, after Rebecca had left her, Zoya could never have imagined living in Paris and serving a meal to France’s first lady, let alone becoming fast friends with her. Equally, Steph had confided that she sometimes lay awake at night wondering at the course her life had taken. Perhaps this was one of the building blocks of their friendship and it was what they recognised in each other as it deepened.
Zoya heard vehicles in the street coming to a halt, which must mean Steph had arrived. With the way of the world right now, Steph couldn’t move about freely in her own city anymore. She had to be protected—discreetly, but that didn’t make it less so—by a secret service car. As Zoya had quickly learned when they first went to a restaurant together, Steph was always followed by a few not-so-discreet photographers wanting to document her every move in public.
“Christ,” Zoya had said, “I thought the French paparazzi were more considerate than that.”
“Paps are relentless wolves everywhere,” Steph had said matter-of-factly, indicating she didn’t want to spend any more time even discussing these people for whom making that one money-shot meant infinitely more than the privacy every human being was entitled to—even the president’s partner.
Zoya made her way to the door and waited for the knock. The first time the vultures had descended on their house, she had been taken aback by the lewdness of it all, but she had also, very quickly, understood why Steph preferred to meet here instead of in a public place. Once the paparazzi realised she was meeting a friend at home, they would leave knowing there was no sensational shot to be had.
Someone rapped on the door twice and Zoya quickly opened it, ushering Steph in and dispensing with the niceties until they stood behind the safety of closed doors.
“Bonsoir.” Steph grabbed her by the shoulders and planted a kiss on each of Zoya’s cheeks. She seemed unperturbed by the spectacle outside.
“Lovely to see you,” Zoya replied. “Come through to the kitchen. I think the sauce needs stirring and tasting.”
Zoya went through the motions of pouring Steph a glass of wine and sitting her down in the kitchen while she finished her dish.
Steph was halfway through her glass when they sat down to dinner and Zoya spooned a portion of mushroom pasta onto Steph’s plate.
“How’s life in the Elysée?” Zoya asked. The question had become a private joke between them—Zoya being the seasoned interviewer who lowered herself to asking the most obvious, basic question.
“Same old, same old. Silver spoons and man servants,” Steph replied with a grin on her face. “This looks delicious.”
“Nothing but the best for the first lady.” Zoya marvelled at the smell of the earthy chanterelles and the hint of wine she could still catch in the sauce. “Although I have been thinking about the term first lady with regards to you and Dominique. If you’re the first lady, then which number lady is she?”
“None of this protocol stuff was ever invented for lesbians, obviously.” Steph rolled her eyes. “Who could even imagine such a thing? Two women in the Elysée? Such sacrilege.” She paused for a moment. “I will have to break the news to Dominique that, because of my title, she can only officially be second lady of France. It’s not going to go down well.” She painted a smirk on her face. “She may introduce some law to change this anomaly pronto, so maybe I should just leave it.”
Zoya snickered. She hadn’t had the pleasure of spending that much time with the president, who had far more important things to do than dine with friends who were not heads of state, but she could, nevertheless, easily catch Steph’s drift.
“Anyway, let’s not talk about my uneventful life,” Steph said, changing the subject. “Let’s talk about you. How are you doing?”
Zoya might be the interviewer with years of experience under her belt, but when Steph asked her a question, even one as straightforward and predictable as this, she always felt it was born from more than just friendly interest. As though Steph had a sixth sense and instinctively noticed when something was a little off. Or perhaps that was just Zoya projecting, or feeling relieved that she could chat to a friend. She hadn’t made that many. Language was still a barrier, but Steph belonged to the younger generation who spoke excellent English. From the very beginning, Zoya had felt she could communicate with Steph on a level she needed. She could be frank with her.
“Well, you know, I’m in love and I live in Paris, often coined the most beautiful city in the world, so one would think I’m doing swimmingly.”
“Except you’re not.” Steph waited, fork poised.
“I’m not doing badly… I mean, this is what I wanted, after all. But I do miss home more than I expected.”
“It’s normal. I only moved districts, and I miss home terribly at times,” Steph said after she finished her bite.
“I know it’s normal. I lived in Australia all my life and I can’t expect love to just magically make everything better. I guess the bigger issue is that I don’t really know how to talk to Camille about it, for fear I will ruin our honeymoon period.”
“Why? You think she won’t understand?”
Zoya looked at Steph and, again, saw some of herself in her much younger friend. The inability to let anything just go by. The ever-present need to ask a deeper question.
Zoya shook her head. “No, of course she will understand. I just want to spare her my drama. She has enough on her plate.”
Steph narrowed her eyes. “Can you actually hear yourself, Zoya? She’s your partner, which doesn’t mean you have to tell her every little thing that goes on in your mind, but you should be able to talk about things that infringe on your happiness.”
“In theory, I know you’re right.” Zoya sipped from her glass of wine. “I guess I’ve been taken aback a little myself by the fierceness of my feelings. I’ve even started watching Neighbours again, just to feel that connection to home.”
Steph quirked up her eyebrows.
“Scott and Charlene?” Zoya asked and, when met with a blank expression on Steph’s face, continued. “It’s an Australian soap that had its heyday long before your time.” She smiled. “But as harrowing as watching something well-past its prime is, it anchors me to my homeland. And even saying words like anchoring and homeland makes me wonder whether I’m even cut out for this uprooting of my life. I barely gave it a second thought because of how utterly smitten I was. I still am.”
“It’s only been a few months. You need to give yourself some time. And you need to speak with Camille. You can’t let something as important as this turn into more and have it fester into even more negative emotions.”
“If for some reason your career in PR doesn’t work out, you can always retrain as a counsellor,” Zoya said.
Steph was quiet for a beat, then said. “I see one. A counsellor. Have done for a while. Even though see is perhaps not the right word for it. These days we mainly have online sessions, lest it ever come out the first lady needs her soul examined on a regular basis.”
It was Zoya’s turn to look at Steph with a bewildered look on her face. Their friendship must have reached a new height if Steph was comfortable sharing this.
“It has really helped me.” Steph filled the silence. “If you need to talk to someone, I can definitely recommend her.”
“I’ll think about it.”
“Good.” Steph said it with so much persuasion, Zoya almost asked for the counsellor’s number there and then. Before Zoya could say anything else, she heard the door open. It could only be Camille.
“She’s home early.” Zoya instinctively rose from her chair. Camille was talking to someone. Maybe she was on the phone. Then she heard another voice. One she recognised easily because she’d heard it on the radio many times. Even though she only understood a tiny portion of what was said on Aurore Seauve’s weekly show Sexualité Aujourd’hui, she used it to further her knowledge of the French language—and had picked up quite a few words no course book would ever teach her.
“Hey, darling.” Camille ambled into the dining room with Aurore in tow. “We have company.”
AURORE
Even though Camille had told Aurore that Stéphanie Mathis would be at her house, she was a little star struck when she stood face to face with the woman. It wasn’t so much that she was the president’s partner, but more the reputation that preceded her, and the vibe of sexual confidence she exuded.
Why could Aurore never fall for a woman like that? Then she wouldn’t have had her heart broken, again, which was why she had called Camille. Camille, who had just fled a board meeting, had told Aurore she would introduce her to Stéphanie Mathis to cheer her up.
Aurore shook Stéphanie’s hand, then greeted Zoya in English.
“I wasn’t expecting you home so soon,” Zoya said to Camille.
“I’ll tell you all about the hell of a meeting I just walked out of later,” she said. “First, we must make Aurore feel better.” Camille winked at Aurore.
For some reason, Camille had always succeeded in making Aurore feel better during her long and disastrous career in love. Although this was the first time Aurore would avail of her cheering-up services since Zoya had moved to Paris, and she wasn’t sure how this new love on display would affect the healing process of her shattered heart. She hadn’t given it a second thought when she had dialled Camille’s number—it was that instinctive. Relationship over. Call Camille.
“Are you the Aurore Seauve?” Stéphanie asked.
“I’m afraid so,” Aurore said. “For all my talk of sex positivity and healthy relationships on national radio, my own love life has been a mess for as long as I’ve had one. If you could even call it one.”
Stéphanie grinned. “Your secret’s safe with me.” The way she said it made Aurore believe it instantly. Maybe Stéphanie had a friend like herself she could introduce to Aurore, someone to make her forget about Vivianne. But no, unshakable types like Stéphanie Mathis, no matter how charming they were, didn’t really float Aurore’s boat. That was the problem.
“Just a life-long commitment to falling for the wrong woman,” Aurore joked. “It takes dedication.”
“What kind of woman might that be?” Stéphanie asked, while Zoya poured her and Camille a glass of wine.
“Emotionally unavailable,” Aurore said.
Camille cleared her throat. “What Aurore actually means by that is straight women.” She opened her hands, palms upwards. “Désolée, mon amie,” Camille continued, “but I’ve known you for many decades and let’s just call a spade a spade, shall we?”
Aurore sighed. “My profession doesn’t help, of course.” She tried to ignore Camille’s comment, even though one of the pillars of their twenty-years-plus friendship was Camille’s unflinching ability to tell it how it was. Although there had been a time not so long ago when Aurore had been the one to tell Camille that she, herself, wasn’t perhaps as heterosexual as she had everyone—herself included—believe. “Straight women love to project their lesbian fantasies on to me.”
“That doesn’t mean you have to let them.” There was kindness in Camille’s voice and she put a hand on Aurore’s shoulder.
“Maybe I’m just too much of a sucker for a good transformation story.” She glanced at Camille, then at Zoya. “Look at you ladies. You’re living proof that not all women who have always believed they’re straight actually are.”
“That might be true,” Camille said, “but you could try dating a woman who could at least reciprocate your feelings. Imagine how much fun it would be? Two women who love women falling in love?”
Aurore smiled at Camille just to indulge her, then looked at Steph. “Even our first female president believed she was straight for the longest time. There are so many examples.”
Stéphanie shook her head. “I don’t mean to speak out of turn, especially because we’ve only just met,” she said, “but I think you’re getting some things confused. If I could have helped it at all, I would have never fallen for someone like Dominique. How it happened for me was the other way around. I fell in love with her despite her not being an out lesbian, not because.”
“Touché,” Camille said. “I think you hit the nail on the head there, Steph.”
“I thought being here was supposed to cheer me up,” Aurore said. “Not tear me down even more than Vivianne has already done.”
“You’re right,” Camille said. “As long as next time you meet someone you’re interested in, you get my approval before you date her.” She sent Aurore a grin.
Aurore held up her glass and looked Camille in the eye. “No one will enter my bed until they’ve passed your rigorous vetting process first.”
“We’ll set up a panel,” Zoya said.
“I can get you a presidential seal of approval if needed,” Stéphanie said.
They all burst out laughing and, with that, Aurore did start feeling a little better. As long as she could stay in this cosy—even though a tad too bourgeois for her taste—living room a while longer, in the embrace of her old friend, Camille’s partner, and the first lady of France.
She wondered if tonight’s conversation would make it to the president’s ears. Whether she would be the subject of pillow talk at the Elysée tonight. She should really get a grip. And start dating actual lesbians—or at the very least a woman who had kissed another woman before.
“If you know of any eligible lesbian bachelorettes, Stéphanie, please let me know.”
“Please call me Steph,” she said and paused before answering the question. “I don’t really travel in those circles anymore. If you’d asked me two years ago, I could have hooked you up in a heartbeat, but not so much now.”
“Do you mean the Elysée is not swarming with lesbians now that we have a lesbian president? There goes my fantasy!”
“What fantasy?” Zoya asked. “Lesbian orgies in the Elysée every other day?”
“God no. No such thing. Just some good old lesbian nepotism. You know, to once and for all drive home the gay agenda. At least, that’s what the far right would like to have us believe.”
“If you ask me, Séverine Marechal is a closet case herself,” Camille said.
Steph chuckled. “Dominique would have a fit if she heard all of this.”
“Will you tell her?” Aurore couldn’t help but ask. On her radio show, she asked people about their most private emotions all the time. Compared to that, this was just skimming the surface. “Do you talk to Dominique about evenings like this?”
Steph sank her teeth into her bottom lip and regarded Aurore for a moment in silence before speaking. “Of course. If there’s time.”
Aurore painted on a smile—the kind she would use on a studio guest if they were still balancing on that edge between being too shy and really wanting to share something profound. “Is there?”
“Not always. Not as much as I would like there to be,” Steph said.
“Is that an issue for you?” Aurore had a vague sense of crossing a line—she wasn’t in the studio, after all, she was sharing a glass of wine with friends after a bad break-up.
“Zoya interviewed me a while back about all of this,” Steph said. “You can find all the answers to your questions on YouTube.” She tilted her head and kept her gaze on Aurore, as if asking, are you done now?
“I’m so sorry,” Aurore said. “I’ve always been the curious type.”
“Nosy more like,” Camille said.
“It’s in our blood,” Zoya said.
“What happened with you and Vivianne?” Steph asked. The room fell silent. “What? You two can be nosy and I can’t be?” The grin on her face was irresistible.
A frank answer to Steph’s question would be an opportunity to apologise and to say some much-needed words about the woman who had just broken her heart. “She went back to her ex, whom she’d left for me.”
“Ouch,” Steph said. “I’m very sorry. How long were you together?”
“Almost six months.” Aurore sighed. “I thought we were ready for the next stage of our relationship. She clearly didn’t.” She sipped wine. “But hey, at least it was only six months, which means, according to publications like Marie-Claire, it should only take me three months to get over her.” Her phone started ringing in her handbag. She dug it out, by now already relieved she could take a break from talking about Vivianne. It might only have been six months, but the memory of Vivianne looking her in the eye and saying she was leaving still had the power to wound. It felt like a blade sliding between her ribs straight into her heart—again.
“I’m sorry I have to take this.”
Aurore excused herself and took the call from Députée Rivière in the kitchen. They had a big day tomorrow, and her heartache would have to wait.
DOMINIQUE
Dominique heard a barely audible knock on the door, and immediately identified it as Solange’s. She had told her chief of staff to knock harder so many times, she didn’t have it in her to repeat it anymore.
“Come,” she said in her most booming voice, hoping the power behind it would inspire Solange to make her non-verbal communication a bit more forceful—the woman was plenty forceful in other areas.
Solange walked in, wearing her usual attire of black pencil skirt, black blazer, and white blouse. Dominique sometimes wondered whether, if she were ever to find herself staring into Solange’s wardrobe, she would find a neatly arranged row of black skirt suits and white blouses.
“The socialists just introduced a bill in the Assemblée. One that might give us a hard time.” She put a sheet of paper on Dominique’s desk.
“Just tell me.” Dominique didn’t even glance at the paper.
“Opening up the use of donor sperm to single women and same-sex partners,” Solange said.
Dominique puffed some air out of her mouth. “The party is going to love that. Who’s behind it?”
“Rivière.”
“Of course.”
“They’ve blindsided us, which means they want to have this be a make-or-break issue.”
“They want to test me.” Dominique leaned back in her chair. “Smart move.”
“What do you want to do?”
“Nothing right now. I need to think.” She closed her eyes for a moment. Being president was, most of all, a delicate balancing act of trying to keep everyone at peace. It didn’t matter right now that Dominique was all for making donor sperm available for everyone. Rivière might be all for it as well, but that didn’t take away that this was, most of all, a political manoeuvre by the new leader of the socialists, who had finally gotten rid of old crocodile Goffin and, lately, had felt invigorated by the fresh wind breezing through their party, spearheaded by charismatic Anne Rivière.
When the next election came up, mercifully still two and a half years away, she would need to take up arms against two women vying for her spot. She was certain she could wipe out Marechal. She wasn’t so certain about Rivière.
Solange lingered.
“Anything else?” Dominique asked.
“Do you really want to know?” Her chief of staff wasn’t the kind of person whose sense of humour manifested itself very often, and Dominique knew this was her idea of a joke.
“No.” Dominique shook her head and managed a small smile. “You deal with all the rest.”
She watched Solange trot to the door on her impossibly high heels—shoes so impractical Dominique had no idea why any woman would wear them—and pondered how much she relied on this woman. Steph was a hundred percent correct when she said Dominique spent more time with Solange than with her. This reminded her of the conversation she’d had with her partner two days ago.
“Before you go, Solange.”
Solange stopped and turned around. “Yes?”
“Have you seen Steph? Is she at the office today or here?” In the beginning, Dominique had tried to keep Steph’s schedule in her head, or at least somewhere near her so she could at least pretend to keep up, but too many other matters vied for her attention, and she had people who were paid to know about these things, no matter how counterintuitive it was to ask someone else about the whereabouts of her partner.
“Haven’t seen her. I think she’s at Barbier & Cyr all day. I’ll double check and let you know.”
“Okay. Thanks.”
The door closed and Dominique’s thoughts drifted first to ultra-progressive Rivière, who would easily sway back to her all the voters Dominique had been able to poach from the Left because of her predecessor’s flagrant incompetence. But the age of incompetence was over for the socialists. In Anne Rivière they had found someone passionate, charismatic and possessed with just the right amount of feminism to not scare off too many men. The next election might still be years away, but Dominique needed the legacy of a strong presidency if she were to take on the likes of Rivière, who knew very well what the MLR’s party line was on this particular subject.
Then she thought of Steph, a socialist at heart, who didn’t hide her admiration for Rivière. As president, Dominique no longer joined debates in the Assemblée, but she would have her work cut out for her debating this particular bill at home.
STEPH
“Have you heard?” Juliette’s blonde head popped up in the doorway of Steph’s office.
“Heard what?” A small headache beat at the base of her skull. She had stayed at Zoya and Camille’s a bit too long, indulging in the excellent Pouilly-Fumé they had served. She was no longer in her twenties and even the best wine could leave her with a hammering hangover these days. It had been a pleasant evening and she had enjoyed getting to know Aurore Seauve, who was a woman after her own heart. Sexually openminded, at least on her radio show—although perhaps not so much in her private life. Ideas that naturally fell on the left side of the political spectrum, just like Steph’s—even though she was, currently, not at liberty to express these ideas outside the confines of, ironically, a right-wing-led Elysée.
“Rivière is introducing a bill to the Assemblée,” Juliette said. “To finally allow all-female couples and single women to avail of sperm donations. This is going to make her very popular and… give someone else a massive headache.” Juliette grinned. “Unfortunately, it’s too late for me, but if this had been possible ten years ago, who knows, there might be a little Juliette Barbier walking around right now. Or a tiny Nadia.”
“The bill needs to pass first.” Steph knew all about Juliette’s sudden wish for a child a few years ago—just when she and Nadia were going through a rocky patch in their relationship. She didn’t want to rack all of that up again.
“I take it you will contact our client about this.” Juliette sat in a chair opposite Steph.
“This is going to do her head in. And mine,” Steph said.
“You’ll both get through it. There’s no choice. This needs to happen, Steph. It should have happened years ago.”
“Your career in PR is long enough to know this could end up being a disaster for Dominique.”
“We are the queens of spin. We’ll find a way to get her through this unscathed.”
“Queens of spin?” Steph rolled her eyes.
“It was an option when we were coming up with names for the firm.” Juliette’s eyes sparkled.
“I would never have joined you then.”
“Good thing we kept it safely—and boringly—at Barbier & Cyr.”
“Speaking of, where’s Cyr today? I haven’t seen her all day.”
“Day off. No doubt driving Margot crazy being a bridezilla. I’m sure Margot already regrets having asked. Claire is not one to have a small and discreet wedding.”
“Dominique asked me again,” Steph said after a short pause during which she could easily picture the scene of Claire overwhelming Margot with ludicrous demands for the perfect wedding day.
“That makes two proposals,” Juliette said. “She must be serious about it.”
“I just fail to see what the big deal is. Besides, she doesn’t have time to get married.”
“I’m no expert on Dominique’s private feelings, but my best guess is this has nothing to do with it being a big deal or having time for it. It’s just a pure expression of her love for you. She wants to be your wife.”
“I can’t be somebody’s wife, Jules. That’s just not me.”
“It’s a special feeling, you know. It’s hard to explain, but I just love the idea of being married, even though I used to be just like you. Well, maybe not just like you.” She tapped her fingers on the armrest of the chair. “I never felt any need to get married to Nadia. What was the point? We were as good as married already. But now we are married, and no longer as good as married. It makes a difference to me.”
“You’re not doing a very good job of convincing me, Jules. Your pro-marriage stance needs better PR.”
“Talk to Claire then.”
“God no. I’m not mentioning the M-word anywhere near Claire these days. I don’t feel like listening to a detailed breakdown of her seating plan and which cheesy music will be played at the ceremony.”
“Maybe you just don’t like weddings.”
“I was raised by a single mother. Marriage and weddings were never revered in my family the way they are in others. I just couldn’t care less.”
“Clearly Dominique cares a great deal.”
“Clearly.” Steph rolled her head from side to side. “Anyway, I’d best call home. See how our president is taking the news.”
   
Steph had been waiting for Dominique to come to bed for an hour already. She put the book she’d been reading to the side and switched on the television. A rerun of the late night news had just started and the first item was the introduction of the Rivière bill. Sperm donation for same-sex couples was a difficult topic in France, but the new socialist leader was milking it for all it was worth. Steph admired her from a professional point of view as well as from a political—and even personal—one.
What she was doing took guts as well as a strategic political mind. Steph tried to erase that cynical thought from her brain but she’d been in PR and, lately, in politics too long to see this for what it, ultimately, would be. Thousands of women wouldn’t have to leave France to find a sperm donor anymore. Their life would become a whole lot easier and their fundamental right to have a child would no longer be ignored by the state.
Anne Rivière was being interviewed. She stood tall and smiled into the camera. This was her moment. The first shot fired in the war for the next presidential election. Some voters may believe Anne Rivière was doing this solely out of the goodness of her heart, and her heart may very well be in the right place, but this was as much a sign to Dominique. This was Anne Rivière saying she meant business and goading Dominique into a response—into saying something she wouldn’t otherwise have to say. Into taking a clear stance she knew was difficult for a president and leader of a right-wing party. The game was on.
Steph peered at her. She was a good speaker with excellent delivery—nothing like her predecessor Goffin. The camera panned out as the interview ended and one of her aides appeared briefly on the screen. Steph blinked and looked again. She knew that face. She’d only recently been able to put a name to it. Last night to be exact.
She paused the broadcast and rewound a few seconds until the screen froze on an image of Aurore Seauve.
Aurore had advocated on her radio show for years for this legislation to be brought forward. She must have advised Rivière on the bill.
“I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” Dominique whirled into the room. “Sorry that I asked you to wait and then didn’t come up for so long.”
Steph waved off Dominique’s comment. “Can you believe that I met this woman last night?” She pointed at the screen.
“Which woman? Rivière? Have you been courting socialists behind my back?” Dominique waggled her eyebrows. She didn’t seem too perturbed by today’s events. She had many more delicate and difficult things on her plate.
“No, the one behind Rivière. Aurore Seauve. The radio host.”
“The one who does the show about sex?” Dominique sat on the edge of the bed.
“Yes. She’s a friend of Camille’s. I met her at theirs last night. She didn’t say anything at all about this. Didn’t let on she was involved with Rivière at all.”
“She wouldn’t have. This had to be a surprise.”
“I’m still impressed with her poker face.” Seeing Aurore on television next to Rivière reshaped Steph’s view of her. Not that it was impossible for a person to be heartbroken and in need of friends at the same time as preparing a bill that would make the president’s complicated life a little harder still, but it did say something about her. There was a ruthlessness to Aurore Seauve that had not been on display the night before. A hidden side that, if she was honest with herself, impressed Steph.
“What was she like? Did she ask about our sex life?” Dominique brought her hand to the back of Steph’s head.
“She was mainly venting about her girlfriend leaving her.”
Dominique scooted closer to Steph while her fingers caressed her scalp. “I don’t much feel like talking about left-wing lesbians anymore, babe. Nor do I want to think about sperm donations before I go to bed. Can you turn off the TV?” She kissed Steph on the temple. “Let’s talk tomorrow.” She slid onto her back.
Steph switched off the television and looked at Dominique. “You’re still fully dressed.”
“Who cares about some wrinkled clothes? The people who live in this palace with us simply love to iron. So much ironing goes on in here. It’s obscene.”
Steph chuckled. Dominique’s eyes were already closed. “I care a great deal.” She started unbuttoning Dominique’s blouse.
“Thank you, chérie,” she murmured. “Je t’aime.”
By the time Steph had manoeuvred Dominique’s trousers off, Dominique was fast asleep.
CAMILLE
“Your friend Aurore pulled a fast one on me,” Steph said into Camille’s ear. Camille usually only took calls on her mobile at work if it was one of her children or Zoya, but she figured she’d best make an exception for the first lady.
“What do you mean?”
“She advised Rivière on that bill. I saw her on the news last night. I had no idea she dabbled in politics, Camille. I would have appreciated a heads-up.” Was there a sharp edge of blame in Steph’s voice?
“Aurore and I don’t discuss politics. It’s what keeps our friendship healthy.”
“She sat right across from me for the better part of the evening knowing all along that the next day Rivière would introduce a bill that would put Dominique in a bad spot. When she took that call in the kitchen, she was probably talking to Rivière about it.”
“Aurore is a friend who needed to see some friendly faces last night, Steph. I think you’re reading a bit too much into her being at ours. She didn’t know you were going to be there when she called me.”
“I just find it a bit too glaring a coincidence, that’s all.”
“She’s been my friend for a very long time and I don’t like what you’re insinuating.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to come down on you like this. I used to not give much of a damn about politics, and now my entire life revolves around it. It was just a bit of a shock seeing her with Rivière.”
“I understand, Steph, I do. But I don’t think about politics when I introduce friends. Not anymore. And for your information, Aurore enjoyed meeting you. It took her mind off Vivianne.”
“If not handled delicately, this whole thing could turn into a PR nightmare for Dominique. Neither of the choices she has when reacting to this is straightforward.”
“Politics is not straightforward. But Dominique has defied her party once before. I’m sure she can find the strength to do it again. It is a good bill, after all. A necessary one.”
“If only it were that simple,” Steph said.
“What if it were?” Camille offered. “What if it really were that simple?”
Steph chuckled in her ear. “You’ve been out of the political arena for too long. It hasn’t gotten any easier or prettier since you divorced Jean-Claude. On the contrary. Dominique might be president, but that doesn’t mean the more conservative MLR wolves aren’t sharpening their teeth and waiting in the wings for her to slip up—in their eyes at least. This is a nicely-wrapped gift for them.”
“Do you want me to quiz Jean-Claude? See what he knows?”
“No, no. Of course not. But what you can do is give me Aurore Seauve’s number. I would like to have a chat with her.”
“Oh, she’s going to love that.” Camille couldn’t hide her glee. She would like to be a fly on the wall wherever that conversation took place.
“I bet she is.”
“I’ll text you her number. Not, I assume, that you needed to call me to get it.”
“Nah, I just called to scold you, obviously.” Steph let out a brief sigh. “I’m sorry for going off on you. I enjoyed meeting Aurore as well.”
They rang off and Camille sank back into her chair while she considered Aurore’s motives. Aurore had no way of knowing Steph would be having dinner with Zoya last night when she called. Camille berated herself for even questioning her friend, who really had been cut up about losing yet another lover.
She glanced at the clock. She had a meeting in fifteen minutes. After she had texted Steph Aurore’s number, she decided to call up her old friend herself.
Aurore picked up after the first ring. “Camille, I’m so glad to hear a friendly voice.”
“Likewise, even though you got me in a pickle with the Elysée.”
“You? How so?”
“Come on, Aurore. Let’s not play dumb.”
“No, I’m serious. That bill or the work I do with Rivière has nothing to do with our friendship, so I don’t see how it could have landed you in trouble.”
“Well, not trouble as such, but I did just get a call from Steph. She asked for your number, by the way, so expect a call.”
“I look forward to it already.”
“How are you feeling today?” Camille asked.
“I’m too busy to suffer much from Vivianne-withdrawal symptoms, so pretty good. How are you?”
Camille sighed. “I’m constantly having to remind myself that this is the twenty-first century. If some of my colleagues got their way, we’d go a few decades back to when a woman’s place was considered to be in the kitchen.”
“I wonder how those colleagues feel about sperm donations being used by lesbian couples.” Aurore chuckled.
“They should listen to your show. I’m serious, Aurore. The world would be a much better place if everyone listened to your show. A little sex positivity never killed anyone, after all.”
“You do realise that the insecure douchebag giving you a hard time is probably not getting any affection whatsoever. Sexually fulfilled people don’t generally behave the way he does.”
“Oh, please. Don’t put the image in my head of him doing anything remotely sexual.” Camille winced.
“That’s the whole point, though. That image in your head is probably the extent of what he’s getting. Which is nothing.” Aurore giggled. “Oh, I have a call waiting. Could it be Mademoiselle Mathis?”
“Take it. I have to go, anyway. And keep me posted.”
“Will do.”
Camille put her phone down and pondered what Aurore had just said. Then she put a halt to her thoughts because she’d given Duflot way too much of her mental energy already. But it did make her understand how Dominique must feel all the time. Constantly under attack from men who didn’t think she was up to the job, simply because she was a woman. Men who genuinely believed that a woman was incapable of being a good president. Men because of whom women like Dominique—and Camille in her own position—had to work twice as hard to prove that they could do it, on top of dealing with their sexist remarks and envy.
In Dominique’s case, there were two other women after her job as well, which, truth be told, could be just as challenging, if not more so. But at least when women battled for the same spot they started from a more level playing field, and with the knowledge that even if things did get dirty, no party would be condescended to and considered the weaker sex. Camille liked Anne Rivière, but her allegiance would always lie with Dominique Laroche.
She checked the time. Five more minutes until her meeting. Maybe she could sneak in a quick call to Zoya to get all of this off her mind and fill it with the most joyous, beautiful thing to have come into her life: her love for another woman.
ZOYA
“Come here,” Zoya said as soon as Camille walked through the door. “I missed you.” They’d seen each other that morning and they’d spoken on the phone, yet Zoya meant it from the bottom of her heart. Perhaps because when they were still doing long-distance she missed Camille so much sometimes it cut off the air in her lungs. That memory didn’t serve as a way to put a day without Camille in perspective; instead it seemed to only increase Zoya’s desire to hold Camille near.
“I must suffer from Post Long Distance Relationship Stress Syndrome,” she’d once said after just moving to Paris. She’d clung to Camille, not allowing her to leave their bed to go to work. “It’s a serious medical condition that you can’t just ignore.”
This made her think of what Steph had said the other night, before Camille had arrived with Aurore, about seeing a counsellor. Right at that very moment, Zoya didn’t suffer from homesickness at all, but from the exact opposite—from the feeling that got her here in the first place. An overwhelming emotion that would have her denounce her home country for the rest of her life. That would have her deny her roots, her friends, her culture and abandon it all for a life next to this gorgeous woman, drinking the best French wines and eating the most buttery croissants. But it was the constant back and forth between those two states of mind that was beginning to do Zoya’s head in. And so she remembered those other words Steph had spoken: Camille will understand. Talk to her.
But when Camille walked in the door all scrumptious-looking like that, her hair a little dishevelled and her clothes a bit wrinkled from a day’s work, her attitude relaxed, her eyes saying how happy she was to come home to a house with Zoya in it, Zoya couldn’t possibly start a talk like that. She needed to do something else instead. Like press her lips to the delicious slope of Camille’s breast and tear those crumpled clothes off her, and do what they hadn’t been able to do while they were ten thousand miles apart: luxuriate in the simple sensation of touching each other’s skin.
“I missed you too, my love,” Camille said and gave Zoya a lopsided smile. One which said that, yes, she wanted Zoya in that moment too. Dinner could wait. Another hunger needed to be stilled first.
Zoya pulled Camille close and kissed her on the lips. Oh those soft, warm lips. Zoya would do anything to feel those lips on hers every single day for the rest of her life. In fact, she had done everything. She’d given up her life in Sydney, including her highly regarded job as the host of The Zoya Das Show. She’d given it all up for love and when Camille’s lips touched hers like that, instantly opening and letting Zoya’s tongue in, she knew it had been worth it. Every last doubt was squashed. Paris was where she belonged.
Before they even reached the bedroom, climbing the stairs half-clinging to each other, they’d started getting each others’ clothes off. The hunger was too big. The fire of love burned too brightly in their bellies. Zoya needed Camille to yield at her fingers, to give herself up to her touch, as soon as possible.
They fell onto the bed and took a moment to breathe. To face each other and look each other in the eye. Camille brought a hand to Zoya’s cheek and caressed it gently.
“Tu es si belle,” she said, and Zoya’s French might not have improved much yet, but she understood. And she knew that, to Camille, she was the most beautiful woman in the world.
Zoya kissed Camille again and again, their tongues meeting in that delicate dance. Camille pushed Zoya onto her back and manoeuvred herself on top. She liked to do that, Zoya had learned since she moved to France. It had become more pronounced as her stay here had lengthened. Camille claiming dominance. Camille giving her shoulder a gentle push the way she was doing now. Most of the time, Zoya let her. As long as, once in a while, she could surprise Camille and pin her arms to the mattress. As long as she got her turn.
Zoya’s jeans were already open and all Camille had to do was tug them down, get them off her legs and fling them somewhere into the half-light of the room. After she had done so, she climbed back and gazed down at Zoya with her sparkly green eyes.
Zoya’s lips loosened into a smile. She could never help it when Camille looked at her like that, so full of love and passion—and intent.
Camille dragged a finger over Zoya’s panties while watching her face. She let her finger skate up and down over the flimsy fabric and Zoya felt Camille’s touch there shudder all the way into her bones. That was how much Camille was part of her now—how much their love had left its mark on her body, her synapses, her soul.
“Please.” Zoya knew very well how much Camille enjoyed this bit. Zoya hankering for more of her, losing her patience, and pushing down her own panties.
Zoya squirmed out of her underwear and spread her legs wide. Her blouse lay splayed open to the sides. Her nipples strained against her bra.
Thankfully, Camille brought her finger back to where it was before, and this time there was no fabric in the way, and the sensation of its skating motion against Zoya’s pussy lips was amplified a thousand-fold. Camille circled her finger around Zoya’s clit and it felt good but it was also too slow, too taunting.
Zoya would be damned if she begged Camille again. This was the kind of patience she could exercise, because it was brief and delicious. Camille kept her gaze on Zoya’s. Her eyes narrowed as she let her finger slide down, as it halted at the entrance of Zoya’s pussy. Then, it slipped in, and Zoya felt like she had been admitted to the gates of heaven.
Her body reacted to the insertion of Camille’s finger with hospitality and ever-increasing desire. Zoya would often study Camille’s slender, strong fingers. She would take them in her hands, the paleness of them contrasting with the golden colour of hers, and relish that she could touch these instruments of pleasure, those digits that gave her so much joy behind closed doors, whenever they were together. Seeing them always gave her a secret moment of delight.
Now those fingers were working their magic on her, operating in tandem with Camille’s glance on her, with the love that shone from it.
Five months of living together had already been long enough to establish a pattern for quickies like this. For times when Camille’s nearness made her cheeks flush with instant lust that had to be quenched. Because why wouldn’t they? They were here together. It had been the very point of it all.
Zoya knew that soon, Camille would avert her eyes, but only because her gaze was traveling elsewhere. She knew it as she knew the rhythm of Camille’s fingers as they moved inside of her. Still only one now, but soon, as her head ducked down, she would add another.
To find such familiarity in something as exciting as sex was a great relief to Zoya. It made her feel more at home. It made living in Paris all about the woman and not about the place.
Camille kissed her cheek as she thrust upwards, then retreated, and added another finger. Camille’s gaze remained on Zoya’s as she fucked her more insistently. She was going off plan. Maybe she needed to see Zoya’s face. Zoya sure was happy to see hers, in between closing her eyes for a second every time a shudder of pleasure seized her. And this too, was comforting, to see Camille’s face there every time she opened her eyes. To know she would always be there.
Zoya wanted more and she bucked up her hips, hoping Camille would catch her drift. She knew she would. That was the one advantage of starting a new relationship while miles apart—having to spell out things more so their meaning could be understood across the distance.
Camille added another finger and Zoya gazed at her strong arm. Her muscles flexed, a sight that never failed to arouse Zoya. The subtle strength of a woman. It was all on display in what Camille was doing to her.
Then, at last, Camille did avert her gaze. Her face was no longer there when Zoya next opened her eyes. Zoya felt Camille’s tongue against her clit. The gentle flick of it stood in stark contrast to the power with which her fingers were claiming Zoya, demanding pleasure. Zoya’s muscles turned to molten wax. The fire in her belly burst open and spread all the way to her fingertips. A soft lick of Camille’s tongue was all it took to catapult her into the next dimension. Onto that cloud of climax where all thought disappeared and gave way to ecstasy.
By the time Zoya had descended from her imaginary cloud, a hint of a tear breaking in the corner of her eye, Camille had draped half her body over hers and softly pecked her on the cheek.
She curved an arm underneath Camille’s neck and drew her close, inhaling the scent of her hair, kissing her wherever she could.
This would do to squash her homesickness for a good long while.
AURORE
For me, this is not about politics. Aurore repeated the words in her head, like a mantra, as she entered the grand gates of the Elysée. Of course being invited to the Elysée made it all about politics. It was Stéphanie Mathis’s way of intimidating her. When Aurore had taken the call from Steph, she had not expected an invitation—more of a scolding. But here she strode, up the marble staircase, trying to not let the lustre of the place impress her too much. Because she had an agenda to defend. Nothing was more important than the bill passing, even though her being here was the first step of being used as the political pawn she didn’t want to be. But what should she have done? Declined Steph’s invitation?
Anne Rivière had been sceptical when Aurore had told her about it—especially because the same invitation had not been extended to the Députée. Only to her advisor. But it was just a meeting. It was better to keep Rivière out of it at this stage, because, unlike Aurore, she did have political skin in the game.
Aurore was asked to take a seat just outside of, she guessed, President Laroche’s secretary’s office. The woman looked as though she could have availed of France’s early retirement scheme quite a few years ago, with her grey hair pinned meticulously to the top of her head. She peered over her glasses at Aurore every few minutes, as though making sure she wasn’t up to any mischief.
Aurore heard a quick tap-tap of footfalls approach. She straightened her posture. Two women walked in her direction. She recognised Steph. The other one looked vaguely familiar.
“Aurore, so good of you to come.” Steph greeted her as though she were an old friend. “This is Solange Garceau, Chief of Staff to the president.”
Ah yes, of course. The tight set of the mouth. The meticulously styled-back blonde hair. Aurore had seen her on television a few times during the presidential campaign, but Solange had disappeared behind the curtains of power swiftly once Laroche had been elected.
Aurore knew her by reputation, however. She looked forward to measuring what she had heard about Solange against reality. She held out her hand and Solange clasped it in a firm but damp grip. Aurore shot her the widest smile she had. Oh, this was going to be fun. The sheer level of uptightness of this woman tickled her mischievous streak.
No matter the difference between their political stance, Aurore wanted for Solange to smile at least once during their meeting. One smile. It would take some warming up, she could already see that. But Aurore liked a challenge—sometimes a little too much.
“Let’s go in there.” Steph pointed at a door.
Aurore followed them, taking in the size of Solange’s heels. Christ almighty. She looked like the type who never took them off, even at home in the evening—who might even take pleasure in torturing her feet all day long.
“Coffee? Tea?” Steph offered, showing herself a much more welcoming host than Aurore had expected. Solange remained silent and just sat down.
“I’m fine, thanks.” Was this meeting formal or informal? Steph’s presence hinted at the latter, Solange’s at a very strict formality. Or were they trying to mess with her head? Aurore shook the thought off her. She had come here to listen. And to make sure that, one way or another, the bill passed.
Once they were all seated, Steph said, “I listened to a few back episodes of your radio show. I’m a fan.”
“Thank you.” Aurore glanced from Steph to Solange, whose face remained expressionless.
“You’re probably wondering why I asked you here.” She nodded her head at Solange. “And why Dominique’s chief of staff is here.”
“I am.” Aurore tried to relax her muscles.
“Solange is basically my nanny in this meeting. She’s here to make sure I don’t speak out of turn.”
Still nothing from Solange. Aurore wondered about her relationship with Steph. She made a mental note to google Solange Garceau later. She could only guess she made up for with intelligence what she lacked in social graces—how else could she hold such a high function?
Steph shot Solange a grin. “Of course, Solange also knows things I don’t know. I wouldn’t want to sell her short.”
“Of course.” Aurore smiled then let her gaze linger on Solange. She did look rather nanny-like the way she sat there. One leg arranged stiffly over the other, her notepad clasped to her chest behind folded arms. The body language of Solange Garceau. Aurore would love to dedicate a segment of her radio show to that. When does it crack? Does it ever? She would have to make that show solely for herself, of course. Solange was piquing her interest in the most peculiar way. “Does Solange speak or…” Aurore couldn’t help herself.
“I’m not here to speak. I’m here to observe.” Solange had a surprisingly pleasant voice. Low and crisp, like a news anchor’s.
“Got it.” Aurore could easily imagine the fireworks between this stern woman and Steph’s much more relaxed inclinations. Solange must have nearly had a heart attack when news broke about her candidate and Steph. She looked as though she was still recovering.
“So,” Steph began, “I would like to begin by stating, for the record, that you and I are not so different, Aurore. We want the same things. We’re simply in different camps.”
“I would like to state that, for me, this is not political. I mean, I’m a socialist. Make no mistake about that. But for me it’s all about the bill. About equality, no matter a person’s sexual orientation.”
“The Elysée agrees with you on that,” Steph said.
Solange cleared her throat.
“Well, Dominique and I agree with you on that. We want this bill to pass.”
“But with as little political damage to the president as possible,” Solange added.
“I understand.”
“I understand you can’t tell us more about Anne Rivière’s plans, but we would very much like this to be clean. No colluding between party factions. No secret cross-party scheming to make Dominique look weak.”
“I’m not a political advisor. I counsel Anne on ethical and societal issues. If you’re looking for political guarantees, you’ve come to the wrong person.”
“As soon as you advise a politician,” Solange said, “you are a political advisor. It really can’t be more simple than that.”
Aurore pinned her gaze on Solange. So that was what she was here for. To try and destabilise her. She didn’t know Aurore very well, then. Although she had probably done her homework on Aurore, some character traits couldn’t possibly be gleaned from a Wikipedia page or a Marie-Claire interview.
“What is it that you really want from me, Steph?” Aurore asked.
Steph stroked her chin, then spoke. “Is there any way we can work together on this without having to fight it out through snappy sound bites on television? Without making this into a battle that will make the media salivate?”
“You tell me. You’re the one saying the president wants this bill to pass. Rivière introduced it. All the president has to do is instruct the MLR députés to vote for it. Now that is as simple as it can get.” She eyed Solange, who didn’t move a muscle.
“Come on, Aurore. You know it’s the opposite of simple for Dominique. Despite being president, she’s still a divisive figure in the party—”
Another bout of throat-clearing from Solange.
“Oh please, Solange.” Steph turned to her. “Aurore and I are acquaintances. I can say things like that to her in private. I wasn’t speaking on behalf of the Elysée this time.”
“I’m only doing this to protect you, Stéphanie. Trust me on this. I always have Dominique’s and your best interests at heart.”
Steph shook her head. “No, you don’t. Not mine, anyway.”
Solange sighed but didn’t reply.
“I can set up a meeting between Anne and the president,” Aurore said.
“We don’t need you to set up meetings for the president.” Impatience grew in Solange’s voice. “If the president wants to talk to Madame Rivière, she will summon her to the Elysée.”
Aurore caught Steph rolling her eyes.
“You know what? This is going nowhere. This meeting is over.” Steph rose. “I’ll walk you out, Aurore.” She turned to Solange. “I’m sure you have much better things to do than babysit me on this walk.”
   
