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EPISODE ELEVEN
CLAIRE
“Oh, mon dieu,” Claire gasped.
Marie Dievaert’s head appeared from between her legs, a victorious smile plastered across her face. That face, Claire thought. A waste of beauty on someone with such a cruel heart. How did she keep doing this to her? Why did this woman have so much control over her?
“Was that okay for you?” Marie asked after wiping her lips clean—with always that little bit of disdain in her voice.
Claire wondered if she should go see a highly qualified therapist to discuss this ongoing, all-obliterating attraction she felt towards the doctor. Or perhaps she had become a doctor fetishist. Either way, she could kick herself—again—for answering her phone when Marie called. And she called often. Claire picked up every single time. “Hm-mm,” Claire hummed. Why did she not know better? “Are you staying?”
Marie looked at her with what Claire could only interpret as pity in her glance. As though she was trying to say, Must you ask every single time? But she’d stayed once, two weeks ago, giving Claire hope that she might do it again. “I can’t,” Marie said. “You know that.” She used her most admonishing tone.
Claire didn’t know at all, but she nodded anyway, feeling her self-esteem crumble a little more in the process—not that she had much left after six months of this. She practiced the words in her head: Maybe we should stop seeing each other. But she knew that these words would not roll off her tongue any time soon. Just as she knew that if she ever racked up the courage to utter them, Marie would look at her with that light-eyed stare of hers and reply, “I don’t think we should.” And Claire would listen. Because that was what she did.
“I have to go.” Marie, who hadn’t bothered to take off most of her clothes, came to sit next to her. Claire stroked a finger along her bare arm and Marie looked at it. This time, Claire refused to guess what she was thinking. She was getting really tired of trying to guess Marie Dievart’s thoughts. “I’ll call you tomorrow.” She leaned over and kissed Claire on the tip of the nose.
Claire didn’t exactly measure these things, but it struck her that the time between Marie giving her an—it had to be said—earth-shattering orgasm and walking out of the door seemed to become shorter and shorter. Like she always had somewhere urgent to be afterwards. But where could she possibly have to go? It was midnight on a Tuesday.
“I need to sleep alone,” she’d said to Claire after the first time they’d ended up in bed together and she had started gathering her clothes. “I don’t sleep well with someone in my bed, and in my profession it’s basically a crime to turn up to work not well-slept.”
What could Claire possibly have said to that? Margot shared my bed gladly? She hardly got any sleep at all when we first started dating and she performed successful surgeries?
“Okay.” Claire gave Marie a small smile, but no more than that. If it expressed any discontent at all, it either didn’t register with Marie, or she didn’t care. Of course, it was highly hypocritical of Claire to express a sentiment of discontent when Marie had just rocked her world again. Because that was the big problem. Claire couldn’t get enough of her. She’d tried many a time. But when Marie Dievart turned up on her doorstep, she let her in. Claire seemed to have lost the power of resistance entirely when it came to the neurosurgeon.
“Sleep tight,” Marie said, as though Claire was a child she’d just read a bedtime story to. But, Claire had to admit to herself, it was that haughty attitude Marie adopted, and the distance she always kept, just as much as her other-worldly beauty that kept Claire coming back for more—and more and more.
“You too.” Claire watched Marie collect the rest of her clothes, slip into her shoes, and exit the bedroom. After she heard the front door thud into the lock, she said to herself, “This has to stop.” It was so easy to say it when nobody was listening. This wasn’t a relationship. It wasn’t even an affair. It was just consensual sex between two single people. Every day Claire asked herself whether she was in love with Marie Dievart. She certainly had very strong feelings for certain parts of her, but in love? With someone like that? Claire didn’t even think it was possible, unless you were the world’s greatest masochist. Truth be told, she was well on her way to becoming that.
She lay staring at the ceiling for the longest time. She could never fall asleep peacefully after one of Marie’s visits. Because they were exciting and thrilling and, at least physically, extremely satisfying. But as much as Marie Dievart aroused her physically, she always—always—left Claire emotionally wrecked.
Steph was the only one who knew about these illicit rendezvous she had with Marie, and she condemned them ferociously. But Steph was not the same person Claire had known for a decade. She was a right-wing politician’s wife now, so of course she couldn’t possibly condone what Claire was doing. But what Claire hated the most about her current predicament, was that she couldn’t talk about it with her best friend. It was absolutely out of the question. Claire felt guilty every time she saw Juliette—and she saw her nearly every day.
“What a bloody mess,” she said into the darkness. “What the hell am I doing?” Claire wasn’t looking for anything serious. Her brief affair with Margot at least had taught her that. All the heartache, all the putting yourself out there emotionally for another person to do with you what they pleased… It was not worth it, because, by God, Claire had been hurt.
Sleeping with Marie Dievart was much more thrilling than the furtive, occasional get-togethers she used to have with that pilot. Marie did things to her that not even Margot could. Maybe because she was so emotionally detached, or maybe because she was simply a megalomaniac with the highest level of self-confidence Claire had ever come across. The fact was that, not long after Margot’s accident, after everything had settled down as best it could, and Marie had called her, Claire had felt her knees go weak with desire. She had tried to focus on the guilt, and the consequences for her friendships, but she had—foolishly—put herself first. Because who did she have to go home to in the evening? She didn’t even have a cat.
Just one time, Claire had told herself. I’ll meet up with her once and no one will ever know about it. But, while she had suspected that the chemistry between her and Marie would be through the roof—because that’s why she couldn’t resist her in the first place—she hadn’t been able to imagine the command the doctor had exercised over her. She had taken Claire to a place so far out of reach, that Claire hadn’t even known it existed. And after that first time, when Marie was still staying at Le Figaro by the Canal Saint-Martin, Claire had instantly known she’d go back for more. It was impossible to conceive of not doing so.
And here she lay, six months later. The lies to her very best friend had multiplied. She barely saw Margot, because it hurt too much. Steph barely talked to her because she disagreed so heavily with Claire’s choice of… of what? Bed partner. Because that was all they were. It couldn’t be more than that. Besides, Marie had very clearly stipulated, from the very beginning, that monogamy was a concept for lesser evolved beings.
Well fuck you, Claire had thought when Marie had expressed that opinion, but she’d still kept on letting her into her bedroom. Though in unguarded moments, she did fantasize about being more to the surgeon than a body—and mind—to play with. And what was the alternative? The crushing loneliness she’d drowned in after Margot had first left her? The endless comparisons to her friends who were all happily coupled up—even Steph, for crying out loud. Juliette and Nadia were married and talking about babies more and more. Steph was always busy either managing Dominique’s campaign or trying to become a better politician’s partner—trying to erase who she was before Dominique Laroche. And Margot, well, she didn’t really know about Margot.
This was her life now. Was it such a bad life? To everyone else around her, it probably was, but to Claire it was just how it was. She had most of her needs met, and wasn’t that a pretty good deal? She had plenty of money in the bank. She had her own company. She had regular relations with a woman who knew exactly what to do to please her. She had a bunch of good friends. She had all of that.
Then why do I feel like it’s all going to pieces again? She got up, now almost nauseated by the smell of sex lingering in the room, slipped into a robe, and headed to the drinks cabinet. It was the only way she would get any sleep.
MARGOT
Margot’s first week back at Saint-Vincent was not going very smoothly. The little voice in her head that screamed You don’t deserve this was very persistent. Her leg was fully healed. She had a few scars, but not nearly enough to remind her of the horror she had caused. As though her body was urging her to forget what happened and move on with her life. No one had died. Margot had been the only one who had gotten hurt, and while the fractures had healed, her mind was still in shambles.