“I swear to you, that woman drives me crazy,” Steph said as soon as Solange was out of ear shot.
“I can easily see that.” They walked through the surprisingly silent corridors of the Elysée. “I didn’t mean to antagonise you. I’m well aware of Dominique’s political predicament and I would really love to help. As I said, the only thing that matters to me is the bill.”
“As you just witnessed, my hands are pretty tied. Solange will surely remind me next time I see her that I’m not the one with a mandate given to her by the public, Dominique is.” Steph heaved a sigh. “But some ultra-conservative old-fashioned MLR fart is going to use this to challenge Dominique to primaries, and that’s even before she has to go out and battle the likes of Rivière and Marechal. I would really like to spare her from that.”
“And yourself.”
“Sorry?”
“Do you have time to grab a coffee some time? Maybe we can have a more informal chat. Not about the bill, of course. Not without the nanny.” She briefly touched her hand to Steph’s shoulder. “She’s quite something.”
“You might have noticed I’m not Solange’s favourite person.”
“She’s probably just jealous because you get to share the president’s bed and she only gets to talk shop with her.”
Steph huffed out a chuckle. “God no. Solange is one of those rare human beings who do not suffer from emotions. She’s all business all the time.”
“I really don’t think that’s possible.” An idea popped into Aurore’s head—an idea she was not ready to share with Steph.
“To answer your question, I would love to have coffee with you. It will need to be somewhere private, though,” Steph said.
“Come to my place,” Aurore offered.
“It’s not as simple as that—nothing is anymore, it seems.” Steph managed a weak smile. “If a pap snaps me going to Aurore Seauve’s house… imagine the headline in Le Matin the next day.”
“First lady meets scandalous sex expert,” Aurore said between giggles. The only way to deal with absurdity of this scale was to laugh at it.
“I’ll figure something out,” Steph said.
“Thank you for inviting me, Steph. The meeting might not have been all we hoped for, but I appreciate the gesture.” She paused to smile. “If Solange were here, I’m sure she would clear her throat and say something along the lines of politics being all about gestures. I mean, I may have to stand for office myself, having become such a politician all of a sudden.” She touched Steph’s arm again, wanting to convey her sympathy for the first lady and her curtailed freedoms.
“She means well. If only she could find a better way of going about it.”
“I’m sure, in the end, we all mean well.”
“But in the meantime, the game of politics needs to be played,” Steph said wistfully.
DOMINIQUE
“How did it go with, er, what’s her name?” Dominique racked her brain. So many names, so little space in her mind to remember them.
“Aurore Seauve,” Solange said. “Nothing really happened. I mean, um…” She paused.
“It’s okay, Solange. Tell me what Stéphanie said.”
“In my opinion, she went too far. Spoke out of turn. She was quite rude to me, but that’s fine. Nothing I’m not used to. The meeting ended not long after that. Stéphanie displayed no desire to talk any further with Madame Seauve while I was present.”
Solange usually kept her hostile feelings for Steph under wraps. But it wasn’t in Dominique’s job description to make sure her chief of staff, who hadn’t met Steph under the best of circumstances, and Steph got along. They were both adults and could figure out their grievances between themselves—or not. As long as she didn’t have to deal with any of it. She had bigger fish to fry.
When Dominique didn’t fill the silence, Solange said, “We have to come up with a plan of action soon. We still haven’t reacted to the news of the bill. We should do so sooner rather than later.”
“I know. I was hoping this meeting would have provided some inspiration. My father has been on my case to call a party meeting to define our stance. Some old crocodiles are getting restless, lest a lesbian woman might acquire the right to get pregnant in her own country. I swear to you, Solange, sometimes I think I’m in the wrong party.” Dominique quickly followed up with a chuckle. These were things best not said out loud, especially to a staunch MLR loyalist like Solange.
“Was there anything else?” Solange said matter-of-factly.
“Yes.” Dominique gave in to a spur-of-the-moment idea. “There is actually. The next free evening I have, you should come to dinner. You, Steph and I will share a good bottle of wine. I think it will do all three of us a world of good.”
“Yes, Madam President.” Solange said it as though she had just been demoted to the lowest post in the Elysée.
“Only if you feel like it, of course.” Dominique goaded her. If only she knew what she and Steph had been saying behind her back. She really shouldn’t talk about her chief of staff like that, even if it was all just said in jest.
“Of course.” Solange turned for the door. They both knew she had no choice in the matter.
As she watched Solange exit her office, Dominique relished the only tiny abuse of power she would ever allow herself. Coaxing Solange Garceau out of her shell—if only a tiny fraction.
   
“You got on the wrong side of Solange again,” Dominique said as she unhooked her earrings. In the reflection of the mirror, she glanced at Steph, who was already in bed. She was staring at her phone intently.
“What else is new?”
“I invited her to dinner.”
This made Steph look up from her phone. “When?”
“One of these days. We all have to eat, no matter how busy we get.”
“Are you expecting me to be at this dinner?” Steph put her phone away and caught Dominique’s glance in the mirror.
“Oh yes. As your president, I command you.”
Steph chuckled. “What a night of relaxed fun and games that will be.” She tilted her head and smiled at Dominique. “Will we or will we not find out something about Solange Garceau’s closely guarded private life? Does she have a private life or does she sleep in some dark, quiet corner of the Elysée? Is she, perhaps, in the building right now?”
Dominique turned and walked over to the bed. “We wouldn’t be in the Elysée if it weren’t for Solange.”
“Nor would Solange be here if it weren’t for you.” Steph held out her hand. Ah, the comfort of the out-stretched hand after Dominique came home in the evening, when she walked into this bedroom and found Steph waiting for her—sometimes sleeping, but being a night owl, usually awake and up for a chat and a cuddle.
“I’m not so sure of that.”
“What are you saying? That you need her more than she needs you?”
“She’s my secret weapon.”
“And I believed that was me.” Steph tugged at Dominique’s hand and pulled her close.
“You are my one true love. My scandalous lesbian lover. My incredibly hot soon-to-be wife.” Dominique straddled Steph and looked her in the eye. “If I should be so lucky.”
“Just for my information, if we were ever to get married, would Solange be your witness?”
Dominique chuckled. “Non, chérie. Because that would be a sure-fire way of making you say no just when I got you as far as the altar.” She leaned in to kiss Steph on the lips. Those lips. When Dominique allowed herself a moment of relaxation during her busy days, closed her eyes and let random thoughts flood her mind, Steph’s lips and the delightful sensation of a kiss were often one of them.
Steph withdrew from the kiss. Dominique tried to catch her lips again, but Steph wouldn’t let her.
“I just had an idea,” Steph said.
“Is that why you don’t want to kiss me anymore?” Dominique stole a quick peck on the cheek.
“I was reading Aurore Seauve’s Wikipedia page. She does so much more than host a weekly radio show about the broadest sex-related topics.”
“Clearly. She’s a socialist activist advising Anne Rivière.”
“Yes, but on top of that she was awarded an Order of Merit medal for her work in sexual health education. She has written two books and participated in many advisory committees on STD prevention.”
“Surely she must have gained that award when the socialists were in power.”
“Oh, of course. The MLR has to maintain its chaste and prudish image at all times, of course.”
“What was your idea? And why are you thinking about Aurore Seauve when I’m kissing you?” Dominique started unbuttoning her blouse.
“When Solange comes to dinner, we should invite Aurore as well.”
“Why?”
“I think it could be very interesting.”
Dominique sat up a little straighter. “You want to invite a socialist—an advisor of the very députée gunning for my job, no less—to dinner at the Elysée?”
“It would be a private dinner. Party politics would have nothing do with it.”
“That’s very sweet and naive of you, chérie.” Dominique tried hard not to sound condescending.
“This isn’t the previous century, babe. Cross-party cooperation doesn’t have to be so hidden anymore.”
“What are you really trying to accomplish?” Steph was anything but naive, despite what Dominique had just said.
“Do you trust me?” Steph asked.
When she asked it like that, looking up at Dominique, with that irresistible glint in her eye, Dominique could only nod. After the day she’d had, she had no more resistance left anyway, not that she ever had a lot when it came to Stéphanie Mathis.
“I’m just following my instinct.”
“Your instinct is what got you here, trapped between my legs.” Dominique leaned in again, let her lips hover next to Steph’s ear.
“There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.” Steph pulled her close and let her tongue slip inside Dominique’s mouth.
STEPH
“Why is Aurore Seauve coming here?” Claire asked.
“Because, frankly, I don’t know where else to meet her without having a big brouhaha made about it,” Steph said.
“Fair enough. Are you discussing the bill?” Claire leaned against the doorframe. She looked good, as though being engaged to be married was agreeing with her. Maybe Steph should quiz her about that, try to find out what the prospect of marriage really did to a person. But, these days, it was a small miracle to not have Claire talk about her upcoming nuptials and to engage her in a conversation about anything else, so Steph held her tongue.
“Not necessarily. I will be inviting her to dinner at the Elysée, however.”
“Oh really. To what does she owe that honour?”
“Do I detect a hint of jealousy? We’ll have the founding partners of Barbier & Cyr, significant others included, over again soon, I promise.”
“It has been a while, Steph. Sometimes it feels as though your new status makes you forget about your old friends.” Claire said it with a smile on her face.
Steph chuckled at the comment. “I actually really like her. Solange will be coming to dinner as well and Aurore knows how to get under her skin. I need her by my side. I can’t solely count on myself or Dominique to break the ice when the ice queen visits our private quarters.”
“Is Solange still giving you a hard time?”
“She’s just…” Steph picked her words carefully. “Rather disrespectful to me. As if the only person she respects is Dominique. I don’t know. Sometimes I think I have her figured out, that she’s this robotic lackey sent by the party to keep an eye on Dominique, but Dominique would never accept that. She has a lot of mutual respect for Solange, and I’m caught somewhere in the middle, left not knowing what to think of her most of the time.”
“If you ask me, Solange needs to get a load off.” Claire waggled her eyebrows. “You know what I mean?”
Steph grinned. “Let’s not go there.”
Then Steph’s phone rang and Aurore’s arrival was announced.
   
Aurore laughed that hearty laugh of hers. “Me?” she said between chuckles. “You want me to have dinner with you, the president and her uptight chief of staff, because, truly, Madame Garceau gives a whole new meaning to the word uptight. A broomstick up her backside doesn’t even begin to describe it.”
Steph nodded. It was difficult not to get caught up in Aurore’s infectious glee. Perhaps that was what drew Steph to her so much. Her utter lack of self-consciousness. The breath of fresh air she represented in Steph’s hyper-controlled life.
“I think it’s a ludicrous idea, but I won’t say no, of course.” Her voice lowered in pitch. “Looks like I’m becoming an Elysée regular.” She fixed her dark, sparkling gaze on Steph. “Should I check the mail for an invitation embossed in gold?”
Steph liked her irreverence most of all. And the newness of her. Apart from Zoya, she hadn’t made a new friend in ages. Perhaps, if Solange had been a different kind of person, Steph could have befriended her after moving into the Elysée, but she and Solange would never be friends, no matter how much Dominique wanted them to get along.
“Thank you. And no, this verbal invitation is all you’re getting.”
“How is one supposed to dress for such a lavish occasion?”
“I’ll be wearing something like this.” Steph waved her hand over her blazer. “Solange will be wearing her usual black-and-white penguin uniform. I’ve never seen the merest hint of colour on her. Dominique probably won’t notice what you’re wearing. Her priorities have somewhat shifted away from the sartorial. She wears a variation on the same thing every day.”
“But she wears it well.”
Steph smiled. “It used to be different. She used to fret over what to wear, until she realised that none of her male predecessors ever spent any energy on futile things like that. Now she doesn’t care anymore.”
“Sounds like the presidency has made her grow as a person.” The skin around Aurore’s eyes crinkled when she smiled.
This was exactly why Steph wanted to have her over for dinner. This ability to speak her mind, no matter the subject or circumstances.
Aurore looked around Steph’s office. Steph had been upgraded to a much larger, brighter space after becoming partner at the firm—and first lady.
“Swanky digs. Surely beats a cosy coffee place.”
“This is as private as it’s going to get for us, I’m afraid.”
Aurore nodded. “It’s great to see your place of work.” She folded her features into a more serious expression. “I haven’t had the opportunity to tell you before, but despite belonging to different parties, I greatly admire Dominique.”
“I heard you talk about her on your show.”
“I’ll never forget that image of her with her hand raised when the Assemblée voted for same-sex marriage. It might have shocked some, but I believe it’s what got her elected in the end. In that moment, she bridged the divide between left and right.”
“Which is much easier to do when you’re not president.”
“What about you, Steph? I watched that interview Zoya did with you again. I’d seen it before when it came out. But I looked at it with different eyes this time. I could read between the lines more.”
“What did you see when you watched it this time?”
Aurore leaned back in her seat. “Now that I’ve met you, and I sense what kind of person you are, I can so easily guess all the things you didn’t say in that interview. It makes me wonder how Dominique reacted to it.”
Christ. Steph hadn’t felt so understood since the first few sessions with Marion, her counsellor. “You and me both.”
“How do you mean?”
In fact, this was beginning to feel more like a counselling session than coffee with a new friend. “She’s busy. We watched it together, but she must have gotten called away during or not long after and we never really discussed it that much since.”
“Is it hard? Being first lady?”
Steph chuckled. “Are you trying to interview me again?”
Aurore held up her hands. “I can’t seem to help myself when I’m with you. I find you such a fascinating character. Therefore, you can’t really blame me.”
Steph wondered whether Aurore’s obvious interest in her played a part in her instant liking of Aurore. Usually anyone she met only showed interest in her more important partner. It had been the same with Zoya, who, being from Australia, hadn’t been that star-struck when she’d met Dominique, and had shown equal enthusiasm towards her. Zoya who had persuaded her to be interviewed. Not that Steph didn’t get interview requests all the time, but Zoya’s had been different. Truth be told, Steph knew that Zoya had stroked her ego just enough and in the right manner to get her to agree. A delicate balancing act few people succeeded in, because it couldn’t be glaringly obvious nor too discreet. In the end, it boiled down to genuine interest, something Steph had always been good at detecting in people. Something Aurore was displaying now as well.
In the spirit of recognising this, Steph decided to give Aurore the most honest answer she could muster. “Most of the time, it’s not hard, because I get to be with the woman I love. Which has been a journey in itself. Meeting Dominique. Realising I had real feelings for her. Deciding to give it a go and the fall-out of that. The presidency. It has been far from easy, but definitely worth it. And no, I’m not a sucker for punishment or anything like that, but I do believe the journey is its own reward.” Steph paused. “Dominique changed me. Fundamentally so. For better or for worse, I don’t know. I don’t judge myself like that. But being with her is worth the step back I’ve had to take in my own career, even my own life. Because, to me, it doesn’t feel like a step back, as long as I feel like I’m walking in step with her. Does that make sense?”
“It does. She’s lucky to have you.” The expression on Aurore’s face was so open and compassionate, Steph liked her even more. “I look forward to having dinner with her and you. Not so much Solange, though. Or no, actually, I look forward to that as well. After all, I’ve cracked tougher nuts.”
“Great.” A warm rush engulfed Steph’s chest. She recognised it as the comforting glow of a budding friendship.
CAMILLE
“Aurore’s been invited to the Elysée,” Camille said. “Dinner with the president.” She kept an eye on her granddaughter who was pestering her cat Iris.
“That should take her mind off Vivianne.”
“Vivianne,” Emma repeated.
Both Camille and Zoya broke out into a chuckle. They really had to mind what they said when Emma was around. The girl picked up on everything and loved to repeat the most unexpected words. Camille watched Iris escape Emma’s clutches. She got up and opened the window so Iris could find some peace and quiet outside.
“I should think so.”
Emma looked a little forlorn now she no longer had Iris to annoy. She padded over to her grandmother. Camille opened her arms and picked her up. A jolt of pure love enveloped her. Emma settled into her lap and played with Camille’s necklace.
“I can’t believe how well-behaved this child is.”
“Did you not just see her pull Iris’s tail? I think my poor old cat will end up traumatised by the time Emma loses interest in her.”
“It’s only normal for her to be interested in a small furry animal. But yes, I agree it must be hard for Iris, especially after already having to share her territory with me, that other intruder.” Zoya reached out a hand to Emma and stroked her cheek.
When Emma arrived at their house, all other activity stopped, and all attention was directed at her, even though Florence kept telling Camille that Emma was not a child in constant need of attention because they refused to raise her that way.
“I’m her grandmother and she is, so far, my only grandchild. I can’t look away when she does something cute. It’s my job to marvel at her.”
“Mon dieu,” Flo had said while glancing at Zoya, “and now there’s two of you.”
Emma had only been one month old when she’d first met Zoya. In her memory, Zoya would always have been there as part of her family’s life. It was a heart-warming thought. The girl had taken to Zoya as well, who spoke to her in English.
“Kangaroo, Kangaroo,” Zoya sang to Emma. “When you come to Australia I will take you to the zoo.”
Camille smiled. Before she’d left on that two-month trip to Australia, ending with a few days in Sydney, where she had fallen head-over-heels for Zoya, she’d been so down in the dumps. And look at her now. On a Sunday afternoon like this, it was easy to forget about her worries at work. About any worry she’d ever had in her life—and she’d had many.
Emma stretched out her arms, indicating she wanted Zoya to hold her. Camille gave the child a quick peck on the cheek and handed her over.
“Don’t teach her English with an Australian accent. Emma is a sophisticated French girl. She will not sound… what’s the word again… bogan?”
Zoya held Emma so she could stand with her tiny feet on her knees. “Your grandmother is such a snob. Did you know that, Emma?” She said it with the thickest accent she could muster. “You might be French, but you won’t become such a snob, will you? I’ll make sure of that.”
“Bogan,” Emma repeated.
Both Camille and Zoya burst out laughing. The joy such a tiny creature could bring. All she literally had to do was say a single word and she had two grown women in stitches.
   
After Florence and Mathieu had picked up Emma, Camille and Zoya were lounging in the living room with a glass of wine. Camille had almost finished hers, while Zoya’s was still near full.
“If you’re not going to drink that, I’ll have it,” Camille said.
Zoya fixed her dark gaze on Camille. “I’m savouring it, as in drinking it slowly. Unlike some.”
“I’m just a faster savourer of wine than you. It’s because I’m French. I started drinking wine when I was barely this high.” She held up her hand just above the seat of the sofa.
“So you’ve had plenty in your life. No need to gulp it down so fast anymore.”
Camille examined Zoya’s face. “Are you scolding me for drinking too much?”
Zoya shook her head. “No, although I have noticed an increase in intake.” She paused. “Do you want to talk about it?”
Camille sighed. “It’s the Sunday evening dread.” She looked away from Zoya. “I wish I didn’t have to go to work tomorrow.” She shook her head. “It’s so frustrating, because I’ve always enjoyed my job. I still do. But it makes me feel like a lesser woman to let a man get the better of me.”
“He’s not getting the better of you, darling.”
“He is.” Camille looked into her wine glass. “The very fact that I’m talking about him on a Sunday evening means that he is. All that bullshit is taking away from my job satisfaction. I’m letting him do that to me. Just like so many women all over the world let men do things like this to them.” She scoffed. “In a way, it’s Jean-Claude all over again. I sacrificed so much for him. What did he ever do for me?”
“You mustn’t blame yourself.” Zoya scooted closer to Camille and put a hand on her arm. “What you’re feeling is completely normal, but you should make an effort to not feel responsible for any of this. Because you’re not. It’s not you. It’s him.”
“Easier said than done.” She glanced at Zoya’s hand on her arm, then at her face. It helped.
“You need to get him fired. Just like you cut ties with your ex-husband and you found happiness again, you need to do the same with this Duflot guy.”
“He’s a good scientist.”
“It doesn’t matter how good he is. Being good at something doesn’t excuse being an asshole. And being an asshole should be grounds enough for getting the sack. You need to keep a file of everything he says to you. The tiniest thing. Every look he gives you that makes you feel uncomfortable. Every time you notice he goes behind your back. Prepare for war.”
Camille arched up her eyebrows. “You definitely sound battle ready.”
“I don’t like it when somebody messes with my woman. I don’t like seeing you like this.”
“I will fight him, but he’s smart.”
“He might be smart, but you’re smarter. You’re his boss, after all. A job you didn’t get because you’re a woman, but because you’re better at what you do than he is.”
“Keep going.” A smile was starting to break through Camille’s gloom. “I need some more.”
“You’re not only very intelligent, of course.” Zoya shuffled a little closer still. “Granted, there are a lot of smoking hot women in Paris, but you’re the hottest of them all.” She planted a kiss on the curve of Camille’s neck. “One look from you, and I melt all over.” Another kiss, right underneath Camille’s earlobe. “I moved to the other side of the world for you. No ordinary woman could ever make me do that.”
“I love you.” Camille cupped Zoya’s cheeks in her hand. “You are so good for me. The best thing ever.”
“Let’s keep talking in clichés a little while longer.” Zoya’s voice had lowered in pitch.
“I mean every word, Zoya.” Camille looked her in the eyes. Those dark, almost black eyes, which she could lose herself in so easily. As she did, she wondered if this was the true meaning of love. This kind of support. Someone who had your back in difficult times. Throughout her marriage to Jean-Claude, more often than not, Camille had felt like it was her against the world. She didn’t feel like that any longer, now that she had Zoya by her side.
“So do I.” Zoya drew her lips into a mischievous grin, then tilted her head and found Camille’s ear. “And you make me come like nobody’s business.”
ZOYA
Zoya glanced at the text message Steph had sent her. It contained the number of Marion Lavalle, her therapist. Steph had sent it a few days ago, but Zoya had ignored it. She needed to talk to Camille first, but she had enough on her plate at work with that caveman trying to steal her job. Besides, she would like to ask some more questions first. Not that she didn’t know how counselling worked, but did this woman even speak sufficient English?
She glanced at the clock. It was around 9 p.m. in Sydney. What she needed was a friendly face. Not just any friendly face—someone who had known her for years. Someone who connected her with her past, but also someone who knew what it was like to leave your home country. She’d never previously believed Australia meant so much to her, yet, she was caught in a rush of melancholic nostalgia every time she heard a tourist speak in an Australian accent on the street, or when she was reminded that it was now winter in Sydney, while for her it was summer.
With a few mouse clicks, Zoya called her friend Caitlin James on FaceTime. Because just hearing her voice wasn’t enough; she had to see her face.
Caitlin picked up after a few rings. “Hello, stranger.”
For a split second, Zoya was overcome with joy at the sight of her friend, but she quickly regrouped. Caitlin was the kind of person who would pick up on this in a heartbeat and turn it into a joke, and Zoya wasn’t sure she could joke about how she felt. Not yet.
“It’s so good to see your face,” Zoya said. FaceTiming with someone in Australia reminded her of all the times the internet was all she and Camille had to communicate when they were living apart. Surely, living with Camille and calling her friends—instead of the other way around—was an improvement.
“You’re not mad at me anymore for taking over The Zoya Das Show?”
“You will never have my elegance and class, but no, I’m all right with it now. The Caitlin James Show is its own thing now.”
“Tell me all about your wonderful life in Pahree,” Caitlin said. “I would so love to come and visit but it’s not easy when you have a weekly TV show and a partner who always has somewhere to be. Jo’s not home, but I’m sure she would send her love if she was, by the way.”
That was the other thing about moving to a glamorous city like Paris. Everyone automatically assumed it was amazing, while they didn’t know about the tiny grievances like having to drive on the other side of the road or no one understanding what a flat white was.
“How’s Jo?” Zoya ignored the question about Paris. She needed some time to ponder whether she could confide in Caitlin about this.
“She’s doing great. We’re living in happy domestic bliss.” A smile appeared on Caitlin’s face.
“Caitlin James has settled down. Who knew the day would ever come?”
“Ah well, you know, I love her to pieces, so… Tell me about your gorgeous French woman, then. Everything hunky-dory?”
“Camille is great. She does have a few issues with a colleague at work after coming out. Some good old homophobia, but she’ll get through it.”
Caitlin shook her head. “Let me know if you need me to come over and talk some sense into this person. While I’m there, maybe I can swing an interview with Dominique Laroche.”
Zoya grinned. She’d been curious how long it would take Caitlin to bring up the president. Caitlin James didn’t idolise many, but she had a huge soft spot for Dominique. “There’s no way you’re getting there first. I’ll be the first Australian journalist to interview her.”
“But you’re doing pieces on butter now, Zoya. You’re a couple of rungs too low on the correspondent ladder for such a high-profile interview.”
“You’re forgetting about my connections. Stéphanie Mathis and I are thick as thieves these days.” A slight exaggeration was allowed on long-distance internet calls.
“While all I have is my reputation,” Caitlin joked. “Which should get me a foot in the door.” She paused. “How are you, Zoya? Is the job working out? You don’t miss me too much?”
“I miss you incredibly, of course.” Zoya made it sound like a joke, but she meant it from the bottom of her heart. “What’s my life without Caitlin James in it?”
“That’s what I thought.” There was a sudden kindness in Caitlin’s eyes. Maybe she missed Zoya as well.
“The job is fine. It’s quite relaxed compared to what I used to do, but it’s good to get the lay of the land before I switch to a higher gear.”
“I was wondering what happened to your ambition.”
“Sometimes other things are more important than ambition.”
“Ah yes, the love of a good woman. Don’t tell anyone, but I agree.”
“Your secret’s safe with me.” Zoya knew Caitlin’s softer side, even though she didn’t show it very often.
“I didn’t… quite… catch that.” Caitlin’s voice came through crackled and the image of her face was distorted. Another nuisance when trying to communicate with people thousands of miles away. Just when you were getting into a conversation, the internet started acting up. It was an all too familiar occurrence for Zoya.
A minute-long silence followed. Zoya clicked on the telephone icon a few times and Caitlin flickered onto the screen, but then she was gone.
Zoya inhaled, held her breath for a second, then exhaled deeply. It had been good to see Caitlin’s face, even if only for such a short period of time. They hadn’t exchanged a lot of information, but that wasn’t always a requirement when chatting to a friend. Just knowing they were there, albeit ten thousand miles and a crappy internet connection away, was enough. For now.
AURORE
Aurore smoothed a wrinkle in her blouse, then brushed a strand of stray hair from her face. A tingle rose in her stomach as the taxi drove up to the front gate of the Elysée. She had been here before, but this was different. This was… private. Could dinner with the president ever be private? Speaking of, she’d never met the president before, a thought that amplified that tingle in her tummy. She also figured she wasn’t Dominique Laroche’s favourite person at the moment—nor Solange Garceau’s.
A quiet man in an immaculate suit guided her through the corridors to the private quarters, their footfalls the only sound. Aurore took advantage of the solemn atmosphere to think about what she’d found when she’d googled Solange. Nothing.
The woman was a complete mystery. Apart from the obvious: a similar background to Dominique, born and bred in the bosom of the MLR. Not a word about her private life anywhere. Either she was a master at hiding it or she didn’t have one.
The man rapped his knuckles against a pair of double doors and waited stiffly until someone said, “Entrez.”
Aurore was admitted to a quite normal albeit rather bourgeois lounge. She could picture Dominique living here. Stéphanie not so much.
Steph walked into the room, followed by a fat ginger cat. She opened her arms wide and greeted Aurore heartily—as though she’d been waiting to exhale until she’d arrived.
“Dominique and Solange will be here soon.” She rolled her eyes. “A free evening is never really a free evening around here.” As announced, Steph was dressed in a pair of jeans and a grey blazer. “Drink?”
“I’ll have whatever you’re having.”
They sat down and Steph poured wine from a bottle in an ice bucket on the coffee table. Once filled, they held up their glasses.
“We might end up having dinner just the two of us, but hey,” she leaned forward and whispered, “I’ve had worse company.”
“I’ll drink to that.” Aurore clinked her glass against Steph’s. She enjoyed Steph’s company, but she would be disappointed if she failed to meet Dominique.
“How are you?” Steph asked. “Heartbreak-wise, I mean.”
“Oh, Vivianne… What Vivianne?” Aurore took a swig of wine. “You know.” She shrugged. “It takes a bit of time, but I have since come to realise she was hardly the love of my life. If she was, she wouldn’t have left me.”
“Wise words.”
“Come to think of it… if she hadn’t left me when she did, and I hadn’t called Camille to comfort me, I might not have met you and I might not be sitting here right now.”
“A wonderful coincidence,” Steph said.
A bustle in the hallway made Aurore sit up in her seat. The double doors flew open and Dominique and Solange walked in.
“Madame Seauve,” Dominique said, hand out-stretched. “Enchantée.”
“The pleasure is all mine, Madam President.”
“Please, no formalities tonight. Call me Dominique.” She gestured at Solange. “You’ve met my chief of staff.”
“I have.” Aurore painted a wide smile on her face and held out her hand. “Good to see you again, Solange.”
“And you, Madame Seauve.” The same damp grip wrapped itself around Aurore’s fingers.
“What are we drinking?” Dominique rubbed her hands together and pecked Steph on the cheek.
“Your favourite Chablis,” Steph said and poured them both a glass.
“Not for me,” Solange said. “I have work to do tonight.”
Dominique brought her hands to her side. “Nu-uh, Solange. If I’m not working anymore tonight, then neither are you.”
Solange stared at Dominique for a second. “Fine, I’ll have a small glass then.”
“Remember my birthday dinner,” Steph said. “This one here,” she pointed at Dominique, “had knocked back a bottle of Bordeaux and, of course, five minutes after we went to bed, we were woken up. Luckily it was ‘only’—she curled her fingers into air quotes—the under-secretary for agriculture who had been caught in flagrante with a sex worker, but imagine if it had been something really important and you’d had to make a difficult decision.”
“I’m the president of France for crying out loud. If I’m no longer allowed to have a bottle of wine on my partner’s birthday.” She scoffed. “Then what’s the point?” This time, Dominique held up her glass. “Welcome, Aurore. Steph speaks highly of you.” She fixed her gaze on Aurore for a split second and Aurore felt that tingle again in her stomach. She’d seen Dominique Laroche on television countless times, but standing next to her was of another order entirely.
The president oozed charisma and, as soon as she’d entered, had become the natural centre of attention in the room. “I’ve been instructed not to talk about sperm tonight, so I shall hold my tongue. Unless you have something to say on the matter.” Dominique glanced at Steph and winked at her. Clearly no one, not even her partner, could tell Dominique Laroche what to do.
“It’s not exactly my favourite topic of conversation either,” Aurore said. She stole a glance at Solange to see if her face had lightened up at all. Not just yet. “But we can’t deny it’s instrumental for certain things.”
“Oh, come on,” Steph objected. “We’ve barely had a sip of wine.”
“What do you want to talk about then, chérie?” Dominique asked.
“Anything but semen. I haven’t even had my dinner yet.”
Dominique broke out into a chuckle. “If you put it like that.”
Aurore hadn’t told Anne Rivière she was coming here tonight. As far as she was concerned, this was, indeed, a private dinner. Inevitably, politics would come up—how could it not?—but discussing the bill wasn’t the goal of the dinner. Aurore, at least, had very different motives. Such as melting the ice queen sitting next to her. It was as though, when she looked at Steph and Dominique, the room radiated with warmth and when she looked to her left, where Solange was twirling her glass in her hands without drinking from it, a cold front hung stubbornly in the air.
“Solange,” Steph started. “What do you usually do of an evening?” she locked her gaze on Solange, not giving her any way out. Aurore felt a little sorry for her.
“I think you know very well what I do, Stéphanie.”
“Please, call me Steph. No one calls me Stéphanie. Not even my mother.”
“I do,” Dominique said.
“Yes, well, you’re the president. You’re the only one I can stand doing it. When someone else calls me Stéphanie, it’s as if they’re talking about another person.”
Aurore had a long history of putting people she interviewed for her radio show at ease. It was in her nature to try and make anyone feel comfortable in her company—and she felt Steph was perhaps being a bit harsh on Solange. Although she was pretty certain Solange had been harsh on Steph many times in return.
“Let me guess. The chief of staff is a raging workaholic?” Aurore gave Solange her best smile.
“I have to be.”
“Solange is my secret weapon,” Dominique said. “Without her, the country would be in great disarray.”
“High praise, indeed.” Aurore tried to read Solange’s face. Was that a tiny hint of pride?
“I love to work, so why shouldn’t I?” Solange offered.
“You must do something to relax. Not even the greatest workaholics can be in work mode all the time. We already know the president likes to knock back a bottle of Bordeaux.” Aurore cut her glance to Dominique. “Nothing wrong with that, of course.” She tried a smile, hoping to see it mirrored on Solange’s face. “I, for instance, love to watch reality TV. There’s this show about cats.” Aurore chuckled at the mere thought of it. “They film them and give them a personality and make up stories about them. It’s silly but brilliant.”
“Cats’ Eyes,” Solange said. “I’ve seen it. It’s a bit more silly than brilliant, you must admit.”
“It does what it’s supposed to do with great efficiency. Maybe that’s not quite brilliance, but it is wonderful. It makes me laugh, even when I don’t much feel like laughing.” Aurore sipped from the wine, which was excellent and just the right temperature. “That’s not to say I don’t also like a nice glass of wine, of course.”
“I like to read,” Solange said.
“Reading the newspaper doesn’t count as relaxation when you’re chief of staff at the Elysée,” Dominique said.
“Says the woman who likes to fall asleep while watching the late night news,” Steph said.
“Not always,” Dominique shot Steph a warm smile, “and I have you to relax me.”
They both certainly seemed very relaxed at the moment. Seeing Steph and the president enjoy each other’s company soothed Aurore in return. Clearly they were comfortable enough around her to talk to each other in this way. She stole another glance at Solange, who still sat stiffly in her chair, her fingers cramped around the stem of her wine glass.
“What do you like to read?” Aurore asked Solange.
“The classics,” Solange said.
A new silence fell.
Aurore could make neither head nor tail of this woman. Even though she believed there was as much to be gleaned of a person’s temperament by what they didn’t say as by what did come out of their mouth. It made things a bit more challenging, but most of Aurore’s life was a challenge. Getting people to talk about their sex lives. Going against goody two-shoes, many of whom were members of Dominique Laroche’s political party, whenever it was needed. Falling for the wrong kind of women—although the latter wasn’t that much of a deliberate choice.
She remembered the thought she’d had the other day. She needed to get Solange Garceau alone. People were often so different when you got to speak to them on their own. Aurore imagined it must be very hard for Solange to let her guard down this evening. She was having dinner with her boss, after all. She vowed to reserve further judgement on Solange until she’d had the opportunity to have a decent conversation with her, not when Solange was cast in the part as nanny to Steph, or as chief of staff to the president. But just as a woman in the world going about her day-to-day life.
“How about some dinner?” Dominique said. “I don’t know about you, but I’m starving.”
   
Aurore was seated next to Steph and, if she wished the other two women away, she could be having a tête-à-tête with the president. Oh, to be able to ask her the questions she asked certain guests on her show. But that would never be possible, even when Dominique was no longer in office. Once a president, always a president. Even though it would certainly be a coup if someone of Dominique’s calibre spoke freely about the most beautiful connection possible between human beings. Then again, Dominique Laroche had already given up much more of her private life than any of her male counterparts who had come before her. That coming-out interview she’d done must have meant a lot to a great deal of people. It had meant a lot to Aurore, who had been out and proud for thirty years.
“I used to listen to your radio show once in a while,” Dominique said. “Before I went on the campaign trail and my every minute had to be accounted for.”
When anyone said they listened to the show, it always seemed like they were sharing secret, as if listening to Sexualité Aujourd’hui was so different from listening to any other radio show. But Aurore was used to the tone of confidentiality it inspired in people.
“It’s an honour to be able to count you among my listeners.” Aurore wanted to ask Solange if she sometimes listened, but she didn’t want to catch her out.
“It’s a very important show,” Steph said. “Not only because of the topics you address, but because of the tone you adopt. It makes all the difference. Imagine a teenager in a small town somewhere, hearing you talk with such confidence about being a lesbian, or approach any other subject with such openness and positivity.”
“Thank you.” Aurore offered Steph a wide smile. “Was it difficult for you to come out?”
“Not really. First of all, I’ve had tomboy written all over me since I was a child. And I was raised by a single mother who didn’t have much time for men.”
“Your mother is a lesbian as well?” Aurore asked.
“No. She just doesn’t care for having men in the house. Not when I was growing up, and not now.”
“Sounds like a woman after my own heart,” Aurore said.
“But you are a lesbian,” Solange said. She’d been so quiet, Aurore had almost forgotten she was there—most likely because Aurore was sitting across from Dominique, who sucked all the attention towards herself even when she wasn’t speaking.
“That I very much am.” Aurore scanned Solange’s face. Surely she couldn’t have meant it as a recrimination—not with the company she was keeping.
“It seems to be all the rage these days. Sexual fluidity, especially amongst women. As if every woman needs to have at least kissed another woman, lest she not be in touch with her own sexuality,” Solange said.
Aurore narrowed her eyes. Something was clearly bubbling beneath the surface here. “I think it’s more a sign of the times we live in. Women finally feel confident enough to have different experiences and to express themselves,” she said.
“Even tonight, this is what we’re talking about, when there are a million topics of conversation that are more interesting. You’re having dinner with the president, for heaven’s sake. Don’t you want to ask her about her accomplishments? About the measures she has taken to create more jobs? The difficult pension reform she’s trying to pull off? Isn’t all of that far more important?”
“Someone has a chip on her shoulder,” Steph said.
“As a matter of fact, I do.” Solange’s words were still clipped and measured, but her pitch had risen. “I was invited to a private dinner with the president and her partner. I was only told at the very last minute that Radio Deux’s sex expert was going to be here and I certainly wasn’t expecting the evening’s sole topic of conversation to be sex.” She turned to Dominique. “I’m sorry, Madam President. I don’t mean to be disrespectful in your home, but it’s very clear to me how this came about, and I don’t appreciate it.”
“You mean it’s very clear I invited Aurore,” Steph said, her tone dripping with accusation.
Solange remained silent. She looked as though she knew she had said enough. Aurore didn’t know how to take the pressure off this particular situation.
“Enough.” Dominique squared her shoulders. “You two quibble like my children.” She turned to Aurore. “I apologise for this.”
“I’m aware my presence can be polarising,” Aurore said.
“Which is exactly why Stéphanie invited you. Because she knew it would rile me up,” Solange said.
“Your powers of perception never cease to amaze me,” Steph said. “Can you blame me? Unlike you, I do like to relax in the evening. It wouldn’t have been very relaxing if it was me against you and Dominique, now would it? What was I to expect? Another lecture on how I should respect your position more?”
Solange stared at Steph for a few seconds, then pushed her chair back. “Please excuse me, Madam President. I wish tonight could have been different. It might have been had I not felt so ganged-up on.” With that, she left the dining room and a few seconds later the double doors Aurore had walked through earlier banged shut.
Dominique shook her head.
“That woman,” Steph said.
“You should have cut her some slack.”
“Of course it’s my fault again. Not uptight, judgemental, too-righteous-for-her-own-good Solange,” Steph said.
“I think I’d better go too.” Aurore rose. “It was an honour to meet you, Dominique. Truly.” Aurore held out her hand. She could hardly storm out the way Solange had done, even though part of her felt like doing exactly that. Steph had more or less admitted that she wanted to use her as a pawn against Solange at this dinner. The prospect had excited Aurore a tad, but actually experiencing it was far more uncomfortable.
“You don’t have to go, Aurore.” Steph stood as well. “At least let me apologise. I didn’t know Solange was going to react like this.”
“You should have known,” Dominique said.
Aurore needed to get out of there fast. As intriguing as it was to get a glimpse into the president’s private life, she had no desire to witness an argument between her and her partner. That was too intimate, even for her.
“I’ll walk you out,” Steph said.
“I believe I can find my own way.” Aurore gave Steph an awkward kiss on the cheek. She turned to Dominique, who was still sitting, and held out her hand. Dominique gave it a firm shake while she fixed her gaze steadily on Aurore’s.
Aurore gathered her belongings and, once outside the living room doors, was escorted out by the same man who had let her in.





EPISODE SIXTEEN
DOMINIQUE
“Tell me honestly.” As usual, Dominique found it hard to remain annoyed with Steph for long. “Was it really too hard to pretend to like Solange? Just for one evening?”
“Apparently it was.” Steph sulked in the corner of the sofa.
Dominique plonked down next to her, but didn’t touch her. Not yet. “I simply can’t have you at war with my chief of staff, babe. You need to find a way to get along.”
“How about her? Doesn’t she have to find a way? She had a chance to make an effort all night long. But no, she just stormed off.”
“Can you blame her?”
“Yes, of course I can. The evening was pleasant enough. Aurore was a great guest. But of course Solange had to take personal offence.”
“So it wasn’t a personal attack on your part?”
Steph sighed. “She doesn’t like me. I might as well have the word lesbian written all over me and Solange can’t deal with that. Nor can she deal with the fact that you love me. I bet her fantasies consist of you meeting some handsome man you fall head-over-heels in love with. She doesn’t care about your personal happiness, let alone mine. In fact, I suspect her of having homophobic tendencies.”
“Solange is not a homophobe. She’s just protective of me, which she is paid to be.”
“Have you asked her?”
“Asked her what? Whether she has a problem with me being with a woman?” Dominique tapped her fingers against her knee. “Of course I haven’t.”
“Well, you should.”
“That’s not the kind of relationship we have.”
“Clearly.” Steph visibly relaxed her muscles. “Some people just can’t deal with it. The hatred runs so deep, it’s locked away in a place where they can’t touch it, let alone change it.”
“Solange doesn’t hate me.” Dominique couldn’t believe what she was hearing.
“Not you, but certain aspects of you. She clearly hates me.”
“Solange doesn’t hate you either, babe. Come on.”
Steph turned towards her, her eyes ablaze with something fiery. “You think I haven’t come across people like her before in my life? She can usually hide it underneath a veneer of professionalism and by keeping a distance, but tonight she could barely contain her rage. She stormed out on you. On the president. Simply because Aurore’s presence agitated her so much. Aurore and me, of course. Two out lesbians. And you. You’ve probably been her idol for a long time. Then her candidate. Now her president. Now she has to stomach that you go to bed with me every night. No wonder she exploded like that. I do have to hand it to her, it’s the first time I’ve seen such emotion in her.”
“I think you’ve got her all wrong, babe. I really do.” Dominique didn’t know how to make Steph understand, but she had to keep on trying. “I’ve known Solange for a long time. I spend a lot of time with her. She dealt with our affair being exposed like a pro. I’m sure, from a campaign standpoint, she would have preferred things to be otherwise, but I’m equally sure she wants me to be happy.”
“Of course she dealt with it like a pro. She is a pro. Too much of one, if you ask me.”
“Either way”—Dominique braced herself—“you’re going to have to apologise to her.”
Steph’s eyes grew wide. “Me? Apologise to her? Not if she doesn’t apologise to you, Aurore, and me first.”
“You’re the one who invited Aurore when you knew damn well what that would do to Solange, who was already on edge because I forced her to have a private dinner with us. You know what she’s like. You should be the bigger person here.”
“What if I refuse?”
“I really wish you wouldn’t.” Dominique let her knee scoot against Steph’s.
“I will not be attacked by someone simply for being who I am. That’s not a message I want to send. I don’t care to whom.”
“You were hardly under attack. I didn’t feel attacked.”
“Why do I feel as though you’re not taking my side?”
“Because I’m not taking sides. I refuse to get sucked into this. I have a budget meeting with the cabinet tomorrow. That’s what’s on my mind. Not that you and Solange can’t stand each other.”
“You’re too honest for a politician sometimes.”
“See, that’s something Solange would say. You do have common ground.”
Steph rolled her eyes. “Despite what you just claimed, you do care. Why else would you have invited Solange to dinner?”
“Of course I care. I just don’t have time for it. Admittedly, asking her was a spur of the moment decision, but I thought I could kill two birds with one stone: eat and bring you two closer together.”
Steph stretched her hands above her head. “At least you got to eat.”
“And I got to meet an interesting woman. I can see why you like Aurore. She’s very charismatic. She’s got that je-ne-sais-quoi.”
Steph quirked an eyebrow and fixed her gaze on Dominique. “You’re not jealous of my brand-new friend, are you?”
“No, babe. I don’t have time for that either. Besides, I’ll get you to marry me soon enough.” Dominique wasn’t so sure of the latter part of her statement. Steph could be as stubborn as an entire family of mules. She was still hoping for Claire and Margot’s fast-approaching wedding to loosen Steph up and make her grow fonder of the prospect of becoming someone’s wife. Truth be told, although she hadn’t shared this with Steph, and was even a little dismayed at her own thoughts in that direction, a wedding during her presidency would surely help her approval ratings.
Steph mock-sighed, then smiled and grabbed Dominique’s hand. “You’re just going to wear me out asking again and again. I’m just going to end up marrying you out of pure exhaustion. Is that truly the unromantic kind of wedding you want?”
Dominique reciprocated Steph’s smile and was reminded of why she had fallen for her. Not for the dreamy look in her bright blue eyes or for the smooth, youthfulness of her skin but for the unshakable confidence that allowed her to always say exactly what she thought.
   
“Morning,” Solange was unable to look Dominique in the eye. “I made some notes last night for the budget proposal. You’ll find them on your desk.”
Dominique glanced at the clock. She had a minute to quiz her chief of staff. “When did you get here this morning?”
“My usual time,” Solange said.
“Which is?”
“Six thirty.”
“And when you arrived home last night you decided to make some notes on the budget?”
“I wanted to go over it again, make sure everything is correct before you go into the meeting. They’re just small comments on a few minor points.”
“Then why even bother?” Dominique gestured at the chair across from her desk. “It’s not your job to occupy yourself with minor points, Solange. Sit for a minute.”
When Dominique said it like that, Solange couldn’t refuse, even though it was written all over her face that she wanted to.
“This term is far from over and I want to run again. I need you by my side, Solange. I appreciate the hours you put in, but you have to rest. Everyone does—me included. How many hours did you sleep last night?”
Solange’s posture stiffened and she swung one rigid leg over the other. “Five or six. I don’t need more.”
Dominique let a short silence fall, waiting to see if Solange would say anything about storming out last night. She didn’t.
“Are you all right?” If Solange wasn’t going to bring it up, Dominique bloody well would. “After last night?”
Solange performed her version of a nod—a curt jut of the chin.
Steph’s words ran through Dominique’s head. Was Solange a secret homophobe? No, she couldn’t be. If she was, how could she possibly stomach working for Dominique? Dominique also knew not to wait for an apology. Solange had apologised to her last night. She wouldn’t repeat those words. She knew that, as far as her chief of staff was concerned, the matter had been dealt with.
“Fine. Let’s talk about the budget then.”
Solange cleared her throat. “There is… something else. Something delicate.”
“What is it?”
“I dug something up on that woman. Aurore Seauve. I should have done it sooner, but I presumed Stéphanie had her vetted.” Solange uncrossed her legs. “You wouldn’t expect it of a political advisor, but then again, she’s advising the socialists and we know all about their permissive ways.”
“Just tell me.” It wasn’t like Solange to beat around the bush like that.
“She starred in an adult movie.” Solange paused. “Aurore Seauve is a porn actress.”
Dominique’s jaw slacked.
“You should urge Stéphanie to break contact with her immediately. If this comes out, and it will…” Solange paused. “It really didn’t take much digging for me to find the video online. It can only reflect badly on you.”
Dominique shook her head in disbelief. “I can’t believe this.”
“I can send you the evidence.”
“Did you watch it? The video?”
“About as much as I could stomach to make sure it was really her.” Pure disgust clung to Solange’s tone.
“You’re absolutely certain it’s Aurore in the video?”
“A hundred percent.”
“Send the link to my private account.” If this was true, and she trusted Solange to have done her homework on this, Dominique had to show Steph.
“I will,” Solange said, her tone a lot lighter than before.
STEPH
“I’m so sorry about last night,” Steph said into the phone. “I wish things could have been more… civilised.”
“Don’t worry about it. They were interesting, at least. What more could I wish for?”
“Politeness from the chief of staff perhaps,” Steph said, unable to keep irritation out of her voice.
“How did Dominique react?”
Steph scoffed. “She wants me to apologise to Solange. Apparently, I provoked her.”
“Well…” Aurore wasn’t one to mince her words.
“Do you think I provoked her as well?”
“I think you know that you did. I don’t think that particular bit of knowledge is the issue at all.”
“Were you not offended by what Solange said?”
“Offended? God no.” Aurore scoffed. “I’ve been called much worse than a lesbian. I am, in fact, a lesbian.”
“You know what I mean.”
“Look, Steph, we haven’t known each other for that long so I have to ask. Do you want to hear what I really think? Or do you want me to pander to you?”
“Of course I want to hear what you really think.” Even though Steph was able to inject conviction in her tone, her stomach tightened at the prospect.
“Yes, Solange is uptight. She probably needs a shag. And a semblance of a private life. She has that written all over her. But she wants what’s best for the president. So do you. From what I witnessed, there’s some serious rivalry going on between you. It happens, especially in the upper echelons of politics. The sad thing is that by being the way you are with each other, you’re not giving Dominique your best at all. Neither one of you is.”
“Oh Christ, not you as well.” Steph didn’t care that she had her hackles up.
“You’re a reasonable person. I might not know you that well—yet—but I know that much.”
“Are you suggesting I apologise to Solange as well?”
“It wouldn’t hurt anyone if you did. On the contrary.”
“So I really am the only one offended by her harsh words? Or did I hear something else than you and Dominique? She did literally say she didn’t appreciate you being there. And that there are too many lesbians in the Elysée.”
“Indeed, she did say these things, but anyone willing could see that the woman was feeling threatened. I’m sure, in the cold hard light of day, she regrets everything she said.”
“It’s all down to me then.” Steph was beginning to have doubts. She had expected Dominique to stand by her chief of staff, but she had surely expected Aurore to be on her side.
“I’m not one to cast blame, Steph. It’s not something I believe in. If you don’t want to apologise, then don’t. Because it won’t solve anything if you don’t mean it. But, if I may be so bold as to suggest such a thing, you should consider ways of getting along with her better. She’s there and you’re there. Perhaps you’re feeling a little threatened yourself?”
“Threatened? By that sexless, emotionless creature? Give me a break. I think I’m the only one who sees her for who she really is. Dominique relies on her for her job, but you? How could she possibly have swayed you, Aurore? I don’t understand.”
“You won’t understand until you decide to give her a break.”
“A break? You know what I should give her instead? A date with a top-notch gigolo. You just said it yourself. That’s what Solange Garceau needs most of all.”
Aurore’s hearty chuckle beamed through the receiver. “Those are your words entirely, not mine.”
“I won’t quote you on them.”
“Listen, Steph. Call me any time. I’m here if you need to talk. Just don’t invite me to the Elysée for a while.”
“Deal,” Steph said.
After they rang off, she sat thinking about her conversation with Aurore for long minutes. Was she really being so unreasonable? When she couldn’t see things clearly and needed an outside opinion, there was only one person she could talk to.
She opened a new internet browser window on her computer and surfed to the private chat window where she could reach Marion, her counsellor.
   
After speaking with Marion, Steph decided to give Solange one chance. But if the woman so much as gave her a fake smile or a sneering comment, she could stuff her apology where the sun didn’t shine.
She nodded at Madame Moreau, who had acquired the habit of letting Steph go where she pleased and only stopped her from penetrating the heart of the Elysée when Dominique was in a meeting in her office. But Steph wasn’t there to see Dominique. She had come to see Solange. She rapped on the door and waited.
“Oui.” The same sharp tone as usual.
Steph swung the door wide and decided to remain as close to it as possible, in case she needed to escape quickly. She and Solange didn’t often find themselves in a room just the two of them. Standing in the doorframe was already uncomfortable enough.
“Stéphanie,” Solange said. “What can I do for you?” Was that a hint of a smile on her face?
“I came to say I’m sorry about last night. Perhaps it wasn’t the best idea to invite Aurore. It was poor judgement on my part. I apologise.”
“Apology appreciated and accepted.” Solange sat there smiling like a sphinx.
Steph didn’t have anything else to say to Solange. Solange wasn’t the most adept at small talk and Steph simply didn’t have it in her to talk about meaningless things with the woman.
“Great. Thanks. I’ll leave you to it.” Steph waited a few more seconds, just to see if Solange would give her an apology in return—something that was definitely warranted from Steph’s point of view—but none came.
She closed the door behind her and went upstairs, deciding what to do with her evening. She didn’t feel like curling up on the sofa with Pierrot. She hadn’t seen Nadia for too long. She pulled her phone from her pocket and out of habit, before dialling her friend’s number, checked Dominique’s calendar, which was updated several times throughout the day.
In the beginning, Steph had made the mistake of not checking the calendar for last minute changes to Dominique’s schedule, not realising that it changed so often, and she’d had to cancel previously made plans to spend some precious time with her partner. She didn’t make that mistake any more.
She clicked on the app icon and noticed the change immediately: Dinner with Stéphanie, it said, where earlier this afternoon some meeting had been scheduled. Steph held off from calling Nadia and hurried up the stairs.
   
“You’ll be happy to know I apologised to Solange,” Steph said before kissing Dominique on the lips. “Is this unexpected dinner my reward?”
Dominique shook her head. “I didn’t even know you’d apologised, babe.” She curled her arms around Steph’s waist and drew her close. “There’s something else I need to talk to you about.”
“So this is business, not pleasure?” Steph cooed into Dominique’s ear.
“It really depends how you look at it.” Dominique kissed her again then withdrew and reached for her iPad on the table. “I need to show you something.”
“Okay.” Steph sat down and looked around for a bottle of wine. Dominique had a glass of sparkling water in front of her, which meant she had to go back to work later. There was no sign of food being prepared. Steph wasn’t very hungry. She was just happy to get an hour of stolen time with Dominique.
The sound on the iPad was muted when Dominique showed Steph the screen, but what the naked women in the video were doing could not be muted in any way.
“What am I looking at?” Steph glanced at Dominique. “Is this a new kind of foreplay?”
“Look at the woman on top. Look at her face,” Dominique said.
“Er, okay.” Steph leaned closer and examined the video. She couldn’t really make out the actress’s face because it was mostly hidden by the other woman’s thighs. She had long dark hair, that was about all Steph could make out. Then the woman took a break from what she was doing and looked straight into the camera. “Oh,” Steph said. “That looks very much like a young Aurore.”
“That’s because it is a young Aurore.”
“Oh my.” Steph glanced up at Dominique. “Is this a new habit? Looking at online videos of dinner guests having sex?”
Dominique pulled back a chair and sat down brusquely. “Don’t play dumb, Stéphanie. This woman was here, at the Elysée. Twice.”
“This is not a secret. Aurore talks about her past in porn regularly on her show.”
“Do you mean to say you knew about this video?”
Steph shrugged. “I was aware of it. I’d never seen it. This is from twenty years ago. How did you get this anyway?” Solange’s earlier smile suddenly made sense. “Oh for goodness’ sake. Bloody Solange. That’s why she was grinning like a madwoman earlier.” Steph blew some air through her nostrils. “I can’t believe this.”
“This is not good. This woman was in our home.”
Steph took a deep breath. She didn’t want to fly off the handle. She could see Dominique’s point of view, but that didn’t make her less enraged by the memory of Solange’s treacherous smile.
“If you’d known about this, she wouldn’t have been allowed inside the hallowed Elysée?”
“Damn right she wouldn’t have. What if it comes out that we had a porn star over for dinner?”
“Aurore is not a porn star. She advises Rivière. She knows what she’s talking about. She does this country a big service every time she goes on air.”
“You should have done your homework on her before inviting her here. This leaves me very vulnerable.”
“Vulnerable to what?” Steph sank back into her chair. “I’m so sick of being scolded. Only last night, Solange managed to put me down in front of you. Now I have you on my case, again. For not being careful enough, for not asking the secret service whether I can befriend someone I really like. Someone, I might add, who has the power to help you politically. And it all comes down to one person who hates my guts: Solange Garceau.” Steph stood. “I’m sick of it, Dominique. So bloody sick of the whole thing. Only fifteen minutes ago, I stood in her office, apologising to her.” Steph walked behind the chair and wrapped her fingers around the back rest, her knuckles going white. “You can eat your dinner and watch the rest of that video alone. Or no, even better, ask Solange to keep you company. I get the feeling you’d much prefer that to me being here anyway.” She shoved the chair away from her. “I’m going out.”
So much for not flying off the handle. Steph thundered down the stairs. But she’d had enough of conservative right-wing medieval politics. It was the opposite of who she was. Aurore’s political views were much closer to hers than Dominique’s. Steph had had enough of betraying what she truly believed in.
When she reached the underground car park, she was immediately approached by someone from security. A guy she was friendly with called Albert. It brought her back to reality. Steph couldn’t just take a car and drive off into the night. She had a protocol to observe. She had to at least be followed—discreetly, but still followed. She couldn’t go to a bar like L’Univers and shoot the breeze with the bartender anymore. She certainly couldn’t go to Le Noir and lose herself completely—not that she wanted that, but back in the day, it was always nice to at least have the option.
This life of toeing the line, of always having to think of Dominique first, was what she had chosen—for love—but right at that moment, as she thought about which destination to give Albert, she wished she’d made a different choice.
CAMILLE
Camille hung up her blazer and put her purse on the chair next to her desk. She switched on her computer, looked around her office as the computer booted up, when her glance fell on a sheet of paper that hadn’t been there when she left the previous evening.
It was just a blank piece of paper. Maybe the cleaner who came in early had left it there by accident. If it hadn’t been used, Camille would recycle it and add it to the stack in her printer.
She picked it up and turned it around to examine its blankness, but it turned out to be used already after all. In slim, large letters the word DYKE was written on it, taking up most of the A4 space.
Camille fought the urge to crumple it up and toss it in the trash immediately. She dug her phone out of her purse and took a picture, then added it to the folder collecting evidence of harassment she had started on Zoya’s advice.
Her hands might be methodical and swift while she secured the evidence, but her mind was in disarray. This was not Duflot’s handiwork. He was more subtle. He wouldn’t leave a piece of paper like that for anyone to find. Bernice, Camille’s assistant, came into her office all the time while Camille wasn’t there. Members of her team deposited reports for approval in her In tray. Granted, the sheet had been face down, but this was not Duflot’s MO. No, this meant someone else at the Institut had been swayed against her. Someone who was appalled enough by her coming out to risk such a bold, despicable act.
Camille leaned back in her chair and tried to grasp where such hatred would come from. The Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique was a scientific institute. Most of the people employed here were trained scientists, educated people whose belief systems were not influenced by religion or other non-scientific doctrines—or so Camille had believed.
She eyed the folder which had thickened at an alarming rate, because she wrote everything down—every last little thing. She had grown so paranoid that she even took note when someone gave her a funny look in the hallway. This had been going on long enough now and she no longer knew who to trust.
She heaved a sigh at the unpleasantness she had to start the day with. It was all so unnecessary. There was already so much hatred in the world. It baffled her that her being with a woman could contribute to it. It made her despair of people. But it also made her combative. Not that Camille hadn’t considered throwing in the towel. Granted, she was a bit young to retire, but she could afford to. Or she could look for another job. But that would mean admitting defeat to her bullies and Camille refused to ever do that. She could not let the likes of Duflot win. Because he might just be after her job, using any means necessary to discredit and destabilise Camille, but his minions thrived on pure hatred. Camille could not let hatred get the better of her. If they wanted a fight, she would give them one.
Moreover, Camille had done nothing wrong. She just needed to bide her time, gather evidence, wait for Duflot to make a mistake, then make her move. She tried to shake off the memory of the piece of paper and cast her glance to her inbox. The week before an anonymous email had arrived with no contents, only a subject line, saying that Camille Rousseau was no longer fit to lead her team at the CNRS. That was it.
Camille had forwarded the email to Zoya and no one else. She didn’t discuss any of what was going on at work with her colleagues. She only talked about it with Zoya—she only trusted her partner. What her bullies were too bigoted to realise was that the very thing they had suddenly come to despise about Camille would eventually be their downfall. In her secret battle against Duflot and his gang, Zoya was her secret weapon. In her job as foreign correspondent, Zoya met people from all walks of life. Hackers like Guy, who could figure out who sent her that anonymous email with a few simple searches. Lawyers like Amina who had pleaded successful harassment cases against homophobes before. And, of course, Zoya herself, who would not rest until the culprits had all been dragged in front of a tribunal and fired.
Duflot had made the mistake of trying to mess with the wrong woman. Because Camille was not alone. No bigot was going to oust her from her job or get away with trying.
Of course this made it harder to focus on her work, but if she had to work longer hours, she would. If she had to hand deliver every report she wrote, she would. If she had to double check every one of her team members’ work, she would. If she had to turn into a paranoid, mistrusting, difficult boss for a while, she would. If it meant ending up with the CNRS rid of people like Duflot and filled with people she could trust, it was worth it.
She opened the report she’d been compiling the day before and went to work. No stupid piece of paper would keep her from getting the job done. Finishing this report would be her first small victory of the day.
ZOYA
Zoya knew Camille was under pressure at work, and perhaps her own issues faded into nothing in comparison, but then again, Zoya didn’t much believe in anything fading into nothing. She had to talk to Camille. She had no choice. A relationship was a two-way street. She helped Camille as best she could, speaking to contacts she’d made and deliberately seeking out topics to report on for ANBC that put her in contact with people who could help her.
Before Zoya had started presenting The Zoya Das Show, she had been a halfway decent investigative journalist—and some things could never be unlearned.
In a few minutes, when Camille came home from work, Zoya would sit her down and tell her about the dread that had lodged itself in the pit of her stomach. She hadn’t found the exact words to express her feelings yet, but she hoped she could count on years of experience of having to talk under pressure of the spotlight to bring them to her when she needed them. It was important not to alarm Camille, just to give her an inkling of what was going on inside her head. To start a conversation so she could address her homesickness better. Steph had been right. Zoya had to talk about it. Not doing so would only lead to more of the same. More suppressed feelings that would need to surface at some point.
“Come here.” Zoya pulled Iris onto her lap. “You certainly help with my homesickness.” She scratched the cat behind the ears. “You wouldn’t think it possible for a small, furry animal to have such powers, but there you have it.”
Iris’s ears perked up when the door opened, but she didn’t jump off Zoya’s lap.
“Are you putting ideas in Iris’s head again?” Before even taking off her jacket, Camille walked over to Zoya and kissed her on the lips. “She already believes she’s the queen of Neuilly.”
“How could she?” Zoya asked. “When clearly you are the one and only queen of Neuilly.” Zoya kissed Camille again and fought against the feeling that always overtook her when she did. The urge to squash what she really felt, which was so easy to do when Camille walked through the door, but made them catch up on her much harder when Zoya was alone again. “How was work?”
Camille shook her head. Zoya had received a picture of the sheet of paper someone had left on Camille’s desk on her phone already. They kept a digital file of everything that could serve as evidence as well, a back up on both their phones, Zoya’s laptop, and an external hard drive.
“It’s after seven. I don’t want to think, let alone talk about work anymore.”
Zoya could see how saying this pained Camille. She loved her job. When they’d just met, and she had tried to explain to Zoya a particular project she’d been working on—which Zoya had failed to understand without doing some research of her own—Zoya had seen the pride she took in her profession glimmer in her eyes.
“Une verre de vin, mon amour?” Zoya asked. She still took French lessons, but her pace of learning was not as intensive anymore as in the beginning. But asking whether Camille wanted a glass of wine was one of her most-used sentences, so she could manage that one quite well.
“Oui, volontiers, chérie,” Camille replied.
Zoya handed her a glass of red and they sat and drank in silence for a bit. Iris purred in Zoya’s lap. Zoya locked her gaze on Camille. She had to say something now, before the evening took its course, and she lost her nerve again.
“Can we talk about something or do you need more time to unwind?” Zoya asked.
“We can talk about anything you want, my love.” Camille narrowed her eyes. She looked tired. Zoya hoped they would be able to bring a case against Camille’s tormentor at work soon so they could put this unpleasantness behind them.
“I know you’ve been going through a lot at work, but, er… I’ve been dealing with something myself.”
Camille pulled her delicious lips into a small smile. “I know,” she said. “And I haven’t been very attentive to your needs.”
“How do you mean?”
“I know you miss home, Zoya. It’s only normal that you do.”
Since Zoya had moved to Paris, Camille had often displayed an ability to understand things without Zoya having to spell them out. It surprised Zoya every time.
“You can talk to me,” Camille said. “I won’t think you love me any less.”
“You know?” Perhaps Zoya should have guessed, but she was still shocked by Camille’s admission.
“Of course I know, Zoya, because I know you.” She put her glass down. “I see you watch the ANBC news online, not with a professional eye, but with a nostalgic one. Watching The Caitlin James Show every week is such a production in our home. You even watch those soaps you previously didn’t have anything good to say about. You talk with your mother much more than in the beginning. You stare at that outback screensaver on your laptop while lost in thought. Granted, I am a scientist, but I could have easily figured it out without my professional skills of deduction.”
“Perhaps I should have said something sooner,” Zoya said. “I didn’t want to worry you.”
“I’m a grandmother now, darling. I’ve seen a thing or two in my life, and have had my fair share of worries. You can tell me anything.”
“It’s just… I don’t know. It’s hard to put into words.” Zoya pointed at her stomach. “Something that sits here, like an actual physical thing, and I don’t know how to get rid of it.”
“Nothing is ever just physical or just emotional.”
“It’s not as if I don’t love being here, with you. That means everything to me.”
“One doesn’t exclude the other.”
Zoya nodded. “I was just so struck by the force with which I miss home. I didn’t realise Australia was such a part of me. It’s not just the people that I miss. It’s the country as well. My feet walking on Australian soil. If you’d told me this might happen before I moved away, I would have laughed it off, would have called it utter nonsense, but now I can no longer do that. There’s this pull. I’m much more of an Australian than I thought I was, even though I never considered myself a patriot and, especially as a journalist, I’ve always been very critical of my country. But none of that seems to matter anymore.”
“Do you want to plan a trip home?”
“We already have one planned for Christmas.”
“So? That doesn’t mean you can’t go home before.”
“I guess it’s also the notion that everyone I used to know is almost literally on the other side of the world. Even though we have the internet and FaceTime and email, they always seem so far away—I seem so far away from my former life.”
“You shouldn’t underestimate the psychological effects of geographical distance. The world may be globalised, but that doesn’t mean our emotions, let alone our genes, have caught up.”
“I’ll look into planning a brief visit tomorrow.” The mere prospect seemed to dislodge that ball in the pit of Zoya’s stomach a little already.
“Have I told you lately how much I appreciate you moving here for me?”
“You can never tell me too many times.” Zoya put her glass down as well. Iris was sunk into a deep sleep in her lap. She scooped her hands underneath the cat and gently laid her down on the sofa. She hardly budged. Zoya scooted closer to Camille and kissed her on the cheek. “Tell me again.”
“In words or through other means?” Camille let her lips hover next to Zoya’s ear.
“Both.” Zoya’s breath stuttered in the back of her throat.
“Avec plaisir,” Camille said, and then proceeded to show Zoya how much she cared, not using any words at all.
AURORE
“I refuse to feel the shame the Laroche administration wants me to feel,” Aurore said. “Moreover, I couldn’t even if I wanted to. Sexual expression has never been anything remotely shameful for me. Not back in the day when I was part of the cast for that movie, and not now, two decades later. If it makes me persona non grata at the Elysée, so be it. I wasn’t very welcome there the last time, anyway.” Aurore wasn’t entirely sure how Anne Rivière would react to her bringing up the video, but what she was saying had to be expressed regardless.
“I’m sick of Laroche being such a two-faced panderer to the centre—even to the left. She’s trying to pass as semi-progressive, or at least more down the centre than most of her party, but deep down, she’s not. She hasn’t even reacted to my bill proposal yet. How long has it been? A week?” Anne shook her head. “If she keeps up her silence, she’s going to pay for it in the polls. Le Matin has one coming up. She’s going to take a beating.”
“Isn’t that what you want?” Aurore inquired.
“Of course, but I want other things as well. Let’s just say I have a more long-term vision.”
Aurore nodded. “I just need your guarantee that this video will never be used for political reasons.”
“I truly don’t care about this video or whatever else it is you’ve ever done, Aurore. I care about your support and your advice. Both have been invaluable to me.” She stroked her chin. “What I am worried about, however, is you getting the same guarantee from the Laroche camp. Clearly someone there is holding enough of a grudge to have dug it up. How can we be certain they won’t use it against me?”
“We can never be certain.” It felt so much more natural for Aurore to be sitting across from Anne Rivière than from Dominique Laroche, no matter how much she admired the president. Birds of a feather flocked together, and Aurore would never feel a hundred percent comfortable amongst members of the MLR. “And I don’t trust Solange Garceau as far as I can throw her. But I do trust Stéphanie Mathis. The only problem is that she and Solange are at war. But in the end Laroche always has the final say.”
“That’s not enough. I may not care about the video, but voters will. If cornered on the eve of the next election, Laroche may very well screw her so-called integrity and use it to paint me in a very bad light. That’s not something I can have hanging over my head.”
“I understand. Our society is, sadly, far from being that tolerant. Do you want me to keep my distance?”
“No, I want you to get the guarantee. I want to fight Laroche on political issues. I know I have a good chance if I do. I want this video out of the picture, for it to become a non-issue.”
“We both know that once a video like that makes it online, it can never be destroyed.”
Anne nodded. “I’m well aware. The only option is to get both Laroche and her chief of staff’s word of honour.”
Aurore scoffed. “Their word will be enough?”
“It has to be.” Anne leaned over her desk. “If that can’t be enough, well… we wouldn’t want to use what we know about Laroche’s partner, now would we?”
“One of the reasons why I support you is because I know you would never stoop that low, Anne.”
“Indeed, I wouldn’t. So let’s make sure the other party knows this.”
Aurore sighed. “I never wanted to get involved in the politics of this. That’s not my forte.”
“I know, but no one else can take care of this. Only you can.”
“Fine. I’ll talk to Steph.” Aurore wasn’t looking forward to that conversation.
“Or Solange,” Anne said. “She’s the one who started all this, after all. It’s time to shut her down.”
This reminded Aurore of her initial plan to get Solange Garceau alone. Maybe Anne was right. Maybe that was what she needed to get all of this done.
   
It had taken some convincing words on Aurore’s part to get Solange to meet with her, but Aurore hadn’t had to resort to any threats, for which she was glad. Solange Garceau was smart enough to put two and two together.
Solange was due to arrive at Aurore’s apartment near the Bois de Boulogne. She had spent the better part of her career working on the radio so she wasn’t a recognisable face. Solange was definitely known in political circles, but most people would walk past her without realising the considerable amount of power she held. They could have met in public, but it was better to not take any risks. Besides, Aurore was glad to have this conversation behind closed doors, in the privacy of her apartment, without having to worry about anyone overhearing what might be said.
Solange rang the bell at eight in the evening—not a minute before and not a minute after. Aurore buzzed her up and while she waited for the president’s chief of staff she caught herself casting a critical glance over her living room. It wasn’t too messy but it wasn’t exactly tidy either—Aurore enjoyed a bit of coordinated chaos. It made her place look cosy and lived-in when she came home.
She was sure Solange would judge her for not living in a hyper-clean environment—she dared to bet Solange’s living quarters were meticulously vacuumed every single day, not leaving a single speck of dust in sight—but Aurore had long ago learned to dismiss other people’s judgements of her.
The knock on the door was sharp as well—as though Solange Garceau was physically incapable of being anything but clipped and measured. As she opened the door, Aurore remembered what Steph had said about hiring a gigolo to lighten Solange up, which put a wide smile on her face as she came face to face with her.
“Would you like to sit?” Aurore asked. “Or at least take off your coat?”
“I won’t be staying long,” Solange said. “Just say what you have to say.”
“Not even a glass of wine? Or tea? I have a great collection.”
Solange looked at her watch, then cast her glance around the room. “I have work to do.”
“I just brewed a pot of camomile tea. It will help you sleep tonight,” Aurore insisted.
“Sure. Fine.” Solange took a few paces towards the sofa.
Aurore quickly poured her a cup and handed it to her on a saucer. “So… that video. Must have been fun snooping around the internet to find it.” Aurore arched up her eyebrows. “At least I hope you got something out of it.”
“I would appreciate it if you didn’t speak to me like that.” Solange stood there stiffly in her coat, cup of tea awkwardly in her hands. Aurore felt a little sorry for her and decided to go about things in a different manner. Even though Solange was so easy to tease, Aurore would try a less antagonising, but more friendly and congenial approach.
“Okay. We got off on the wrong foot and I apologise. Will you please sit for a minute so we can talk?” She used her softest tone of voice—the one that had gotten many doors to open for her over the years.
Solange hesitated, heaved a deep sigh, then put the cup down and shrugged out of her coat. Mission one accomplished. Getting the chief of staff to relax around her was the first step in Aurore’s new, gentler approach.
“For your information, I got no pleasure whatsoever out of searching for that video. I fervently wished it was not a task I had to burden myself with, but someone had to do it.”
“Why?” Aurore couldn’t help but notice how tightly Solange’s stark white blouse was tucked into the waistband of her pressed skirt. Everything about her was so rigid. Aurore might have gotten her to take the first step, but many more intermediate steps would be necessary to have Solange unwind enough so they could have the kind of conversation Aurore was aiming for.
“Why? Isn’t that obvious? You put the president in danger.”
“Oh really? Well, good thing she has you to save her from the great danger I represent.” Aurore couldn’t help the snark.
Solange shook her head. Aurore regrouped. It was difficult to keep herself in check in Solange’s presence. The woman’s icy attitude got under her skin. Time to douse her with some warmth again and see where that got her. “Up until things went a little awry, I really enjoyed getting to know you better the other night,” she said.
Solange squinted, as though she had to parse the words Aurore had just spoken.
“Despite your obvious desire for me not to be there,” Aurore continued.
“I know I went a little too far. Stéphanie and I… we’re like chalk and cheese and let’s just say she knows how to push my buttons. But she has apologised and we’ve moved on.”
What world did Solange live in? Did she really believe Steph’s apology held up after Solange had shown Dominique that video?
“The animosity in the air was quite palpable.”
“I assume I’m not here to talk about Stéphanie.” Solange reached for her cup and took a sip. She held it near her face as though wanting to hide behind it.
“Not directly, no. I have asked you here to talk about me.” Aurore ventured a smile.
Solange gave a tiny hint of smile back—a least that was what Aurore thought she saw appear behind the cup.
“I will keep my distance from the Elysée and from Steph. At least I assume that’s what the president wants. But I need your word that you’ll never use this video of me against my candidate, because it has nothing whatsoever to do with her.”
“Oh, so she is your candidate now. I thought you said you were only her non-political advisor.”
“Things have taken a turn.”
“Can you look me in the eye and promise me you’re not plotting anything against the president?”
“How do you mean? What would I be plotting?”
“You turn up out of nowhere just as this bill on donor sperm gets proposed. A few days later the president finds herself having dinner with a former porn star. That’s a bit too much of a coincidence for my liking.”
Aurore chuckled. “For the record, I’m hardly a porn star. Did you watch that video? I mean, back then I liked to believe I knew what I was doing, but I had a lot to learn.”
Solange did manage more than just a hint of smile now.
“A career in adult entertainment was never really what I was after, although I was very happy to help out a friend and make a movie that was a bit more, let’s say, female friendly.” She tilted her head and even managed to hold Solange’s gaze for a few seconds. “I met Steph through mutual friends. I have no ulterior motives. Unlike you, I like her.”
“What about the Rivière bill? What are your motives with that?”
“My motives?” Aurore clasped a hand to her chest. “I simply want same-sex couples to be able to get inseminated in their own country without having to go through the administrative, financial, and emotional hassle of doing it outside France. Very simply put: I want for everyone to be equal. Hand on my heart, that is truly all I want.”
“Do you have children?” Solange asked, catching Aurore off guard.
“No.”
“The place kind of looks as though you would have grandchildren. Although upon closer look, it doesn’t really appear to be child-proofed at all. My bad.”
Aurore pulled her lips into a grin. She thought it best to let the comment pass. “How about you?”
“You might have noticed I’m pretty much married to my job. I have no time for a partner, let alone children.”
“You weren’t always chief of staff.”
“Indeed, but it takes a lot of work, time and effort to become chief of staff.”
“I can imagine.” Aurore exhaled. She was starting to get the impression Solange wouldn’t mind staying a bit longer. The woman probably didn’t have many semi-personal conversations. “I too researched you. However, unlike what you found out about me—all of me on display for all the world to see—I didn’t find a single thing about your personal life, which leads me to believe you must not have one.”
Aurore watched the blush that had crept up Solange’s neck since Aurore had mentioned the video. Solange might sit there solemnly claiming she didn’t watch the video at all, but Aurore didn’t believe a word of that.
“Ah, so you did do your research on me.”
“You’re an intriguing woman. I wanted to know more.”
The blush on Solange’s neck seemed to intensify. She drank from her tea.
“Personal relationships have never come first in my life. I was always too ambitious, too… something for most. I’ve had… liaisons, of course. But I’m always discreet.”
“You never get lonely?”
Solange shrugged. “What is loneliness, really? It’s a weakness I don’t allow myself.”
“You look as though you don’t afford yourself many weaknesses.”
“To be where I am at my age, I’ve made some enemies over the years. I can’t afford to have many weaknesses. I wouldn’t be able to serve the president if I had.”
“It’s all about Dominique Laroche for you. Your entire life revolves around her.” No wonder you despise Steph so much.
“For now, yes.”
“Do you have political ambitions yourself?”
“God no. I do my best work behind the scenes. I learned from a young age it’s best to leave the spotlight to people like Dominique.”
“So what’s the end goal for Solange Garceau?”
“My number one goal is to get Dominique re-elected. Your candidate may try to stop me—us—but I will do whatever it takes.”
“Does that include incriminating Anne Rivière with a damaging video of one of her advisors?”
“No, that’s not what I meant.” Solange fixed her gaze on Aurore’s. “I promise you.”
Aurore only had her gut instinct to go on. It wasn’t giving her much information on whether Solange Garceau was trustworthy. “I appreciate that.”
Solange finally put her cup down.
“Do you want some more tea?” Aurore asked.
Solange glanced at her cup, then at her watch. “You did say it would help me sleep. I can use all the help I can get.”
Aurore poured more tea. Step two was in the bag. Solange had already stayed much longer than she had ever expected. And Aurore hadn’t lied when she’d said she was an intriguing character. It also seemed she was someone who didn’t mind spending some more time with Aurore.
“What do you do to relax?” Aurore asked, genuinely worried.
“Please don’t you start as well. Domin—I mean, the president—was on my case about not taking enough time to relax. I have a treadmill at home. I run. I let my mind wander. And I watch that TV show about cats before I go to sleep.” She reached for her cup. “Now I’m also drinking camomile tea.” She shot Aurore an unexpected wink over the rim of the cup. “There’s really nothing to worry about.” After she swallowed, she said, “You seem pretty busy yourself. What do you do to unwind?”
A smile formed on Aurore’s lips. She might not have melted Solange just yet, but she had cracked the icy surface a little. “I see friends. I go to the movies and exhibitions and the opera. I listen to music. I go for long walks in the woods around the corner.”
“Ah yes, the Bois de Boulogne. That has a certain reputation.”
“In case you’re wondering, I don’t partake in what goes on in the woods at night. For all my talk about sex on the radio, I don’t have nearly enough of it myself.” Oh shoot. This was something Aurore would easily exclaim to a friend like Camille, but not to the chief of staff of the president who had come to her home to negotiate terms on a possibly embarrassing video.
Solange stiffened in her chair. It was only now that she had her guard fully up again that Aurore could see how relaxed her body language had previously become.
“I’m very sorry to hear that.” The snippiness hadn’t taken over her tone completely yet, but it was skirting the edges. “I should go. I have some things to do.”
“Not after having had that tea,” Aurore said. “If you take a hot bath when you get home, you’ll be fast asleep half an hour later.”
Solange rose and put on her coat.
“Thank you for coming by. We should, um, have another informal meeting soon, to discuss that bill.”
Solange turned around and looked Aurore squarely in the eye. “We should,” she said.
DOMINIQUE
“Where’s Steph?” Didier asked.
“She promised she’d be here,” Lisa said.
“If she promised, then she’ll be here soon,” Dominique said, even though she wasn’t so sure Steph would, indeed, show up. Then again, she wouldn’t break a promise to the children. She might be thunderously mad at Dominique, but she wouldn’t let Didier and Lisa be the victim of that.
“Are you having a fight?” Didier asked.
Dominique chuckled. “What?” They were growing up so quickly, nothing got past them. “No, honey. What makes you think that?”
“Yesterday, daddy and Angelique were fighting,” Lisa said. “If you and Steph are fighting as well, then maybe that means you and daddy should be back together, because you no longer fight with each other.”
“Grown-ups fight once in a while, just like you two get into fights. Then you make up. And you all still love each other the same after.”
“That’s not true,” Didier said. “Once you and daddy started fighting, you didn’t love each other anymore.”
“Some fights can’t be resolved. That’s true.” Dominique wondered whether her heaviness of spirit was weighing on her children, whether they could sense it. She could sure do with Steph arriving home right about now. She always knew how to put a smile on their faces—and to distract them from whatever was bothering their mother at the time.
“Can we play on the PlayStation even though Steph’s not here yet?” Lisa asked.
“Of course.” Dominique didn’t have it in her to say no or to set the time limit she usually did when it came to video games.
“Sweet.” Didier opened some drawers, unearthed all the necessary equipment, and less than a minute later they both sat glued to the screen.
She looked at her children and wondered what her life would have been without them. It was unimaginable. She would need to take a stand on the Rivière bill soon. It was a no-brainer, really, but sometimes Dominique felt as though she led the wrong party—even more so since she had met Steph.
First thing tomorrow, she would ask Solange to draw up a statement—and she would call a meeting with the MLR leadership. Being president made her party leader, but it wasn’t as straightforward as that. Dissidents were always waiting in the wings.
“Sorry I’m late, little monsters,” Steph dashed into the room. “But I’m ready for cuddles now.”
Lisa and Didier hesitated for a split second, then threw their controllers to the floor and jumped onto Steph. The sight brought a wide smile to Dominique’s face. At least things were hunky-dory between Steph and her children. Didier and Lisa adored her partner, and she adored them right back. Why couldn’t all love be as simple as that? She adored Steph—and she assumed Steph still adored her. Maybe the issue lay with her having to assume it. Was she no longer sure of Steph’s love for her? After all Steph had done for her, the sacrifices she had made? Of course Steph still loved her, but maybe she didn’t like her as much anymore. Maybe Dominique, as president, had made too many concessions to her party. Maybe befriending a full-blood socialist like Aurore Seauve had made Steph remember her old political ideals—the ones that resonated most with her true self.
“I’ll play with you in a second,” Steph said as she wrestled herself free from their hugs. “I’m just going to say hello to your mum first.”
Lisa and Didier went back to their game and Steph plonked down next to her.
“Hey.” She kissed Dominique on the cheek, but it was a performance kiss so as not alarm the kids. “How are they?”
“They missed you,” Dominique whispered, and she might as well have said I instead of they.
   