“Earth to Doctor de Hay,” Nadia said. She had insisted on setting up a lunch date with Margot every single day this week to ease her into the transition of coming back to work, claiming that seeing Nadia’s friendly face for half an hour each day would surely help. Nadia was right and wrong about that. Of course, Margot was happy to meet Nadia every day to share a meal, and she was grateful that Nadia took the time, but it didn’t diminish that gnawing feeling in her gut: who was she to set foot in this hospital and try to make people better, after what she had done?
“I’m sorry, Nadz,” Margot said. “It’s all a bit overwhelming.”
“Yes, well, there’s no easing back into being a trauma surgeon,” Nadia said.
“It’s not the work. I’m grateful for the work and how all-absorbing it is. Only when I’m operating do the voices in my head stop.” Margot chastised herself inwardly for being so overly dramatic. But Nadia was her friend. She had stopped by Margot’s parents’ house every single day after Margot had been discharged from the hospital, and had been a bright spot in the long, slow days when Margot could barely move and was completely at the mercy of other people’s help to get anything done.
“Voices, huh?” Nadia folded her features into a concerned expression. “Do I need to set up a visit to the psych floor for you?”
This, at least, elicited a tiny giggle from Margot. “That won’t be necessary, thank you.” Margot had lost interest in her sandwich ten minutes ago, and leaned back in her chair. “Tell me something, Nadz. Something unrelated to all the misery I’ve caused. Something to take my mind off the fact that I’m back at work in the hospital that treated me and where all my colleagues know I drove under the influence.”
“We’ve been over this.” Nadia sighed. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. All your fellow doctors see when they look at you is a top surgeon. Not the person you think you are to them.” She held up her hand. “But I’ve told you this many times and I’m sick of repeating myself.” She let her hand land on the table with a pretty loud thud—trying to make a point, Margot suspected. “As for your request for distraction.” She narrowed her eyes. “There’s probably something you should know now that you’re back at work.”
“I’m all ears.”
“There’s no easy way to say this.” Nadia sighed again. “I’m pretty certain that Dievart is sleeping with Claire.”
Margot struggled to keep her mouth from falling open. “Fuck,” she said, and shook her head. Claire had come to see her quite a few times at her parents’, but her visits had quickly become infrequent enough for Margot to start questioning the friendship they were trying to build. But if the accident had accomplished anything at all, it was that Margot had gotten over Claire. She’d had to. If she’d allowed herself to wallow in that particular sorrow as well, she wouldn’t be sitting here now. It had, in fact, been a relief when Claire had ceased her visits, then her phone calls. At least Margot didn’t have to be reminded why she had been so foolish in the first place.
This piece of news that Nadia had just shared with her did, however, take her aback greatly.
“I was willing to give Dievart the benefit of the doubt when she started working here. I really was. Well, I had no choice, actually,” Nadia rambled on. “But, Christ, that woman has an ego the size of a house and she doesn’t give a damn about who she hurts while she takes exactly what and who she wants.”
“How do you know, though, about her and Claire?” Margot’s curiosity was more than piqued.
“I know because she keeps bloody hinting at it. The way Claire has been behaving the past few months has only confirmed my suspicions.” Nadia drummed her fingertips on the table. “The other day I ran into Dievart and she yawned ostentatiously before saying, ‘Do say hello to your gorgeous friend Claire from me.’” She shook her head while drawing her lips into a pout. “She’s been saying things like that for months.”
“Jesus.” Margot frowned. “Dievart is Dievart, of course. But Claire?” Margot remembered Claire’s visit to her hospital bed clearly. Dievart asking to see her outside. The way Claire’s cheeks had flushed bright red. The confession she had made afterwards, and how utterly mortified she had looked. No wonder she’d stopped visiting Margot.
Nadia nodded absent-mindedly. “I know. How can she do that to her best friend, right? Beats me, I’m telling you. If anyone has lost control, it’s Claire. I just thought you should know, in case Dievart starts dropping hints at you as well. She’s perfectly capable of doing so.”
Margot tried to remember the few times she’d seen Dievart since she’d been back at work. The neurosurgeon had been very pleasant to her, had shaken her hand and patted her on the back. Margot saw that charade in a whole new, very ironic light now that she knew she was sleeping with Claire. “That saloppe,” she said. “I thought she was being genuinely nice to me.”
“She’s only nice when she can get something out of it. In this case, I would suspect it was a good amount of secret glee.”
“That woman is the fucking devil,” Margot hissed. She might be over Claire, and have forgiven herself for the hurt she had put her through, but that didn’t mean it didn’t sting that Dievart was getting her treacherous hands all over her ex.
“If Juliette ever finds out…” Nadia rested her chin wearily on her fist. “And how can she not? Claire is her best friend, has been for many years.”
“Don’t you think you should tell her?” Margot inquired.
“Argh.” Nadia brought her hands to her head. “I do. I mean, she’s my wife. But she’s going to be so pissed. And I’m not exactly innocent in all of this.”
“Nu-uh, Nadz. Let me give you a slice of your own advice.” Margot put her elbows on the table. “You made a mistake, but that was a long time ago. What Claire is doing is not your fault. She can make her own decisions.”
“That may very well be true, but Dievart will always remain a sore spot for Juliette and me. Aside from that, I also have to consider what it will do to her friendship with Claire. What Claire is doing is the ultimate betrayal. Juliette will hate her. I know this for a fact. They run a business together. Everything is on the line here.”
It appeared to Margot that Nadia was feeling a little dramatic herself today. “But it’s not you jeopardizing it all. It’s Claire.”
“I should talk to Claire.” Nadia’s voice grew more determined. “That’s the only way to erase any remaining doubt, which is, frankly, more like the last flicker of hope I’m clinging to than anything else.”
“That’s a good place to start.” Margot waggled her eyebrows. “I’ll tell you one thing, though, Nadz. You have expertly diverted my attention from my own woes. Thank you for that.” She wasn’t sure if laughing was appropriate at this point, but she did, anyway. Margot could use all the laughs she could get.
“Glad to be of service.” Nadia grinned, then twirled her wedding band between two fingers. Margot’s pager went off, along with a few others in the hospital restaurant.
“Looks like an emergency.” Margot shot out of her chair. “Keep me posted, okay?”
“I will.” Nadia stood as well. They nodded at each other and Margot sped in the direction of the emergency room, hoping she wouldn’t be needing a neuro-consult on whoever was being brought in. Then again, Dievart didn’t know that she knew, and perhaps she could use that to her advantage.
The last thought flitting through Margot’s brain before she dove into the whirlwind of the E.R. was, I didn’t use to be like this.
STEPH
“Have you considered taking a temporary leave of absence?” Dominique asked. Steph couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Hadn’t she given Dominique everything she had in the past six months—everything and then some. Now she was going after her job as well?
“No fucking way.” They were sitting at the dining table in Dominique’s Avenue Foch apartment, but Steph suddenly wasn’t hungry anymore.
“I’m not asking you to quit your job, Stéphanie. Just take a couple of months off.”
And walk after you like a good puppy wherever you go, Steph thought but didn’t say out loud. “They’ve only just promoted me. Juliette is desperate to start working fewer hours. I’m well on my way to becoming partner. It’s simply not an option.” Steph couldn’t hide the agitation in her voice.
“Is it your bosses who will have a problem with it or you?” Dominique dropped her fork on her plate.
“All three of us will have a massive problem with it.” Aside from her own objections to giving up even more of her independence, Steph knew that Claire was sleeping with Juliette’s nemesis Dievart. And Juliette seemed to have finally convinced Nadia to give the whole baby thing a go, and was merely holding on until the upcoming presidential election was over, so she could make work of becoming pregnant instead of just pining for it. Barbier & Cyr was on the verge of being in shambles. Steph couldn’t possibly leave, not even for a week, let alone for an entire month. She was the only one who could keep the place from falling apart after Claire’s dirty little secret came out. Aside from that, despite every hour of her day being crammed full of work and the extra-curricular activities that came with being the MLR’s presidential candidate’s partner, she didn’t want to give up work. She couldn’t. Being a Barbier & Cyr employee was the only thought that kept her going.