After Didier and Lisa had been picked up by their father to go back to the house where they lived while their mother was president, Dominique didn’t feel like going straight back to work.
“Where are you going?” she asked when Steph was about to leave the room.
“Out,” Steph said.
“I feel like I haven’t seen you in days.”
“That’s because you haven’t.” Steph leaned her hip against the edge of the sofa. “I haven’t been in much of a mood to see you.”
“Can we talk about that perhaps?”
“I don’t know. Can we? Do you have the time? I checked your schedule and it didn’t say you were free after the children’s visit so…”
“They asked if we were fighting.”
That got Steph’s attention. “Really?”
“Are we?”
“Not fighting as such… more like sulking,” Steph said.
“Look, babe, my hands are pretty much tied here. What do you want me to do?”
Steph sighed. “I want you to make me feel like I matter to you. I know you think that asking me to marry you every other week is what it takes, but it’s not. On the contrary. It makes me feel like you want to own me even more. Already, I don’t seem to have much of my old self left.”
“Oh, babe.” Steph’s harsh words were a shock to Dominique’s system.
“You let Solange undermine me every chance she gets. You made me apologise to her and then she pulled that stunt with the video. But that’s just the small stuff. Things I would be able to shrug off easily, if everything was right between us. But it’s not. We haven’t even properly talked about the Rivière bill yet, which is something that is important to me.”
“Shall we sit?” Dominique needed a time-out. She hadn’t expected all of this.
Steph sat on the carpet near the door.
“I’m going to talk to the leadership tomorrow. I’ll make a statement.”
“I don’t care about the leadership. I need to know what you think. Before they try and sway you.”
“You know what I think. I want this bill to pass.”
“Then make it happen. You’re the president, for crying out loud. You won the presidency because you stood for equality. Time to put your money where your mouth is.”
“I will.” It was Dominique’s every intention to make it happen, but she had no choice but to play the game of politics. Besides, this conversation wasn’t really about the bill, it was about the differences between her and Steph that seemed to have grown exponentially over the past few weeks—or had perhaps been better highlighted by the turn of events. “I promise you that, one way or another, I’ll make it happen.” Dominique rose from her chair and sat next to Steph on the floor. “Now tell me about you. What can I do to make you feel better?”
Steph sighed. “There’s just no getting away from any of this for me. Even at work I don’t feel like the person I used to be, because everyone sees me differently. I just really need a break.”
Dominique brought a hand to Steph’s neck. “Do you want to go to the house in Juan-les-Pins?”
Steph shook her head. “That’s not the kind of break I mean.”
Something tightened in Dominique’s stomach. “Then what do you mean?” Her fingers kneaded Steph’s shoulders. She needed to keep contact somehow.
“Tell me honestly. If you had to choose between Solange and me, if it came to that, who would you choose?”
Dominique scoffed. “What kind of a question is that?”
“A very simple one.”
“A very manipulative one, if you ask me. You both represent very different things to me, Stéphanie. You are my life partner. When I ask you to marry me, it’s not out of guilt or out of some desire to ‘own more of you’, it’s because I love you. Because you are the most wonderfully complex person I’ve ever met. Because from the moment I met you, I knew. I was lost and I knew I would be until we were together. It’s because we belong together. However mismatched anyone else might find us, I know in my heart we belong together. I’ve known it since you first came to my office. I knew it when we decided we could never be together. And I still know it now.” Dominique slipped her fingers underneath the collar of Steph’s shirt and dug her fingertips into her flesh. “I like to think you know it too.”
“See.” Steph shrugged free of her touch. “This is what you’re good at. This is why you’re president. You give excellent speeches with a flair for drama and plenty of emotion in your voice, but what does it all really stand for? What does it change for me that you say these things? You’re the kind of person who can deliver an impassioned speech at the drop of a hat.”
Dominique shuffled backwards a bit. As she sat there on the floor, she felt the distance between them increase. Because Steph was right. Dominique could say all the words she wanted, if Steph didn’t feel them, didn’t connect with them any longer, then how could she possibly make her believe in them again?
“I mean every word I say,” Dominique said.
“Oh, I have no doubt about that. I know that you love me. Love is not the issue here. I just wish you could see that.”
“Then what is the issue? Support?”
Steph looked at her, tears glistening in the corners of her eyes. “I’ve been single most of my adult life and in all that time, I’ve never felt lonelier than I do here in my gilded cage. I can’t go anywhere without taking some secret service guys with me. I can’t go to a restaurant without a couple of paps wanting to snap a picture of my face. All things I could live with when I felt you were on my side. But these days, it feels like I’ve given up my freedom, which I’ve always valued above everything else, for nothing.”
Dominique inhaled and exhaled slowly. She was losing her grip on this conversation and didn’t like where it was headed. “I’m doing my best to understand where this is coming from. A week ago we were doing fine. Or so it seemed to me, at least. What changed? What happened?”
“I think that about sums it all up. The fact that you don’t have a clue and didn’t see this coming. Having you at my throat because of that video was the final straw—a video that did not need to be unearthed by anyone, I might stress. That never even needed to be discussed. Why don’t you just admit here and now that I’m more of a nuisance to you than anything else. If you get rid of me—which is what Solange wants, for your information—the path to reelection lies wide open. You can move your politics to the right again and go to war with the left. I won’t stand in your way. I won’t make any demands of you. You can capture the hearts of the true conservatives in this country, show some remorse about having a dalliance with a woman, and just continue doing what really sets your heart on fire: being President of the Republic.”
Dominique pushed herself up and straightened her clothes. “Do you have any idea of what you’re saying?” She squared her shoulders. “First of all, I won’t be spoken to like that, not even by you. Second, I think you might be right. I think you—we—do need a break.”
Steph pushed herself up. “Fine.” Tears streamed down her face. “I’ll pack my bags.”
Dominique watched Steph storm off. How had things spiralled out of control so quickly? And was there any truth to what Steph had just said? If Dominique was going to save this relationship, she would have to examine Steph’s words carefully instead of dismissing them as utter nonsense.
STEPH
Steph punched in the code to Juliette and Nadia’s building, squeezed herself and her hastily packed suitcase into the tiny elevator, then knocked on the front door of their apartment. It was only when her knuckles touched the wood that she came to her senses. She had left the Elysée—she had left Dominique. If only Dominique had given her something other than one of her speeches. If only she’d looked Steph in the eye and made her see that she understood what she was going through. But maybe it was too much to ask of a woman whose head was perpetually elsewhere. Maybe Steph had demanded too much of herself as well.
The door swung open and Nadia stood in front of her. Steph hadn’t seen her friend in weeks, perhaps even months.
“Come here.” Nadia tugged Steph inside, brushed off the hood she’d pulled over her head, and embraced her in one of those typical Nadia hugs—one that melted Steph to the core with the friendship she’d missed and all the other things it reminded her of.
Their dog Phénix came to greet Steph in the hallway. Juliette brought him into the office often enough for him to recognise Steph and give her an enthusiastic lick of the hand.
“Juliette’s out, which is good, so you and I can talk. If you want to, of course.”
In that moment, Steph wanted to remain in Nadia’s soft embrace forever, until Juliette returned and removed her wife’s arms from around her. But Nadia let go of her, put a hand in the small of her back, and led her into the living room. How long had it been since she’d been in her best friends’ apartment? Steph saw Juliette at work almost every day, but gone were the days when after hours they would head down to Le Comptoir together for a few drinks to let off steam.
“I’m sorry for being such a stranger, Nadz. God, I’ve missed you. You have no idea how much.”
“I’ve missed you too.” Nadia gave her a warm smile. “Drink?”
“God yes. I’ll take anything.”
“I have an open bottle of Sancerre in the fridge.”
“I’ll take the bottle,” Steph joked.
“Coming right up.”
While Nadia busied herself with getting drinks, Phénix put his head on Steph’s knee. She petted him and thought of her cat Pierrot, whom she’d had to leave behind. She was sure he was well taken care of, but she missed him nonetheless. Would he be looking for her? Would he be sleeping at Dominique’s feet? The image of Dominique sleeping with Pierrot next to her made her swallow a sob in her throat.
Nadia handed her a glass of cool wine and Steph took a sip.
“Thank you for letting me stay here.”
“Don’t mention it. You can stay here as long as you like.”
“Juliette is my boss so I don’t know how long I’ll be able to hack it.”
“Sometimes, it feels like she’s my boss too so we can gang up on her together. It’ll be fun.”
“How are you doing? Tell me everything, Nadz.”
Nadia tilted her head. “I’m doing just fine. I can give you the low-down on my quiet, rather boring life if you want to, of course, but perhaps you want to tell me about what’s going on with you first?”
Steph drank again. “I snapped. I lost it. And I left.”
Nadia grinned. “Very descriptive. I can just picture it all happening before my eyes.”
Steph chuckled. “You’ve been there, Nadz. You know what it’s like when you’re not on the same wavelength anymore. When it feels like your partner doesn’t have your back any longer.”
“That’s true.” Nadia nodded. “Juliette and I have indeed been there. Talking to friends about it helped to put things in perspective. Talking to one friend in particular, one very wise for her age.” She winked at Steph.
“I feel like I’ve lost touch with that person as well. I know this will sound dramatic, but when I look in the mirror, I still see me, but it doesn’t feel like me anymore. I’ve become this yay-saying monkey. A marionette to be paraded when needed. A pair of loving arms for Dominique to fall into when she comes to bed late at night. All the things I am now are so far removed from who I used to be. I’m not saying I can’t handle a bit of growth as a person and that I haven’t evolved for the better. Being in a relationship has matured me and made me see things from the other’s perspective. But by god, Nadz, I’m so sick of all the pomp and circumstance. But most of all, I miss her. Dominique was always busy and that suited me because I’m not the type to succumb to the urge to merge, but… I need some more than I’ve been given. And we haven’t even talked about politics yet. And possible re-election.”
“I can imagine. I often think of you, Steph. I picture you wandering through the corridors of the Elysée. It’s something that’s hard to imagine, but…” She fixed her gaze on Steph. “You love her.”
“I do.” Steph had just literally said the words to Dominique. Love was not the issue. “But I think I’ve learned that love isn’t everything.”
“It most certainly is not.” Nadia briefly sucked her bottom lip into her mouth. “Has she disrespected you? Crossed certain boundaries?”
Steph thought for a moment. “She has.” Being scolded like a child remained a sore point for Steph. “I sometimes think I bring it on myself, you know, because when you’re”—she curled her fingers into air quotes—“‘first lady,’ there isn’t much margin for error. I have to be on my best behaviour all the time.”
“None of us are at our best all the time. Surely Dominique isn’t either.”
“No. And she gets judged even more harshly. But she stood for office, I didn’t.”
“But you helped her get elected.”
“That I did.” Steph put her glass of wine down and rubbed the heels of her hands over her eyes. “I don’t know what I’m going to do. I’m going to need some time to figure this out.”
“It’s not a… definite break then?”
Steph shrugged. “Who’s to say?”
“You are, I presume.”
“Not just me. It depends on Dominique as well.” She knitted her fingers together behind her head. “She kept asking me to marry her. In a way, that set me off most of all. I thought it was a joke at first. I took it in jest and even mocked her a little. Now I’m left wondering what it really meant and I keep thinking that is not a question I should be asking myself. I wonder whether if I had felt like she really meant it, if her words and behaviour had aligned more with the question, whether I would have said yes. I don’t know. I don’t know much anymore and that’s what gets me. It’s not supposed to be a question of this magnitude. Whether I want to stay with her, I mean.”
“You’ve had to adapt and change at a faster pace than you could manage. It’s only normal some big questions pop up. The presidency has changed Dominique as well. How could it not? It’s very plausible that two people who change that quickly lose each other along the way. The real question is if you can find each other again.”
“Yeah.” Steph reached for her wine glass. “We’ll have to see about that.”
CAMILLE
“I’m starting to feel guilty,” Aurore said. She and Camille walked, arm in arm, in the Bois de Boulogne near Aurore’s apartment. “Steph has moved out of the Elysée.”
“Surely there’s nothing for you to feel guilty about.”
“Maybe, but… I don’t know. When I went to dinner, there surely was some tension brewing. I wrongly assumed it was tension between Solange and Steph, but clearly more was bubbling underneath the surface.”
“There usually is.” Camille inhaled the forest air. “I don’t know the details. Zoya talked to her on the phone yesterday.”
“Should I call her?” Aurore asked. “Or would that be inappropriate?”
“Why would it be inappropriate?”
Aurore sighed. “That whole thing with the video. I promised to keep my distance from Steph as well as the Elysée. I promised Solange. I’m not sure it’s a promise I can break.”
“Only you can decide that. Maybe Steph will call you. What will you do then? Not pick up because of a promise you made to Solange, who sounds more and more like Steph’s arch nemesis than someone who has her best interests at heart.”
“Of course I would take her call. I would love to talk to her. We have a certain… rapport.”
“Funny, that’s what Zoya has said about her as well.”
“She’s easy to talk to. Unlike others in the president’s entourage.”
“By that you mean Solange Garceau.”
“I had her over at my place. To call a truce.”
“Are you kidding me?” Camille shouldn’t be so shocked. She’d known Aurore for decades and nothing about her should shock her after all this time—after all, this was a woman who in her early twenties had found herself on the set of a pornographic movie.
“It wasn’t too bad. Until I made the fatal mistake of saying the word sex, which clammed her up tighter than an uncooked mussel. But we had a bit of a chat. Some warming up happened.”
Camille stopped in her tracks.
“What is it?” Aurore asked.
“Please don’t tell me you’re getting the hots for her.” Camille scanned her friend’s face.
Aurore knitted her brows together. “What? No. No way, Camille. You are barking up the wrong tree so much I’m not even sure it’s a tree anymore.”
“Good. I hope you’ve learned your lesson after Vivianne.”
“Solange is nothing like Vivianne,” Aurore said. “Granted, they might both be straight, and we know I have a bit of a penchant for that, but Vivianne was warm, exuberant and effortlessly sexy. Solange Garceau is the polar opposite of all those things.”
“Just checking,” Camille said.
“I thought you held me in higher esteem than that,” Aurore said in a mock-admonishing tone. “How would I even go about it? The woman is as unapproachable as the guards outside the Elysée. In fact, I think she has her own guards watching over her emotions and every time she’s tempted to show too much, they rein her in.”
“She represents a challenge for you,” Camille said. “Which is what worries me.”
“A bit too much of a challenge, even for me. I like to get a little something in return for my affections and I doubt Solange has anything at all to give.”
“I’ve never met her and I’m not keen to.”
“You mean she wasn’t hovering in the vicinity when you and Zoya visited the Elysée?”
“She must have had something better to do that day.”
“Poor Steph. My theory is that Solange dislikes her so much because she represents everything she is not,” Aurore said.
“Maybe… I just hope she and Dominique can work things out. Imagine if they separated officially.”
“It wouldn’t be the first time a sitting president split from his companion.”
“True, but this would be different. The far right would have too much of a field day pointing out that lesbian relationships don’t work out. The MLR would be delighted to not have a practicing lesbian as a party leader anymore. It would just be negative publicity for lesbians in general.” Camille chuckled. “This is what happens when the president’s a lesbian. She is doomed to represent all of us and she must uphold our image at all times.”
“Your image maybe… she doesn’t want anything to do with mine,” Aurore said. “But enough about lesbians in the public eye. How are things at work? Still being persecuted for being one? A lesbian, I mean.”
“Yes, I’m beginning to think that having a lesbian president might have enraged quite a few straight men. As if it’s nothing but an insult to their masculinity.”
“I’ve told you before and I’m telling you again, men with small penises will instigate the apocalypse.”
“Small penises that need to be compensated for with large inflated egos. I agree.”
“It won’t take much to upset their masculinity enough to trigger a nuclear war.”
“Or just ignore climate change and wait until we’re all burnt to a crisp.”
Aurore shook her head. “If only what we’re saying were nothing but a joke.”
“That’s what I think every morning when I arrive at work, when I check my desk for any pieces of paper containing some lovely name-calling words. Not that I take the word dyke as an insult. I am one, after all. But I wonder what’s in someone’s mind when they put pen to paper and write it down.”
“You can be sure that whoever wrote this is extremely sexually frustrated. A happy, fulfilled person isn’t going to waste their time insulting others.” Aurore gave Camille’s arm a squeeze. “You know the worst homophobes are usually closet cases.”
“Or religious zealots.”
“They’re not mutually exclusive.”
Camille shook her head. “When I hold little Emma in my arms, I worry for her future.”
“That’s natural, but, really, you shouldn’t worry for her. Despite all that goes on in the world, this is a good time to be alive. Maybe Emma will invent something important in her life, something that will change the destiny of humankind. Every child that is born represents new hope for the future. That’s the way I choose to look at it.” Aurore turned to Camille. “And before you say that’s because I don’t have children or grandchildren, I have plenty of noisy little humans in my family. Little humans I care very much about.”
“I would never accuse you of not caring enough about anything, Aurore. You’ve always been my compass for caring.”
“Your left-wing compass, even when you were surrounded by right-wing politicians.”
“My example of successful lesbianism when I was still deep in the clutches of heterosexual marriage.”
“Well, I’ve never really set you a good example of what a long-term relationship looks like. If anything, you are my guiding light when it comes to that these days. How is the lovely Zoya?”
“She’s good.” Thinking of Zoya always brought a smile to Camille’s face. “She’s a little homesick. Maybe even more than a little.”
“How does that make you feel?”
Camille shrugged. “She moved here for me, hence I am the direct cause of her homesickness. But I can’t let that get to me too much, because we’re so in love, and what’s the alternative?” She paused for a minute and was grateful Aurore let her have some time to think before speaking again. “I’ll make a patriotic Frenchwoman out of her yet.”
“You make her happy, even someone as jaded by love as me can see that.”
“Speaking of being jaded. What are we going to do about that?”
“How do you mean?”
“I don’t really know if you want a relationship or not, Aurore. You always sabotage everything from the start by picking the wrong woman.”
“But that’s just the thing. I don’t feel like I’m the one who picks the woman. It’s the other woman who chooses me.”
Camille chuckled. “But you let her, even though you know very well you shouldn’t.”
“You have a point. For all my smarts, I let them walk all over me. I’ve asked myself why many a time. You’re a scientist. Maybe you have the answer.”
“It could simply be that you just haven’t come across the right woman for you yet.” Camille was beginning to feel sorry for her friend. “Look at me and Zoya. We’re not exactly spring chickens.”
“So there’s hope for me yet.”
“As long as you stay away from straight women…” Camille bumped her hips into Aurore’s. They walked in companionable silence for a while, a silence during which Camille concluded that, even though she had trouble at work, and she was worried about Zoya’s homesickness, and the news about Steph escaping the Elysée had upset her, a walk in the woods with her good friend made life seem perfectly all right for now.
ZOYA
“Come to the office anyway,” Steph had said. “It’s about time I introduced you to my bosses. Although I guess I should say partners these days, but old habits die hard.”
That was how Zoya found herself in Steph’s office at Barbier & Cyr, the PR agency that had gotten Dominique Laroche elected. She was supposed to interview the owners, Juliette Barbier and Claire Cyr, and, if lucky, get a few soundbites from Steph, but with Steph and Dominique’s relationship currently being in tatters, the timing wasn’t right for any of that.
“Swanky digs,” Zoya said as she looked around Steph’s office.
“Becoming first lady got me an upgrade.” Steph kissed her hello by the door, then closed it behind her. “Let’s talk in private for a bit. Juliette and Claire both have a tendency to claim the spotlight.”
Zoya sat down and scanned Steph’s face. She looked as though she hadn’t slept in a few days—she probably hadn’t. “How are you doing?”
Steph pulled her shoulders into a shrug. “You know.”
“We don’t have to talk about it.”
“Let’s not then.” Steph relaxed her shoulders. “Tell me about you. Have you talked to Camille?”
Zoya nodded. “I have. She was very understanding. In fact, I didn’t have to say much. She’d sussed it out already. It’s a load off.”
“That’s good.” Steph looked pensive.
“What is it?” Zoya asked.
“I know I said I didn’t want to talk about it, but what you just told me about Camille, about her knowing what was going on with you without you having to tell her… that’s exactly what’s wrong between Dominique and me.”
“Are you sure about that?”
“How do you mean?”
“Until I talked to Camille, I was pretty convinced I hid my homesickness well, until it turned out I didn’t. We all give ourselves away much more than we’d like to believe, Steph. That’s what I’ve taken away from that chat with Camille.”
“Because Camille has time to notice these things about you. You actually spend more than the odd half hour together every other day.”
“Camille has plenty of her own worries as well, believe me.” Zoya cleared her throat. “It would be ludicrous to compare Camille’s job with Dominique’s, but it hasn’t exactly been a bed of roses lately.”
“What’s going on?” Despite her own worries, Steph seemed genuinely interested.
“Harassment and homophobia at the CNRS.”
“No bloody way.”
“Oh, yes,” Zoya nodded. “We’re putting a file together.” She held her hands apart. “It’s this thick already.”
“That’s unacceptable for a government institution.”
“I would say it’s unacceptable for any workplace.”
“Of course. I guess I’ve always been spoiled. This was my first job out of college. Can you believe that? I’ve been surrounded by lesbians my entire adult life, professionally and privately.”
“You’ve lived the dream.”
“I nearly screwed it up when I slept with Claire. But she was in more trouble than I was.” Steph shot Zoya a wink. For a split second, the Steph she’d first met a year and a half ago shone through.
“Fascinating background information for the piece I’m about to do.” Zoya was doubly looking forward to meeting Claire Cyr now.
“This can’t be mentioned on camera, of course.”
“No, but it will be a nice titbit to keep in the back of my mind while I interview Claire.”
“All jokes aside, I’m really sorry Camille has to go through that.” She paused. “I could talk to some people.”
“We’re dealing with it. These hate crimes will not go unpunished, I can promise you that.”
“Give me a shout if you need help.”
Steph’s phone rang. She picked up. “We’re coming,” she informed whoever was on the other side and hung up. “Someone’s impatient.” She painted a smile on her face. “Let’s go meet the boss ladies, shall we?”
   
The Barbier & Cyr founders were both stunning in their own way, but, because of what Steph had said earlier, Zoya mostly couldn’t keep her eyes off Claire.
They shook hands and exchanged pleasantries and Zoya was glad she didn’t have a camera person with her, that they could keep this informal for now, and she could think a little more about the piece she wanted to make. She could change her angle from the agency that led Laroche to victory, to the agency led by two out lesbians that led Laroche to victory.
“Let me sum up my bosses in a nutshell for you,” Steph said, glee in her eyes. Zoya could so easily see why Steph hadn’t wanted to give up her job when she became first lady. These were her friends, people she’d known long before Dominique Laroche came along, amongst whom she could just be herself.
“Claire here is about to get married and has turned into the very cliché of a bridezilla. I hope to introduce you to her fiancée Margot some time, who is a grounded, quiet, and sane woman who chooses not to get carried away by marriage preparations.”
“Félicitations,” Zoya said in her best French. She was always very grateful when French people wanted to speak English with her.
“Don’t listen to anything Steph tells you about me. She’s not the biggest romantic Paris has seen.”
Steph quirked up her eyebrows. “I guess that’s true. Either way, we’re very happy that Claire is off the shelf. For the longest time, we believed she was too high-maintenance to keep any decent woman, but it turns out there’s a sock for every old slipper.” Steph grinned. She was in her element.
“The same could be said for you,” Claire offered, while tucking a blonde strand of hair behind her ear.
“We’ll have to see about that,” Steph said.
“Steph likes to aim high,” Juliette cut in. “She was never going to settle just for anyone. It had to be a right-wing candidate for the presidency.”
This was what Zoya missed so much about being away from home. Easy camaraderie. Friends to crack jokes with when times were tough. Steph was in a bad place right now, but she still managed to jest with her friends, because that was what you did when you didn’t want to sit at home and mope. Humour between friends could solve so many things, and if not solve them, at least make them bearable.
As Zoya looked over the three friends, she decided this was what she needed. A group of friends like this. Perhaps even a work environment similar to this. Maybe this was the place for her. She liked the vibe here and journalism wasn’t that far removed from PR. They were both a way of communicating, often massaging the truth to make it palatable for a big audience. Zoya had dealt with her fair share of spin back in the day. She felt a tingle in her belly and made a mental note to discuss it with Camille as soon as she got home.
“These days, I would happily settle for any of your significant others who are not in the public eye.” Steph glanced at Zoya. “Juliette and her lovely wife Nadia have taken me in during these hard times of mine. Which means we drink a lot of wine in the evening. Juliette tried to cook beef bourguignon last night because she thought it would cheer me up, while it did anything but. Sorry, Jules, the meat was just a tad too black and dry for my taste.”
“I did my best, but I was too rushed to put the love it required into my dish.”
“That and you’d polished off the better half of a bottle of wine before you even started.”
“Only because I didn’t want you to have to drink it all on your own. It was an act of friendship and you know it.”
“Thank goodness you can now just order the most delicious beef bourguignon from an app on your phone and have it delivered to your home thirty minutes later. Don’t we live in a wonderful world?” Steph said.
“I’m really pleased to meet you,” Zoya said, a rush of warm possibility making its way through her. “I’m still quite new to Paris and am always delighted to meet interesting, successful people like yourself.”
“Steph tells us you were quite the success back in Australia. With your own TV show and all that. Was it hard to leave that behind?” Claire asked.
“It wasn’t easy,”” Zoya said. “But love is more important.”
“Wait until you meet Camille. Granted, she does have an MLR pedigree, but I think she’s outgrown most of it by now. Zoya has been a good influence,” Steph said. “You know what? We should all get together some time. Have dinner. I could do with a nice meal surrounded by my friends. It’s been too long.”
Zoya spotted an opportunity. “You should all come to ours. I’ll cook. I won’t attempt beef bourguignon, I promise.”
“She’s a great cook, so at least the food will be good,” Steph said, eyeing Juliette.
They all agreed to the idea and after they had chatted for a while longer, Steph took Zoya aside, and said, “Let’s ask Aurore as well. I’ll be damned if I stop seeing her just because Solange bloody Garceau wants me to.”
AURORE
Aurore stood at Solange’s front door. She waited to knock. She was, frankly, still recovering from having received the invitation to meet Solange at her home in Belleville. She was expecting crisp whites and stark blacks, clean lines, and every square millimetre of space to be used in the spirit of maximum efficiency.
As her hand rose to rap on the door, a snippet of the conversation she’d had with Camille in the Bois de Boulogne slipped through her mind. Camille had truly been barking up the wrong tree, she reassured herself.
Aurore’s knuckles had barely touched the wood when the door swung open.
“Come in,” she said. For once, Solange wasn’t dressed in her black and white uniform, but she was wearing jeans and a t-shirt. It made her look like a light version of herself. Aurore believed she could deal with Solange Light better.
Aurore was led through a small hallway into the living room where, in accordance with her expectations, everything was arranged just so, apart from a stack of papers in a bright pink folder on the coffee table. But, very much against her expectations, Solange’s living room was decorated with Scandinavian-style wooden furniture, a cosy rug and a dimly lit lamp. The only black and white objects in the room were the pictures of various European landmarks on the walls.
“This is not what I had expected.” Aurore slipped out of her coat and hung it on the back of a chair.
“What had you expected?” Was that a grin on Solange’s face?
“Something very different than this. You have a wonderful home.”
“Thanks. Pity I don’t get to spend that much time here.” Aurore was treated to an actual smile. “Can I get you a drink? Red? White? Coffee? Tea?”
Aurore was taller than most women, and only now noticed the few inches of height Solange had lost by not wearing her trademark, impossibly high heels. In fact, she wasn’t wearing any footwear at all. A barefoot Solange Garceau. That was hardest to believe of all. As if, for the evening, Solange had taken off her armour.
“Red, please.”
Solange nodded. “Please sit down. Make yourself comfortable.”
While Aurore nestled in Solange’s plush sofa, and let her gaze wander around the living room, her eye fell on a framed picture of Solange and Dominique Laroche. Maybe Solange was so relaxed because Steph and Dominique were currently not living under the same roof. Maybe she had succeeded in one of her biggest challenges—driving them apart.
But no, Aurore corrected her thinking. She should give Solange the benefit of the doubt. She had invited her into her home, after all. She doubted that was a courtesy Solange extended to many political enemies.
“Here you go. It’s a 2010 Saint-Emilion.”
Aurore quirked up her eyebrows. “Sounds like something for a special occasion.”
“Maybe it will be.” Solange sat down in the corner of the sofa and drew one leg underneath the other. She was the very picture of relaxation.
“Why do I get the feeling you’re about to make me an offer that will be hard to refuse?” This could all be an act, of course. A way to throw Aurore off guard, butter her up, and get her to agree to something she would never consider agreeing to if regular Solange was sitting next to her.
“No offers just yet. First things first.” Solange adjusted her weight on the sofa. “Will you accept my apology for leaving your flat the other day as though you had greatly offended me?”
“I believed I did greatly offend you.” Aurore sipped from the excellent wine and glanced at Solange over the rim of her glass.
“Well, maybe at the time you did. I was taken aback by your forwardness. That happens to me a lot.”
“Apology accepted.” Aurore put down her glass of wine and fixed her gaze on Solange again. “How can I not when I’m being treated to such unforeseen hospitality.” She narrowed her eyes. “Are you Solange Garceau’s twin sister? Am I being filmed with a hidden camera?”
Solange gave a small chuckle. “I understand the confusion, but I don’t have a twin and I would never film anyone without their explicit consent.” Solange lowered her glance, then looked up at Aurore again. “I understand why it would feel like I’m putting on an act, and I guess I am in a way, but this is who I am when I’m at home. Which is why I invited you here. To show you a different side.”
“Why?” Aurore didn’t meant to be rude, but she had to pierce through this facade so she could find out what the purpose of it was.
“I’m trying to broker a deal. Can’t you tell?”
“I got an inkling, but this is not how I imagined you brokering a deal.”
“This is not just any kind of deal.” Her face tightened, revealing the other Solange. “Things are not good at the Elysée right now. The president is not, how shall I put it, in the best of moods now that Stéphanie has moved out. We’re preparing a state visit from a head of state she’s not fond of. And she’s faffing about regarding this bill. I can’t do much about Stéphanie or about the women-hating, farcical president of a friendly nation visiting, but I believe I can help with the bill.”
“And you need my help with that.”
Solange nodded.
“Before we get down to business, can you honestly tell me you had no part in the president and Steph’s split?”
Solange scoffed. “You know I can’t say that. I don’t know the details of the fight that broke them up, but I’m pretty certain my name was mentioned. Stéphanie and I… it has never worked.”
“As I understand it, she apologised to you, after which you showed the president that video of me.” Aurore pursed her lips together. Solange may try to blindside her by sitting barefoot across from her and pouring a vintage year wine, and maybe it worked for a minute or two, but Aurore was beginning to see through it.
“That’s true. I stand by the fact that the president should not be linked to a person engaging in such acts in a video that is freely available for anyone to see on the internet. But—”
“Excuse me.” Aurore couldn’t keep her voice from shooting up. “To find that video, you have to explicitly look for it, open an account on some shady website, and put in your credit card details. It’s not as straightforward as typing in my name plus the word porn. There are hurdles, which you were more than willing to jump over.”
“Of course, because it’s my job to protect the president.”
“So you keep saying, and look how it turned out.” Aurore needed another sip of wine. “You cornered Steph. Maybe you got what you wanted all this time, only to realise it wasn’t really what you wanted. Maybe the president is holding you personally responsible for Steph leaving. Maybe that’s why I’m really here.”
Solange shook her head. “I never wanted Stéphanie to leave. Contrary to what you believe, or what I made you and Stéphanie believe. I know she makes the president happy. She’s a royal pain in my ass because she never does what I advise her to do, and I do sometimes suspect she takes great pleasure in defying me—just for the sake of it—but any fool, even someone as bitter-hearted as me, can see they’re good together.”
“Bitter-hearted… that’s quite a way to describe yourself.”
“I know what my reputation is. Bitter-hearted is one of the nicest things being said about me.”
“True.”
Solange tilted her head, a question in her eyes.
“I say things as they are. But before you ask me to give you a list of the things I’ve heard you being called, I refuse to let our conversation go that way.”
Solange shook her head. “Trust me, I wasn’t going to ask you about that. It’s just that not a lot of people are willing to risk my wrath by speaking the truth. I suspect Stéphanie would, if she didn’t have to take Dominique into account. You’re the only one in a while…” Solange grinned.
“Since I’ve arrived you’ve behaved like a pussycat so I really don’t think there’s that much wrath to face. I’m more worried about mentioning a certain word again and being promptly shown the door.” Aurore tried a chuckle.
“I’ll give you that one.” Solange fell silent. Maybe she had to swallow her next remark.
“For the record, I’ve come to know Steph as a very kind, very intuitive, very smart woman… with a massive chip on her shoulder.”
“A chip in the shape of me,” Solange said.
“Oh yes,” Aurore said. “Have you considered apologising to her?”
“No.” Solange’s reply came quickly and clearly. “I can’t compromise my position.”
“What position might that be?”
“I need to demand a certain amount of respect, even from the president’s partner. Otherwise I can’t do my job properly.”
“And you can now? While Steph and Dominique are at war—mainly because of you.”
“I get that you and Stéphanie have become fast friends and that you’ll keep on defending her, but I’ve done nothing wrong. And Stéphanie Mathis is not the reason I asked you here.”
“Get to the point then, please. I’m not sure I’ll be staying much longer.” It had all been an act. Solange didn’t have a softer side to her, only a craftier, sly one.
“Now you’re no longer in the right mood to hear my proposal.”
Aurore fixed her gaze squarely on Solange. “I pride myself on not judging people and always giving them the benefit of the doubt, but you are a piece of work. I don’t like being played, Solange. If you’re not going to be genuine with me, there’s not much reason for me to stay.”
Solange nodded slowly. “You really aren’t suited for politics.”
“I never said I was. But this bill is very important to me, because the way things stand now, so many people are excluded from getting what they want and, more importantly, are being treated as second-class citizens.”
“Okay, let’s talk about the bill.” Solange straightened her posture, removing herself from the more relaxed person she had wanted Aurore to believe she could be. “If it was anyone else sitting across from me, I would bluntly ask what they had to offer, but I know that’s not going to get me very far with you.” She grinned at Aurore. “Just being genuine.” She pushed her glass of wine away. “Many of us want the same thing. The president, Rivière, you, the socialists, the progressive wing of the MLR, Stéphanie. It’s just a matter of optics now. I know the president is willing to let her party members vote the way they want on this bill, but she needs some time to confer with Laroche senior and his cronies. And… to not give the socialists an easy victory.”
“As you just said, I’m not very good at politics, so my simple suggestion is to just do the decent thing as soon as possible. These women have waited long enough.”
“Both the president and Rivière could benefit from this. No one has to lose.”
“I’m all ears.” Aurore was burning with curiosity.
“What if… the president came on your radio show to discuss this very topic?”
Aurore’s eyes grew wide. “Is this your idea or the president’s?”
“Mine alone. For now. I wanted to talk about it with you first before discussing it with her.”
“You’re trying to lure me in with the prospect of having the president on my show and blindside Anne Rivière in the process. Clever but not very ethical.” Aurore’s thoughts raced. She would give a lot to interview Dominique Laroche. She had so many questions to ask her—most of which would be censored by Solange beforehand, of course, but the opportunity loomed large in her mind.
“You said yourself you’re not interested in the politics of it,” Solange said.
“That doesn’t mean I would betray Anne. She’s a friend.”
“I’m open to counteroffers.” Solange leaned back and crossed her arms in front of her chest.
“Are you?”
Solange nodded.
“I need to think about this.”
“There’s time, but not too much. I will need an answer in the next few days.”
Aurore couldn’t help a smile from spreading on her lips when she glanced at Solange next. “You’re so shrewd. No wonder you’re chief of staff.”
Solange didn’t say anything but her silence was more than enough to let Aurore know she’d hit the nail on the head.
“Tell me honestly. How many times have you used this trick? The casual clothes. The wine.” She grabbed her glass. She wanted a bit more of the delicious drink before she left. “The relaxed atmosphere to bamboozle the other party and have them think you’re willing to have an open conversation.”
“I’m very much willing to have an open conversation.”
Aurore shook her head. “Granted, you had me fooled for a minute or two, but that’s about it. The only thing you were willing to do tonight was make me an offer I couldn’t refuse under the best circumstances. I wouldn’t even consider this if you had summoned me to the Elysée and treated me with your usual… bitter-heartedness. Now I’m holding it under advisement. You won.”
“In the end, politics isn’t about winning, Aurore. It’s about making changes, making progress, making a difference.”
Aurore huffed out a chuckle. “Now you’ve gone too far. You’ve just erased the last ounce of credibility you still had with me.”
“Yet, I’m serious.” Solange reached for her glass of wine and cradled it in her hand. “Power is all well and good, but you don’t make the kind of sacrifices that Dominique has—that I have—just for the sake of it.”
”I’m willing to believe that about Dominique. About you, I’m not so sure.”
“That’s fine. That means I’ve branded her well. That’s what matters most. I couldn’t really care less about my own image.”
“Such burning ambition.” Aurore looked her over. “You’re still young, Solange. Laroche isn’t going to be president forever. Have you thought about your life after this is all over?”
“Not for one single second.”
“That’s what I thought.” Aurore finished the wine and shuffled to the edge of the sofa.
“If you stay a little longer I’ll think about apologising to Stéphanie,” Solange said.
Aurore’s eyes grew even wider than before. “Turns out I don’t have you all figured out just yet. Sometimes, like now, I can’t make head nor tail of what you say.” Aurore rose. “Either way, I don’t respond well to emotional blackmail.”
“Sometimes I say the completely wrong thing. I’m sorry.” Solange shot up. “My desire for you to stay longer has nothing to do with my willingness to say sorry to Stéphanie. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that I—I didn’t know how to make you stay.”
“It’s very simple. Just be nice.”
“Maybe it’s simple to you.”
“Why do you want me to stay?” Aurore turned and she towered over shoe-less Solange.
“Because, against all odds, I really like your company. I like your candour. And you don’t speak half-truths like most of the people I know.”
“Pour me another glass of that wine then,” Aurore said, while wondering about the changes of direction Solange had made over the course of the evening already. She blew hot and cold, claimed Aurore had to stay as far away from the president as possible, then offered Aurore to interview her. There was a lot more to find out here, and Aurore might as well do it over another delectable glass of wine.
DOMINIQUE
With Steph gone, Dominique didn’t get as much sleep. She had more room in the bed, but the emptiness of the other half weighed heavy on her. She lay awake much longer than her exhausted brain could afford, realising she had been too hard on Steph. When she glanced at her reflection in the mirror, she saw nothing but regret. But she knew Steph. She needed to give her ample time to cool off and gather her thoughts. Dominique didn’t want to be suspected of putting pressure on her again. And she had plenty of other worries. Seeing Solange arrive at the Elysée that morning for instance.
“What’s eating you?” Dominique asked after ordering Solange to sit down.
“Nothing. I was up late.” She rubbed her temples. “I’m working on a solution for the Rivière bill.”
“With a large glass of wine in your hand?”
Solange took a deep breath then looked Dominique squarely in the eye. “I know this is not professional and I apologise, Madam President. You count on me to have a fresh head in the morning, and that is not the case today.”
“For Christ’s sake, Solange. I’m not your headmistress. Besides, everyone can have a bad day, even my chief of staff.” Dominique tried a smile.
“I’m this close to a solution. I promise.”
“Good, because I’m seeing my father tonight and I would like to have something to say to him that won’t have him give me the cold shoulder for weeks.”
“Can I ask you a… personal question?”
“Yes, if you let me ask Madame Moreau to bring you a strong cup of coffee.”
Solange nodded. Dominique placed the order and requested one for herself as well. She glanced at Solange. This was the team meant to lead the country? One severely hungover woman and one heartbroken one?
“Shoot.” She sat down and leaned her elbows on her desk.
“Would it help you if I apologised to Stéphanie?”
Dominique examined Solange’s face. That hangover must really be doing a number on her. “I think it might.”
“I never meant to come between you. I’ve always only tried to do my job.” Was that a tremor in Solange’s voice?
“I know that.” Dominique tried to read Solange’s face, but it was as blank as the empty piece of paper lying on her desk. “I don’t mean to pry, Solange.” Dominique was well aware they didn’t have that kind of relationship—and the last time she had tried to become more chummy with her chief of staff, things hadn’t turned out too well. “But is a hangover all that’s going on with you?”
“Pretty much.” Solange tried to straighten her posture a little.
“Here’s what you’re going to do.” A knock came on the door and Madame Moreau came in with two steaming cups of coffee. Dominique waited until she had left to continue. “You’re going to drink that cup of coffee. Take an ibuprofen and have a nap in one of the guest rooms of the private wing. I have a meeting with the prime and foreign ministers in ten minutes. Come see me afterwards.” Dominique drank from her coffee, hoping Solange would mirror her action. “Both Stéphanie and I would appreciate it if you had a word with her. I hope you know that.”
“I do.” Solange succeeded in sitting up a bit straighter. “I’ll call her later today.”
   