But Steph couldn’t complain too loudly about the stifling pressure she was under, because, for starters, it would always be worse for Dominique and, secondly, everybody had warned her from the start.
Xavier Laroche, who hadn’t exactly warmed to her, had taken her apart in his imposing study one evening after he’d come out vocally supporting his daughter, and said, “I do hope you know what you’re getting yourself into, Mademoiselle Mathis. An election is no walk in the park. If you’re not completely committed, it’s not going to work.”
Steph had smiled it all off, because she was riding high on love and on the overwhelmingly positive reactions fostered by the video she and Dominique had made. But now, six months down the line, she suffered for her decision every day. Outside the doors of their private life, when they went to MLR rallies and TV interviews, being Dominique Laroche’s life partner was mind-numbingly boring, and, frankly, also a little degrading. Because when she was with Dominique, Steph was always the less important of the two of them.
“Fine,” Dominique said. “It’s your choice, but you’re tired, babe. You’re not yourself. Campaigning with me is already a full-time occupation, and nobody expects you to work two jobs.”
“I don’t really know how to say this without quite possibly hurting your feelings, but my only job can’t just be being your wife. That wouldn’t sit right with me.”
“Ah.” Dominique put her fork down as well. “There we have it.”
“Just ignore my comment.” Steph had found herself becoming increasingly passive-aggressive as the campaign was nearing its conclusion. One more month, she kept repeating in her head. One more month and then this whole circus would be over. Except, if Dominique won—and that was the point of every action she undertook—it would never be over. And yes, they were trailblazing, they were letting the country—and the world for that matter—know that it didn’t matter who politicians chose as their significant other, and that was all well and good, but Dominique was at least right about one thing: Steph was exhausted.
“I will do no such thing.” Dominique shot her a warm smile. “We’re in this together, babe. I know it’s hard.”
That’s the thing, though, Steph thought, being with you was never supposed to be this hard. “Look,” Steph held up her hands in a gesture of peace, “I’ll talk with Juliette and Claire about working part-time for the coming month, until after the elections. But a leave of absence is really one step too far.”
“I understand, babe, I really do.” Dominique rose and headed over to Steph’s side of the table. She put a hand on her shoulder and leaned in to whisper in Steph’s ear, “Let me show you how much I appreciate everything you do for me every single day.” Dominique pressed her lips against Steph’s earlobe, then said, “I’ll even let you top me if you want.” Steph felt Dominique’s lips stretch into a smile against her skin.
She wanted to, oh how she wanted to, but she was just so damn tired all the bloody time. Who had dinner after ten p.m. anyway? Going to bed on a full stomach always gave her the most vivid nightmares, and zero interest in touching Dominique after they’d kissed each other goodnight. Perhaps this was the most worrying evolution of all. As far as Steph could remember, she had always—always!—been up for it. Never a doubt in her mind. If the offer was on the table, she would take it in a heartbeat. It was how she had always operated.
“I’m tired,” she said, knowing she was beginning to sound like a broken record, because hadn’t she said exactly the same thing two nights ago when Dominique had snuck up to her from behind, put her arms around Steph’s waist, and whispered the exact same words in her ear as she had now.
“I’m tired as well, babe,” Dominique murmured. “But it’s been a while.”
“I know.” Steph had to use all of her will power to not just shrug Dominique off her. “I just—” Steph didn’t know how to explain. She was the last person to expect her libido would go first. She was Stéphanie Mathis—a legend in the Parisian lesbian scene. She had so much appetite for sexual encounters that she used to frequent a place like Le Noir. But the magic, and the memories, of that secret club had disappeared into the big void of nothingness where she’d been forced to dump her past when she’d told Dominique the tiniest details of her former life. “I just don’t really feel like myself,” Steph said, truthfully. Because, as she had begun to wonder of late, how much of yourself can you possibly erase for love? Where do you draw the line?
“Maybe this will help.” Dominique was persistent, and started raining down kisses on Steph’s neck.
“No, please, just stop it.” Steph did make a dismissive gesture with her shoulder now—one Dominique couldn’t possibly misinterpret.
“I miss you,” Dominique said. Steph couldn’t see her face and she wondered if that was a sob lurking in her partner’s voice.
“I’m sorry.” Steph felt so helpless, so inadequate, but these were the only words she had.
Dominique sat down next to Steph and faced her. “This is not my first rodeo. I know what endless campaigning, and smiling, and nodding at people you can’t really stand can do to a person. Even I find it hard, and I grew up in this life.” She put a hand on Steph’s knee, who felt tears prickling behind her eyes. “I know how overwhelming all of this must be for you. Trust me, you’re not the first politician’s spouse to go through this.” She gave Steph’s knee a squeeze. “I know I’m asking a lot of you. I know that being with me is not easy. Why do you think Philippe started cheating on me in the first place? I’m full-on. This campaign is full-on. But…” She paused to look Steph in the eyes. “I won’t make the same mistake again, Stéphanie. I want you to go see someone. I know someone. She’s an old friend of mine. She’ll be discreet, and she’ll be able to help.”
“You want me to go see a shrink?” Steph couldn’t believe what she was hearing.
“Listen to me.” Dominique squeezed a little harder. “You’re listless, you barely eat, you, er, you’re clearly not interested in having sex with me. You’re always tired. These could be signs of a deeper-lying problem.”
Steph looked angrily at Dominique’s hands but didn’t swat them away. “What are you talking about? Of course they’re symptoms of a deeper-lying problem. I’ve only had to negate my whole identity to help you become president. When I look in the mirror, I have no fucking clue who is staring back at me, but I know one thing: it’s not the Stéphanie Mathis who brimmed with confidence and who felt comfortable in her skin. I’m not me anymore.” Steph couldn’t keep a tear from sliding down her cheek and landing right on Dominique’s hand. She brought her own hands to her eyes to stop the tears. “Oh fuck. I really don’t want to do this to you. Not now when we’re so close to the finish line.”
“Do you trust me to have your best interests at heart?” Dominique folded her hands over Steph’s and gently pulled them away from her face. “Do you?” she urged.
“Yes.” Steph acquiesced quickly, because, in the face of Dominique’s pleading stare, she really had no other option. “Of course, I trust you.” It was more herself Steph didn’t entirely trust anymore, because sometimes, when she woke up with her heart beating too fast in the middle of the night, she found herself fervently wishing Dominique would lose the presidential election. If she needed to see a shrink for anything at all, it was to erase that wish from the ever-growing list in her mind.
“Then please go to Marion. She will be able to help you feel better about yourself, I promise.”
“How can you make that promise?” Steph asked. Where did this Marion come from all of a sudden? Steph thought they’d divulged everything about their pasts—at a much quicker rate than normal couples would. Although the latter she could only guess because she wasn’t exactly an expert on relationships.
“Because I know Marion well. I’ve known her for years and years. And, well, Philippe went to see her for a while when I first ran for Députée.”
“That didn’t work out very well then.” Steph couldn’t help the sarcasm. And she had a right to be skeptical about this.
“It was a long time ago and it did help, at first.” Dominique used that tone of voice of hers that was simply incontestable.
“Fine.” Truthfully, Steph would do anything to get herself out of this funk. “I’ll go see her.”
“I know it’s not realistic for a politician to deliver on all her promises, but I vow that I will deliver on this one, babe. If anyone can help you, Marion can.” Dominique rose again and kissed Steph tenderly on the forehead. “Now let’s go to bed. We have another long day tomorrow.”
NADIA
Did Claire really think Nadia was born yesterday? Every time Nadia and Juliette arrived home late, Nadia feared that they would find Dievart walking past their building on the way to the Métro after a rendezvous with Claire. Although Dievart didn’t really strike Nadia as someone who used public transport. Either way, the danger of running into Dievart on the Boulevard Gouvion-Saint-Cyr was real enough, and how would that make Juliette feel?
“What’s up, Nadz?” Claire asked. It was not that common for the two of them to meet alone, but it did happen occasionally, although most often in times of crisis. As far as Nadia was concerned, this was a huge crisis.
Nadia had invited her to an inconspicuous bar that was far enough from Barbier & Cyr to avoid being discovered by Juliette, and at a safe distance from the hospital, and Dievart.
“Claire, please. The only thing I would desperately like to hear from you is that it’s not true.”
“What?” Did she really have the audacity to play dumb? Or was it, perhaps, actually not true? Had Dievart just been teasing Nadia mercilessly?
“You and Dievart?” Nadia was surprised by the harshness in her own tone. “You do know you can’t trust her as far as you can throw her, don’t you? I work with her. I see her on a daily basis. Did you really think she was going to keep her mouth shut?”
“Oh.” Claire shifted uneasily in her seat. “You know.”
“Of course, I know.” Nadia had trouble keeping her voice down. “The woman is a parasite, getting off on the misery of others.”
“I think you’re exaggerating a bit,” Claire said. “I mean, she’s no angel, but she’s hardly Satan either.”
“I haven’t asked you here to debate Marie Dievart’s character, Claire. We’re sitting here to discuss how on earth we’re going to keep Juliette—your best friend—from getting irreparably hurt.”
Claire sighed. “I’m so sorry, Nadz.” She seemed to be crumbling on the very spot.
“Who are you? Who is this person sitting in front of me? I truly don’t recognize the Claire Cyr I once knew.” Nadia knew she was being hard on her friend, but damn, she was so angry. “Why didn’t you just say no when she made her advances? Because I do assume that’s how it went.”
“I’ll end it today. I promise you, it’s over. From this very minute there will be no more Marie Dievart in my life. But, er, can we somehow agree not to tell Jules, please? I just think it would needlessly hurt her and she’s already been through so much.”
“So you expect me to keep secrets from my wife? For you. For someone who has proven herself despicable enough to start an affair with that woman.” Nadia was well aware that this wouldn’t be an issue at all if she hadn’t slept with Dievart herself, but she had. Claire needed to act accordingly.
“Think about it, Nadz. I understand you’re angry, but if you can look past that anger for a few seconds, don’t you think it would be better for everyone if she didn’t know? Most of all for Jules’ sake.”
Nadia shook her head. “Oh sure, and how convenient would that be for you?”
“I know I’m a bit late to have Jules’ best interests at heart, but, well, we both know her. She’s going to take this so personal—”
“Because it is personal.” Anger rose in Nadia’s chest again. “What does friendship even mean to you if you go and do that? If you go and betray your best friend time and time again? If Juliette is done with you after this—and I wouldn’t blame her if she was—then that’s just a consequence of your actions you’ll have to bear.”
“We run a company together. It’s not that simple.”
The bloody company again, Nadia thought. How about Juliette and Claire’s twenty-five-year-old friendship? Wasn’t that more important than Barbier & Cyr? “Frankly, I think Juliette is ready for a new chapter in her life.” One without you in every aspect of it, Nadia thought.
“Ah. You mean she’s ready to become a mother.” What annoyed Nadia the most was that while Claire had been sleeping with Dievart, Juliette had most likely kept on telling her everything about her life, just like she was used to doing. This must have included her growing sway on Nadia for them to become parents.
“Don’t, Claire. Just don’t bring that up right now.”
“Why not? Now that we’re being completely honest with each other, why not address every single elephant in the room?”
“We’ve only agreed for Juliette to get tested. Nothing more than that.” Although, admittedly, this had been a huge step for Nadia. And she’d made her conditions very clear.
“Just don’t sit here pretending your marriage is all about total honesty. It’s very unbecoming,” Claire said snidely.
Nadia couldn’t believe what she was hearing. What was supposed to be a civilized conversation in a neutral public space, was quickly turning into a full-blown row. “Do keep your judgement to yourself. You’re in no position to take the moral high ground.”
Claire held up her hands in supplication. “I’m sorry. I don’t want to fight with you. I just want what’s best for Juliette at this point. And yes, I know I have screwed up royally.”
“You have to understand that this is not something I can keep from her. We’ve only just gotten married. What kind of a foundation would that be for the rest of our lives together if I were to lie to her about this?”
“An omission is not necessarily a lie.”
“Jesus, you’ve been in PR too long,” Nadia retorted.
“Are you giving me an ultimatum?” Claire sagged into her chair, her fighting spirit seemingly leaving her. “If I won’t tell her, you will?”
“I think it’s the only way. I’m not going to omit telling her.”
“Very well. I guess we won’t be seeing a lot of each other anymore then. It was good knowing you, Nadz.” Claire’s voice broke.
“Juliette may surprise you.” Nadia was starting to feel sorry for Claire at this point, because she could very accurately predict Juliette’s reaction to this.
“Yeah right.” Claire knew Juliette just as well as Nadia did. “Good luck with that child you don’t really want,” Claire added.
All this vitriol, and the very fact of needing to have this conversation behind Juliette’s back, was so unnecessary. “Why don’t you tell me what you really think?” Nadia said sarcastically. In all the years she had known Claire, they’d never had a bitter exchange of words like this.
“I will tell her, okay? Just give me some time.”
Time? Claire’d had all these months to come to her senses. Clearly more time was not what she needed. “Why, Claire? Why her, of all the women in Paris?”
“Do I really need to explain that to you?”
Nadia ignored Claire’s comment. “Don’t tell me it’s a mere case of Dievart being so irresistible. You must know her better by now. She’s simply not a very nice person.”
“She’s hardly marriage material, that’s true. But we’re very clear with each other about what we have and what we want. It’s just sex. Nothing more than that.”
“Good heavens.” Nadia knew she shouldn’t judge, but she did anyway. “I will never understand how you could do this to Juliette. It would be different if you’d slept with her once, maybe twice, but an on-going affair? You can’t plead temporary insanity for that. It’s been a recurring conscious decision to stab your best friend in the back. That’s just…” Nadia didn’t even have the right words for how atrocious this was.
“Christ, Nadz, you’re talking as though I set out to murder Juliette or something. We’re all still alive here, although, of course, some of us only scraped through by the skin of our teeth.”
“But Margot lived. And she started work again this week. I had to tell her about my suspicions about you and Dievart. I had to. If I hadn’t, Dievart would surely have found a way to let her know. The woman gets her kicks in strange ways, Claire.”
“Oh shit. So now the only one who doesn’t know is Jules. That’s just great.”
“Don’t shoot the messenger.” Nadia eyed her wine glass that had been empty for too long. She wouldn’t be staying for another drink. “It’s time to get your act together, Claire. Your grieving period is over. And if you want to save anything of your friendship with Juliette, I wouldn’t take too much time to tell her.” Nadia got up. “Drinks are on you, by the way.” For an instant, and purely out of habit, her body hunched in Claire’s direction to kiss her goodbye, but this was not a person who deserved even a slight peck on the cheek. “Don’t let us all down more than you already have.”
As Nadia made her way out of the bar and waited for a taxi, she hashed over all the harsh things that had been said. So Steph knew. Steph always knew everything. But Nadia barely got to see Steph these days, as she didn’t have the fortune of working with her. In fact, she saw more of Steph on the evening news and in the newspaper than she did in real life. Every time she did, she vowed to call her, or to send her a quick text to ask how she was doing, but something always came up. Nadia decided to text her there and then because taxis were hard to come by again.
When she did finally manage to flag one down, and had texted Steph, she pondered that other thing that Claire had said: Good luck with the child you don’t want.