“Where’s Stéphanie?” Dominique’s mother asked.
“She’s not here, Maman. You’ll have to make do with just me tonight.”
“Is everything all right?”
Decades in politics hadn’t taught Dominique how to hide her emotions from her own mother. “Not really, but it will be.” At least she hoped it would be. “Don’t tell Papa, okay? I don’t want him getting his hopes up.”
“Come on, Domi, give your father a bit more credit than that. He’s grown fond of Stéphanie in his own way. Just like me, he wants you to be happy.”
“He has a funny way of showing it sometimes.”
Her mother shook her head. “You have to be willing to see it.”
“You can’t deny he treats Stéphanie differently than he did Philippe. He has never invited her for lunch at the Saint-James or suggested they do some clay shooting together.” Dominique had to admit that even the notion of the two of them going off with a pair of hunting shotguns seemed ridiculous.
“Maybe because he knows Stephanie would not enjoy either of these activities.”
“You might be right about that.” Dominique sighed. This was her mother sitting next to her. For once, for the few minutes before her father arrived, she could let her guard down. “Things are not good between us. She has left the Elysée. She’s staying with friends. I can’t be certain she’ll come back.”
“Steph adores you, Domi. She’ll come back.”
“She’s not cut out for the life I’m giving her. Perhaps that was part of the attraction all along, because she’s so different from everyone I know. Sometimes I feel like I’m holding her back, that I’m keeping her in a cage. It’s not easy being first lady and not everyone wants to do it.” Dominique wondered whether Solange had called Steph yet. And whether it would make a difference if they talked.
“It takes sacrifice, but as long as you know why you’re making the sacrifice, and you stand behind those reasons, it’s not that much of a hardship. Steph is a tough cookie.”
“I hope you’re right.” Dominique rolled her head back to release some tension from her shoulders. “I hope you’re in the mood for a good old MLR father-daughter debate tonight. It’s not going to be easy to convince papa that this bill is a good thing.”
“I’ve thought about it.” Her mother looked at Dominique intently. “You should play the sentimental card. Talk about Lisa and Didier. He really doesn’t have any rational arguments against this bill, only political ones.”
“We’ll see about that.”
A split second later, the atmosphere in the room changed as Xavier Laroche waltzed in. “Here she is,” he said. “The greatest president this nation has ever seen.” He planted his hands on the sides of Dominique’s arms and kissed her on both cheeks. “And what a sight for old, sore eyes she is as well.” He sat down in his chair, the way he had done all of Dominique’s life, and looked at her. “Any news from the Elysée?” he asked.
“As if you don’t know all that goes on already.” Dominique had to keep from rolling her eyes.
“Ha.” He slammed a palm onto his knee. “Here we go again with the accusations of old Laroche being the shadow president of France. You and I both know that’s not how it is.”
Dominique had had to sit her father down a few months into her presidency, and tell him his presence at the Elysée was not required every single day. But her father still had a lot of sway with the MLR, and she ran every important decision by him. Not only to keep him in the loop, but because he had much more experience than Dominique—and the necessary connections when she most needed them. And Dominique knew she would never have become president if her father hadn’t hatched his plans for her from when she was a young girl. Thank goodness her mother had always been around to temper his ambitions. Dominique divorcing the father of her children and falling in love with a woman had never been part of Xavier Laroche’s plans.
Dominique gave her father a brief synopsis of current affairs. When it was time for dinner, every topic of conversation had been brought up—except the Rivière bill, and a potentially volatile debate about it loomed gloomily over them.
“I’m going to need your help, Papa,” Dominique started. Her father was a died-in-the-wool politician, but a cry for help from his only daughter would always leave him a little weak. “We’re almost two decades into the twenty-first century. I know I can only dream of being a president to whom every person in this country is equal, but I can make a difference here. The MLR can, too.”
“Ha, the Rivière bill. That’s a tough one for me—and for the party by extension. France doesn’t have to be a frontrunner in this. We should at least wait until the Germans have clarified their law.”
“France has very different values than Germany. Equality is part of our country’s very slogan.” Dominique was hesitant to resort to the emotional card her mother had advised her to play. She wasn’t that kind of debater—she preferred to convince the other with rational arguments. “The way I see it, we can’t afford to block this.”
“We’re talking about such a small minority here, Dominique. Is it really worth shaking up the party for a few dozen same-sex couples who want a child?”
“A few dozen?” Dominique took a deep breath. “First of all, it would be worth it for only one couple. Second, it’s not just same-sex couples. It’s single women as well. The old law is misogynist, antiquated, and not of this time anymore. It clearly discriminates against women who don’t have a male partner. It should be a no-brainer.”
Her father held up his hands. “Everything to do with procreation is a delicate matter. You know this. There are ethics to be considered here.”
“What ethics? The same ones that made homosexuality punishable by law? The same ones that didn’t allow same-sex partners to be married until a couple of years ago? It’s not a matter of ethics if the procedure is already available for other people—straight people. That’s just pure inequality.”
“Slow change is still better than no change. You know the far right is going to rally against this. You might have to deal with Tous Ensemble again if you allow this bill to pass. Then there’s the small matter of having to cooperate with the socialists. Rivière is gunning for your job. It would be naive to think you wouldn’t lose votes over this in the next election. Since the socialists have reinvented themselves, the MLR has had to move to the right a little more.”
“I haven’t. And I will take on Rivière when the time comes. The next election is more than two years away. Who’s to say I can’t snatch votes from her more centrist base if I put my support behind this bill now? Being moderate about topics like this is, in the end, what got me elected. There are votes to be won in the middle of left and right, Papa.”
Xavier shook his head. “Society is polarising more and more, and it will be even worse in two years.”
“How about I run on merit then? On my legacy and what I’ve been able to achieve in my five years in the Elysée. It might be Rivière’s bill, but if it passes while I’m in office, it will be part of my legacy and she won’t be able to hold it against me when the time comes.”
“Hear, hear,” Dominique’s mother said. She had the habit of staying out of political discussions between father and daughter—not that she didn’t have plenty of her own opinions, but she preferred to express them under different circumstances.
“If you’re going to gang up on me.” Her father painted a small smile on his face. “What do you want me to do?”
“I want you to look to the future. I want you to imagine a world where people are a little bit more equal than they are now, regardless of race, sexual orientation or class.”
“That sounds very socialist to me. What will you be proposing next? That we raise taxes?” He managed a tight chuckle.
“Having children is every woman’s fundamental right. It really is as simple as that. No ethics committee can ever rule against that. Not in this day and age.”
Xavier sighed. “Do you realise that it’s already scientifically possible for two women to produce a child together. No more men required. Is that the kind of future world you envision?”
“Oh please, Papa. Don’t play the threatened white male part with me. Don’t even waste my precious time with that for one single second.”
“I’m just telling you all the arguments I’m going to have to deal with when I talk to the leadership.”
“You know what I think?” Eléonore said. She turned to Dominique. “This is not a job for your father. I’ll host a dinner for everyone who needs to be convinced, and you should address them, Dominique. It’s what you do best. If it comes from you, they’ll buy into it. And you’ll be there to destroy any stupid, arcane, medieval argument they might have.”
“Hold on a second,” her father said. “We don’t want the president to present herself in such a vulnerable manner. Not to the hyenas of MLR’s old guard.”
“I’m part of the MLR. I belong to this party and have done all of my life. I belonged to it long before I could even choose to,” Dominique said.
“They will listen to her, Xav. She’s their president,” Eléonore said.
“I’m not saying they won’t listen, but it might not be as pleasant a conversation as we’re having tonight.”
“I don’t care how unpleasant it is. It’s important.” Dominique looked at her mother. “Great idea, Maman.”
“Do I get any say in this?” her father asked.
“No,” Dominique and her mother said in unison.
STEPH
Steph was the only one left at the Barbier & Cyr offices. She paced around her office, waiting for her after-hours guest. Solange had called her out of the blue that afternoon, asking if they could meet. She hadn’t given much information, but there could really only be one explanation for Solange calling her and asking to meet. Dominique had sent her. Steph wasn’t sure how she felt about that. On the one hand, she needed some kind of gesture from Dominique—and getting Solange to agree to do this could count as quite the gesture. Then again, if pressed hard enough, Solange would do many things for Dominique she wouldn’t for anyone else. Most of all, Steph didn’t know what to expect from this meeting. If Solange planned to walk in here being the hard-ass she usually was, she could expect the door to be slammed in her face pretty quickly.
Steph left her office and lingered in the empty reception area. She looked at the glowing letters of the name. She hadn’t built this firm, not from scratch the way Juliette and Claire had, but she had contributed to its success. This was as much her firm now as it was theirs. Ironically, it was landing Dominique Laroche as a client and helping her win the election that had catapulted Steph to partner. Once Dominique had become president, Steph had had to relinquish a good deal of her regular duties. That was one of the reasons her name wasn’t up there, next to Barbier & Cyr. Barbier, Cyr & Mathis did have a good ring to it. But Steph was used to Barbier & Cyr. She didn’t need her name on the wall to know she was part of the fabric of this company. Even becoming first lady couldn’t keep her away from this place.
A familiar figure shuffled along the glass doors. Steph buzzed Solange in and braced herself.
   
“I had a chat with Aurore,” Solange said, once they were in Steph’s office. That was the last conversation opener Steph had expected to roll from Solange’s lips. “She made me realise I’m the one who owes you an apology.”
“How did Aurore accomplish that great feat?”
“Let’s just say she has a persuading way about her.” Solange inhaled sharply. “But this is not about Aurore. This is about you and me. And about the president, of course.”
“Of course. It’s never not about the president.”
“If I had any part in your decision to leave the Elysée, I would like to apologise for that. It was never my intention to drive a wedge between you. I’m not sure you know this.”
“If course I don’t know it. You’ve never given me any reason to.”
“The same can be said for you, Stéphanie. Sorry, Steph.” That sharp inhale of breath again. “It’s the president’s wish that we try harder to get along. I would like to give that another go.”
“Wanting it is not enough,” Steph said.
“That’s why I’m here. As a first step in the desired direction.”
Steph leaned back and considered Solange’s words. She hadn’t forgotten her outburst at the Elysée dinner table. Her rant against lesbians and her subsequent storming off. An idea brewed in the back of her mind.
“Okay, I accept your first step. But I’m going to need more. Coming here might not have been easy for you, it still doesn’t prove much. And I’m going to need proof of your best intentions.”
“I would like to say I’ll do whatever it takes, but you know I’m limited in what I can agree to.”
“If you want to be friendly with me, Solange, you’re going to have to behave as my friend.”
“What do you have in mind?” Solange scratched her cheek.
“Tomorrow evening, I’m having dinner with a group of friends. Claire and Juliette and their partners. Zoya and Camille. And your new spiritual advisor Aurore. I would like for you to join us. Be merry amongst the lesbians.”
Solange dropped her hand from her cheek into her lap. “Why? I might have heard you mention these women, but that’s no reason to have dinner with them.”
“The reason is me. I need you to put your money where your mouth is. I also need you to not leave the dinner in indignation because you’re too surrounded by lesbians.” Steph sighed contentedly. Good move, she congratulated herself in her head.
“What if I’m not free tomorrow evening?”
“Become free. What have you got going on anyway? I have access to Dominique’s calendar.” This part stung, because tomorrow evening Steph and Dominique were scheduled to have some free time together.
“I do have non-Elysée activities in my life.”
“Like what?” Steph was perhaps being a tad too hard on Solange. “Trying to get out of this dinner is not going to help matters between us. You came here to apologise. I accept your apology. It’s time to move to the next stage, otherwise nothing will change between us and we’ll be at each others’ throats again in no time. I need to know that you don’t despise me the way you made me believe at that dinner, that you dislike lesbians with such vehemence, because if you do, I can never be friendly with you. No matter how many times you apologise.”
“I don’t have a problem with lesbians. I’m a lesbian president’s chief of staff.”
“I think we both know that doesn’t mean anything. You’re MLR. You’re good at pretending.”
Solange shook her head. She was quiet for a few minutes. Steph let her contemplate in silence.
“I’d like to make a counteroffer,” Solange said. “I’ll come to the dinner if I can bring the president.” Solange stared Steph in the eye.
Check mate.
   
“You’ve invited Dominique and Solange to dinner?” Nadia said.
Steph shook her head. “No, I invited Solange, who then invited Dominique.”
“This is not going to be a dinner,” Juliette said. “It’s going to be some sort of unbearably tense farce.”
“Don’t say that, dear,” Nadia said. “This is good. This could work.”
“You have more faith than I do, Nadz,” Steph said. Phénix was lying half in her lap and she petted his head. Since she’d started staying with Juliette and Nadia, she had learned that stroking the dog’s soft fur calmed her down. It also made her miss Pierrot even more.
“Do you even want to see Dominique?” Juliette asked.
“I’m going to have to see her again at some point.”
“Sure, but is a dinner like that the right occasion?”
Steph shook her head. “Probably not. Solange played it well. She’s basically forcing me to contact Dominique, whose belief in the goodness of Solange’s heart will grow again.”
“You should know by now not to mess with her.” Juliette was not letting up. “You cornered her; she fought back.”
“How long am I going to let this woman best me?”
“Maybe you’re looking at it from the wrong perspective. She apologised. She came to you. She literally said she wants you and Dominique back together. Do you even want this woman at a dinner with your friends? Her presence will change the entire vibe,” Nadia said.
Steph nodded. “You’re right, Nadz. I don’t really want her there.”
“I’m sure she won’t mind being uninvited,” Juliette said.
“I need to think about it.” Solange wasn’t so much the issue. Dominique was. Sleeping in Juliette and Nadia’s guest room was all well and good, but Steph missed Dominique crawling into bed with her at night. She missed her smile, the light that always seemed to glow around her. She even missed her speeches.
If the conversation with Solange had accomplished anything at all, it was making Steph realise that this status quo couldn’t last much longer. She scratched Phénix behind the ears and said, “How about we sleep on it?”





EPISODE SEVENTEEN
CAMILLE
“I’m happy you’re making acquaintances,” Camille said. “I look forward to having them all over for dinner.” She spooned some salmon tartare onto her fork and studied it, then asked, “What on earth shall we cook?”
“I’ll prepare an Indian feast, of course.” Zoya cut a slice of her duck confit. “I haven’t really mastered French cuisine just yet.”
“You’ve tasted plenty of it, though.” After work, Camille had met Zoya at their neighbourhood restaurant, eager, once again, to forget about her day at the CNRS.
“You could say I’ve been working hard at that. This is delicious,” Zoya said with her mouth half full.
They ate in silence for a while. Zoya appeared lost in thought.
“Are you okay, chérie?” Camille asked. She hoped Zoya understood she could talk to her about her homesickness whenever she wanted to. “You seem miles away.”
“Hm.” Zoya put her cutlery down. She found Camille’s glance. “I can’t really describe how it made me feel, except perhaps a little envious, when I was at Barbier & Cyr.”
She still had trouble pronouncing the name of Juliette and Claire’s company with a proper French accent, which only endeared Zoya to Camille more. “Envious?” Camille inquired. “Why?”
“The way Steph was when she was with them. Like she was coming home and engaged in some banter with her sisters. There was something so pure and easy about it. The kind of camaraderie that sprouts when you work on a bunch of successful projects together, that comes with having years of history.”
“Do you miss your esteemed producer Jack?”
Zoya shook her head. “No, but I do miss that vibe of working towards a common goal, side by side, every day. I think that’s what Steph misses too. She was like a different person when she was with her friends. A brighter version of herself.” Zoya reached for her wine glass. “Being a foreign correspondent is all well and good, but it’s a far cry from what I used to do. I used to be part of a team. I guess what I’m trying to say is that I would like to be part of a team again. I think it might help with me feeling so… out of sorts.” She sighed. “But of course the language is an issue. I have my expertise and my experience, but I can’t just apply for a job that will make me more part of a team, if I don’t understand what the team is talking about.”
“I should only speak to you in French. Give you that crash course I’ve been promising you.”
Zoya shrugged. “Even then it would take years until my French is good enough to properly integrate myself, especially in my business, where it’s all about words and language.”
“But that’s just the thing, darling. You’re good at words and language. It won’t take years. You’ve picked up so much already.”
“Not enough.”
“Maybe, but it doesn’t have to be such a big hurdle. I know we French are very chauvinistic when it comes to our language, but this is Paris, and we do have quite a few multinationals here. Compared to ten years ago, we speak so much more English.”
Zoya nodded thoughtfully. “I didn’t only feel envy when I was at Barbier & Cyr. I felt a twinge of excitement to be amongst these women who had helped elect the president. As a journalist, I’ve always looked down my nose at PR a little. Being snobbish about it kind of comes with the territory. But PR is so important these days. For years, it was my job to pierce it, to see through it. But what if I joined the other camp? Maybe it’s the kind of professional challenge I need.”
Camille hadn’t heard Zoya speak with such drive in her voice about anything work-related for months. She always suspected Zoya harboured much more ambition than her current job as foreign correspondent required. The short interviews with people about butter and city gardens and clean energy didn’t satisfy her as much as the single in-depth interview she used to do every week. “Maybe it is. Maybe it’s exactly what you need.” Camille flashed her an encouraging smile.
“Do you, um, think I can broach the subject at dinner tomorrow?”
“Of course you can. You should. Claire and Juliette own a company in the field you’re interested in. They may have some leads. And if not that, they’ll probably have some invaluable tips.”
“I might do that then.” Zoya leaned back in her chair and shot Camille a confident smile. “They speak decent English. I might make myself understood.”
“There’s no doubt you will.”
ZOYA
Zoya stirred the curry with a bit more vigour than she normally would. She inhaled deeply and let the air escape through her mouth slowly. She was cooking for two extra people—one of whom was the president of France. Moreover, Dominique and Solange’s presence would disturb the atmosphere she was hoping for. Even though Steph had promised her she would talk to Dominique beforehand, there was no other way but for tensions to run high.
“Try this.” She beckoned Camille and held out a spoonful of sauce. “Blow on it first. I don’t want you to burn your tongue. It’s such a precious body part.” She threw in a lewd smile.
“Delicious, if a tad spicy,” Camille said. “My palate has learned to handle it, but I’m not sure our president eats a lot of spicy food.”
“We wouldn’t want to give her eminence an upset stomach.” Zoya added a bit more coconut milk. “But I do refuse to serve bland curry.”
“It’s far from bland, chérie. All the spices are coming through.”
Zoya kissed Camille on the cheek. “Let’s open the wine so it can breathe,” she said.
“And we can have a little aperitif already.”
“You took the words right out of my mouth.” Zoya bumped her hip against Camille’s.
“Oh, well, then you must allow me to put them back.” Camille grabbed her by the hips and kissed her on the lips.
   
“I’m so very sorry,” Steph said after kissing Zoya and Camille hello. “Dominique was held up. I don’t think she’ll make it.” She handed Zoya a bottle of Champagne. “But who knows, maybe Solange will show up. I say it’s highly unlikely though.”
“Is our country in crisis?” Camille asked.
Steph shrugged. “Who knows.”
“Have you talked?” Zoya asked.
“Very briefly on the phone. That’s it,” Steph said. “Solange’s move hasn’t worked.”
“What do you mean?” They headed into the living room. Zoya sat down with Steph for a minute. Her feet were tired from standing up in the kitchen for the better part of the day.
“I invited Solange so she could prove she isn’t homophobic. In return, she wanted to bring Dominique. To force us to talk to each other.” She sighed. “I shouldn’t have used this dinner to play these kinds of games in the first place. I see that now. I’m sorry. Either way, nothing has come of it. But still. What was I even thinking asking Solange here? That ice queen in your beautiful, cosy home.” She shook her head. “Her mere presence would make the sauce curdle.” She grinned. Zoya was happy to see some sign of glee on Steph’s face.
The bell rang.
“I’ll go,” Camille said.
“There’s the rest of the cavalry.” Steph exhaled. “In a way, I’m happy Dominique’s not coming. I just want to relax with my friends.” She shot Zoya a genuine smile. “How are you?”
Zoya was distracted by the sound of voices in the hallway. There was a mishmash of them so she concluded Juliette and Claire must have arrived with their significant others.
“A little nervous, to be honest.” She drew her lips into a pout.
“About this lot?” Steph tilted her head. “No need. As long as you have plenty of wine on offer.” She chuckled.
Zoya rose to greet their guests. She was introduced to Juliette’s wife Nadia, a warm woman with hair and eyes as dark as Zoya’s. Zoya immediately liked her. Claire’s fiancée Margot was harder to read. Her smile was tighter and her hair pulled back in a severe pony tail. She had a firm, steady grip and looked Zoya straight in the eye for a moment when they shook hands. Unlike most of the French Zoya had encountered, Margot didn’t kiss people on the cheek when she first met them.
While everyone was busy getting a seat and having drinks served, the bell rang again and Zoya opened the door to Aurore. It was good to see someone she had known pretty much since the beginning of her arrival in Paris. It made her realise again how important familiar faces were in all aspects of life.
“I thought Dominique was coming?” Juliette asked just as Zoya and Aurore entered the living room. Steph could duck the question as Aurore was being introduced to the people she hadn’t met before.
When they all sat down, Steph said, “Let’s avoid the D-word tonight, shall we?”
“If that’s what you want,” Juliette said. “Can I mention the S-word?”
“What’s with all these one-letter words?” Margot asked. “I know who the D stands for, but you’re going to have to be more clear about the S.” She sounded serious, as if she didn’t crack a joke easily.
“Solange, honey,” Claire explained. “Dominique’s chief of staff.”
“Right.” Margot looked as though she wasn’t that up to speed on her friends’ dramas.
“What about Solange?” Aurore asked.
“Aurore has gotten quite well acquainted with the chief of staff,” Camille said, wiggling her eyebrows.
“Oh, stop it,” Aurore said.
“Wasn’t she supposed to come?” Juliette asked.
Steph shrugged again. “I think it’s safe to say my relationship with Dominique and Solange’s feeble attempt at making amends have taken a backseat to whatever is keeping them at the Elysée. Nothing new there.”
Nadia, who was sitting next to Steph, put an arm on her shoulder. “I’m sorry,” she said.
Then the bell rang again. Zoya witnessed Steph’s muscles stiffen. Zoya rose to see who was at the door. It would either be Dominique or Solange. Or both.
“Bonsoir,” the woman in the doorway said. She held out a bottle of wine, her arms stiff, her smile sparse. Either Solange Garceau was nervous about being here, or she really was as uptight as everyone described her.
“Please, entrez.” Zoya opened the door wide as she accepted the bottle of wine. At least they would have plenty of booze to make it through the evening.
   
Numbers were uneven, so Zoya had discreetly removed a plate from the table and positioned herself at the head so the rest could evenly spread out. Camille sat to her left and Nadia to her right. Steph sat between Solange and Camille and Solange had Aurore sitting across from her. The curry was going down well. None of them, even Solange, seemed to mind a bit of spice.
Now that the food had been served, Zoya could finally relax. The wine had done its bit as well.
She had missed most of the conversation while she put the final touches to her dish in the kitchen and it took her a while to catch up. They were speaking in French and as far as Zoya understood, Camille was being frank about her work situation.
Zoya cleared her throat. “Any chance you can throw some English words in there, honey? For all I know, you’re slagging me off like nobody’s business.”
Camille brought a hand to her mouth. “I’m so sorry, darling.” She addressed the table. “Everyone, if you don’t mind, let’s switch to English. Unless you want to say something uncouth about Zoya.”
Zoya lifted her hand and waved it about. “Please, don’t switch to English entirely. I need to learn more French.”
“This is delicious,” Aurore said in English. “I haven’t had this good a curry since I was actually in India.”
“Thank you. It’s my grandmother’s recipe,” Zoya said. “But please continue your conversation. Were you talking about Duflot?” She looked at Camille.
Camille nodded. “I was just saying that what he’s doing could be seen as sexual harassment. If his actions are motivated by my sexual orientation and my gender, doesn’t that automatically make it sexual harassment ?”
“Of course it does,” Aurore said.
“There are very clear laws against such a thing,” Solange, whose voice Zoya had barely heard all evening, said. “As well as government institutions that can help you with this. You are not alone, Camille. It’s very important that you know this.”
“I do know.” Camille put a hand on Zoya’s arm. “Zoya and I are working with a lawyer who is preparing a case against him. I’m gathering evidence. It shouldn’t be long now.”
“Every day is one too many,” Solange said. There was a strange hiccup in her voice.
“Are you okay?” Aurore asked.
“Yes.” Solange squared her shoulders. “This is one of the reasons I admire Dominique so much. Because she hasn’t only defied the odds, she has defied all the men who never wanted her to become president. And believe me, when a woman rises to the top, some men will go to great lengths to stop her. I know all about that myself.”
“You’re her second in command,” Nadia said. “You must have had your fair share of bullies along the way.”
Solange nodded. “Which is why I vowed to become more powerful than any man who has ever tried to stand in my way. I think it’s also one of the reasons Dominique didn’t want a male chief of staff. Well, Laroche senior thinks he’s in charge, obviously, but it’s best to just let him think his self-glorifying thoughts.”
“I’ve yet to come across a woman who has never been… inappropriately propositioned by a man who thinks he can get away with it just because he’s a man,” Claire said. “Times have changed significantly since we first started Barbier & Cyr, but the things we had to hear when we just started. Two women running a PR firm? With no man at the helm to guide them? We’ve certainly lost clients because of it, but then again, those were people and companies we never wanted to work with in the first place.”
“We’ve gained a lot of clients because of who we are as well,” Juliette said.
“And luckily times have changed,” Margot said. “I was one of two women when I did my surgical residency. This year’s group of residents at Saint-Vincent is split pretty evenly.”
“It’s about time women started running the world. Clearly, men have had the reins for too long, and have not done a good job of it,” Aurore said.
“We mustn’t make men obsolete. But all the old ones have to go. The new generation of men will hopefully be different,” Camille said. “I have raised my son as a feminist. I like to believe he respects women. And I never forbade Flo to do anything her brother was allowed to because she was a girl and vice versa.” She sighed. “Of course, their father didn’t set the best of examples when it came to using women for his pleasure…”
“We’re all women in jobs with a certain status. What’s happening to Camille right now has happened to all of us to some degree while we fought to obtain our position. It’s a given. I can only hope the women who come after us will have it easier.” Zoya paused. “I am of course referring to my previous means of employment when I say I had a job with status.”
“Do I sense some discontent with your current job?” Juliette asked.
“At least I don’t get harassed. And being a foreign correspondent, my interviewees know in advance that they’ll be addressed in English. I try to throw in a phrase in broken French once in a while, to charm them. That usually works.” Zoya grinned at Juliette.
“I can honestly say I’ve never been—how did you call that, Nadz?—inappropriately propositioned at work.” Steph said. “Working at Barbier & Cyr has a great deal to do with that. Of course I got actual death treats after Dominique and I came out of the closet. And the Tous Ensemble people would like to have me for breakfast.” She shrugged. “It’s a given that you get threatened when you’re a public figure coming out of the closet.”
“At least Dominique showed everyone and became president regardless,” Aurore said. “Big changes usually happen slowly.”
“Annoyingly slowly,” Juliette said.
“How many men work at Barbier & Cyr?” Zoya asked, no longer able to curb her curiosity.
“Hm,” Claire said. “Let me think.”
“Five,” Juliette said. “Three of them are gay.”
“What about the clients?”
Claire quirked up her eyebrows and paused to think. “Roughly estimated, I think about half and half. But we do deal with assistants a lot, and most of the assistants we talk to are female. Most support jobs—often to males—are still occupied by women. As though it’s so unthinkable that a male CEO would ever have a male assistant.”
“Or it’s below men to apply for such a position,” Aurore said.
“Men have always had better access to higher education, which is why they hold the higher-up positions. Luckily, that’s changing as well,” Camille said.
“And high-up women can be just as bitchy and willing to abuse their power as men,” Nadia said.
“Hear, hear,” Aurore said. “When a woman wants to make it to the top, she has to deal with the men and the women who are envious of her. Men make it so much easier for themselves in that regard. The old boys’ network is still very effective. And the new boys’ one as well.”
“Yet, here we are, nine accomplished women sitting around a table. No bitchiness and not a man in sight.” Steph held up her glass. She turned to look at Solange, who, with rigid movements, clinked her glass against Steph’s. Soon, they all joined in a toast.
After the murmurs and clinking of glasses died down, Zoya cleared her throat.
“I’ve been thinking about going into PR,” she said. “Seeing as we have a few PR mavens gathered here tonight, I wanted to pick your brain.”
“Really?” Steph was the first to react. “Do you mean Zoya Das of The Zoya Das Show is available for Barbier & Cyr to acquire?”
Zoya had to keep her mouth from falling open. “Wh-what do you mean?”
“Steph has been dreaming of making you an offer ever since you went to see her and Dominique in Juan-les-Pins that time,” Juliette said.
“A journalist of your calibre would be an asset to any PR firm,” Claire said.
“Okay, let’s try to at least get the facts straight,” Steph said. “Unlike what my esteemed boss just said, I have not been dreaming of it for that long. But I did see the possibility. The reason why I didn’t ask you sooner is, well, to be honest, my own preoccupations, for starters, but also the fact that I wanted to see how things went for you here first. Working at Barbier & Cyr is fun and rewarding and, as we just discussed, it’s a very female-friendly environment, but there’s also a lot of pressure. Our client base has evolved since the elections.”
“With Steph only working half-time and me having scaled back, we are hiring,” Juliette said. “We’re constantly hiring these days, or so it seems.”
“We’re growing,” Claire said and examined Zoya’s face. “You should come in for a chat.”
“I did come in to interview you a few days ago,” Zoya joked.
“Ditch the interview and come with different intentions this time,” Claire said. “I’m convinced we can work something out.”
“Are you serious?” Zoya asked. “I was just hoping to get some pointers on how to get a foot in the door in the sector. I certainly never dreamed of scoring an interview right off the bat.”
“That’s life for you,” Steph said. “Sometimes things don’t go your way, and sometimes they really do.”
“Well then.” Zoya was stumped for words. “Is everyone ready for dessert?”
AURORE
The more wine she drank, the more Aurore’s gaze drifted to Solange. She had on part of her usual uniform—a starched white blouse—but was also wearing jeans like the other night.
Solange didn’t appear totally at ease, but she didn’t look as though she was going to bolt for the door any minute either. Now that the shock of seeing her here had worn off, Aurore thought it was time to truly test Solange.
“To get back to a previous topic,” she said. “How about we talk about the greatest inequality of all.” She tried to hold Solange’s gaze, but it skittered away.
“What’s that then?” Camille asked, an amused grin on her lips.
“The female orgasm, of course.”
“Oh, of course,” Camille replied. “This is Aurore’s preferred topic of conversation with the pousse-café. Before you start, Aurore, let me take orders.”
While Camille poured whiskey for Nadia and Zoya, cognac for the Barbier & Cyr ladies—Steph included—and Amaretto for Solange and her, Aurore kept her eye on Solange to see if what she had said would prompt her to want to make a run for it. It seemed that either she was keen to prove to Steph that she was willing to give a hesitant friendship a try, or she was truly enjoying herself. Or—and Aurore was reluctant to allow herself this thought, but the pousse-café was being poured, and why the hell wouldn’t she, anyway?—maybe Solange had stayed this long because she was enjoying everyone’s company, and Aurore’s in particular.
“Camille, you’re the perfect example of what I’m trying to say.” Aurore fixed her gaze on her friend. “How much importance did your ex-husband attach to your pleasure? Did it ever even occur to him to put it before his?” It was a rhetorical question. Camille didn’t need to reply. “We may have made leaps and bounds when it comes to general equality, but when you scratch the surface even a little bit, you’ll soon find that many women are not equal to their counterparts—and this includes their husbands—just yet. In sexuality especially, everything is geared towards the male organ and orgasm. Do you know how many men are convinced that women reach climax through penetration alone? Doesn’t that make you want to hang your head and cry?”
Aurore looked at her audience. Half of these women she had just met for the first time. She could only hope they sometimes listened to her radio show and knew what she was all about. “You’re all lesbians. You all probably come like nobody’s business. Because there’s no man in your bed who believes all it takes is for him to stick his penis in your vagina.”
“Ahem.” Solange cleared her throat.
“Oh yes, so sorry, Solange. I was generalising. And I should know better by now than to call you a lesbian.”
“Does that mean Solange doesn’t know how to come like nobody’s business?” Steph said, a wicked grin on her face.
“Some of us don’t like to discuss our sex life with a bunch of people they barely know,” Solange said curtly.
“Fair enough.” Steph seemed to have mellowed as the evening progressed. Perhaps she was impressed that Solange had stayed this long.
“You remind me of a friend of mine back home, Aurore,” Zoya said. “When Caitlin comes over for a visit, I should definitely introduce you two.”
“That should make for fun times,” Camille added.
Aurore tried to smile as warmly as possible. She wasn’t on the radio tonight. She had eight pairs of eyes on her. “I would love to meet a like-minded soul, of course.” She was dying to get on with her discourse. “As Camille knows, I have slept with my fair share of women who identify as heterosexual. This is by no means me boasting about my sexual prowess, because it doesn’t have much to do with it either way, but do you have any idea how many of them simply have no idea what an orgasm feels like? Isn’t that just the saddest thing? These women are not uneducated and certainly not stupid. They’ve just gotten older, safe in the knowledge that their pleasure is of no, or at the very least, of lesser importance. I, frankly, find it infuriating.”
“It is infuriating,” Steph said. “But let’s not lump all straight or formerly straight women into the same unknowing group. Dominique, for one, knew exactly what she wanted and how, from the very first time we slept together.”
“She’s the president. She’s hors catégorie,” Aurore said.
“And you’ve made it your mission to teach as many straight women how to come? In person?” Solange said, her voice shrill.
Camille chuckled.
“No, of course not, but it’s a powerful thing when you make someone climax for the first time in their life.” Aurore felt a hot blush creep up her cheeks.
“Aren’t orgasms supposed to be mostly in our heads?” Nadia asked.
Aurore nodded. “The female orgasm is a powerful but complex thing.”
“So what you’re saying,” Solange said, her tone low but harsh, “is that any woman who has difficulties orgasming should go to bed with another woman? Preferably with you.”
Aurore imagined puffs of steam escaping her ears as she tried to come to grips with this conversation. She shook her head. “That’s absolutely not what I’m saying.”
“Er, I don’t have a recording of what you just said, so I can’t replay it, but that’s very much what it sounded like to me.” Solange looked around the table for support.
“I think what Aurore’s trying to say is that there is still a lot of inequality between women and men when it comes to pleasure in the bedroom,” Steph said.
“Another example is all the men who don’t have the first clue of what two women could ever get up to in bed together without a penis. They come at it from their own experience,” Claire said. “The media doesn’t exactly help.”
“Claire tends to shout at the television when they show unrealistic sex scenes. You know, simultaneous orgasms and all that. I tell her it’s just TV. It’s just make-believe,” Margot said.
“That’s exactly what it is. Make-believe. But we mustn’t forget the enormous impact television has on our lives. If we could start by showing a few more men go down on women instead of just shoving it in after one second of foreplay, and having the women moan with pleasure after thirty seconds of pumping, that would make a big difference,” Claire said.
“You make an excellent point,” Aurore said. “I write to the heads of programming of all TV stations every year, asking them to consider this when they select their content. It’s more of a token action to raise awareness, because they can hardly select shows that don’t exist.” Aurore glanced at Solange. She sat there straight-backed, her lips pursed together, very much looking as though she was contemplating a swift exit.
“It’s getting late,” Juliette said. “We should talk about something a bit more cheerful than how women are still inferior to men. This is starting to depress me.”
“Thank goodness that we are, despite all the propaganda to the contrary, the stronger sex,” Nadia said. “We can take it and we will never stop fighting.”
“Please excuse me.” Solange pushed her chair away and headed for the bathroom.
Steph titled her head sideways. “I think the chief of staff is ready for a change of topic as well. But I must say, I’m impressed she has stayed this long.”
“I’ll have a word with her. See how’s she’s feeling.” Aurore excused herself and waited for Solange in the hallway.
   
“Hey,” Aurore said when Solange exited the bathroom. “Are you all right?”
“Fine.” She held the door open for Aurore.
Aurore closed it and said, “I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable in there. It wasn’t my intention.”
“You didn’t. I can handle myself, even among hardcore left-wing lesbians.” A small smile played on Solange’s lips. “Speaking of, have you made a decision about having the president on your show yet? I need to know by Monday.”
“Then I will call you on Monday, unless…” Aurore inched closer. “We see each other before then.”
“Why would we do that?” Solange’s tone of voice wasn’t congruent with her words.
“If I could possibly persuade you to another hardcore left-wing dinner. Tomorrow. At my place.”
Solange shook her head. “No. One per weekend is plenty. And I’m sure Steph’s friends are pussycats compared to whom you hang out with.”
“None of my friends would be there. It would just be the two of us.”
Solange took a step back and examined Aurore’s face. “I see what you’re trying to do. Whatever your spiel, it’s not going to work on me. I may be straight, but I won’t be one of your causes.” She scoffed. “You can put that idea out of your head right here and now.”
“No need to go on the defensive. Besides, we would just talk about the possible interview. I’ve had an idea. I would like to discuss it with you. In private.”
“Then why don’t you come to my office first thing on Monday?”
“I thought I was persona non grata at the Elysée.”
A hint of smile on Solange’s face again. “How about I call you tomorrow morning and let you know if I’m free tomorrow evening?”
“Sounds like a plan.” Aurore knew how to read signals. She couldn’t be a hundred percent certain, not with someone as complicated as Solange, but she would bet a lot on getting a phone call from Solange first thing tomorrow to set up their rendez-vous.
STEPH
Solange had said her goodbyes. She had even pecked Steph on the cheek, just as she had done with the others, and Steph wondered what her next move should be. She’d missed Dominique tonight. She glanced at her watch. It was past ten. Was she still working? When Steph contemplated going home, for a fraction of a second, the thought of her bed at the Elysée popped into her head. But she would be staying in Nadia and Juliette’s guest room tonight.
“Should I give the chief of staff the benefit of the doubt after tonight?” she asked her friends.
“I think she means well,” Nadia said, “but I can’t see the two of you ever becoming friends. Not like you’re friends with us. She’s just too…. square for you.”
“What? I can’t take her for a relaxed drink at L’Univers to chat about this and that?” Steph joked.
“I think she’s someone who has worked hard in her life and therefore has a bit of a difficult time relaxing,” Margot offered.
“We’ve all worked hard,” Juliette said.
“But none of us in a cut-throat business like politics. It’s so easy to criticise politicians and those who work for them, but someone has to do it,” Margot said. “Let’s not forget this woman is directly responsible for Dominique’s victory. As much as you would like Barbier & Cyr to take credit for that, and you definitely deserve some, you haven’t fought in the trenches for the past twenty years, preparing for this moment. I admire Solange. She must have made a lot of sacrifices.”
“She’s a bit reserved, but I don’t mind her at all. She showed a lot of goodwill. That must count for something, Steph?” Claire said.
“It does. But, um, what about the woman who failed to show tonight?” She glanced at her friends. “I hereby lift the ban on the D-word.”
“I’m with Claire,” Juliette said. “Solange has shown that she’s willing to do what it takes to bring you and Dominique back together. It’s only a small, first step, but that’s how everything begins. The ball is definitely in your court now.”
“I was surprised she showed up,” Steph said. “When Dominique cancelled, I took it as a given that Solange wouldn’t show up. Props to her for going against my expectations. But the fact remains that Dominique didn’t make it.”
“And it’s always going to be that way as long as she’s president,” Camille said. “The real question is whether you can live with that.”
“Or, to rephrase it in more dramatic language: is my love for her strong enough to stand by her through thick and thin?”
“Only you can answer that question,” Nadia said. “No one else.”
“I just… never thought I’d be in this position. I never thought I would have to ask myself this question. Isn’t the very fact that I’m having to ask it, proof that, perhaps, my love is not strong enough?”
“Of course not,” Zoya said. “Sometimes life is hard. Loving someone always includes making some sort of sacrifice. Weighing your options doesn’t say anything about the depth of your love. It’s just you being a thinking, responsible human being who is having very human emotions. Love is not the fairy tale that most media would have us believe. It’s hard work sometimes. As long as you believe the hard work is worth it, that you know very clearly that you’re fighting for something that will make you the best version of you, no matter the sacrifices, then it can and will prevail.” Zoya turned to face Camille, then looked at Steph again. “I was in a long-term relationship that didn’t work out, even though I believed for a long time that Rebecca and I would grow old together. Because the reality is that sometimes it doesn’t work out. But looking at you, a married and about-to-be-married couple, gives me hope for my new relationship.”
“Aw,” Steph said.
“Trust me,” Nadia said. “Juliette and I are very happily married now, but there have been times when we almost didn’t make it.”
“Same here,” Claire said. “We’ve all done things we’re not proud of. We’ve all had to forgive. We’ve all had to compromise and fight for what we have. Sometimes it becomes very unclear whether you and the person you love are meant to be together, but time will always tell.” She leaned into Margot. “I wouldn’t know what I would do without this one.”
“You would spend a fortune on our wedding and obsess over the table setting for an entire week straight,” Margot said matter-of-factly.
This made everyone burst into a welcome bout of laughter.
“Which is why we aren’t having a traditional dinner with everyone stiffly sat at tables for hours on end,” Claire said, after the chuckles died down. “We are going non-traditional.”
“Thank goodness for that,” Steph said. “Because I’m not sure yet about my plus-one.”
“You should come, Aurore,” Margot said.
Steph witnessed the quick arching up of Claire’s eyebrows. Maybe their invitation policy wasn’t that non-traditional.
“It has been a thrill to meet you,” Margot continued. “Some of our guests would be equally thrilled.” She elbowed Claire in the biceps. “Your brother is going to be over the moon.” She turned to Aurore again. “He’s a big fan.”
“You would be very welcome. Camille and Zoya, you too, of course,” Claire had already regrouped. The nearer she got to the actual date of the wedding, Steph thought, the more go-with-the-flow she seemed to become. Perhaps she would even be able to enjoy the day.
“I would love to come,” Aurore said. “When is it?”
Then Steph’s phone started ringing. She dug it out of her back pocket. The name on the screen said Dominique.
   