JULIETTE
Juliette stared at the appointment in her electronic calendar. This time next week she’d be sitting in Doctor Dupuis’ office in Saint-Vincent. She and Nadia would, for the very first time, discuss with a professional their chances of conceiving a child. She was almost forty-five and she knew the odds were slimming by the minute, but these days most mothers were much older than her own mother had been when Juliette had been born.
“You do know that you’ll be over sixty by the time this child passes his baccalauréat,” Nadia had said. “And so will I, for that matter.”
Juliette couldn’t exactly pinpoint the moment Nadia had crossed over from the no-camp to the maybe-camp. She also didn’t really know how far removed she was from the yes-camp, but she guessed she would find that out soon enough.
A knock on her office door dragged her out of her reverie. “Hey, Jules,” Claire said.
“Hey. Ready for the Grisoni meeting?” Juliette replied. “I just need to grab my phone and I’ll be good to go.”
Claire stood in the doorway eyeing her quizzically. “That meeting has been rescheduled to next Friday,” Claire said. “You forgot?”
Juliette inhaled deeply. “I must have.” It was true that she was desperately looking forward to the end of the presidential campaign so she could finally start working fewer hours. It was also true that her focus had been drifting away from work-related matters more and more. But as far as she was concerned, she had done her job, and she had done it well. Dominique had beaten Séverine Marechal as the MLR’s candidate, and she was kicking Goffin’s ass in the polls. Laroche was on track to become the nation’s first female, openly gay president. And Juliette had played a massive part in this. She was more than ready to rest on her laurels for a while. “Sorry,” she said. “I’ve been distracted.”
Claire shuffled into her office. “I would like to invite you over to my place tomorrow evening if you’re free. Just the two of us.”
Now it was Juliette’s turn to look at Claire with her brows knitted together. “Er, sure, let me just check Nadia’s and my joint calendar.” While Juliette turned her attention to her computer screen, where the ob-gyn appointment was marked in bright red, to check if Nadia hadn’t scheduled anything she had forgotten about, she wondered what was up with Claire.
“Yep, that should work,” she said. “But please don’t tell me you’ll be cooking for me as well because I may just faint with shock.” Juliette curled her lips into a mischievous grin.
“How does take-out Chinese sound?” Claire was holding on to the back of a chair and Juliette noticed how her knuckles had gone white.
“Fine.” Juliette let her gaze drop to Claire’s hand. “Is everything okay?”
“Yes, yes,” Claire tried to reassure her. “That’s a date then.” With that she rushed out of Juliette’s office as quickly as she had appeared. Clearly everything was not fine. It wasn’t that unusual for her oldest friend to invite her for a tête-à-tête at hers like that, but it had been a while. They held their best-friends talks at work, or at Le Comptoir after work. Juliette could only conclude that Claire had to tell her something very important. Come to think of it, ever since Margot’s accident, Claire hadn’t been herself. She behaved skittishly sometimes, and received text messages at odd hours, and she was clearly not telling Juliette something.
The most obvious conclusion to draw was that Claire was seeing someone. Perhaps she wanted to introduce Juliette to the new woman in her life, or… the man. Maybe that was why Claire was behaving so erratically. She’d gone and fallen in love with a man. Juliette chuckled to herself while shaking her head. No, that surely wasn’t it. Either way, she would have to exercise some patience and wait until tomorrow night. She would have to tell Nadia she wouldn’t be spending Friday evening with her as soon as possible, before that became an issue. The best way to do that was to call her right now. She could do with hearing her wife’s voice.
She dialed Nadia’s work number and hoped she wasn’t in one of those never-ending board meetings. But Nadia picked up after the second ring.
“Allo, chérie,” Juliette said. “What are you wearing?”
“Excuse me?” Nadia replied, then chuckled. “I’m wearing the exact same clothes you saw me leave the flat in this morning. How about yourself?”
“I was just joking,” Juliette said. “Claire invited me to her place tomorrow evening. She was being all mysterious about it. The invitation didn’t extend to you, apparently. Is that okay?” Juliette feared the worst while waiting for a reply. As long as Juliette was still working full-time at Barbier & Cyr, she and Nadia had agreed to keep weekends free for each other. But, Juliette pondered, Friday evening wasn’t technically the weekend yet.
“Sure, babe,” Nadia said, without the slightest hint of hesitation in her voice.
“Okay, thanks.” Juliette had been very careful to protect their time together since they’d gotten married on that rainy day in November. It had been a small, intimate gathering, with just a handful of close friends and Nadia’s family present. After the quick ceremony at la mairie they’d gone to Georges at the top of the Centre Pompidou and had all gotten ridiculously drunk on Blanc de Blanc. Juliette couldn’t have imagined a more perfect day when they inelegantly tumbled out of the taxi that had dropped them home after the festivities. They were married now. Nothing could happen to them from that point onwards. A naive thought, perhaps, but one Juliette chose to believe nonetheless. “I won’t be home late.”
“Take all the time you need,” Nadia said.
Juliette tried not to give any more thought to her wife’s benevolent mood. “See you tonight, sweetheart,” she said before hanging up. It almost felt as though Nadia knew why Claire had invited Juliette to her apartment alone. Not that she had expected Nadia to throw a scene for having to spend Friday evening without her, but it was a decision they’d made together, and they were both fiercely protective of. Stop it with this nonsense at once, Juliette told herself. Because she really was trying to be a better life partner.
When she’d slipped that ring on Nadia’s finger, she had vowed to herself that she would make more effort to be more present in their life together. It didn’t help that they’d just launched Steph and Dominique’s video to a huge response, and that Barbier & Cyr was new to taking on PR tasks for a presidential campaign. Juliette knew she had done that to herself. So she would work as hard as she had to on weekdays, but weekends would only be for Nadia.
Her gaze fell on that ob-gyn appointment again. It was all she thought about, really, when her brain wasn’t being consumed with work. Only last night she’d wanted to tell Nadia how utterly nervous she was—scared really—for a bad outcome. For the results that could destroy her dreams forever. The reason she hadn’t voiced her fear to her wife, the person she should be sharing this with, was that she didn’t want to push it. She’d gotten Nadia as far as having her go with her to see Dr. Dupuis, but it was clear that Nadia was still very much on the fence about something neither one of them should still have doubts about.
Regardless, over the weekend, their conversations were bound to meander in that direction, what with the upcoming appointment approaching. And they were going to Lille on Sunday. To her niece’s sixteenth birthday party. Juliette was going to sit at a table with her brother and her father and eat birthday cake. She wasn’t doing it for either of them. She was doing it for herself and Nadia. So they could both witness the absolute splendor of children. It seemed to have worked quite well on Nadia so far. If Juliette had to swallow her pride, and all the pain her family had caused her, to get Nadia a step closer to wanting a child as much as Juliette did, then that was what she would do.
MARGOT
“Dr. de Hay,” Marie Dievart said. “Will you do me the honor of joining me for lunch?”
Margot briefly considered saying she didn’t have time for lunch, but then decided she actually wanted to hear what Dievart was going to say. Whether she would drop any hints as Nadia had suggested, or utter anything else that would, once again, display her villainous character traits. “Sure,” Margot replied.
“How’s the leg holding up?” Dievart asked as they made their way to the cafeteria.
“It’s very glad to be of use again.” Margot wondered for how long she would need to make small talk, and why exactly she was doing this to herself.
“It’s good that you can keep a sense of humor about this, Margot.” Dievart jutted Margot in the biceps inappropriately. “I can call you Margot, can’t I?”
Margot didn’t want to be the doctor who insisted on being called doctor, not in front of Dievart. “Sure,” she said again, keeping her tone as flat as possible.
When they sat down, Dievart leaned over the table, and almost whispered, “I probably shouldn’t say this too loud, but something similar happened to me back in Brussels. It wasn’t a DUI, and I won’t go into too many details, but I understand what you’re going through, Margot. I really do.”
This took Margot completely from left field. She hadn’t expected understanding when all she’d been bracing for was sarcasm and misplaced ironic wit. “Is that why you left the hospital you were working at?”
“Amongst other reasons, but it surely contributed to my decision.” Dievart pinned her eery light-blue gaze on Margot. “I just wanted you to know that I realize how difficult it is to come back after you think you’ve failed.”
Margot’s curiosity was piqued. Would Claire know what she was talking about? Suddenly, she had a very strong desire to find out what had happened with Dievart in Brussels. Odds were it was a case of sexual harassment that wouldn’t go away, of course. You couldn’t hit on just about every woman who tickled your fancy and not expect to face the consequences at some point. “Thanks,” Margot said. “I appreciate that.” She really did.
“Us doctors, we have to stick together more.” Dievart ate her baguette with gusto. She paused her speech to take a huge bite and chew it. To her amazement, Margot couldn’t disagree with her. “Speaking of sticking together.” She waggled her eyebrows suggestively. “I don’t just excel at operating on brains, I also cook a very mean steak. Could I possibly persuade you to sample my steak cooking skills one of these days?” Dievart kept her gaze firmly on Margot.
“Really?” Margot’s reaction was visceral, born purely from instinct.
“Hm-mm.” Dievart nodded her head. “Why not?”
Margot huffed out a chuckle. “Just to avoid any misinterpretation of what is going on here.” Margot straightened her posture. “You are asking me to come to dinner at your house? You’re asking me on a date?”
“I don’t see what’s wrong with that, Margot? Only assuming you’re single, of course, but even if you’re not, it never hurts to keep your options open.”
“Keep my options open.” Margot dropped her sandwich on her plate. “Look.” Margot lowered her voice the way Dievart had done earlier. What she’d just said was probably just a ploy to get her claws into Margot. “I know you’re seeing Claire, okay? If you think there’s nothing wrong with asking me out while that is the case, then that is your right, I guess, but I, personally, have a big problem with that.”
“I see.” Dievart sat there scrunching her lips together as though Margot had just explained a challenging medical problem to her that needed some serious pondering. “Well, I’m not really one to restrict myself with the misconceived concept of monogamy, but we’re all different, I guess.”
“I do hope you’ve made this clear to Claire,” Margot blurted out before she had a chance to think. The thought of this callous woman hurting Claire got under her skin much more than she’d expected.
“Claire and I are both adults who know exactly what to expect from our get-togethers.”
“I’m sure you are.” Margot had lost all appetite. Should she talk to Claire? Was this even any of her business still? “You shouldn’t ever expect me at your house for a steak, or for anything else.” Margot pushed her chair back. She’d had enough of this.
“Your loss,” Dievart had the audacity to say. Margot could kick herself for actually believing she was being nice to her at the beginning of their lunch date.
She stormed off in search of Nadia without giving Dievart any further attention.
   
“She just hit on me, Nadia.” Margot wondered if the motorcycle accident had altered her personality, what with the way she stood shouting in Nadia’s office. Or was this a residue of her feelings for Claire? “The woman is just…” A horde of expletives popped up in Margot’s brain, but this was still her place of work, and she didn’t want to utter them, despite her having firmly closed the door of Nadia’s office upon arrival.
Nadia shook her head. “Unbelievable.”
“I’m going to dig into her work history, Nadz. I’m going to find something on her. I’ve worked with many egomaniacs, but this one takes the cake. She’s too much.”
Nadia sighed a deep sigh. “I have her résumé on file,” she said. “Which, of course, I’m not allowed to share with you, but I can tell you there’s nothing irregular in there. On the contrary, it’s chockfull of recommendations of all the hospitals she’s worked at.”
A light bulb went off in Margot’s head. “How many hospitals has she worked at exactly?”
Nadia pulled up her eyebrows. “I don’t know by heart. I would have to check.”
“Will you check, please? For me? And for every other woman she has angered beyond measure?” Margot expected this included Nadia.
“What are you after?” Nadia asked. “Has she said anything else?”
Margot couldn’t keep her legs from bouncing up and down in an excited fashion. “I thought working with my ex was bad, but working alongside that woman is a million times worse. It’s as though she knows exactly how to get under my skin. If she hurts Claire, I swear to God…” But what would Margot do? Run her over with the motorcycle she no longer had? What was it that stung her the most? Dievart’s relentless innuendo, or the fact that she had seen Margot at her very worst? Or, perhaps, that she had Claire wrapped around her finger and was surely out to hurt her?
Nadia swiveled her chair around and started digging into a file cabinet behind her. When she faced Margot again, she said, in her most earnest voice, “You can never tell anyone that I’ve shared this information with you. I could lose my job over this.” She tapped her fingers on the manila folder that held the information Margot was after. “And another thing, Margot. Er, we’ve been working together for a while now, and I’ve seen you riled up, but not even when Inez first started working here were you this upset. Are you sure you’re okay?”
Margot knew she would never be the same person she was before the accident. She had betrayed herself too much for that. She would never forgive herself for the pain she’d caused others. But she knew one thing very clearly: she needed this. She needed to take Dr. Marie Dievart down. She may be a brilliant surgeon, her résumé glowing with recommendations, but people like her—people with not a shred of integrity in their body—didn’t deserve to be doctors. “I’m fine,” Margot said, because, truth be told, she hadn’t felt this alive since she had nearly died.
Nadia nodded. She probably wanted to take down Dievart as much as Margot did, because not only had she succumbed to the neurosurgeon’s advances, she would have Juliette to deal with all over again once Claire told her about her secret affair. “I can’t actually show this to you. I’ll just tell you how many hospitals she’s worked at.” Nadia slipped a bundle of papers out of the folder and perused them. “She’s been employed by eight.”
“Eight?” Margot knew she was onto something. She trusted her gut completely on this. “And how old is she?”
Nadia pulled her face into an expression that said, Really? Now you’re pushing it.
“Come on, Nadz. Saint-Vincent is only the second hospital I’ve worked at throughout my entire career. She must be in her late forties and she has worked at eight?” Margot was sure there was a pattern to be detected in Dievart’s hospital hopping.
“She’s fifty-three,” Nadia said.
“She is?” Margot had to admit that Dievart didn’t look her age at all. Then again, she didn’t look like many things she actually was.
“Hm-mm,” Nadia hummed.
Margot couldn’t help but wonder how comfortable Nadia was with all of this. Not only with the fact that she was discussing confidential information about another employee, but that this was Marie Dievart they were discussing. “And let me guess,” Margot had yet another hunch. She was on fire today. “At least eighty percent of the recommendations are given by men?” Margot clearly remembered how Dr. Andres had fawned like a hormonal school girl when he’d heard Dievart was joining Saint-Vincent. He still did to this day.
Nadia examined the papers again. “Out of the fifteen references, which is, truth be told, a little over the top, fourteen are made by male doctors and superiors.”
“That’s what I thought.” Margot all but punched her fist in the air.
“That is really all I can tell you. Her résumé is very impressive, by the way,” Nadia said. “Which is why I had no choice but to hire her.”
“Thanks, Nadz.” Margot shot up out of her chair. “I can find out the rest myself.” As she exited Nadia’s office, Margot worked out her plan of attack. If Dievart believed she could come to work at Saint-Vincent, throw her weight around a bit, charm all the men with that seductive stare of hers, and get another recommendation out of it, she had another thing coming. She had messed with the wrong woman and Margot de Hay was on to her.
JULIETTE
“I need to tell you something, Jules. Something you will not want to hear,” Claire said while rubbing her fingers ceaselessly over the knuckle of her index finger.