“Stéphanie.” Dominique’s voice was high-pitched and breathy. “I’m on my way to the hospital. Lisa’s been in an accident. She’s in the ER.”
“What? Which hospital?” Steph pushed her chair back. “I’m leaving now.”
“Nadia’s,” Dominique said, “Saint-Vincent. Will you come, please?”
“I’ll be there,” Steph repeated.
They hung up and, for a split second, Steph didn’t know what to do first. She took a deep breath. She had to call a taxi.
“What’s going on?” Margot was already on her feet.
“Lisa has been in accident. She’s been taken to Saint-Vincent. I need to get over there,” Steph said.
“I’ll drive you. I haven’t been drinking,” Margot said.
“I’ll go with you,” Nadia said. “To make sure everything goes as smoothly as possible.”
Steph had had too much to drink. She had trouble processing what was happening. Only one question kept flashing through her mind: would Lisa be all right? Dominique hadn’t given any details. Maybe she didn’t have any. And now she was on her way to the hospital, where her child was going through god knows what, on her own.
“Come on,” Margot said. “Let’s go.”
Nadia put an arm around her shoulders and guided Steph to the door. “Just come with me, Steph. Whatever happened, Lisa’s in good hands at Saint-Vincent. Let’s find out what’s going on.”
DOMINIQUE
Dominique paced the length of the private room she’d been given while Lisa was being examined in another part of the hospital with her father by her side. Philippe’s partner Angelique sat on the bed. As the daughter of the president, Lisa should have been brought to the Val-de-Grâce automatically. But Lisa and Didier lived with her ex-husband. They lived most of their lives not being the children of the president, a fact that was both a source of relief and sadness for Dominique.
They both stiffened at a knock on the door. It didn’t open immediately, making Dominique suspect it wasn’t a doctor waiting on the other side—unless said doctor was bringing them bad news he wasn’t keen on delivering.
Dominique pulled the door open. Stéphanie stood in front of her, flanked by Nadia and Margot.
“I’ll go see what I can find out,” Nadia said. “I’ll come back as soon as I know more.”
Dominique reached for Steph’s hand and pulled her close. “Come here.”
They fell into a tight hug that Dominique never wanted to leave. “What happened?” Steph asked.
“She somehow got her hand caught in the handrail of an escalator. At the cinema. She got dragged along until someone pushed the emergency button. Right now, they’re assessing the extent of the damage. She could lose her hand. She’s only eleven years old and she could lose her hand.”
Dominique had held back her tears in Angelique’s company, but now that Steph was here it seemed impossible.
“Oh shit,” Steph said. “Where’s Didier?”
“Sleepover at a friend’s,” Angelique said. “He doesn’t know yet. We don’t want to call him before we know more.”
“I’m so glad you’re here,” Dominique said and didn’t let go of Steph’s hand. She looked at Margot. “Why is it taking so long?”
“I know this is difficult, Madam President,” Margot said.
Dominique sighed. “Please, just call me by my name. In here, tonight, I’m not the president. I’m a mother who’s sick with worry for her daughter.”
“Do you know if Doctor Lamy has been paged? She’s the head of paediatric surgery.” Margot asked.
“I think I heard someone say her name earlier,” Angelique said. “But I can’t be sure. We’re being kept in the dark.”
“Just hang in there a little longer,” Margot said. Her calm demeanour infuriated Dominique. She didn’t have children. Even if she didn’t know Margot via Steph, it would be obvious by the way she stood there, oozing serenity and not saying anything of the things Dominique so desperately wanted to hear. “Nadia will be back soon.” She shuffled her weight around. “In fact, I’ll go find her.”
After Margot left the room, Steph, who was still holding Dominique’s hand, said in soft voice, “She got her hand stuck underneath the handrail? How did that happen?”
“I don’t know,” Dominique snapped. “I wasn’t there. I’m never there.”
“I was there.” Angelique had risen from the bed. “It was an accident. She must have been fiddling with it. Something must have been wrong with the escalator or her sleeve must have got caught. I didn’t see and neither did Philippe. It all went so fast.”
“I’m going to have an investigation launched into that cinema,” Dominique hissed. “I’ll have them shut down, if I must.”
“Hey.” Steph let go of her hand and stroked Dominique’s back. “Can we talk somewhere in private?”
“I’ll go into the hallway.” Angelique stood up. The tension in the room was probably starting to get to her. “I’m not recognisable the way you are.”
Dominique waited until the door had shut behind her. “This is Philippe’s fault. He should have watched her better. Why didn’t he hold her hand on the escalator?”
“She’s eleven. She’s not a toddler anymore.”
Dominique sighed. “Anyway, if it’s his fault, it’s my fault as well. We both failed her.”
“It was an accident.” Steph stood in front of her and put her hands on Dominique’s shoulders. “Let’s wait until we know more before we start casting blame.”
“This is doing my head in.” Dominique stared into Steph’s eyes. They looked a bit glazed over. “Thanks for coming. I—I know it’s not a given and…”
“Of course it’s a given. I’m your partner. For lack of a better word, I’m Lisa’s stepmother.”
Dominique brought the back of her hand to Steph’s cheek and stroked it. “God, I’ve missed you. Sorry I couldn’t meet you tonight. I really wanted to.”
“I know. It’s not important now,” Steph said.
“I made Solange go.”
This prompted a small smile to appear on Steph’s lips.
“I figured she wouldn’t have come of her own volition.”
“I’m not sure, actually. She didn’t need much persuading.”
“Something’s going on with her, but I’m not sure what.”
Dominique had missed being able to have a simple conversation with Steph. With her gone from the Elysée, her life consisted solely of work. There were no small moments of joy when she walked into the bedroom and found Steph naked under the covers. There were no random chats in the middle of the day when she checked in with her. Dominique might not have a lot of spare time to devote to her relationship, yet it was of massive importance in her life.
“Hey.” Steph’s hands slid down Dominique’s arms. “Lisa’s going to be all right. I know it. She’s a tough kid.”
“She shouldn’t have to go through this.” A tear welled in the corner of Dominique’s eye.
“You can’t protect her forever, babe. That’s not how motherhood works.”
Dominique pulled her lips into a grin. “And you’re the expert now?”
“No, but I learned from the best.”
Dominique scoffed. “I hope you don’t mean me.”
Steph grinned back. “I meant my own mother.”
“Ah yes, the formidable Isabelle Mathis.” Dominique stepped closer. “She did an okay job with you, I guess.” Their faces were so close together, but this was not the right time to kiss Steph for the first time in days. “I need you,” she said, instead of kissing Steph. “I need you more than I can say, Stéphanie. My life is not right without you. It’s grey and cloudy and gloomy. I—”
The door swung open without a knock. Instinctively, they both took a step back.
“Oh, sorry,” Nadia said. “I have an update.”
   
The four of them sat next to Lisa’s bed. Dominique and Steph on one side. Philippe and Angelique on the other. Instead of thinking how, between the four of them, they could have let this happen, Dominique tried to focus on the good news. Lisa’s hand would not have to be amputated. She would grow up with two hands, one of which would need time to heal and some surgery in the future. But she would heal. She was young and strong and resilient the way children are.
She needed to stay in the hospital for a few days so the doctors could monitor how badly her hand had been crushed, but after that, she was free to go home. To her father’s house.
Lisa had been distraught and in intense pain when she had been wheeled into her room, but she had soon been given heavy painkillers and a sedative. She looked so peaceful now as she lay there sleeping, as if nothing had happened. Her one hand was wrapped in a bandage, but apart from that, you couldn’t tell that she’d gone through such an ordeal today.
“Which movie did you see?” Dominique whispered.
“What?” Philippe locked his gaze on her.
“At the cinema. Which movie did you see with her?”
“Saint Germain,” Philippe said.
“I’ve never heard of it. What is that? A cartoon?”
“It’s a rom com with Romain Gaspard,” Angelique said. “She has a crush on him.”
“A crush?” Dominique struggled to keep her voice at whisper level.
“She’s growing up, Domi,” Philippe said.
Dominique suppressed a sigh. This wasn’t the time or place to start this kind of discussion, but she needed to find a way to be a bigger part of her children’s lives. If her daughter had a crush on a movie star, she shouldn’t have to hear it from her ex-husband’s new partner. Lisa should have told her.
“I’ll stay here tonight,” Dominique said. “I want to be here when she wakes up.”
“Don’t be silly, Dominique,” Philippe said, his voice stern. “I’ll stay. You need your rest. We know she’s going to be okay. You need to get back to the Elysée.”
Philippe had spoken many hurtful words to her in the past, but these seemed to pain her so much more. Because they questioned her devotion to her daughter.
“Lisa comes first.” Dominique squeezed the words past the lump in the back of her throat.
“There’s no need for both of us to be here,” Philippe said. Angelique put a hand on his knee.
“There is. She has two parents. I want her to see us both when she opens her eyes.” Dominique was not about to give in.
“How do you feel about a cup of dreadful tea from one of those machines outside, Angelique?” Steph asked.
Angelique took the hint and nodded. She and Steph walked out of the room.
“What’s going on with you and Steph, anyway? They might be children, but they know much more than you want them to,” Philippe said.
“I don’t think that’s any of your business.” Philippe didn’t deserve this kind of snippiness from her. Dominique was well aware of that. But, right then, she envied him his role as full-time parent. Dominique wanted more than a Wednesday afternoon and a sleepover every other weekend. She wanted more time for her children—and for all the people she loved. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. It’s been difficult between Steph and me. They must have picked up on that. They’re smart kids.”
“They miss you.” Philippe’s voice went low.
“I miss them.” Dominique swallowed another lump out of her throat. “Can I ask you something?”
“Of course.” He looked at her with his kind eyes—the intense gaze she had fallen for so many years ago.
“I’ve been considering not running for a second term.”
“What?” Philippe all but shot out of his chair.
Dominique hadn’t uttered these words to anyone. She’d barely admitted to herself that this thought existed somewhere within her. Because it sounded like the utmost sacrilege to a political calling.
“Lisa and Didier matter more to me than any political position. I miss too much. If I run for another term and would be fortunate enough to win, they’ll be going to university by the time I leave office.” She shook her head. “I can’t even fathom that.”
“I understand it’s difficult and that you want to see them more, but you live and breathe politics, Domi. It’s your life. And you’re a damn good president.”
Dominique ignored Philippe’s compliment. “I’ve almost lost Steph over it as well. Is all of that really worth it?” Dominique wasn’t entirely sure she had Steph back in her life yet, but the fact that she was here said a lot.
“Then change things. Make more time for what matters. But don’t give up on your dream.”
“Easier said than done.” She leaned back in her chair. “Maybe this dream we had as women all along, you know, that we can have it all, was nothing more than a dream, after all. Maybe we can’t have it all. Being a mother of young children and president… I don’t know.”
“I’d be more than happy for you to see the children more often,” Philippe said. “Because it would make them happy.” He rose and sat down in the chair next to Dominique. “But who would you be to them, to yourself, to Steph even, if you didn’t run for president again? You know it has been your destiny. Your life’s work. I’m not saying it will be easy, but it doesn’t have to be as hard as you’re making it. If you want to see them more, then you will. You’re the president, for heaven’s sake. Make it happen. Set an example to all working mothers in the country. Show them how it’s done.”
Dominique managed a small smile. “If you put it like that.”
“How about they stay over on Wednesdays? They can have breakfast at the Elysée with all the pomp and circumstance. You can even take them to school on Thursday morning yourself sometimes. They would love that.”
Dominique shook her head. “My security people would have a fit.”
“Then let them have a fit, and after they’ve recovered, they can figure it out. That’s what they’re there for.”
“I’ll definitely think about it.” Steph would love for Didier and Lisa to stay over as well, Dominique thought, if she were to move back home.
“Don’t think too hard. Just do it.”
“You and Angelique want a night off on Wednesdays?” she joked.
Philippe grinned. “I just want what’s best for everyone.” He kept his gaze glued to hers. “What are you going to do about Steph?”
“Get her back, of course. No matter what it takes.”
“Good.” Philippe squeezed her shoulder for a brief moment, then they both turned towards the bed and watched Lisa.
“I’m still staying the night,” Dominique said.
“I know,” Philippe said. “We’ll both stay.”
CAMILLE
On Sunday morning, Camille woke up to the signs of a small hangover. The evening had ended in an abrupt panic, but Steph had texted that Lisa was going to be all right, after which she and Zoya had fallen into a deep, exhausted sleep.
Camille turned on her side and looked at Zoya, who was still sleeping. All signs of a hangover seemed to recede as her eyes feasted on Zoya’s pretty face. She wanted to let her sleep in as long as she liked, but the urge to touch her was almost unbearable. She dragged a fingertip over Zoya’s collar bone, hoping Zoya would find true and complete happiness in Paris. The way Steph had rushed off last night to be with Dominique and her child had reminded Camille that she could never live in another country away from her children and her grandchild. She needed to be near them, see them, hug them on a regular basis. If Zoya’s homesickness increased, and became a real problem between them, Camille wouldn’t be able to return the favour of moving to another continent for the sake of love. Her motherly heart was anchored in Paris.
“If you’re waking me up on a Sunday morning,” Zoya said, her eyes still closed, “you’d better make it worth my while.”
“I will, but we have all day, so I think I’ll drive you crazy for a little while first.” Camille leaned in and kissed Zoya on the lips. “And we have leftover curry,” she said after they broke from their kiss. “No need to go out at all today.”
Zoya arched up her eyebrows. “You mean we don’t have any family duties on this glorious Sunday? No child minding? No motherly advice to be dispensed?”
“Flo’s in Brittany with Matthieu’s family. That’s the great thing when your children get married. They acquire in-laws and subsequent obligations.” Camille snickered. The truth was that she hadn’t seen her granddaughter in four full days and she couldn’t wait to hold her in her arms again.
“Well then, we shouldn’t waste a minute of our free time.” Zoya ran a finger up Camille’s belly.
“I think I need some ibuprofen first. My head hurts,” Camille said.
“How about I release some of the natural painkiller oxytocin? I know just the trick.”
“Do you mean to say you’re going to perform a medical procedure on me, nurse Zoya?”
“Hm-mm.” The sound Zoya made came from deep in her throat. “I’ll have to do it naked, though. I seem to have lost my nurse’s uniform somewhere.” She grinned. “Luckily, this kind of procedure is more effective when performed naked.”
“Lucky me, indeed.” Camille smiled down at her. “For having a partner who can kill so many birds with one stone.”
“Speaking of, I still can’t believe I somehow scored an interview with Claire and Juliette. Just like that. As if it was nothing.”
“That’s because they see your greatness, darling. They want a piece of it. From my point of view, it’s perfectly normal.”
“Let’s not go overboard.” Zoya narrowed her eyes.
“Steph has really taken to you. You can’t deny that.”
“I like her too. She pretends to be tough, but there’s something very vulnerable about her. Last night, when she got that call, she looked so lost.”
“But she had friends to take care of her.”
Zoya nodded. “What a great feeling that must be.” She drew her lips into a mischievous smirk. “Now to start my procedure and to make you feel better.”
“Please, I desperately need it,” Camille crooned.
Zoya grinned and leaned in to kiss her. Her tongue darted into Camille’s mouth and stayed there for a deliciously long while. As their lips remained locked, Zoya started toppling Camille over, and lay half on top of her. Camille dragged her fingertips through Zoya’s thick mane of hair, the softness of it so silky and familiar. This woman had become so much to her, and she would do everything she could to make her want to stay. She guessed, that in this moment, the best she could do was kiss her a little while longer—which wasn’t a chore at all.
“Je t’aime,” Camille whispered when they broke from their kiss and she looked Zoya straight in the eye.
“Moi aussi,” Zoya said, and her adorable accent floored Camille once again. There wasn’t one thing she could think of that she didn’t like about Zoya. She had fitted into Camille’s life so seamlessly. As if she was always meant to be there and a place for her had been saved all along.
Zoya kissed Camille’s neck, then skated her soft, moist lips down to Camille’s breasts. She took a nipple into her mouth and gently clasped it between her teeth, then licked it again. Camille couldn’t wait for that tongue to travel down further. But she needed a little more patience. They had all day. A luxuriously lazy Sunday, which was so much more pleasant to spend in the company of the woman she loved. And even though tomorrow was Monday, and would bring with it the challenges at work, Camille could easily block any thoughts of that from her mind. In that professional ordeal also, she had Zoya by her side—and Duflot had decided to mess with the wrong women if he believed his behaviour would go unpunished.
Zoya kissed a path upwards and their lips found each other again, and this time, Camille sank into the kiss even further and drew Zoya as near to her as she could. She wrapped her up in her arms as though she never wanted to let her go again. Camille never thought she would marry again, not after the disaster her first marriage had been, but this person, this woman, she could easily imagine saying I do to, and honouring those vows until eternity.
Zoya’s lips made their way down again, stopping at her nipples, kissing the underside of her breasts, her tongue dipping into Camille’s belly button. When she started kissing Camille’s lower belly, the pulse that had been beating in her clit grew more insistent. Oh, Zoya’s magical tongue there. Soon, it would happen. And not for the first time, Camille wondered how, why and when all her dreams had started to come true. Even dreams she didn’t know she had, like being with this exquisite woman and encountering a happiness so profound, she’d never even believed it could exist. Yet here she lay, with the love of her life draped all over her, planting kiss after delicious kiss on her skin.
Zoya shuffled around a bit until she kneeled between Camille’s legs. Camille glanced at her from under her lashes. The simple sight of this. It made her clit stand a little taller, made her push her hips up simply because she couldn’t control the urge. Zoya buried the flat of her hands underneath Camille’s behind and then, ever so gently, planted a kiss on Camille’s inner thigh. She hadn’t been kidding then when she’d said she was going take her time. Camille had time, but she wasn’t sure her aching clit was aware of this knowledge.
Zoya kept planting featherlight kisses on her inner thighs, but her fingertips dug deep into the soft flesh of Camille’s bottom, indicating that her desire was rising as well.
By the time Zoya finally brought her tongue into play, Camille was curling her own fingers into strands of Zoya’s hair, not only to feel even more of a connection, but to make sure Zoya knew how much she was enjoying her attentions.
Zoya dragged the tip of her tongue along Camille’s pussy lips, as though she had all the time in the world—as though it didn’t set off a round of fireworks in Camille’s belly when she did. Between Zoya’s torturous licks, Camille glanced down at her, at how their bodies were enmeshed and, if their skins weren’t different colours, you wouldn’t be able to see where one began and the other ended.
At last, Zoya put her tongue to work, as opposed to all the teasing it had been doing until then. She applied firm licks to Camille’s clit, licks that drove Camille crazy from the get-go. If Zoya kept up this intensity, Camille wouldn’t last very long. Usually, Camille enjoyed the addition of a finger to reach climax, but this morning, perhaps because her body was feeling differently because of the hangover, or because she felt so connected to Zoya, she could sense the tingle of orgasm starting somewhere at the base of her spine already.
Zoya changed tack and swapped the insistent licks for light flicks, but the tingle kept spreading through Camille’s body. Oh Christ. What was Zoya doing to her again? This woman, this fantasy, this dream of a person, who felt very real as her tongue kept stroking Camille, kept darting to and fro. The action was becoming more insistent again and Camille was powerless against the might of Zoya’s tongue, against its prowess and its knowledge of Camille’s preferences, and before Zoya even had the chance to slide a finger inside of her, Camille came, limbs shaking, toes curling, her fingers holding on for dear life to Zoya’s wavy hair.
When she came to, she slid her hands to Zoya’s cheeks, and tilted her head upward. Camille shot her a smile.
“Did my treatment work?” Zoya asked.
Camille could only smile.
AURORE
After Solange had confirmed that she was free for dinner that night, Aurore had kept the possibility that she would probably cancel at the last minute in her head. But Solange hadn’t called back and Aurore’s bell chimed at 8 p.m. sharp. This was the second time Solange had come to her apartment and as she buzzed the chief of staff in, she hoped tonight’s visit would end better than the previous one.
When she opened the front door, Solange presented her with the same kind of wine—Saint-Emilion—she had poured when Aurore had ended up at Solange’s.
“How very thoughtful,” Aurore said and,
suppressing a wide smile, pressed a soft kiss to Solange’s cheek.
“Why not give a person what you know they’ll enjoy?” Solange replied.
“Why not indeed.” Aurore stretched out her arm and welcomed Solange into her home, which she had tidied up a little bit, but not too much, because tidying up simply wasn’t one of Aurore’s favourite pastimes on a Sunday afternoon. “I’m so glad you could make it. How’s Lisa?” she asked.
“She’s going to be fine, but Dominique has been glued to her side at the hospital since last night. When she called me today she actually said the words ‘We don’t spend enough time with our loved ones’, so I took it as a sign to do something relaxing tonight.” Solange smiled and sat in the chair she had sat in the other night.
“I’ll make sure to help you relax then. Even though I believe we have some business to discuss. But that can wait until later.”
Solange shook her head. “No, let’s get the business part out of the way first. Otherwise, how can we truly relax?”
“Can I pour you a glass of this delicious wine first?” Aurore was surprised at Solange’s straightforwardness.
“Please.” Solange treated her to a crooked grin. What was she up to? Had she acquired some new ammunition to spice up their negotiations? Or was she, perhaps, just pleased to be there? Either way, Aurore was pretty sure Solange wasn’t going to like the plan Aurore had hatched. But the evening was young, and she had all night to convince Solange of the benefits of her plan.
When they both sat and joined their wine glasses together in a toast, Aurore gazed into Solange’s eyes and tried to divine what her scheme was—or if she even had one—but she was hard to read, as usual.
“Have you made your decision? The president will have a meeting with the party about the bill the coming week, so I need an answer now so we can plan accordingly.” Solange’s tone was suddenly much more business-like.
“The decision will be yours to make, as I have a counteroffer.” Aurore shot Solange a wide grin. “Isn’t politics fun?”
“No need to convince me.” Solange quirked up her eyebrows. “Let’s hear it then.”
“How about I invite Anne Rivière along to my show as well? We can make it more of a debate. Live, on air.”
“You’ve got to be kidding.”
Aurore shook her head slowly. “I’m not. I can’t have Dominique on the show without giving Rivière the same platform. That’s not what my show is about, nor could I live with that, because I would be betraying my candidate. But I’m perfectly willing to give them both a fair shot.”
“It wouldn’t be a fair shot for Dominique because you and Rivière are in cahoots. Ninety percent of your audience must be left-wing. The president would be fighting with her back against the wall.”
“You’re seeing this all wrong, Solange. Why would it be a fight? They agree on the issue. This would be a chance for the president to publicly stand behind the bill without giving Rivière all the glory.”
“And why would Rivière agree to that?”
“Because she’ll get what she wants. No opposition. They’ll both look like politicians working together across party lines. It will send a positive message. And positive messages are so necessary these days. It will give them a chance to condemn the Tous Ensemble movement together and they’ll both get excellent PR.”
“And so will you.” Solange seemed to have relaxed a bit.
“It’s a triple win. Nobody loses.”
“Have you okayed this with Rivière?”
“No, I wanted to ask you first.”
“I’m not sure the president will be up for this, but I will bring it to her first thing tomorrow.”
“Good.” That went down much smoother than Aurore had expected. Maybe even Solange Garceau got tired of fighting sometimes. Or maybe the president had given her such a heartfelt speech out of worry for her child, that it had made even Solange willing to build bridges. “So that’s settled already,” Aurore said. “Does that mean the rest of our evening will be devoted to pleasure?”
“I guess that depends on what you’re cooking,” Solange said with a sly grin on her face.
There really was something different about her. Her defences were down.
“Ah, well, you’ll have to wait and see. Unless you’re starving, then I can feed you now.”
“I’m fine. The wine is excellent as well as the company.”
Aurore had to keep from winking at Solange. She still had to tread carefully around her.
“How about last night?” she asked. “Did you think the company was excellent then as well? Or a few too many openly gay women in one room for you?”
Solange scoffed. “I guess I deserved that.” She fixed her gaze on Aurore. “But, um, some of the things you said resonated with me.”
“Such as?” Aurore’s ears perked up.
Solange drank, as though she needed the liquid courage to be able to continue. “Let’s just say that I think in many ways you’re the opposite of me. At first, it made me balk a little, but now I find it quite interesting. You’re an interesting person.”
“I’ll take that as a compliment, although I don’t immediately see what me being interesting has got to do with anything I said last night.”
“When you said that thing about the biggest inequality of all, which I don’t necessarily agree with, by the way. I’ve been in politics too long to know there are much greater inequalities than a frivolous thing like sex. I—”
“You think sex is frivolous? And trivial?” Aurore tilted her head.
Solange was unable to hold her gaze. “Well, not in general. But compared to other things, yes.”
“You don’t think it’s a problem, a really big problem, that women have been told since time immemorial to just lie back and let the man do his thing, because that’s what men need, and it’s the woman’s duty to serve the man?”
“You’re twisting my words again. Using them against me. That’s not what I meant at all. Has someone ever had the nerve to tell you that you can be a little heavy-handed when it comes to certain topics?”
“Of course. It’s what I hear all the time. Mostly from men. And from women to whom sex isn’t all that important. But I can’t help but be passionate about this because this is one of the things I’ve been campaigning against all my life. How can men and women ever truly be equal, despite all the quota for government jobs, and the rise of the female CEO, if said CEO is expected to lie back and take it when she goes home at night? And risk the wrath of her husband if she doesn’t much feel like it?”
Solange narrowed her eyes. “Does all of this come from personal experience? Did you have a negative experience with a man? Because I have, yet I don’t look at this in as extreme a way as you do.”
“This is not only a matter of my experience. Though I am sorry to hear that things that should never have happened, did happen to you.”
“With all due respect, I didn’t come here for another discussion on women’s rights. I feel that was extensively covered last night. That’s not what I was trying to say. Can we take a deep breath and start again?” Solange set the example by inhaling deeply.
Aurore followed suit. Solange was like a red rag to a bull. Aurore spent too much of her time rallying against puritans who wished the world could go back at least fifty years. A camp she had always assumed Solange to be in since she’d met her. But Aurore wasn’t as narrow-minded as the people she raged against, and she could give someone the benefit of the doubt, and truly listen to what they had to say. Maybe Solange was just a little nervous.
“I’m sorry. I got on my high horse there for a minute. It has become a pretty comfortable spot for me. Perhaps too comfortable.” Aurore ostentatiously closed her eyes and took a deep breath in again and exhaled slowly. “What did you want to say?” she asked, her voice soft and welcoming.
Solange drank again, then slung one leg over the other. She looked into her wine glass as she said, “Do you remember when I was here before and I basically sprinted out of the door when you even dared to mention the word sex?”
“As if it were yesterday.”
“There was a reason for that.” Solange voice trembled a little.
“Does it have anything to do with the bad experiences you’ve had with men?”
“No. I mean, I don’t know. Maybe. But that’s basically just intimidation and men who can’t deal with women in power throwing their weight around a little. I may not like that aspect of politics, or of the world, but I’m used to it and I can deal with it.” She glanced up for a split second then looked down again. “No, it’s something much more intimate than that.”
Aurore nodded. “I see.” She believed she knew what Solange was talking about but she didn’t want to put any words into her mouth. It was important that Solange say it out loud—how else to ask for help?
“I’m one of those straight women who have barely had the pleasure of orgasm. Definitely not while engaging in intercourse with a man. Barely when I, um, touch myself. Which is not an activity I engage in frequently, either way. Because it just seems so pointless.”
Even though Aurore had expected something like this, she was still astounded that Solange had somehow found the courage to utter the words.
“First of all, you should know you’re not alone. In fact, you’re in the majority.”
“Being in the majority doesn’t always put you in the right camp.”
Aurore was glad Solange attempted a joke. “Ain’t that the truth.” She sent Solange a warm smile. What she really wanted to do was sit on the armrest of her chair and drape an arm around her shoulders, and tell her she had come to the right place. That she had chosen to talk to the right person. This was probably why Solange had—again—reacted so testily to Aurore’s words last night. In hindsight, it had been written all over her face and demeanour. “Do you mind if I ask you some questions? Intimate questions?”
Solange just nodded.
Aurore took a moment to ponder the situation. What was Solange asking her really? Advice? Or for her to make a move? Or, perhaps, she was just wanting someone to listen to her, and who would actually hear what she had to say.
“You’re not in a relationship at the moment,” Aurore said. “Has it been a long time since you were in one?”
“More than two years. It only lasted a few months. I think I’m not really relationship material. I work too much. I don’t have time for all the drama that comes with it.”
“What sort of drama would that be?”
Solange rolled her eyes. “The same thing every time. Guys whining that I’m not there for them. That I’m emotionally unavailable. My last boyfriend even accused me of having a stone for a heart.”
“Has it occurred to you that maybe these were not the right men for you?”
“Sure, but the circles I travel in kind of always make me end up with the same sort of guy.”
“Do you want a relationship?”
Solange scrunched her lips together. “I don’t know. I guess it would be nice to have someone be there, you know. To not always have to come home to an empty apartment or wake up alone on Sundays. Maybe that’s what I envied Dominique for the most. I saw how she changed, how being with Steph changed her for the better.”
“Do you think you envied her because she fell in love with a woman?”
“No,” Solange was quick to say. “The gender didn’t matter. Just the fact that she was so obviously, so blatantly, in love. And that she used it to her advantage in the campaign. I was always against that, but Dominique listened to Steph when it came to that. Not to me.”
“And look where it got her.”
Solange heaved a deep sigh. “I also found it very difficult to understand how a woman who had been married to a man for so long, suddenly fell so head over heels for a woman. And a woman like Steph. I vetted her. I had to. What I found was not always… Well, let’s just say Stéphanie Mathis hasn’t been a chaste choir girl all her life.”
“Nor have many women. Does that bother you?”
“It bothered me about her, because so much in politics is about how things look and I worried what her reputation would do to Dominique. Dominique deserved to win the election, and I didn’t want it to become all about Stéphanie.”
“In the end, not a lot of voters cared. Or they cared, but for the right reasons.”
Solange scoffed. “I even found myself thinking and… I’ve never told this to anyone.” She held Aurore’s gaze for a split second.
“Nothing you say here will ever leave this room. I promise.”
“I thought, if she’s going to be with a woman, why can’t it be with someone a bit more like her, you know? Not such a tomboy. Not someone who looks so obviously like a lesbian.” She held up her hands. “I know that’s a silly thought. I’ve regretted having it. I’m just trying to paint an honest picture.”
“I admire your honesty.” Aurore realised in that moment she wasn’t only admiring Solange guts and courage, but also how she sat there, so serenely, with one leg slung over the other, her tone so poised, despite what she was saying. Her eyes so blue. Her limbs tight, but her voice relaxing more by the minute.
“This whole thing with Steph has gotten out of hand, which is why I wanted to be there yesterday. Trust me, Dominique is much more pleasant to work for when she wakes up with Steph next to her.”
“You had to get used to a change. Sometimes it takes time.”
“But, well… this isn’t really about Steph, of course.” That skittering glance that landed on Aurore again, then flitted away.
Aurore kept quiet, hoping her silence would entice Solange to say what she really wanted to say.
“I don’t know why I find you so easy to talk to.” Solange pulled her lips into a pensive pout.
“I can think of a reason or two,” Aurore said.
“Such as?”
“You’ve seen me in all my glory on the internet. I imagine that breaks down some boundaries.”
Solange’s cheeks flushed a soft pink. “No, um, I mean, I didn’t mean that. I really didn’t.”
“It’s okay. I’m not offended by your knee-jerk reaction to it anymore. Clearly, you’re not so bothered by it anymore either, since it was your idea for the president to be a guest on my show. What I really wonder, however, is what your very first reaction to that video was.”
“What do you mean?” Solange’s voice tightened.
“I think you know very well what I mean.”
“Did it arouse me?” Solange all but spat out the words. She shook her head vigorously. “Pornography doesn’t arouse me.”
“That makes you very different from most of human kind.”
“Don’t start pulling percentages and statistics out of your hat again, please.”
“I won’t, if you start being honest with yourself.”
Solange narrowed her eyes. “Wait a minute.” She squared her shoulders. “You don’t think I started this conversation because I want you to seduce me, do you? Because if that’s the case, I must apologise for giving you the wrong impression. That’s not what I’m after. At all.” If disgust could have a face, it would be the very picture of Solange Garceau’s face at that moment.
“No, Solange. That’s not what I think at all.” Aurore leaned forward to bridge the increasing gap between them. “I think that you needed someone to talk to and I was the obvious choice. That’s all.” She tried to hold Solange’s gaze. “I sincerely hope you’re not going to pull your favourite stunt of running away when things get a bit confrontational again.”
Solange’s grip on the armrest of the chair loosened. “I won’t run away,” she said, “but I could do with a change of topic.”
“How about we have dinner?” Aurore rose and held out her hand to Solange. She looked at it in silence for a moment, then took it in hers.
DOMINIQUE
After making sure that Lisa was fast asleep in her hospital bed, and getting three doctors’ assurances that she was in very good hands, and would probably sleep soundly through the night, Dominique had let Steph convince her to go home for a shower and a good night’s sleep.
The ride to the Elysée had been silent, but in the back of the car, Dominique had reached for Steph’s hand and held on to it for dear life.
When they arrived in the living quarters—their home—Dominique sank into her favourite chair. “I want to sleep for three days straight,” she said as she put her feet onto the ottoman. As if on cue, Pierrot appeared from under a chair and hopped onto Dominque’s lap.
“You should call Solange and tell her to reschedule whatever you’ve got going on tomorrow morning at the very least.”
“Already done,” Dominique said. “Monday morning, the country will have an absent president. Do you think anyone will notice?”
“I will.” Steph sat opposite her.
“I’m so glad you’re here.” If Dominique had had any energy left in her body, she would have walked over to Steph and hugged her, or made some other kind of gesture to express her gratitude.
“At least someone is happy I’m here.” Steph smiled. “My little feline friend doesn’t seem bothered in the least.”
“Will you stay? I know we need to have a proper talk, but I can’t have it now. I need to sleep first.”
Steph nodded. “I don’t want you to be alone tonight.”
“Thank you.” Dominique pulled her lips into the widest smile she could muster. “You never told me how last night’s dinner went. Did Solange behave?”
“Like a pious schoolgirl.”
“Is that good or bad?”
Steph chuckled. “Good, I think.” She locked her gaze on Dominique. “Good enough to make me believe she’s truly willing to make amends. To give things a try.” She kept her gaze on Dominique.
“Why are you looking at me like that?”
“How I am looking at you?” Steph performed a half smile, as if she was trying to suppress it but was leaning into it at the same time. Dominique knew that smile well. She had missed it terribly.
“You know.”
Steph shook her head. “Tell me.”
“As if you’re up to something.”
Her lips burst into a full blown smile now. “I have a question, that’s all.”
“Shoot.”
“I know you’re exhausted, but would you mind terribly if I came over there and kissed you?”
A slew of butterflies caught flight in Dominique’s stomach. She just shook her head and held out her hand. The movement made Pierrot jump down, as if he could sense he should make room for Steph.
Slowly, Steph walked over, gazed into Dominique’s eyes, and planted her knees on either side of Dominique’s hips. She cradled Dominique’s cheeks in the palms of her hands and looked down at her. “I’ve missed you, Madam President,” she said, and leaned forward to plant her lips on Dominique’s.
As their mouths met, tears started streaming down Dominique’s cheeks. This wasn’t the sort of kiss that would lead to anything more. It wasn’t a kiss of initiation—only reconciliation. Of Steph telling her that she wanted to move forward, past everything that held them apart. It wasn’t a kiss that erased all the words that had been spoken, and all the issues that still lay between them, but it was a gesture of goodwill and love.
Dominique grabbed the back of Steph’s head and held her close. When they broke from the kiss, Steph wiped the tears from Dominique’s cheek with her slender fingers.
“I’m here,” she said. “I’m not going anywhere.”
“Let’s talk tomorrow morning,” Dominique said. “If you’re free.”
Steph grinned and nodded. “How about I run you a bath?”
“How about you kiss me again?” Dominique countered.
“Your choice,” Steph said. “Bath or kiss.”
“Can’t I have my cake and eat it too?”
“Well, you are the president…” She paused. “Although that line is getting old and over-used.”
As Steph leaned in to kiss her again, Dominique thought of the words she had spoken to Philippe last night. Had she really said she was considering not running for a second term? Had she been out of her mind with worry about Lisa or had she, in the face of loss, spoken the truth?
Then she forgot all about any words she had ever spoken, because Steph’s tongue darted between her lips again and met hers in a deliciously soft embrace.
STEPH
Steph woke up to Dominique next to her, smiling at her.
“Finally,” Dominique said. “I’ve been awake for hours.”
“And you’re still in bed?” Steph’s eyes widened in surprise.
“I’ve already called the hospital. Lisa’s doing well. She can go home today.”
“That’s wonderful news.” She found Dominique’s hand under the covers and squeezed it. “What else have you been up to?”
“Mainly watching you sleep. You look so innocent when you sleep. It’s uncanny.”
“As opposed to looking guilty when I’m awake?” Steph smiled.
“No, but you surely never look innocent when you’re awake.” Dominique scooted a little closer. She hadn’t wasted any of her awake time putting on clothes. “You look sexy and mischievous and as if you’re always up to something.” Dominique planted a quick kiss on Steph’s nose.
Steph had been so tired last night and, out of sheer habit, before getting into bed, she hadn’t put on any pyjamas. She’d just slipped between the sheets naked, the way she always did, and Dominique had followed suit.
Within minutes, they’d fallen asleep in each other’s arms. Now here they lay, naked and fully awake—and in Steph’s case, fully aroused as well. Was this how they were meant to start that much needed chat?
“I love you,” Dominique said. “I sincerely hope you never doubted that.”
Steph shook her head. “Never. I know I’m very lovable.”
Pierrot stirred at the end of the bed. He didn’t seem very impressed by Steph’s return to the Elysée. He gave her a quick glance, then put his head on his paws again and went back to sleep.
“I wanted to say a few things,” Dominique said. “Things that went through my head when I was sitting next to Lisa’s bed.”
“Are you sure this is the right setting for one of your Laroche speeches?” Steph grinned. She felt Dominique’s body heat radiate onto her skin.
“It won’t be a speech, chérie.” Dominique smiled back. Maybe this was one of those rare moments when they were on exactly the same wavelength. “And this is exactly the right setting. What better place to lay my heart bare than naked in bed with you?”
Steph had no answer to that. She had something she wanted to say herself—something that had become very clear to her over the course of yesterday as well, but she would let Dominique do the talking for now.
“Saturday, when you arrived at the hospital,” Dominique started. “Even though I didn’t know yet what was going on with Lisa, just seeing you there, just being able to hold you and have you near, made the whole situation a lot more bearable for me. When I said that I needed you, I don’t think I’ve meant any words more in my life. Not only is this presidency lark no fun without you to come home to after performing my duties, but what I realised when I saw Lisa lying there so helplessly, is that it means nothing without you and my children in my life. I don’t want to be the kind of president who doesn’t know how to keep her private life together. I’m convinced, even, that having a stable home life will make me better at my job.” She paused. Steph was glued to her words, as always. “I want to see the children more and I want to see you more. I’ve already talked about it with Philippe. He agrees.” She smiled that winning smile. “Now all I need is for you to agree.”
“Aren’t you forgetting someone?” Steph said.
Dominique shook her head. “No.”
“What about Solange? What about your father?”
“Solange works for me and not the other way around. My father is not the president. I am. He’ll just have to deal with it.”
“Have you made any concrete plans to make this more than just words?”
Dominique nodded. “The children will stay over two nights a week. And as for us… I wanted to ask you what you wanted. I’m wide open to negotiations about my time.”
“I think my issue is mostly that I feel like I can’t make those kinds of demands on your time. That it’s not my place to do so.”
“I need you to ask me. If you don’t, I get so easily sidetracked with everything that’s going on all the time.”
“How about a weekly PR strategy meeting about your next campaign, right in this very bed,” Steph said. “A recurring two-hour block in your calendar.”
“I do like the sound of that.”
“You only have the right to cancel three times per year. If you cancel more, they have to be postponed to another time the same week.”
Dominique nodded. “It sounds as if you’ve been thinking about this.”
“It’s all I’ve been thinking about.”
“Any other ideas?” Dominique placed her hand on Steph’s hip. “Before negotiations take an inevitable turn.”
“You come to bed no later than 11 p.m. four nights a week.”
“Does that include the evenings the children are here?”
Steph considered this. She needed to remain realistic. “Yes.”
Dominique slipped her hand from under the duvet and held it out to Steph. “Let’s shake on it.”
Steph shook Dominique’s hand and didn’t let go. She brought it to her lips and kissed a knuckle, then another.
“Staying at Juliette and Nadia’s is nice, but I’m glad to be back in my more palatial surroundings. It suits me better.”
Dominique chuckled. “I knew you came back for the palace more than for me, but it’s fine. As long as I have you naked in this bed every night.”
“Now that we’ve sorted this out, what do you propose we do with the rest of the morning.”
“I want to go back to the hospital later,” Dominique said. “But before that, I think it’s time we start our weekly PR meetings.”
“What does PR stand for in this instance?” Steph asked.
“Personal Relations rather than public ones.” Dominique manoeuvred herself on top of Steph.
“Really?” Steph said. “After all of this, you’re not even going to let me top you?”
Dominique smiled down at her. “Debate about it all you want, babe. It will make you all the wetter.”
Steph chuckled and shook her head. “Just kiss me already.”
“I’ll do so much more than that, my darling.” Dominique kissed her and let her tongue delve deep into Steph’s mouth from the get-go. Steph let her hands meander over Dominique’s back and revelled in the touch of Dominique’s skin, her lips on hers.
“I want you,” Dominique said.
Steph nodded.
“I mean, I really want you,” Dominique repeated.
“I know very well what you mean.” Steph pulled Dominique close and kissed her fiercely. Then she let go of her and Dominique slipped off the bed. She opened the bottom drawer of her night stand and dug up a tool they hadn’t used in a while.
Steph watched as Dominique slipped into the special pair of briefs and fitted the dildo. She did it so swiftly that, in a matter of seconds, she climbed back in bed with her, fully strapped on.
“Where were we?” Dominique asked.
The toy rested against Steph’s inner thigh and the mere sensation of it against her skin made her clit pulse. She couldn’t wait to feel it inside her, nor could she wait to see the look in Dominique’s eyes when she slid it in. Combined, the two events never failed to arouse a fire so great in Steph’s belly, it always made her breath catch in her throat, made her so hot, she instantly forgot she’d ever had a debate about who was going to top whom.
Dominique’s hands roamed over Steph’s skin, halted at her breasts, and cupped them reverently in the palms of her hands. God, Steph had missed Dominique’s ways. She always started things out so gently—and always ended exactly the opposite.
Dominique kissed her breasts, one after the other. A quick nibble with her teeth alerted Steph to the fact that things were about to heat up. They couldn’t do so quickly enough.
Dominique kissed her belly, let her lips wander around Steph’s pubic hair, then kissed her straight on the clit. Oh yes, things were surely heating up.
Steph spread her legs a little wider. She wanted to let Dominique know she was ready. Every word Dominique had spoken earlier had aroused her, made her wet, because, in the right circumstances, Dominique’s speeches had that effect on her. God, she wanted her. Really wanted her.
While licking her clit, Dominique slipped a finger inside of her. What she encountered apparently surprised her so much, that she lifted her head from between Steph’s legs and cocked an eyebrow at her.
Steph took the opportunity to say the two words she knew Dominique wanted to hear more than anything. “Fuck me.”
Dominique held her gaze for a second longer, then let her finger slide out, and, slowly, slipped the dildo inside of Steph.
She planted her hands on either side of Steph’s head and looked deep into her eyes. While she gently started fucking Steph, she said, “Welcome home, babe.”
ZOYA
Zoya stared at the Barbier & Cyr sign outside the building. She took a deep breath. Stepping inside might change her life. Zoya wasn’t only looking for a new job and a new career, she was looking for another part of the glue that would keep her in Paris. Not that she ever felt Camille alone wasn’t enough to keep her there, but, as the saying went, one can’t live on love alone. Zoya needed outside intellectual stimulation and friends with whom she could not only feel a connection, but also have interesting conversations. Friends like Steph, who opened doors for her. Like the door opening to her now.
A young man came to greet her in the lobby and escorted her up to the Barbier & Cyr headquarters. Camille hadn’t given her much of a pep talk this morning. She’d just said “Be yourself and everything will work out.” While Zoya appreciated the sentiment behind these words, they weren’t very helpful.
The man started speaking to her in French and Zoya tried her very best to understand what he was saying, but she had to ask him if he spoke English before the elevator reached the right floor. Definitely something to work on.
“Zoya.” Steph greeted her with wide-open arms outside the elevator. “Thanks, Fred,” she said to the man.
Zoya stepped into Steph’s hug. She could do with a pair of friendly arms around her. Steph’s eyes sparkled and there was a grin plastered to her face. Surely, she wasn’t that happy to have Zoya interview at Barbier & Cyr.
“What’s up with you?” Zoya asked as they walked along the corridor. “Won the lottery or something?”
“The lottery?” Steph stopped walking and faced Zoya. “Dominique and I are back together, so I guess I have won the lottery of romance.”
Zoya chuckled at Steph’s emotions on display like that. And her cheesiness. “I’m so happy for you.”
“Lisa’s hand is going to make a full recovery.”
“All good news.” They started walking again.
“And soon, you and I will be colleagues, so it just doesn’t stop, does it?”
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, shall we?”
Steph shook her head. “As far as I’m concerned, this is a done deal. All that’s left to happen is a discussion about your tasks and a negotiation about your salary. I’m serious.”
A tingle took root in Zoya’s stomach. “And how many French lessons I need to take,” she joked.
“Don’t worry about your French. If you stay in Paris long enough, you’ll pick it up as you go along. Some grammar lessons might be needed, but I can assure you that, if you hang around here all day, you’ll pick up the curse words first.” She opened the door to an office. “Both Claire and Juliette curse like sailors. You’ll see.”
“What was that?” Claire said, as she rose to greet Zoya. “The pot calling the kettle black again?”
Claire held Zoya’s shoulders in a tight clasp as she kissed her on both cheeks. “That was quite a dinner party, Zoya. We must return the favour soon.”
“Why don’t you get through your wedding first,” Juliette said, then treated Zoya to the same greeting.
“It was so lovely to have you as our guests. It really was.” Zoya couldn’t explain it, but she already felt at home. She connected to these women in a way she hadn’t dared dream of when she’d first moved to Paris. She briefly allowed herself the fantasy of coming to work here every day.
“Have you heard from Aurore?” Claire asked, ignoring Juliette’s comment. “Is there something going on between her and Solange?”
“What?” Steph said. “Not in a million years would that ice queen be interested in someone with—her words, not mine—‘such loose morals as Aurore’. Let alone in another woman.”
“Nadia was convinced something was going on between them as well,” Juliette said.
“Absolutely no way,” Steph said. “I will bring you both three espressos a day for a month if something ever happens between Aurore and Solange. I am that certain of the improbability.”
“Ooh, the stakes are raised,” Claire said. “Zoya, you are witness to this rash statement from our colleague. Let’s shake on it.”
“Nadia’s not often wrong about these things.” Juliette held out her hand to shake on it as well.
Zoya stood there looking on in bewilderment.
Claire must have noticed the look on her face. “Lest you think this is all we do here, let’s sit down and talk about you, Zoya.”
They all moved swiftly to a table by the window, except for Steph, who ambled towards them, seemingly lost in thought.
“What is it?” Claire asked.
“Juliette is right. Nadia’s not often wrong about these things. I just wonder what she saw that I missed. I should give her a call later.” She sat down. “Aurore and Solange have somehow come to an agreement to have Dominique go head-to-head with Rivière about the bill on Aurore’s show. All of this after Solange had banned Aurore from ever setting foot in the Elysée again. Maybe I’ve had my head too far up my backside to notice and this whole business with Dominique made me lose my observational mojo.” She tapped a finger against her chin. “They might be a bit more chummy, but there’s just no way they would ever get together. It must be the budding friendship between them that Nadia picked up on.” She straightened her back. “I’ll stop by Solange’s office tonight and will get to the bottom of this. Now that I no longer have my own love life to worry about.”
Juliette rolled her eyes. “She’s been way too chirpy all day.”
“I do prefer chirpy Steph over mopey Steph,” Claire added.
Zoya couldn’t help but chuckle.
“This is what you have to look forward to when you work here,” Steph said. “TMI water cooler moments all day long.”
“It makes me wonder what you’ve been saying about me around the water cooler.” Zoya put on a wide smile.
“Only good things. I promise,” Juliette said. “So, let’s make this happen.”
   