She must be very nervous, Juliette thought, although this was hardly news to her because since Juliette had arrived an hour ago, Claire had been out of sorts. She’d broken a wine glass and when Juliette had helped her pick up the pieces, she had noticed how Claire’s hands had been shaking. But Juliette hadn’t pushed. If Claire was making a spectacle of inviting Juliette to her home like this, Juliette would give her friend the time to work up the nerve to tell her what it was Juliette had come here to hear. Not that she wasn’t burning with curiosity, and her mind wasn’t racing with possibilities. Did she want to leave the company? It would explain the display of nerves. But where would she go?
“I’m all ears.” Juliette sat at the edge of her seat. Now she was getting worked up as well.
“I—I’ve been seeing someone,” Claire stammered.
Just hearing these words was already a relief to Juliette. It didn’t have anything to do with the company. Maybe it was a man, then? Why else would Claire go about telling Juliette in this way?
“Okay…” Juliette felt her limbs relax.
“There’s no easy way to say this, Jules. It’s Marie. Marie Dievart.” Claire bowed her head. “I know how horrible that is, and how utterly disrespectful to our friendship.”
Juliette couldn’t speak. Her brain was too busy—and too baffled—processing this information. Juliette had, very graciously she believed, given Claire a huge break after she’d seen her best friend and the woman her wife had cheated on her with arrive together at the hospital the night of Margot’s accident. She’d as good as brushed it off as Claire grieving for the end of her relationship with Margot. Additionally, Juliette had found relief in the fact that, according to Claire, they hadn’t ‘done anything’. Claire had just made a grave error of judgement and Juliette, who had so much else going on in her life then, had decided to forgive her, because she had an estranged family to deal with, and a fiancée to marry, and an ever-growing child wish to occupy her mind with. And now Claire was telling her that she’d actually been seeing Dievart. Surely this must be a joke, because if it wasn’t, Claire had betrayed their friendship in the worst way possible. If this was true, Claire might as well have said, “You mean nothing to me, Jules. Or at least less than the thrill of sleeping with Marie Dievart.”
“This is not true, I hope. Tell me you’re playing some sick joke on me. Oh, and it’s really not funny.” Juliette’s heart was pounding. She felt tears prick behind her eyes. Of course it was true. She knew it, she just didn’t want to accept it.
“I’m so, so sorry, Jules.”
“How long?” Juliette felt herself go stone cold on the inside. It didn’t matter that the woman sitting across from her was the best friend she had ever had. The friend who had helped her through the worst time of her life when her parents had shunned her. How could she have done this to her?
“Just a couple of months. It was never serious.”
Every word Claire said was like a vicious slap in Juliette’s face. A couple of months? “This just keeps getting worse and worse.” Juliette’s tone matched how she felt inside. Just like she had done with her family twenty-five years ago, she was cutting Claire Cyr out of her heart on the spot. “Just don’t tell me any more. Just—” Juliette was at a loss for words. She remembered how she had felt after seeing Claire and Dievart together at Saint-Vincent after Margot’s accident. And after Nadia had confessed to her one-night stand with the neurosurgeon. The utter worthlessness and belief that she would never matter as much to the people she loved than they did to her.
Was this her fault? Had she somehow driven her best friend into the arms of this ruthless doctor? Juliette had met her that night at the hospital. She was breathtakingly beautiful, sure, but was that all that mattered now? “Who else knows?” she then asked, because it suddenly hit her that Nadia’d had this knowing air about her before Juliette left earlier.
“Nadia found out. She made me tell you.” Claire was a blubbering mess, but Juliette was hardly going to get up and put her arms around her. “And she told Margot. I only ever talked about it with Steph.”
“So everyone but me. Again.” It was as though Juliette could feel the blood in her veins go ice-cold. “How long has Nadia known?” Just when she thought she had all her ducks in a row, and felt in a good enough place to put what mattered to her most first, something liked this happened. Again.
“I’m not sure. Not long. Dievart told her.” Claire seemed to gather herself. She tried to straighten her posture a bit. “I know there’s no excuse for what I’ve done, Jules. But please know that I never meant to hurt you. I knew it would, but that… er, was… I don’t know. I got sucked in. It wasn’t meant to go on for that long.”
“Save it, Claire. I know exactly what it means. It means that the unfortunate side-effect of hurting me while you slept with her didn’t matter enough to you to not do it. It’s very simple. At least now I know where I stand with my best friend.” Juliette hated that her voice broke a little, but how could it not when, as she had just said, this was how her best friend treated her. “You know, I always believed I was the most flawed one of all of us. The most damaged by my past. The most selfish and self-absorbed and protective of my own interests, but you can be absolutely sure that I would never, ever do what you have done to me. Never. You take the crown now. I hope you enjoy wearing it.” Then another thought occurred to Juliette. “When did it start exactly?”
Claire wiped some tears from her cheeks before speaking. “Not long after the accident.”
Juliette rose, because, as far as she was concerned, these might very well be last words she ever spoke to this woman who had gone from her best friend to the worst kind of traitor in the span of ten minutes. “So, you mean to tell me that when you were the witness at my wedding, when you signed that piece of paper for me at la mairie, you did so with thoughts of that woman in your head? The woman who nearly wrecked my relationship with Nadia.” Juliette took a deep breath. “And you call yourself my friend?” Juliette knew it was irrational—but what wasn’t under these circumstances— but it felt as though Claire had managed to negatively taint the most beautiful day of her life. That day that had brought Nadia and her so close together, and launched them on a different path. Now, notions of Marie Dievart were attached to the memory of their wedding day, and the whole thing left an even more foul taste in her mouth. “Fuck you, Claire. Really, just fuck you. I hope she brings you a lot of joy, and friendship, and company and fuck knows what else, because you can consider yourself de-friended.” Juliette couldn’t hold back a few tears streaming down her own cheeks, because underneath all the rage and betrayal, she was already hurting for losing Claire. This was Claire Cyr, the woman who—apart from her wife—knew her better than anyone. The woman she owned a company with.
Juliette had been wrong. This revelation was far worse than Claire wanting to quit Barbier & Cyr because now, they would somehow need to find a way to work together. It would be impossible. This grief would stretch into their professional lives when, now, of all times, they were doing such important work. Claire had managed to destroy that as well.
“I know you’re angry, but can I say just one more thing,” Claire pleaded.
“If you must,” Juliette replied, knowing full well that there was nothing Claire could say right now to change any of this.
“She doesn’t mean anything to me. It is, er, was just sex—”
“Do yourself a favor and shut your mouth. I don’t want to hear it.” And don’t you realize I had to hear the exact words coming from Nadia’s mouth? “I don’t care what it was or wasn’t, but whatever it was, I do hope it was spectacular enough to lose me over.” A sob escaped Juliette’s throat. She had to get out of there now. She turned away from Claire. Beautiful, regal Claire who had never really had a lot of luck in love. Did she really think so little of herself to go hanging out with the likes of Dievart? It didn’t matter anymore. Juliette was done with Claire. She had just blown up the longest friendship of her life.
“I’m sorry, Jules. I’m so sorry.” Claire was just repeating herself now. Of course she was sorry. She had just, literally, fucked herself out of everything that was good in her life.
“Screw you, Claire.” I hope I’ll never have to see your sorry face again, Juliette wanted to say, but she didn’t have that luxury. She’d be looking straight into that traitor’s face again the coming Monday. Unless she did what she should have done years ago.
CLAIRE
In a way, it had gone exactly the way Claire had expected it to go. But, in another way, it had gone so much worse. That look on Juliette’s face. She would never be able to erase that from her memory. That look of initial disbelief that had been so quickly replaced by utter disdain. She’d lost Jules. She’d been so very, very stupid, and she’d lost her oldest friend.
Automatically, she sauntered to the drinks cabinet, avoiding the mirror that flanked it—unsure if she’d ever be able to look at her reflection again. She poured herself a large measure of cognac, and gulped it down as though it was water.