An hour later, Zoya had been offered a job, a generous pay package, and the prospect of two new bosses to get friendly with, along with a deepening of her bond with Steph.
“Think about it,” Claire said.
“But let us know as soon as possible.” Juliette sent her a warm smile.
“I don’t have to think about it.” Zoya sat up a little straighter. “You’ve just made me an offer I can’t refuse. I liked Barbier & Cyr from the very first moment I set foot in it. I would be honoured to work here. Truly, it would be a dream come true.”
“Just so you know,” Steph said, “despite many attempts, we do a horrible job of keeping our personal and work lives separate. These two are always up in my business.”
“Says the woman who seduced our most high-profile client ever,” Claire said, her face blank, but her eyes glinting.
“Excuse me. She seduced me,” Steph said. “A well-established fact by now.”
Juliette shook her head. “Here we go again.” She glanced at Zoya. “I’m sure Steph will give you a detailed run-down of who has slept with whom. Since she has discovered monogamy, she can’t get enough of chatting about that kind of stuff.”
“I look forward to hearing all about it.” Zoya couldn’t wait to relay all of this to Camille. This place of work must be the opposite of what Camille had to deal with every day. “Since I’m a freelancer, my notice period won’t be very long. I have a couple of remaining assignments to get done. But I should be able to start very soon.”
“Music to our ears,” Claire said. “We’ve just acquired the floor above, so we’ll have a very nice office waiting for you.”
Steph quirked up her eyebrows. “They’re really bringing you in through the big, fancy gate. I had to sleep with the president before I got a decent office.” She shrugged. “No hard feelings, of course.”
“I really can’t thank you enough,” Zoya said. “I can’t believe how fast things have progressed from me coming here for the first time and having this silly dream of working here, to having a contract. Life can be really funny that way.”
“It’s not all going to be this much fun,” Steph said. “Maybe you can become the liaison with Dominique’s chief of staff when we start preparing for the next election. So I don’t have to deal with Solange anymore.”
“Aren’t you supposed to become best buds?” Zoya asked, in the spirit of the banter she had witnessed. “I wouldn’t want to stand in the way of that.”
“Hear, hear,” Claire said. “I’m sorry, but I have to dash.”
“Another wedding dress fitting?” Juliette asked.
Claire nodded. “The wedding’s in two weeks.”
“What’s Margot wearing for the occasion? Is her dress made of black leather? Will she ride in on her motorcycle?” Steph asked.
“You’ll just have to wait and see.” Claire walked over to Zoya and held out her hand. “Good to have you on board. We’re going to do a lot of great work together and have a bunch of fun while we’re at it.”
AURORE
Aurore rang Solange’s bell, wondering which Solange she was going to greet in a few seconds. Relaxed or uptight Solange. As soon as the door opened, her question was answered. Solange looked as if a storm cloud was hanging over her head.
Aurore greeted her with a slightly prolonged peck on the cheek nonetheless. “Dare I ask what’s wrong?” she said, her tone light. “Is Dominique still coming on the show tomorrow?” This was the official reason for Aurore’s visit to Solange’s home. They would go over the questions together so Solange could okay them. An activity that could have taken place at Solange’s office at the Elysée, yet the chief of staff had invited Aurore to her home again.
“It’s not that. It’s Stéphanie.”
“That old chestnut,” Aurore joked.
“Have you said something to her about our conversation?” Solange stood with her hands on her sides. There was obvious reproach in her tone.
“Of course not. Apart from a text to ask how Lisa was doing, I haven’t even spoken to her.”
“Then how do you explain her coming to my office earlier today, a huge grin on her face, asking whether I had warmed up to you?”
“Beats me. Besides, it’s an innocent enough question. Steph knows all about how we were at each other’s throats not long ago, and now we’ve set up this radio debate. Maybe she was just curious.”
“You weren’t there. She had this look about her.”
“What kind of look would that be?” Aurore felt a secret pang of glee at seeing Solange stressing out about something as silly as Steph winding her up.
“As if she knew something. Not that there’s anything to know.”
Last Sunday, after changing the topic, they’d had dinner and Solange, employing all the tricks she had picked up over the course of two decades in politics, had ducked all of Aurore’s more probing questions. They’d had a nice enough evening, but the air of intimacy had evaporated as they had sat down to dinner, as though Solange had suddenly realised she had given away too much.
“She’s probably just yanking your chain. You know what Steph’s like.”
“She’s not supposed to be yanking my chain anymore, but now that she and Dominique are back together she has that smug air about her again.”
Aurore couldn’t shake the impression that Solange’s mini-meltdown about Steph didn’t have much to do with Steph at all.
“You have to let it go, Solange. They’re back together. The president is happy again. That’s what matters. She’ll be in good spirits for the interview tomorrow. Anne Rivière has agreed. Everything is working out. This was going to be a triple win, remember?”
“For everyone but me, it seems.” Solange finally led the way inside her living room.
Aurore put an arm on her shoulder. Solange all but flinched at her touch. “What’s really going on?”
Solange took a step away from her, and sighed. “Yesterday morning, I knocked, the way I always do before I enter Dominique’s office. She said to enter, which I did, only to find her with her tongue buried in Stéphanie’s mouth. Of course, I’m happy they’re back together, but is a little discretion really that much to ask for? They’re in the Elysée, for heaven’s sake.”
Aurore was getting an inkling of what was going on—of what Solange was so desperate to communicate, but would rather die than say out loud—but she wasn’t sure yet how to deal with it. For now, she would let Solange rant, then try to put a stop to it so they could get some work done.
“They’re newly reunited. It’ll pass,” she said. “How about a glass of wine?”
Solange shook her head. “No, I’ve had way too much wine lately.”
“Could I possible have a glass of something?”
Solange rubbed her palms on her stiff black trousers. “Saint-Emilion?”
“If you’re offering.” Aurore tried a smile, but Solange didn’t reciprocate.
The chief of staff was nervous. Aurore gathered it wasn’t about the interview. She believed it had nothing to do with work, or Dominique, or even Steph at all.
“Thanks.” She fruitlessly tried to hold Solange’s gaze when she handed her the glass of wine.
When Solange sat down on the sofa, Aurore sat down next to her.
“Do you have the questions?” Solange asked, her voice tight.
“I do, but can I ask you something else first?”
Solange pushed herself against the armrest of the sofa. She made Aurore feel as though she was cornering her, even though she had left a fair amount of space between them.
“If you must,” Solange said.
“Why are you so wound up? Is it, perhaps, not so much that Steph asked you that question, but that she asked it about me?”
“I don’t know what she, or you for that matter, want from me. But whatever it is you think you’re doing, it’s not going to work. Not with me.”
“I’m not doing anything, Solange. You asked me here. I came. I can tell you’re upset, so I’m asking what’s the matter. It’s a perfectly logical thing to be happening. The only thing that doesn’t add up is your behaviour.”
“I—I just haven’t been sleeping well. After… our conversation last Sunday.”
“It did end rather abruptly. We can continue if you like. I’m here if you want to talk.”
Solange looked her in the eye for the first time since Aurore had arrived. Aurore saw her swallow hard. “Will you put that glass of wine down, please?” Her voice had gone low and hoarse, as though she suddenly had difficulty speaking.
“Sure.” Aurore put the wine glass on the coffee table. “May I ask why?”
Solange still sat there, staring at her. She shook her head. Then, in a flash, she scooted closer, brought her hands to Aurore’s cheeks, heaved a deep sigh, and kissed her on the lips.
Aurore was too stunned to kiss Solange back right away, and by the time she’d recovered, Solange had dropped her hands, and pushed herself away again.
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that. I thought, um, that you, er… I don’t know. I’m sorry.”
Aurore smiled softly at Solange. She reached for her hand and took it in hers. “Come back here,” she whispered. “You took me by surprise.”
Solange sank her teeth into her bottom lip, then shuffled back in Aurore’s direction. “I’ve, um, been having trouble getting you off my mind. Every time I let my guard down, there you are,” she said.
“Is that so?” Aurore couldn’t keep a hint of laughter out of her voice.
“Please don’t mock me for this. I know this makes me look like a hypocrite, like—”
Aurore brought a finger to Solange’s lips. “Shhh. It doesn’t matter. I’m not mocking you.” She slowly let her finger fall away from Solange’s lips. “How about a proper kiss?”
Solange nodded.
Aurore tilted her head, closed her eyes, and pressed her lips against the president’s chief of staff’s. Part of her knew she shouldn’t be doing this. That she was repeating that ever-returning pattern. But what could she possibly do? Stop kissing Solange? There was just no way. She might not have been able to admit it to herself, but she had wanted to kiss her for a long time. Perhaps since that very first time she had been invited here.
Aurore open her lips and let Solange’s tongue slip inside. Instinctively, she tried to wind her fingers through her hair, but it was pulled into a firm pony tail. Aurore found the elastic band holding Solange’s hair together and tugged it down. She broke from the kiss to see Solange’s hair cascade down her shoulders. She looked like a different person instantly. Something had changed in her eyes as well. They were brimming with hunger. Aurore believed the best thing she could do was kiss Solange again. This time, her fingers freely gripped the back of Solange’s head and she held on to her, held her close, while their tongues danced, and Aurore expelled any admonishing thoughts from her mind. Maybe they were both hypocrites. Or just immensely silly for giving into this. But no one ever needed to know. Besides, it was just a kiss. Even though Aurore felt more body parts tingle than just her lips.
“Mon dieu,” Solange said, when they broke for air. “What are we doing?”
I’m being an unbelievable cliché, Aurore thought, but wisely kept that one to herself. “Just expressing ourselves without words,” she said instead. “Which I’m enjoying very much.”
Solange breathed in deeply, then cupped Aurore’s jaw in her hands. “You are just so… I don’t even have the words.” She pecked her lightly just under the cheekbone. “So unbelievable.”
“Keep going,” Aurore joked.
“I could cry because of how much I want you right now. I don’t know what has come over me. I don’t know what’s happening.”
“You’re just being you. The real you. Without the big political job facade. Without all the things you’ve ever believed about yourself holding you back. Let me tell you, it’s a beautiful thing to behold.”
Solange kissed Aurore on the other cheek, then her lips found their way to her mouth again and shivers ran up Aurore’s spine as their tongues kept meeting, exploring, as she felt Solange melt under the touch of her lips.
Aurore knew she should in no way push. Solange held the reins—at least for tonight. And if tonight was all there would ever be between them, and Solange clammed up again then that was how things would be.
Solange’s hand skated down from Aurore’s cheek to her neck, resting there, her wrist close to her breast. When they broke from their kiss again, Aurore felt the need to take a deep breath, if only to somewhat steady the desire coursing through her blood.
“I’ve never kissed a woman before.” Solange words were choppy, like her breath. “It’s so different, yet also very much the same. It’s strange.”
“But good, I hope,” Aurore said.
“Delicious. I can’t get enough now that I’ve started.”
When they kissed again, Solange’s wrist dropped ever so gently against Aurore’s chest. Aurore took it as a sign to increase the pressure on Solange’s back. She let her lips slip from Solange’s and started kissing a trail down her neck, then upwards again. She didn’t know where this would be going, even though she very much knew—felt it rage throughout every cell of her body—where she would like it to end.
But Aurore had been in this situation so many times before. She was used to holding back—it gave her a thrill. The thrill of anticipation, that kept building and building, until her mounting desire was finally met.
Solange followed her example and kissed Aurore’s neck. Her hand dropped down a little, the heel of it now resting on the curve of Aurore’s breast.
“I want you,” Solange whispered into her ear. “I really do. I—I just… need some more time.”
Aurore nodded and they started kissing again. Solange’s hand didn’t move anymore and Aurore was very careful to let her know she was the one setting the pace, that nothing would happen that Solange wasn’t more than ready for.
When, after a long delicious minute, Solange pulled back from her, Aurore let her go from her grasp, and looked at her.
“What?” Solange asked.
“So many questions,” Aurore said.
Solange let herself fall against the back of the sofa. “I can imagine, but I can’t give you answers right now. Just…” She looked at her hands. “I didn’t ask you here tonight so I could kiss you.”
“It wouldn’t matter to me if you had. Or no, it would actually flatter me.”
“You must go around kissing other women all the time, but I don’t.”
Aurore chuckled. “I do no such thing.”
“Don’t you have… a plethora of lovers?”
“A plethora? Where do you get your information? Is that what my Wikipedia page says? Because it’s not true.”
“I’m sorry. I don’t really know what to say right now. Nor what to do.”
“You don’t have to say anything.” Aurore reached for her hand again. “Why don’t we have a look at those interview questions?”
“I don’t really care about the questions. Not after kissing you like that. I trust you not to ask the president anything impertinent.”
Aurore gazed into Solange’s eyes. “Who are you? Has the chief of staff’s body been taken over by a socialist-friendly intruder?” She grinned. “How about I leave the list here and you can have a look at it after I’ve gone.”
“So you’re not staying?” Solange squeezed Aurore’s hand.
“I don’t think that would be wise.” If Solange could barely process a kiss, there was no way they could take this any further tonight. “But I wouldn’t mind if you kissed me again.”





EPISODE EIGHTEEN
DOMINIQUE
“Why am I so nervous?” Dominique sat between her chief of staff and Steph in the back of the car bringing them to the radio studio.
“Maybe because you decided to one-up your own party. Again,” Solange said.
“Don’t give me that, Solange. You came up with this idea. Don’t start making me feel bad about it when I’m on the way.”
“Now that your father is not on speaking terms with you—again—I have to take his calls. Today alone he has rung me four times,” Solange said. “I’ve run out of things to say.”
“It’s very simple,” Dominique said. “Next time he calls, don’t pick up.”
Solange replied with a sigh.
Dominique looked at Steph. “Do you still think I’ve made the right decision?”
“Any decision that defies Laroche Senior and extends a hand to the left is a good decision in my book.”
“Maybe I should have taken the time to convince the party, after all,” Dominique said. “I’ve had too much on my mind lately. I didn’t take the time to make a proper decision.”
“No, no, no.” Steph turned to her and put a hand on her knee. “You went with your gut and, in the end, that’s what you’re best at. This opportunity came up and you did the right thing grabbing it. The party will adjust. They always do.”
“I broke a promise to my mother, though. That doesn’t sit right with me.”
“I’ll talk to Eléonore,” Steph said. “I’ll take her out to lunch tomorrow to smooth things over.”
“It’s not fair that you get to deal with the easy parent,” Solange said.
“I don’t get paid for my efforts,” Steph said. “I do it out of the sheer goodness of my heart.”
“Thanks for coming.” Dominique put a hand on Steph’s. “You know Solange and I are not very adept at dealing with socialists.”
“Clearly one of you is getting better at it.” Steph grinned widely.
Dominique gave her a look. She didn’t want the two of them bickering again. Things had been going so well the past few days. But Steph just couldn’t help herself.
When Steph had told Dominique about what her friends had allegedly observed between Solange and Aurore Seauve at the dinner Dominique couldn’t attend, she had been so stunned, she had accused Steph’s friends of seeing way too much into every small thing and had advised Steph to put that idea out of her head immediately. It was just too ridiculous for words.
Solange didn’t react to Steph’s bait. Dominique hoped Steph would just let it go, even though the thought of something—the tiniest of unexpected rapports—existing between Solange and Aurore did temporarily relieve Dominique’s nerves. But she had made the decision to do this. She was on her way to an interview during which she would publicly—and live on air—express her support for the bill, without having consulted with her party first. Some old dinosaurs would be calling round her father’s house tonight asking for her head on a platter, no doubt telling him his daughter is too progressive to be an MLR president, that she was a disgrace to the values the party stood for, but her father would just have to deal with it.
Seeing her own child lying helpless in a hospital bed was what had really changed Dominique’s mind about not wanting to waste an ounce of her energy on trying to convince a bunch of old men in tailored suits that women who were not married to a man needed to have the same rights as any other woman. There was not an inch of leeway on that position at all, it was a given, and the current law an anomaly.
The love for her little girl that had her in such a panic at the time, had also realigned her with what was really important. Spending an evening with a bunch of men, half of whom still hadn’t come to terms with the fact that their leader was a woman living with a woman, suddenly seemed like such a waste of time and energy. If half of politics was, indeed, optics, Dominique would spend her precious time supporting the bill in public rather than trying to win support for it from people whom it didn’t even concern.
“We’re here,” Solange said. “You’re going to do great. This is what you do best, remember?”
Dominique nodded. Being nervous beforehand was just part of the job. Once she got going, her nerves always quickly evaporated.
“Let’s do this,” she said, and patted both her partner and her chief of staff on the knee.
   
Anne Rivière was a striking woman. Dominique studied her from her seat while they were waiting to be called into the radio studio.
As always when faced with a promising socialist politician, she allowed herself to think for a brief moment what a waste of a fine politician that was. Rivière might make the socialists feel as though they were ready for a revival, but Dominique was convinced that the socialists would never make a full comeback unless they truly reinvented themselves. The world had changed. People responded to different things now. And the socialist message was a difficult one to get across through all the populist chatter and alt-right propaganda. Besides, Dominique had to believe that, as long as she was in charge, someone like Rivière wouldn’t stand a chance of taking her seat as president.
An employee of the radio station came to escort them into the studio. Unlike Dominique, Anne Rivière had come alone. Maybe because she knew she was in friendly territory, whereas Dominique was clearly not.
“Break a leg,” Steph said.
Solange gave her an uncharacteristic thumbs-up. Both politicians were led into the heart of the action and fitted with a pair of headphones before being shown to their places in front of a microphone.
As nervous as she had been before, that all evaporated leaving Dominique cool and calm. That one minute before it all kicked off. That delicious tension running up her spine. The hint of trepidation, which might very well be something else entirely, but that was always how Dominique chose to interpret it, in her opponent’s eyes. And the sudden rush of knowing she had made the right decision. Dominique didn’t belong in a stuffy dining room with a bunch of old fuddy-duddies. This was where she should be. Talking to the people. Building bridges. Showing the MLR dinosaurs how it was done—and why she was president.
Aurore made her little intro speech and welcomed them both to the show. Courtesy obliged her to let Dominique, as president, speak first. She probably had Anne Rivière on her show every other week, touting her progressive politics—some of which Dominique agreed with, but most of them were just too unrealistic for her MLR mind to even consider.
“Your listeners might not have ever expected me on your show, but I’m thrilled to be here, Aurore,” Dominique said. “And I’m equally thrilled to be here alongside Madame Rivière, who has shown the courage to right a wrong, although, if you’ll allow me to say this, the socialists were in power for five years before I came along, and they never thought to fix this glaring inequality in the law while they were in charge.”
And off they went. In the limelight, Dominique could always hold her own. This was what she lived for. This was why she did this job and why she was good at it. And why, ultimately, she would run for a second term.
   
“I, myself, am in a partnership with a woman,” Dominique said, planning to go out with a bang—and steal some more of Rivière’s thunder while she was at it. “Let’s be honest, I’m getting on, but Stéphanie is still young. What if she wanted a child, but I, as the president of this country, had to send her abroad because according to the law she’s not allowed to go to a sperm bank, simply because she’s not married to a man?” She glanced at Rivière across from her. “So I thank the Deputée for, finally, introducing this bill, and making our country a more equal place for women. And I thank you, Aurore, for inviting me here tonight. I had a blast. I hope I get to come back.”
“I would love to have you and Stéphanie as guests some time.” Aurore didn’t even glance at Rivière to possibly give her the last word. She signed off and they were all hustled out of the studio. Only then, could Dominique take a deep breath.
“Well played.” Anne Rivière held out her hand. “We should talk some time, Madam President. You’ve shown today that you’re open to crossing the aisle. Give me a call if you ever want to take that a step further.”
“I will.” Dominique grasped Rivière’s hand and sent her a warm smile. “It was a pleasure to spend some quality time with you.”
“I need to get back to my office. Bills to prepare and so on, you know how it is.” Rivière smiled and walked towards the exit. “Aurore, let’s talk tomorrow.”
After the door had closed behind Rivière, Aurore held out her hand to Dominique. “Thank you for a great interview.”
Dominique shook it, and said, “You should come to dinner again. We need a do-over.” She turned to Solange. “Don’t you think, Solange?”
“Um, sure. Yeah.” Was that a blush on her cheeks? It usually took a bit more than Dominique going on a radio show to get Solange flustered.
“I can’t believe you said that.” Steph came up to Dominique. “Right at the end, just when I thought you were doing so well, you say something like that.”
“It was a brilliant thing to say,” Solange said.
“I just prefer for my uterus not be spoken of for political gain,” Steph said. “Can you even imagine? Me, with child?”
Solange shook her head.
“Why not?” Aurore said.
“It’s not the first time I’ve used you for political purposes, darling,” Dominique said. Even though it had been a spur-of-the-moment kind of thing to say, Steph would have been far more offended by Dominique not putting her support behind this bill than by her mentioning Steph’s name in that context on a radio show. Steph knew that was how politics worked, which was another reason why, most of the time, the two of them worked so well as a couple.
“And it won’t be the last.” Steph grabbed Dominique’s hand. “How about the four of us grab some dinner now? No need to wait for a formal invitation to the Elysée. I used to live around here and I know just the place.”
“Now?” Solange all but shrieked. “That simply won’t be possible.”
“Why not? It’s late and I’m starving.” Steph looked at Dominique, who would be the ultimate decision maker.
“Is this place you know equipped to deal with a last-minute presidential visit?” Dominique asked.
Steph paused. “Probably not, so here’s my counteroffer. Pizza delivery at the Elysée. It’ll be there by the time we arrive.”
“Wow, you’ve really gone and smashed my fantasies about the Elysée,” Aurore said. “Delivery pizza? Really?” She shook her head in jest. “I can be there in half an hour.” She smiled widely. “Solange, do you want to ride with me?”
Dominique witnessed how Solange’s eyebrows quirked up and she was momentarily lost for words.
“Um. No, no. I should ride with the president,” Solange stammered.
“We can do with some more room in the back.” Steph sported a wide grin on her face.
“In that case.” Solange had regrouped. “I can give you a debrief in the car, Madame Seauve.”
STEPH
“Oh my god,” Steph said, when they were alone in the back of the car. “I think Nadia might actually be on to something here.”
“What do you mean?” Dominique asked. She was leaning on Steph’s shoulder.
“Solange and Aurore. I think it’s on.”
“Are you still going on about that? Shouldn’t you be congratulating me on my stellar performance instead of obsessing about Solange’s, frankly, non-existent sex life?”
Steph gasped. “You think they’re having sex?” She turned and made Dominique slip off her shoulder. “My mind hadn’t even gone that far. I just can’t picture it, you know. Solange having sex?”
“Don’t be so hard on her. She’s flesh and blood, just like us.”
“That’s the first I’ve heard of that.” Steph wagged her finger in the air. “If you ask me, it’s that porn video that did it. Solange’s reaction to that was far too extreme. It got to her. It must have aroused her, and then she didn’t know what to do with herself and decided to throw a puritanical hissy fit.”
“You’d better pipe down by the time Aurore and Solange arrive, babe. Don’t scare her off. Solange deserves to have a good time. If something is going on between them, which I still very much doubt, then I’m happy for her.”
“Why else would Aurore ask her to ride with her? That just doesn’t make any sense. Did you see how mortified Solange reacted?” She patted Dominique on the thigh. “I’m sorry, Madam President, but your chief of staff is stealing your thunder tonight.”
   
Steph kept a keen eye on Solange. If the woman who had sat in that same chair accusing all of them of being too lesbian was now herself showing lesbian tendencies, she had to find out every last thing about it.
Dominique had opened a bottle of Pauillac and Aurore especially was enjoying its taste. Solange had only taken a tiny sip, as though she was scared of what a bigger sip combined with being in Aurore’s company might do to her.
“A toast.” Steph raised her glass. “To you, Aurore, for hosting such a wonderful, much-needed radio show.” Then she looked at Dominique. “To you, babe, for being your usual smashing self.” She shook her head. “I can’t believe I even for a second considered not being with you anymore, let alone for a full week.” She kissed Dominique on the cheek, then turned to Solange. “And to the chief of staff, of course, for making it all happen. That really was some crafty chief-of-staffing you did there. You’re not so bad, after all.”
“I guess I should take that as a compliment,” Solange said.
They clinked their glasses together.
“I’m just glad you two can now be in the same room together without wanting to scratch each others’ eyes out,” Dominique said. “They were worse than my children at times,” she added to Aurore.
“If we all make small compromises, we can usually get where we want to be,” Aurore said.
“Spoken like a true politician,” Dominique said.
Aurore waved her hand, then said, “You made a serious move to the left today, Madam President. Some friendly newspapers will be hard on you tomorrow morning.”
“Then they are the fools. I should have come out in favour much sooner.”
“It’s hard when you’re president. You don’t get to make the decision you want simply because you’re in charge,” Solange said.
“I don’t think anyone anywhere gets to do that,” Steph said. She watched Solange cut a tiny sliver of pizza with her knife and fork. Steph had shared too many pizzas with Lisa and Didier to care much for decorum, let alone cutlery. It made her think of what they’d said in the car earlier. Someone as prissy as Solange having sex? With Aurore? She glanced at the pair of them. Surely Aurore would need to do all the heavy lifting, so to speak.
“What?” Aurore asked. “Why are you looking at me like that?”
“Oh sorry, I was lost in thought.” Steph wouldn’t be herself if she didn’t pry a little. “I was just wondering how Solange did manage to pull all this off? I imagine convincing you was much harder than having to convince Dominique. You’re a Rivière supporter. Especially after what went down after that dinner here.”
“There’s no need to rack all of that up again.” Dominique’s tone was stern.
“Solange has her ways,” Aurore said and winked at Solange.
“Oh, I’m sure she does.” Steph examined Solange’s face.
“What are you insinuating?” Solange asked.
“Nothing.” Steph shook her head. “Nothing at all. I should thank you really. Not only for making this happen, but for coming to that dinner last Saturday as well. I really appreciated that.” Steph smiled at Solange. Maybe she had always gravely underestimated the chief of staff. Steph was judged all the time for how she looked. She should know better than to judge Solange the same way. Maybe, underneath her proper and prim exterior, the woman brimmed with passion, and that was what Aurore saw in her. Or, maybe, Dominique was right, and Nadia—and Steph herself by extension—was just imagining things. Maybe Aurore and Solange had simply struck up an unlikely friendship.
“This question was vetoed by Solange,” Aurore said, “but I would like to ask you now, off the record. Are you starting to feel too hemmed in by your party and what it stands for? Clearly, this bill was a no-brainer for you on many levels, but party politics kept you from supporting it. Doesn’t that bother you?”
“The party is changing. For the better, I believe. There’s a whole new generation waiting in the wings, people like me, with a much more progressive agenda.”
“So you’ve never thought about breaking free and starting your own more centrist party? It’s all the rage across Europe these days,” Aurore said.
“Never for one second,” Dominique said. “I sometimes disagree with people in the MLR, but I’m still loyal to them.”
“One can dream, though,” Steph said. “And if you were to run independently, I could run alongside you.”
“You already run alongside me, babe.” Dominique shot her a smile. “You’re just not on any list.”
“I still think the MLR would be glad to see me go,” Steph said. “I’m sure quite a few members rolled their eyes when you insinuated I might want a child. Or had a near stroke.”
“You’re too hard on the party sometimes,” Solange said.
“Maybe,” Steph replied.
For the rest of the evening, every time Solange said something, Steph wondered whether she was playing footsie with Aurore beneath the table. At one point, she considered dropping her fork, so she could sneak a peek, but the chief of staff was much too cunning to get caught red-handed—or footed—like that.
Most of all, though, Steph was glad the four of them were sitting at the Elysée dining table together, and no fits were being thrown, the tone was cosy and respectful, and, most of all, she and Dominique were firmly back together.
CAMILLE
Camille went to work strengthened by the conversations she’d had with her friends, but, even more so, by the thick file she had in her briefcase. For a long time now, she had let Duflot believe that he could continue his bullying without her doing anything about it. With her taking it in silence. On paper, he was an intelligent man, but his behaviour towards her clearly disqualified him for working for the CNRS any longer. They were an institution of reputation. Camille advised the government. The president was a lesbian herself—which probably added to Duflot’s chagrin. His own boss coming out had pushed him over some invisible edge, made him blow a fuse. Now it was time to let him know that he would not get away with it. He might be a civil servant and his job protected by a law that made it very hard for him to get the sack, but he had broken too many rules for any old-fashioned statute to protect him. Duflot was done. Camille would make sure of that.
“Bernice, can you ask Monsieur Duflot to come see me, please? As soon as possible and no matter what he’s doing at the moment. It’s urgent.”
Bernice nodded and Camille went into her office to wait. She laid out the file on her desk. Every email she had received, including a trace to who had sent them. Every threat that had been clumsily written on a piece of paper. A notebook filled with the things she’d heard whisper in the hallways.
A knock came on the door.
“Oui,” she said, bracing herself.
“Bonjour, Camille,” Guillaume Maisonneuve, the head of HR, said.
Camille invited him to sit. She couldn’t fire Duflot on her own. She needed an independent witness to this meeting as well as the display of HR power that was attached to Maisonneuve.
She hadn’t gone to HR immediately. At first, she had been too stunned, had thought Duflot’s shenanigans were just a stupid, mindless prank. Until they had continued and Camille had, along with Zoya, planned her strategy. She had gone to HR only when she’d had enough evidence. And she’d had to test the limits of her patience to stand it to that point, but she had managed because she wanted Duflot to get the greatest punishment possible. She didn’t only want him to be fired; she also wanted to make sure he wouldn’t get scooped up by another government agency, as so often happened with disgraced civil servants.
He would not be given the opportunity to get back to his old antics every time he encountered a woman in power he didn’t agree with. She wanted him properly punished and stained with a record that would make him undesirable for any future employers. Her lawyer had prepared a civil case and Camille was thinking of pressing charges, all backed up by the head of HR. She would set an example, because she was strong enough to do so—she had all the support she needed—and other, less privileged women might not.
“Are you ready?” Guillaume asked.
“More than ready,” she said. She couldn’t wait to get this over with—to get this whole sordid affair off her mind. Because that was the thing with being bullied, no matter how much you tried, and put your energy into building a case, and had the loving support of a partner, it still got under your skin. As much as she hated herself for it, and as much as she knew that she had done absolutely nothing wrong, Camille had questioned herself. And this was the real harm that bullies like Duflot inflicted. They made women feel less than, made them waste their time and energy on doubting themselves in the most irrational ways.
Another knock came on the door. Bernice’s head popped in. “Monsieur Duflot is here.”
Camille nodded.
“I’ll let you do the talking,” Guillaume said.
Camille didn’t get up when Duflot entered, nor did Guillaume. She just pointed at the chair on the other end of her desk. When he noticed Maisonneuve, Duflot nervously rubbed his palms together.
“Bonjour,” Camille said.
“Er, what’s this about?” Duflot asked. “Bernice didn’t give me any information.”
“I think you know very well what this is about.” Camille planted her elbows on her desk and leaned in his direction. He recoiled. “You disobeyed my instructions on several occasions, you’ve been sloppy in your reports to me, you’ve actively undermined my authority within the department. I could go on and on.”
“I’ve just been doing what I think is best for the department, based on my long experience here.” He looked at Maisonneuve for support. “It’s not my fault if you can’t handle the pressure of the job and see everything you don’t like as a personal attack on you.”
Camille continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “The thing is, Duflot, you did these things for one reason only.” She cleared her throat. “What was particularly striking about your behaviour is that it changed so abruptly after the office party. After I introduced you to my partner Zoya.”
Duflot shook his head. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Camille painted a small smile on her lips. She tapped the folder in front of her. “It’s all here. Every last infraction against the rules of the CNRS. All the emails—”
“What emails?” Duflot said. “I only ever send you professional emails.”
Camille smiled again. “You’re not as clever as you’d like to believe. Did you really think the fake addresses you set up couldn’t be traced? If not to you, then to at least two people in your team, whom I will be going after next, you can be sure of that. The institute has zero tolerance for the kind of behaviour you displayed.”
“What kind of behaviour?” Duflot’s voice shot up. “I haven’t done anything.” He pointed at the folder. “I have no idea what you’ve got in there, but I can assure you I have nothing to do with it. As for anything else, it will always be my word against yours. People here know me. They know I’m a good guy.”
“Maybe the pair you enlisted to do your dirty work for you might possibly lie for you, for a minute or two.” Camille sighed. “Either way, it’s not a confession I’m after. You’re fired, Duflot. You have harassed me, taunted me, and bullied me, all because I fell in love with a woman. Your tactics may have worked a few decades ago, but this is France well into the twenty-first century. You may have some sort of fantasy that women, especially lesbian women, are not equal to you, but guess what? We are. Well, most of us are much better than you, clearly, because you’ve stooped to a level so low, you’re not worthy of being in the civil service anymore. Which is a shame. You’re a good scientist, but you’ve just gone and ruined your career. And over what?” Camille narrowed her eyes and sought his gaze. “Over something that doesn’t even concern you. My private life. Of all the stupid things you can do.” She looked down at the folder. “Why?” She glanced up again. “Did you really think you could get away with it?”
“I will fight this.” He turned to Maisonneuve. “None of this is true. This is slander. I should be making a complaint against her.” He spat out the last word.
Camille opened the folder on her desk and started reading from an email she received. “What you need is a man to show you what it feels like. A big hard—” She paused, but then decided to continue. “—dick shoved into that lesbian cunt.” She glanced at Duflot again. “All very imaginative.” She scoffed. “You really couldn’t be a little more original than that? What did you do? Go on the internet and consult the Threatened Straight Male Handbook?” Camille rolled her eyes. “Did it have a section on ‘How to troll lesbians’?”
“I’m not admitting to any of this.” He turned to Maisonneuve again. “If that’s all the proof you’ve got, I’m innocent until proven guilty. Anyone could have written that.”
Camille nodded at Maisonneuve.
“You’re fired, Monsieur Duflot,” he said. “Human Relations considers the charges made against you sufficiently proven. Official charges may be made against you with the police. You may want to consult a lawyer at this point.”
“A lawyer?” His voice grew high-pitched. “What’s with this witch-hunt against me all of a sudden?” He slammed a fist on the table. “And all because of her?”
“Please, Monsieur Duflot, I urge you to remain calm. You’ll only make matters worse if you don’t,” Maisonneuve said.
He shot up out of his chair. “How do you expect me to remain calm when I’m hearing all of this? So she received some anonymous emails. So what? I keep telling you, it wasn’t me.”
“Oh, so you have the utmost respect for me, is that what you’re trying to say?” Camille asked. “Is that why you’re getting so worked up?”
“Of course I don’t respect you. You’ve never respected me.” He sat down, took a deep breath, and said, “Everybody here knows how you got this job. Because your ex-husband knows the right kind of people and you… probably displayed very persuasive methods to have been put in charge. What’s next? No more men allowed to work at CNRS? Or only sissies, perhaps.” He let his hands fall into his lap. “What has the world come to if a woman like Dominique Laroche can become president?” He forcibly blew some air through his nostrils. “I hardly recognise the country I grew up in anymore. It’s just not right. You can go on about equality all you want, to me”—he balled his fist and brought it to his chest—“in here, it simply doesn’t feel right.”
Camille could have said so many things, but she knew it would be in vain. Men like Duflot were so convinced of their superiority, and so brainwashed by organisations like Tous Ensemble and the ANF that there was no use arguing. Not when he was in a state like this. Besides, she had already wasted too much time on this particular man. She hoped he would never know how much his bigotry had hurt her. How much she had hated coming to work at this institute she genuinely loved, where she had worked all her life, and had begun to feel so out of place.
“You’re a scientist,” Camille said. “That’s what baffles me most of all.”
“Being a scientist’s got nothing to do with how I feel,” Duflot said.
“You can go now. And don’t come back.” Camille had had enough of looking at his sorry face.
He sighed, remained seated for a few more seconds, but couldn’t look Camille in the eye anymore.
“I’ll escort you out,” Maisonneuve said.
Camille watched them leave her office. Only when the door was firmly shut behind them, did she take a deep breath. She breathed in and out slowly for a few minutes, then called Zoya.
“It’s over,” she said. “He’s gone.”
“Take the afternoon off, darling,” Zoya said. “I’m finishing my last assignment for ANBC.”
“Gladly, mon amour,” she said on a sigh.
“I’m so proud of you,” Zoya said.
“I have nothing to be proud of,” Camille replied. “It was just plain old bigotry.” She closed her eyes. “A lack of respect for another human being. If having to fight for respect is something to be proud of these days, then what has the world come to?”
“The world has always been like this.” Zoya’s voice was calm. “And it will always be like that, just as love and kindness and dignity will always be the antidote. You’re on the right side and that counts for something.”
Camille smiled. She could focus all her attention on Zoya now. On making her as happy as possible in Paris—although she suspected Zoya’s level of homesickness had already decreased considerably when she was offered the job at Barbier & Cyr. “I’ll be home in an hour, ready to love you,” she said.
“Good.” Zoya made a kissing noise over the phone. “You might not think we have anything to celebrate, but I’ll pick up a bottle of Champagne nonetheless.”
AURORE
Aurore opened the door. A fire was already burning bright in her belly. Solange was half an hour late, but Aurore didn’t care. She was here now, about to walk in, and that’s what mattered.
“Hey, you,” she said, unable to suppress a wide smile from appearing on her face.
“And you.” Solange walked in, slammed the door shut behind her, and gently pushed Aurore against it. She looked her in the eye for a split second before she pressed her lips against Aurore’s.
So far, they had only kissed, but Aurore had the unshakable belief that something more was going to happen tonight. Solange pushing her against the door only confirmed her suspicion.
“I’m very happy to see you too,” she said when Solange’s hunger for kisses was stilled. “How was work?”
“We’ve got you-know-who arriving for a state visit next week. It makes for a lot of jokes, but also for a lot of hypocritical talking points to be prepared.” She shook her head. “As if anyone cares what goes on behind closed doors. They just want the moronic soundbites.”
“You seem a bit tense.” Aurore dug her fingers into Solange’s shoulders.
“I’ll be tense for as long as Dominique is president. You should probably be aware of this.”
“I am.” Aurore grabbed Solange’s hand and pulled her to the sofa. “Can I get you anything to eat or drink?”
Solange shook her head. “No, but we should probably talk.”
“What do you want to talk about?” Aurore grinned.
“You. Me. Us. Is there even such a thing as us? This is all very confusing. I have no idea what I’m doing. Sometimes I wake up at night and I think I’ve lost my mind.”
“Maybe it’s true what some people will have you believe. Maybe you can become gay by association.” Aurore chuckled heartily.
“I’m sorry, but I don’t think that’s very funny,” Solange said.
“Really?” Aurore tilted her head and started tickling Solange’s side. “Not even when I do this?”
“Can you be serious for a moment, please?” Despite her words, there was a lightness to Solange’s tone. “This is serious. I think Stéphanie is on to us. She keeps making these remarks. Well, you were there. What do you think?”
“I think…” Aurore pulled Solange closer to her. “It doesn’t matter one bit what Stéphanie thinks.”
“You never believe anything that anyone else thinks matters. I do.”
“So what if she’s on to us?” Aurore asked.
“There we go with the us again. What is us?”
“I guess it involves doing this.” Aurore hoisted herself up and straddled Solange, then kissed her on the lips.
When they broke from the kiss Solange was smiling up at her. “But if, as you put it, this makes me a lesbian by association and you don’t date lesbians, then what is this?”
“Nu-uh. You’ve got it all wrong.” Aurore kissed her on the cheek. “Who I date has got nothing to do with being straight or lesbian or bisexual. That’s all fluid, anyway.”
“Oh, yes, that’s right. It’s all about the emotional unavailability with you.” She grinned. “I’ll have you know that my emotions are extremely available.”
“Don’t you remember, Madam Chief of Staff, what it’s all about with me?” She leaned down and whispered in Solange’s ear. “It’s all about making unsatisfied women come.” She followed with a hot kiss on Solange’s neck, a nibble of her earlobe.
“Is that your plan for tonight?” Solange asked, sounding short of breath.
Aurore looked at her. “If that’s what you want. If you’re ready.”
“Oh, yes,” Solange said. “I do believe I’m ready.” She tugged Aurore close. “I’m ready for you to work your magic on me.”
“No pressure then,” Aurore whispered back.
“None at all.” Aurore felt Solange’s lips spread into a smile against the skin of her neck.
“Then please allow me to invite you into my boudoir.” Aurore freed herself from Solange’s embrace and held out her hand.
“That den of decadence and sin.” Solange took her hand. “I can’t wait to see it.”
“It’s just an ordinary bedroom with an ordinary bed. I hope it won’t disappoint.” They shuffled to Aurore’s bedroom.
Solange yanked Aurore’s blouse from the waistband of her trousers. “I can’t stop thinking about you. The thought of this has been scaring and delighting me in equal measures.”
“You have nothing to be scared of. Then the delight should follow easily.” Aurore unbuttoned the top button of Solange’s white blouse. “We’ll go very, very slowly. And if anything happens that you don’t like, just say so.” She caught Solange’s gaze. “This is important. I need you to tell me. If it’s too much. Or if you want me to stop for any reason. I won’t be offended.” She started on the second button. “This is for you. Okay?”
“Not just for me, I hope,” Solange said. “There’s two of us here.”
Aurore nodded. “Yes, and believe me, this is just as big a deal for me as it if for you. I’m just a little more… experienced.” She continued unbuttoning Solange’s shirt and slid it off her shoulders.
An arrow of desire shot up Aurore’s spine. Solange had posed a valid question when she’d asked what this was. It had taken Aurore by surprise just as much—even though, admittedly, she found herself in somewhat familiar circumstances.
She banned too much analytical thought from her mind. She wanted to savour every last second of this encounter. This was Solange Garceau standing in her bedroom, and she could pull the plug on this any time. That was why Aurore proceeded with the utmost caution and demanded clear communication. But she only had to glance back up from Solange’s bra-covered breasts to her face to know she wouldn’t be bringing a halt to this any time soon.
Aurore ran a finger over Solange’s abdomen, delighting in how her skin broke out in goosebumps at the tiniest touch. She let her finger skate along the waistband of Solange’s trousers, then looked at her face again. Solange stood there with her lips parted, her gaze glued to Aurore’s. Aurore moved in for a kiss again, slid her hands to Solange’s back, and while she slipped her tongue inside her mouth, unhooked her bra. The piece of fabric was stuck between their bodies and Solange took a sharp inhale of breath as they parted from their kiss, and her bra fell to the floor.
Aurore’s gaze roamed hungrily over Solange’s naked chest.
“You’re so beautiful,” she whispered, and kissed her again, impatient for their naked bodies to press together at last.
“You’re just saying that,” Solange whispered back. “So you can get the rest of my clothes off.” She smiled widely, her head tilted, her neck in a long, elegant slant.
Aurore chuckled in response. She ran her fingers from Solange’s shoulders to her breasts, drawing circles around her nipples. She could enjoy herself with this part of Solange’s body for quite some time. She walked forwards, pushing Solange backwards in the process, until the backs of her legs hit the bed.
“It’s not fair if you don’t take off yours as well,” Solange said—a hint of chief-of-staff tone in her voice. She reached for Aurore’s blouse and, instead of slowly unbuttoning it, hoisted it over her head.
Aurore unfastened her own bra and held it to her chest. Solange gently swatted her arms away so Aurore’s bra, too, tumbled to the floor.
“Better?” Aurore asked, as the rush of air against her skin made her nipples peak.
Any hint of smile had disappeared from Solange’s face. She just nodded and pulled Aurore against her.
Their skins and lips met and, glued together, they fell onto the bed. They clumsily kicked off their shoes and Aurore made sure Solange was lying comfortably on her back before she started caressing her breasts again. She cupped one in her hand and caught the nipple between her fingers.
She bent and took Solange’s other nipple in her mouth, licking it gently. She then kissed a path back up, along her neck, to her mouth, and while she intensified the grasp of her hand on Solange’s breast and kissed her deeply again, her own breasts pushed into Solange’s naked flesh.
When they paused for air, both of them a little out of breath, Aurore smiled at Solange and wondered how she could make things go differently with this woman. How she could make her stay. Because this was the easy part—the fun bit. But for Aurore, heartbreak had so often started with a scene like this one, naked in bed with another woman. She was almost fifty. She was ready for something to last. But there was no way of knowing now. Not at this stage. Just as there was no point in worrying. All she could do was what she always did. Try to give the utmost pleasure.
Aurore pecked Solange on the lips, then kissed her breasts. She rolled her nipples between her lips while she kneaded the flesh with her hands.
Solange moaned beneath her, and Aurore wished she could get a glimpse inside her head, to know exactly what she was thinking at that very moment. Instead, she had to make do with the outward signs of Solange’s pleasure, which told her plenty. Had it been her speech at the dinner party that had pushed the chief of staff over the edge? The promise of something she, until then, had only vaguely known? Had that propelled her to kiss Aurore like that the other night? The thought that she would have to start somewhere? It didn’t matter. Either way, Solange had come to the right person. Not because of Aurore’s sexual experience, but because of her life experience. The work she did. What she stood for. The message she tried to spread. And the message she was trying to convey loud and clear tonight: it’s okay for you to feel like this, to let go, and give yourself up to this physical sensation.
Aurore didn’t feel pressure, although the fact that this was Solange’s first time with another woman gave her a definite thrill. Maybe that was just how Aurore was wired. For all the information she had acquired about the psychology of sex in her forty-nine years on this earth, she didn’t have the exact piece of knowledge that would adequately explain what it was that made her crave this so much. But that was okay, this mystery within her. Not everything needed to be explained. Some things could just be enjoyed.
While she feasted on Solange’s breasts, Aurore flipped open the button of her trousers. She slowly zipped it down and let a finger slide down just for a fraction of a second.
Now that that particular button had been popped, she checked in with Solange again. She kissed her way back up to Solange’s lips, and the fierceness with which Solange pressed herself against Aurore told her everything she needed to know, but still, Aurore had to hear the words come from her mouth.
“I’m going to take off your trousers now. Okay?” she asked.
“Please,” Solange said. She looked into Aurore’s eyes, swung her arms around her neck and pulled her close. “I’m all in,” she whispered. “Tu comprends?”
Aurore nodded, her chin bumping against Solange’s flesh. She understood, all right.
She pushed herself up and draped her body against Solange’s. Her finger danced along Solange’s skin, all the way down, where it slid inside her trousers again, just lightly touching down, just to gauge Solange’s reaction.
Solange raised her hands above her head and expelled a sigh. The poor woman probably had decades of sexual frustration running amok in her body right now, only slowly being released by the gentle touch of Aurore’s fingertip. But if she had waited this long, she could wait a little longer. This was a moment to be savoured.
Aurore went to work on Solange’s trousers and slid them off her legs, taking care of her own in the process. Then there they lay, only clad in panties. Aurore’s clit pulsed against the fabric of hers. But this wasn’t about her release. As far as she was concerned, that wasn’t even on the table tonight. She got plenty of pleasure out of this.
Aurore positioned herself so she lay half on top of Solange, giving one hand free rein to roam while also being able to kiss her and look at her face.
Her knee fell between Solange’s legs and Solange pressed herself up against it, her action intensifying as their kisses deepened again.
The butterflies in Aurore’s stomach roared up as she started kissing her way down once more. This time, she didn’t halt at Solange’s breasts for long, and she went all the way down, along the soft skin of her belly, until she reached the delicate fabric of her panties.
Aurore didn’t stop planting soft kisses. She continued, until her mouth reached Solange’s clit. She found it through the fabric of Solange’s panties. It was hard against her lips. Aurore couldn’t resist throwing in a slow lick of the tongue.
Solange writhed beneath her. Aurore looked up but Solange’s head was thrown back into the pillow, her hands already clinging to the sheets for dear life. She kissed Solange there again, lingering this time, moistening her panties. Solange’s clit was clearly lined out in the fabric now, and Aurore licked it again. By then, Aurore was done teasing. She wanted to taste the real thing. She pushed Solange’s panties to the side and looked down at her wet pussy. Aurore paused to take a breath, before she leaned in and repeated the process of gently kissing Solange’s clit.
“Mon dieu,” Solange said on a sigh.
Aurore paced herself. This was an important moment for her as well. What if this was the start of something that would last? Wouldn’t she want the memory of this to be equally as lasting?
She circled her tongue around Solange’s clit, then skated it along her lips. Oh, the joy of this. Of touching a woman like this for the first time. Of getting to know her so intimately, so profoundly. Aurore was so turned on, she was of half a mind to bring a hand between her own legs, but she wanted, even more so, to focus all her attention on Solange. No distractions.
She manoeuvred Solange’s undies off her and tossed them somewhere into the semi-darkness of the room. Solange was fully naked in front of her now. How unlikely an outcome. When they’d first met, Solange had given the impression she wanted to ban Aurore to a desert island so she and her progressive, sex-positive politics would never be heard of again.
Aurore sat between Solange’s spread legs and kneeled down. She kissed her clit and felt Solange’s muscles contract as a loud sigh escaped her mouth.
She circled her tongue around Solange’s clit and felt her wetness spread against her chin. Aurore didn’t have it in her to tease Solange much longer, yet she kept herself from launching a full-on onslaught of licks. She continued to lap at her gingerly, careful not to set her off too much. Solange pressed her body upwards to meet the strokes of Aurore’s tongue. From under her lashes, Aurore tried to catch a glimpse of Solange’s face, but she couldn’t see anything. Solange’s head was still thrown back into the pillow, only the curve of her neck on display. And in that moment Aurore had an inkling of what she could do differently this time. How she wanted it to be a departure from other times she had been in this exact position—both mentally and physically.
She wanted to see Solange’s face. She needed to. She licked her clit one last time and scooted upwards. She replaced her tongue with a finger for an instant and, just as she kissed Solange on the cheek, she pushed her finger high inside.
Solange turned her head and looked at her. Her eyes were glazed over, her lips parted. She blinked, then closed her eyes, her pelvis pushing up, eagerly meeting Aurore’s stroking.
Aurore looked on in wonder at Solange’s abandonment. Her belief was once again reconfirmed that no matter how buttoned-up anyone came across outside the bedroom, it had no bearing on how much they could let go inside of it.
Aurore pressed her lips against Solange’s and slid her tongue in as she curled her finger inside of her. She kept caressing Solange’s clit as she fucked her. She could smell Solange’s most intimate aroma on her chin.
“Harder,” Solange whispered when their lips parted for a split second, and her uttering of that word surprised Aurore most of all.
Aurore happily obliged. She should have guessed that, once she’d reached that space beyond all her self-imposed barriers, the chief of staff wouldn’t be afraid to ask.
Solange had thrown her head back again and Aurore kissed her neck until the bucking of Solange’s hips became more frantic. Then Aurore trained her gaze on Solange’s exquisite face and witnessed how she came at her fingers with a grimace and a succession of loud sighs.
Aurore let her fingers slide out and smiled softly at Solange.
Solange smiled back, then threw her arms around Aurore’s neck and buried her face in her hair.
Aurore waited until she was ready to let go, then put her head on Solange’s shoulder. Neither one of them spoke. Aurore placed her hand on Solange’s belly and watched it go up and down with her breath.
Solange brought a hand on top of Aurore’s and interweaved her fingers with hers. “I’m not sure what to do next,” she whispered.
Aurore pressed a kiss to her skin and pushed herself up on her elbow to look at Solange. “You don’t have to do anything,” she said.
“Isn’t that the unspoken deal?” She clenched her fingers tighter around Aurore’s.
“Clearly not, because you just spoke of it.” Aurore grinned. “I’m serious, though. This must all be very overwhelming. We can just lie here for a while. See what happens. Just… don’t worry about reciprocation or anything like that. Enjoy your moment.”
Solange turned on her side. “It was quite a moment.” Her lips bloomed into a smile. “I may need a few days to process it.” She unhooked her fingers from Aurore’s hand and ran a finger over Aurore’s belly. “I, um,” she paused and remained silent for a while.
“What is it?” Aurore asked.
“I’m so… impressed by you. I feel a little intimidated.”
“I’m equally impressed by you,” Aurore said. “I’m impressed that you came here. I’m impressed that you let go of everything and are now lying in bed with me. I don’t take any of that for granted.”
“Maybe I could only ever do this with someone like you.” Solange smiled shyly—a new kind of smile for Aurore to witness on her.
“Someone like me?” Aurore asked.
“I only mean that in the best way possible,” Solange continued. “Once I got over myself and I could truly see you for who you were, obviously.”
“A left-wing loudmouth who once had a part in a porn movie,” Aurore joked.
Solange shook her head. “A kind, patient, wholly unthreatening, gorgeous woman,” she said.
Aurore broke out into a smile. She kissed Solange on the nose, then let her lips drift to her mouth, again. Whether any of this tenderness would ever exist between them outside of this bedroom remained to be seen, but Aurore intended to enjoy it while she had Solange in bed with her, and tried to make it last as long as she could.
ZOYA
“No, darling, come on,” Zoya said, but didn’t push Camille away. “I can’t be late on my first day.”
“You won’t be. I calculated this in when I set the alarm last night,” Camille said as she circled a finger around Zoya’s clit.
“The alarm hasn’t even gone off yet,” Zoya said.
“Exactly.” Camille’s finger kept darting around, not really touching but promising plenty.
Zoya had barely slept. Nerves about her first day at Barbier & Cyr had kept her awake most of the night and she had tossed and turned fitfully. She had woken up well before she had to and her frenzied antics had jolted Camille from sleep a few minutes ago.
“I just want to erase as much of your nerves as I can,” Camille said. “Unless you know of something better that will get the job done?” She kissed Zoya on the lips. “Would you prefer to go for a walk instead?” She grinned. “It’s still dark outside though.” Her finger became a bit more insistent. “While here, in bed with me, it’s nice and warm and…” Her finger dipped down. “A little wet, I must say.”
“If you put it like that.” Zoya smiled up at Camille. “French women are so hard to resist. I don’t even know why I try.” Camille’s finger was hovering over the rim of her pussy.
“I don’t know either.” Camille pushed the tip of her finger inside. “It’s so pointless.”
“Utterly.” The word barely made it past her throat.
“Who doesn’t like to get fucked by a Française before work.” Camille’s finger slid in deep. “You’re in Paris now, darling,” she lowered her voice. “Do as the Parisians do.”
All Zoya did was spread her legs a little wider. And expel from her mind all the nervously skittering thoughts about how she could screw up at Barbier & Cyr today. Camille was right. This was proving a very effective method of putting her mind at ease. Her body, on the other hand, was less at peace.
“Talk to me,” Camille insisted. “Tell me what you want.”
Camille knew very well what Zoya wanted, but she also knew that saying the words out loud would turn Zoya on, bring her to that edge so much faster.
“Add another finger,” Zoya said between uneven breaths.
Camille grinned then slowly retracted her finger, examined Zoya’s face until she quirked up her eyebrows, then slid two fingers inside of her.
“Is that all?” Camille asked. “I have more to give, chérie.” She leaned down to kiss Zoya’s nipple. “Much more.”
There was a new lightness about Camille since that douchebag at the CNRS had gotten the boot. It was the same carefree Camille that Zoya had met in Sydney all those months ago. The woman she had been unable to resist. She was still unable to resist. Just before Zoya managed to scrape together a reply to Camille’s naughty question, she thought about how life constantly changed. How nothing ever stayed the same. And sometimes one didn’t notice the change, because it was slow and incremental, but it was still there. Just as much as Camille was, in many ways, the same delightful woman she had met the previous year, this ordeal had changed her as well. It had made her more determined—and even less tolerant of bigotry. No one else was, perhaps, able to notice this but Zoya, the one closest to her. The woman who loved her most.
“Go down on me,” Zoya said, with a little regret, because it would shut Camille up, and she enjoyed it immensely when she talked to her like that. But they didn’t have all day. Zoya needed time to obsess over the outfit she was going to wear and whether taking that box of macaroons she’d bought yesterday would be too much, or appreciated as a friendly touch by her new bosses.
“Your wish is my command, milady,” Camille joked, and disappeared under the covers.
Once she brought her tongue into play, and kept fucking Zoya with increasing ferocity, Zoya’s nerves were no longer a match for her flaring desire. She welcomed the rush of pleasurable hormones washing over her and, just as Camille had predicted, they flushed some of the tension from her system.
As she lay panting, Camille crawled from under the duvet, a wet, wide grin on her face. “Happy to oblige, milady,” she said. “You’re going to kick ass today. We both know that.”
Zoya pulled Camille close to her. Maybe today was the real beginning of her life in Paris, with Camille. The trial period had ended. This was it. And she was ready.
   
“Let’s go to Le Comptoir,” Steph said. “It’s tradition.”
“It’s only four,” Zoya said. “I haven’t done any work yet.”
“There’s plenty of time for work come tomorrow. This is your first day. We have to celebrate.”
“At four o’clock?” Zoya repeated.
“I can wait five minutes if you insist. I’ll just sit here.”
“Well, you are my boss,” Zoya said.
“And first lady of the republic,” Steph said. “Let’s not forget that.”
“As reluctant a first lady as you want to make me believe you are, you certainly never allow me to forget it.”
“It’s a love-hate relationship. And I do like to abuse the title when I can. That way I at least get something out of it.”
Ten minutes later, after Steph’s security detail had had a chance to do the usual safety check, they sat inside a typical French café, each with a cosmopolitan in front of them. Steph seemed very familiar with Tony, the bartender.
“So this is where you conduct most of your business,” Zoya joked.
“In truth, I haven’t been here for ages. Being first lady and all that.” A shadow crossed over her face, before it lit up again. “I used to come here all the time. I have so many memories here.” She smiled. “Good and bad, but mostly good. I miss it, but there’s not much room for nostalgia in my life.” She held up her glass. “Onwards and upwards, as they say.”
“To a great first day.” Zoya clinked her glass against Steph’s while wondering for how long they would be left in peace here.
“Don’t get used to it. We didn’t reel in a big fish like you without intending to use all of your assets.”
“I’m very keen to use my assets, whatever they may be,” Zoya said. “Have things settled down between Dominique and you now?”
“Mostly, yes.” The sparkle in Steph’s eye intensified. “I love her, you know. I was complicating everything, but when it comes down to it, it’s as simple as that. I love her and she happens to be president. Just like any other person in a relationship, I have to take the good with the bad. Meaning, in this case, I have to tolerate Solange.” She chuckled. “I’m kidding. Solange has proven herself to be… less uptight of late. And that whole thing with Lisa just shook me out of it. We’ve found more middle ground now.” She drank. “But gosh, it’s so easy to get complacent and let that middle ground slip away, especially in a place as high-powered and crazy as the Elysée. So I have named myself guardian of our private schedule. Not just for my benefit, but for Dominique’s and the children as well. If she’s going for another term, I don’t want her burned out by the time she gets to it.”
The door of the bar opened and Zoya witnessed Steph stiffen and her expression turn to worry.
“Is everything all right?” Zoya quickly asked.
Steph visibly relaxed again as soon as she saw it was Juliette who was entering the bar. “I’m fine. I just always expect some low-life photographer to show up when I’m out and about with friends.”
“Well, well, well,” Juliette said. “We didn’t make you partner so you could lead new employees astray in the middle of the afternoon,” she said. “Our bad, I guess.” She shot Zoya a smile.
“I can’t be held responsible for the bad decisions you make, boss,” Steph said.
Juliette waved off her comment. “We need to talk about Claire’s hen night,” she said.
Steph sat up and arched her eyebrows. “I distinctly remember hearing Claire say, in that very determined tone of hers, that she would not be having a hen night. They are a stupid, backward tradition, and the last thing she needs is one last night of so-called freedom. Least of all a stripper.”
Juliette had barely sat down when Tony had already brought her a cosmo.
“It doesn’t have to be a trashy affair, but I want to do something with her before she marries. Truth be told, I think I need it more than her. She was single for such a long time. In some ways, I’m still trying to wrap my head around the fact she’s getting married.”
Steph turned to Zoya. “They used to be lovers.” She shot Zoya a wink.
Juliette shook her head, then turned to Zoya as well. “Has Steph told you all about her affair with Claire, by any chance?”
“Blimey,” Zoya said. “I didn’t know there was some sort of entrance exam I had to pass to get a job at Barbier & Cyr. No offence, of course, but I’m in a relationship and I’m glad I got to skip that bit.”
Both Steph and Juliette burst into a chuckle.
“I always knew you’d fit right in,” Steph said, then leaned over the table and whispered, “but do count yourself lucky, because you don’t know the half of it. I’ll brief you when the time is right.”
Juliette sat shaking her head. “Are you going to help me or not?” she asked.
“Do I have a choice?” Steph asked.
“Not really,” Juliette replied.
Zoya leaned back in her chair and listened to them bicker for a while, safe in the knowledge that she had found the best place of work for herself in Paris.
STEPH
“Welcome to this week’s PR meeting,” Steph said. “I’m so glad you could make it.
Dominique looked around the bedroom. “What’s all this?”
“Just trying to set the right tone for the occasion,” Steph said, overlooking the sea of candles she had lit.
“That must be some meeting you have planned. I wish you had sent me the agenda earlier so I could have prepared better.” Dominique fixed her gaze on Steph’s. “I feel like I’m missing something. Like I didn’t get the memo.” Dominique shuffled closer to her and put her arms around her neck.
“Just setting a new standard,” Steph said. “Things need to be a little different between us from now on, don’t you think?”
Dominique smiled. “That doesn’t mean you have to put in all the effort.” She kissed Steph on the lips. Steph felt a tingle all the way down to her toes, but it wasn’t lust that she felt.
“I don’t intend to.” She slipped her hands underneath Dominique’s blouse.
Dominique chuckled. “Then what do you intend?”
Steph withdrew her hands and took a step back. “My intentions are pure, I promise.” She delved a hand into her pocket, sank down to one knee, and said, “My only intention, really, is to finally make an honest woman out of you, Madam President.” She fished the ring out of her pocket and held it up. “What do you say? Shall we do this?”
Dominique’s mouth fell open. She pointed a finger at Steph. “You’re asking me?” She huffed out a chuckle. “To marry you?”
“That’s generally how it goes when a person goes down on one knee,” Steph said. When she had hatched this plan, she hadn’t doubted Dominique’s positive answer. Yet now, as she knelt there, the first smidgen of doubt lodged itself in her brain. Had she jumped the gun? Moved too fast? Stolen Dominique’s thunder?
“After I asked you twice and you turned me down as many times?” Dominique wasn’t planning on making this easy on her, so it seemed.
“I figured it was the only way. That you weren’t going to ask anymore.” Steph looked up at her and took a deep breath. “I love you. I want to spend the rest of my life with you.” She wasn’t one to have her voice crack, but it did now.
“Babe.” Dominique sank to her knees and sat in front of her. “Are you sure about this? I mean, are you not doing this out of g—”
“For goodness sake, Dominique. What is your answer?” Steph held up the ring a little higher.
Dominique found her gaze again. “Of course my answer is yes. I want nothing more than to be your wife.”
“You left me hanging there for a second.” Steph reached for Dominique’s hand.
“I’m so sorry about that.” Dominique looked down at their joined hands.
Steph slid the ring over her ring finger. “I think I lost a few years of my life doing that.” She kissed Dominique on the knuckle. “How did you ever work up the nerve to ask me twice?”
“Maybe it wasn’t so much nerve as stubbornness.” Dominique wrapped her hands around Steph.
“I wasn’t ready then,” Steph said. “I am now.”
“I’m so happy that you are.” Dominique threw her arms around Steph’s neck. “But I have to say this was the very last thing I expected to happen tonight.”
“What did you expect?” Steph pecked her on the lips.
“More of this.” Dominique kissed her back. “And I haven’t told you the news that’s going to excite you beyond anything yet,” Dominique said when she let go of Steph and studied her new ring. “This is gorgeous, by the way.” She glanced at Steph. “Does this mean you’ll be wearing the ring I’ve had for you all this time?”
Steph nodded. “What’s the news?”
Dominique smiled. “I think I’m going to have to make you wait for it, seeing as you made me wait for this for a very long time, only so you could surprise me when I least expected it.”
“That’s not how it went.” Steph shook her head.
“I’m just teasing you.” Dominique slid onto her behind and took Steph’s hands in hers again. “Solange has had a distinct spring in her step for the past two days. She hasn’t said anything, obviously, and I don’t know what’s going on with her exactly, but something is most definitely going on.” She tilted her head. “If I didn’t know any better, I would say she’s showing signs of… falling in love.”
Steph brought a hand to her mouth and mock-gasped. “Has hell frozen over? Can pigs fly? Solange Garceau in love? It cannot possibly be!” Steph made a mental note to call Aurore as soon as possible. “As your brand new fiancée, surely I’m allowed to get to the bottom of this.”
Dominique held up a finger. “You leave poor Solange alone and let her enjoy this wonderful time in peace.” She sniggered. “Who knows, this may never happen again. We must tread carefully.”
“Who would have thought? The Elysée so full of love hormones.” Steph narrowed her eyes. “Logically, she can only be having these feelings for Aurore.”
“We don’t know that,” Dominique said.
“The thing is that I do know, though,” Steph said.
“You think you know, there’s a distinct difference between the two.” Dominique shuffled closer again. “Besides, you’re getting way too excited about this. Time to refocus on tonight’s events.” She gave Steph a quick kiss then pushed herself up off the floor. “I’ll be right back. I’m going to get your ring.”
Steph watched her scoot off and heard Dominique rummage through her study. She glued her glance to the doorway, through which her future wife, the president of France, would soon walk, holding an engagement ring, for her.
SOLANGE
Solange took a deep breath. She must truly have lost her mind. But the car had stopped, she had made the decision—albeit in a state of altered consciousness—and now she had to go through with it.
“Are you ready?” Aurore asked.
Solange looked at her, at her gorgeous face with those big brown eyes, eyes she had lost herself in so many times the past few days. “Not really.”
“What are you most worried about?” Aurore had used this very question to snap Solange out of the thoughts that spun in her head a few times since they’d started sleeping together.
Every time, it made Solange wonder. What was she worried about, anyway? Steph’s scorn? Dominique’s flabbergasted face? She barely knew anyone else at this wedding. When she had agreed to come as Aurore’s plus one, she had easily been able to ignore these thoughts, because it was Aurore who had asked her, and how could she say no to Aurore? How could she not want to go anywhere with her now that she had shown Solange what she’d been missing in her life all this time? Solange would follow Aurore to the ends of the earth. She had said so, in those very words, when Aurore had brought it up.
“Why don’t you come with me to Claire and Margot’s wedding?” Aurore had been lying naked in bed with her.
“Because it will be crawling with socialists,” was Solange’s instinctive reply.
“The president will be there.” Aurore had dragged that delightful finger of hers over the sensitive skin of Solange’s belly. Never before had Solange been more surprised by the power of one single fingertip.
“I’ll go with you wherever you want me to.” Solange’s voice had just taken over, without checking in with her brain. “I’ll follow you to the ends of the earth.”
But now here she sat, a bunch of nerves barrelling through her. It had been so easy to agree, just like it had become so easy to fall into bed with Aurore—it hadn’t taken much after that first time. Actually, since that time Solange had been unable to control herself and had kissed Aurore on the lips so unstoppably. That was when she had sealed her fate. Now she couldn’t get enough of her. She could have used the excuse of work, but by god, she just wanted to be near Aurore. Feel that frisson of excitement in the air that was always there when they were together. Let it build and build. And only then give in.
The fact that she would have to come out to the likes of Stéphanie had occurred to her, but had been so easily brushed off, because why would Solange feel any trepidation at all about how good, how utterly exquisite really, she had been feeling? She’d have to face Steph’s scorn at some point. She might as well get it over with.
“Let’s just go,” Solange said.
Aurore nodded, got out of the car first, then offered Solange her hand. Solange eagerly grabbed hold of it, not intending to let go anytime soon.
Nerves coiled into a tight ball in her stomach as they walked into the sunlit garden of the chateau where the ceremony would take place. Solange kept her eyes peeled for Dominique, but chances were she would arrive just in the nick of time, what with having to deal with a security detail.
“Zoya and Camille are over there,” Aurore said.
Solange braced herself and let Aurore lead the way, pretty much the way she’d been doing since that first night they had slept together.
She witnessed how Camille made eyes at Aurore. Zoya, on the other hand, greeted Solange with a hug so warm, it felt as though they’d been friends forever.
“You remember Solange,” Aurore said.
Camille glanced at their clasped hands. “How could I forget,” she said, and kissed Solange on the cheek. “I’m sorry, but, um, did I miss something?” she asked.
“Clearly you did, darling.” Zoya threw an arm around her partner. “But isn’t it wonderful?”
“Um, yes, of course,” Camille stammered. “I’m just a bit… shocked, I guess.”
“I hear you got your work problem solved,” Solange said to Camille. “Good for you. Thank you for setting an example. It’s important.”
Simple straightforwardness had been Solange’s ally in her professional life for such a long time. It was about time she started deploying it in her personal life as well. Because it didn’t matter what anyone—not even the president—thought about her being at this wedding with Aurore. All that mattered was how, in a few short weeks, Aurore had made her feel more like a woman than she had in decades, maybe ever. Besides, these were all progressive women. They were meant to be accepting of things like this. What had Aurore called it again? Sexual fluidity. They must be used to it. They had even welcomed Dominique into their circle. Solange was merely following in her footsteps.
“It’s a relief,” Camille said. “That bastard will never work again.”
“I knew it.” Solange instantly recognised Steph’s voice coming from behind her. She slapped Solange on the shoulders as though they were old pals. “Fancy seeing you here, Madam Chief of Staff.” She had a huge grin plastered across her face.
To her surprise, Solange had no problem facing it. She just held on to Aurore’s hand a little tighter and straightened her spine. “It was an invitation I couldn’t refuse.”
“You could have told me beforehand,” Dominique said.
“As you well know, Madam President, I’m not in the habit of discussing my private life at work.”
“I’ll be back,” Steph said. “I have not said the last word about this, but I have about a dozen people I have to say hello to.” She winked at Solange. “Good for you,” she added and disappeared into the thickening crowd.
Dominique bumped her shoulder against Solange’s amicably. “Ignore everything Stéphanie says to try to get under your skin.” She trained her gaze on Solange. “I’m happy for you.”
“I should probably have said something, but it’s all so new and… overwhelming.” Solange looked down at her feet.
“It’s hardly a surprise, Solange,” Dominique said.
“Madam President.” Aurore turned to them. “May I ask when you will return to my show? My ratings tripled that night. Speaking requests have doubled. For a member of the MLR, you have a very golden touch.”
“Not nearly as golden as yours, I would say.” Dominique looked them both over.
“I think it’s about to start,” Camille said.
They walked to their seats and Solange exhaled because, in truth, the worst was over now. And she was attending her first same-sex wedding. Not the only first for her these days but, as she caressed the palm of Aurore’s hand, she knew she was ready for more.
AURORE
“Weddings get me every time.” Aurore blew her nose. “I don’t know why. No offence to the brides or anyone here who is married, but it’s just not an institution I believe in,” she whispered in Solange’s ear.
“This is not the place to discuss the institution of marriage,” Solange whispered back. “Especially not with all that blubber on your face.”
“You’re probably right, but, um, tell me, in your personal view, is marriage the cornerstone of our society?”
“Shhh,” Solange replied.
Aurore dabbed another tear from the corner of her eye, then looked at the brides again. They looked gorgeous. They were both dressed in cream-coloured suits and it was, no matter her stance on marriage, a delightful sight to behold. Two women in love like that, making this commitment.
Aurore squeezed Solange’s knee. She was glad she hadn’t had to come on her own. Aurore was used to attending all manner of events alone, but weddings were always so awkward, because they seemed to be invented for the sole purpose of reminding her what she was missing. To remind her that, if she didn’t start falling for a more suitable type of woman soon, she would remain single for the rest of her days. Perhaps sexually satisfied and with plenty of loving friendships in her life, but alone nonetheless. She glanced at Solange from the corner of her eye. Somewhere along the way, Aurore had fallen for her. She thought she knew Solange felt the same way about her, but she also knew that many short-lived relationships started this way. A frenzy. A bunch of promises that couldn’t yet hold real value. Only time could tell whether this would work.
She skated her hand upward a little on Solange’s leg, knowing full well it would tick her off. But just feeling the curve of Solange’s thigh against her palm was enough to make Aurore frisky these days—that was what falling in love did to your system.
Predictably, Solange swatted her hand away. Then it was time to rise and applaud the happy couple.
Solange held out her hand. “Give me a handkerchief, will you?”
Aurore handed her one with a snigger. “I always knew even MLR hard-liners had a soft spot.” She kissed Solange on the cheek. “When the crowd disperses, follow me. I’ve been to this place before. I’d like to talk to you in private for a minute.”
Solange nodded, then turned to answer a question Dominique had asked. Camille pulled Aurore aside.
“Do you remember that conversation we had in the Bois de Boulogne a few weeks ago?” she asked.
“As a matter of fact, I do.”
“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Camille whispered, keeping an eye on Solange.
“Is anyone ever sure of anything?” Aurore replied.
“I just don’t want you to get hurt again, Aurore.”
“Neither do I, but that doesn’t mean leaps of faith are no longer required.”
“Come on, darling.” Zoya tugged at Camille’s hand. “I want to introduce you to a few of my brand new colleagues.”
Aurore watched them head off, then looked at Solange, waiting to catch her glance and signal that it was time to follow her.
Aurore might get hurt again, but hadn’t every time she had gotten hurt, been worth it a little bit in the end? At least for a little while? Maybe this was her life. Serial happiness. Or maybe it wasn’t. Aurore had no idea how to do things differently. She had fallen for this woman. What was she going to do? Ignore her feelings? That wasn’t even an option.
Solange finally looked up from her conversation and their gazes met.
Aurore nodded her head in the direction of the adjoining old stables building. She set off and didn’t look back until she reached the spot she had in mind. A few seconds later Solange arrived.
“What did you want to talk to me about?” Solange asked.
“It wasn’t so much a chat I had in mind.” She grinned.
“You lured me here under false pretences.”
“Like that time you asked me to come over to yours to go over my interview questions, you mean? Only to jump me a few minutes later?”
“I didn’t jump you.” Solange kissed Aurore on the side of her neck.
“How are you holding up?” Aurore asked while shivers of desire ran up her spine.
“Better than that blubbering mess of a woman next to me.” Solange kissed her on the mouth and pressed Aurore with her back against the wall. “Let’s see what I can possibly do to make things better for this poor creature.”
She kissed Aurore’s neck again, her hand already slipping between Aurore’s legs. Aurore glanced at her from between her lashes and, for a split second, wondered who this stranger was who had ended up in her bed and, only a few days ago, had been too insecure to touch Aurore like this. It was as though a transformation had taken place in front of her very eyes. Solange had grabbed the opportunity that Aurore had given her to take things slowly with both hands, but she had progressed gradually nonetheless. Pushing Aurore against this wall right now was definitely the pinnacle of her progression so far.
“Let me help you with your nervous energy as well,” Aurore whispered, and wriggled her hand between their bodies to unbutton Solange’s trousers.
Solange grinned at her and slipped her hand under the waistband of Aurore’s trousers in response.
“This is no way to behave at someone’s wedding,” she said.
“Why not?” Aurore leaned forward and kissed her lips. “Why should the brides have all the fun?” She manoeuvred a finger inside Solange’s panties and circled it around her clit.
Solange bit her bottom lip, looked Aurore in the eye, and gave back what she was getting.
Aurore closed her eyes and relished the touch of Solange’s finger. Maybe this woman would make all the difference in the outcome of their affair. A quickie behind a stable wall at a wedding might not mean much in the grand scheme of things but, for Aurore in that moment, it revealed a glimpse of what the future might bring.
DOMINIQUE
Since becoming president, Dominique was no longer able to let her hair down at an event like this. Claire might be one of Steph’s best friends, but Dominique would not be staying at her wedding party until the small hours of the morning. She gave herself one more hour of polite nods and, if she was unlucky, at least one more incoherent conversation with Claire’s inebriated uncle Raymond.
“Isn’t it a beautiful thing?” Nadia had sidled up to her. She nodded at Solange and Aurore slow dancing on the dancefloor.
“It’s beautiful, I agree, but also slightly bewildering,” Dominique said.
Nadia cleared her throat. “I hear congratulations are in order for you and Steph as well.” Nadia gave her a warm smile. “Steph told me. I’m so happy for you.”
“Thank you.” Dominique smiled back.
“I honestly never thought I’d see the day that Stéphanie Mathis would tie the knot,” Nadia said. “Only someone like you could have made her change her mind about so many things.”
“We’re not married yet,” Dominique joked.
“Have you set a date?” Nadia asked.
Dominique shook her head. “I haven’t even told my father yet. He’s still digesting that radio interview I did with Aurore.”
From the corner of her eye, Dominique saw Steph approach. She sported an exaggeratedly apologetic smile.
“I had to tell Nadia,” she said. “What with her powers of deduction, she probably read it off my face.”
“I don’t mind that you told Nadia.” Dominique grabbed Steph’s hand.
“I was just saying that only a woman like Dominique could ever sway you into becoming the marrying kind,” Nadia said.
“You started the trend. None of us were married before Juliette asked you. Now it seems to be contagious. Who will be next? Solange and Aurore?” Steph said.
“If you’d said that yesterday, I would have had a good chuckle,” Dominique said. “But after what I’ve seen today, it might very well happen.”
“And maybe I’ll be Solange’s bridesmaid,” Steph said with a giggle.
“Now you’re pushing it again.” Dominique drew Steph close to her. “I will be Solange’s one and only bridesmaid, of course.”
“I wonder who Steph’s will be.” Nadia made eyes at Steph. “Surely it can’t be one of your bosses. Besides, they’ve been each others’ bridesmaids already.”
“What do you say, babe?” Steph put her head on Dominique’s shoulder. “Do you approve of Nadia as my bridesmaid?”
“Wholeheartedly.” Dominique smiled at Nadia. She knew how much she meant to Steph. She glanced at Solange on the dance floor again. “Do you know what I would do next if I weren’t president?”
“Kick off your shoes and burst into an outrageous boogie,” Steph said.
“Not far off, actually.” She glanced at Steph. “I would ask Solange if she would dance to the next song with me.”
Steph straightened her spine. “You should definitely do that, regardless of being president.”
“It would give people like you too much glee,” Dominique replied.
“Claire runs a PR agency and is an incorrigible control freak,” Nadia said. “You can trust her when she says no pictures of this wedding will be posted on Instagram.”
“You can never be sure of these things.” Dominique had learned that particular lesson the hard way a few times already.
“You’re at a wedding,” Steph said and held up the hand that held her engagement ring. “We are engaged. Do something out of the ordinary to celebrate. Dance with your chief of staff.”
“Only if you promise not to take any pictures of it.”
“I won’t have time for that.” Steph offered her hand to Nadia. “Nadz, my future bridesmaid, will you dance with me?”
Dominique shook her head, then followed them onto the dance floor.
She tapped Aurore on the shoulder. “Do you mind if I steal Solange for a minute?”
“I wouldn’t dream of minding, Madam President.” Aurore winked at her, then kissed Solange on the cheek and let go of her.
“This is a bit strange,” Solange said when Dominique put a hand on her shoulder.
“We’re colleagues and, I’d like to think, also friends, Solange. Why not dance together at a wedding?” Dominique tried to get them to move in a steady rhythm, but Solange’s limbs appeared to have gone all wooden.
“Because people will talk. They always do,” Solange said.
“Well, they can talk all they want.” She paused. “Stéphanie and I are getting married. That should drown out any rumours about my chief of staff.”
Solange’s eyes grew wide. “You’re—what?”
“She asked me to marry her. I said yes.” Saying the words out loud—for the first time—filled Dominique with a warm glow. Telling Solange first automatically made her a friend, Dominique concluded.
“Mon dieu.” Solange held on a little tighter.
“People usually offer congratulations,” Dominique joked.
“Yes, of course, congratulations,” Solange stammered.
“Thank you.” She leaned back to get a good look at Solange’s face. “Are you that surprised?”
For the first time since they had started dancing together, Solange smiled. “No, of course not. Steph is good for you. Even I can see that.”
“Knowing her, she’ll probably try to get the next dance with you. Feel free to ignore her request.”
Solange chuckled. “You know what? I’ll happily dance with your fiancée. I might even ask her myself.”
“That’s the spirit.” Dominique leaned forward again. “I’m very happy for you too, by the way,” she said. “Aurore is a wonderful woman.”
“Thank you. I had some trouble seeing it at first, but she’s nothing short of spectacular.” A satisfied grin appeared on her lips.
Steph and Nadia passed by them on the dance floor.
“Steph,” Solange said. “Save the next dance for me.”

THE END (FOR NOW…)
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EPISODE NINETEEN (EXCERPT)
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.

<end of sample>
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