What should she do now? The only person she could conceivably have a conversation with about this was Steph, but Steph was always busy these days, and would only scold her some more. Claire could do without the I-told-you-so’s. She had no one. Actually no, she did have a text from Marie in her phone from this afternoon. I’m free tonight. That’s all it said. Claire hadn’t actually had the opportunity—or the courage—to end their affair. She was that much of a coward. Oh how different everything was now that it was all out in the open. Gone were her justifications that she was doing this just for her, and why shouldn’t she? She cringed at the thought of how she had defended herself against Nadia. And how had she been able to look Juliette in the eye all this time? Where had she found the nerve to stand up for her at her wedding?
She filled her glass again and repeated the process of knocking the contents back. She’d done her worst now. She had no one whose shoulder she could cry on. Despite everything, Juliette had always had Nadia. But Claire, once again, had absolutely no one. And wasn’t that what it came down to?
Claire staggered to the sofa and considered her options. She found her phone and looked at Marie’s message. She had actually told Nadia? After Claire had begged her to keep their affair a secret. She should have known that she wasn’t to be trusted, but her mind was too blown by the climaxes Marie Dievart coaxed from her—and wasn’t that the absolute weakest defense in human history? She texted back: It’s over. Don’t contact me again. A few simple words to end the whole thing with—the very thing Claire had allowed to destroy her life. Claire somehow knew that Dievart wouldn’t take this well. She didn’t strike Claire as a woman who got dumped but rather as someone who did the dumping. But there, she’d said it. And what was she going to do? Tell Juliette?
Claire toyed with her phone. She knew she couldn’t stay home alone in her flat all weekend. Living on the same street as Juliette and Nadia had been a fun idea when she’d first bought her flat seven years ago, but now, it was just another piece of evidence of how intertwined their lives had been, and of how Claire had so expertly screwed that up. Juliette would not forgive her. She knew that much. She would lose Nadia as well in the process, that was a given. She’d sort of lost Steph to the whirlwind of being part of a presidential campaign as soon as that YouTube video of her and Dominique had been uploaded. Steph was not available to her as a friend right now. Not that Claire thought she wouldn’t make the effort to come over if she asked her to, but she was both her and Juliette’s friend and employee. Besides not wanting to force her to take sides, Claire knew Steph didn’t need this drama right now. Especially because she had predicted it.
There was really only one person Claire could call. So she did.
As soon as Margot picked up, Claire burst into tears. She managed to push the word Hello out of her throat, but that was it.
“Claire? What’s going on?” Margot asked. But all Claire could do was sob into the receiver. “Claire?” Panic grew in Margot’s voice. “Are you at home? Just tell me that. Just tell me where to meet you and I’ll be there as soon as traffic allows,” Margot said.
“Yes,” Claire said between sobs. “Yes, I’m home.”
Margot hung up but Claire sat with her phone clasped between her fingers for long moments after. Because she didn’t deserve the kindness Margot was going to bestow upon her. She didn’t deserve any of it. But at least, this time, when Margot sped along the Boulevard Gouvion Saint-Cyr—no longer on her motorbike—Claire would be home.
   
“I take it things have come out,” Margot said after Claire had let her in. Claire had downed two more generous glasses of brandy and was beginning to feel very light-headed. She hadn’t been able to touch any of the Chinese take-out she’d gotten for her and Juliette to share because she’d been too nervous to eat.
“I’m a monster, Margot.”
“You’re no such thing.” Margot walked into Claire’s flat as though they’d never broken up. The accident and subsequent fracture of her leg also didn’t seem to have any effect on the confidence of her stride. Just as she’d always done, Margot draped her leather jacket over the back of a chair—always the same one—and sat down in the sofa, her dark eyes intense and brooding. “We all make mistakes. Trust me, I know all about that.”
“Maybe spur-of-the-moment bad decisions,” Claire said. “Do you want a drink?”
“I don’t drink anymore,” Margot said. Of course she didn’t. Just like Margot would never climb on a motorbike anymore, she would have the iron will to never let a drop of alcohol cloud her judgement ever again.
“Do you mind if I have one?” Claire was already meandering towards the drinks cabinet, which she hadn’t bothered to close the last time she’d gone for a refill.
“Claire, please sit down. I think you’d be better off with a cup of coffee right now. I’ll make some in a minute.”
Claire obeyed without protest. She sat down next to Margot and clutched her knees to her chest, feeling mighty sorry for herself. “I have absolutely nothing to show for in my life. I have nothing, except for a company that’s about to fall apart because of what I did. Because of”—she had to shake her head at the ridiculousness of it—“sex.” Claire actually managed a chuckle. “For the past six months, sex with Marie fucking Dievart has been more important to me than anything. I deserve to lose everything because of it. I don’t even have any friends left.” Claire let herself droop to the side so her shoulder touched Margot. “You’re the only one I could call.”
“I’m still your friend, Claire. You can always count on me.” Margot’s voice was serious. “I’m glad you know that.”
“But I treated you just as badly. I didn’t bother visiting you. It was too hard. I just—didn’t see the point anymore.”
“Don’t worry about any of that.” Margot turned towards her, making Claire lose her balance for an instant. “I’m here for you.”
“Why?” Claire asked after she’d found a stable position again. “Why are you here for me? I surely don’t deserve your sympathy.”
“Friendship is not about deserving it, Claire. It’s about being there for each other no matter what.”
“Not when you’ve slept with your best friend’s wife’s ex-mistress.” Tears stood at the ready behind Claire’s eyes again.
“Well, yes, there are exceptions, of course—” Margot was interrupted by the chime of the bell. Claire’s limbs went stiff. “Are you expecting anyone else?” Margot asked.
“No.” Claire shook her head absentmindedly. “It can only be Jules.” A loud knocking on the front door startled them again. “She has the door code.” As she said the words, Claire remembered who else had the door code.
The knocking persisted, now accompanied by a voice Claire knew all too well. “Claire? Are you in there? Let me in.”
“Oh, fuck. She’s here.” Claire let her face drop into her hands.
“I’ll deal with her.” Margot rose. “I’ll tell her to take a hike and never come back.” Margot walked to the door and pulled it open violently. “Go away,” she said to Dievart. “You’re not welcome here.”
“And you’re going to tell me that?” Dievart said. Claire wanted to flee the living room and hide behind the locked door of her bedroom. She’d need to contact her building’s management office and ask them to change the door code. “I want to speak to Claire.”
“Claire is done with you.” Margot didn’t have to raise her voice to put a whole lot of menace into it. How ironic, Claire thought, that my ex is kicking out my rebound shag. “I hope you can have the courtesy to respect that, Dr. Dievart.” Margot definitely had the upper hand. It made Claire feel slightly better to have someone like Margot come to her defense. She had no idea what she would have done if she’d been alone when Dievart knocked on her door. The state she was in, with a good amount of alcohol in her blood, she’d probably have let her in.
“Fine. I’ll speak to her some other time.” Dievart wasn’t one to drag this out long.
Without saying another word, Margot slammed the door shut and double-locked it. By the time she made it back into the living room, Claire’s nerves were so frayed, she burst out into tears again.
“I’m sure she won’t bother you again.” Margot came to sit right next to Claire. “But just to be sure, I’ll stay over tonight. I’ll sleep in your guest room. And before you say anything, it’s no bother. I’m not working tomorrow.”
“What am I going to do?” Until she had the door codes changed, Claire wouldn’t even be able to relax in her own home.
“I have a spare room, Claire. You can always stay with me for a bit, until she has moved on. I’ll keep an eye on her at the hospital.”
“I’m sorry to put you through this,” Claire said. “And I’m sorry I didn’t visit you more and—”
“Hey.” Margot shuffled a little closer. “It’s okay.” She put her arm, which felt just as strong as it had always done, around Claire’s shoulder. Claire let her head drop onto Margot’s shoulder in return. If only, she mused. If only we had stayed together. Then I wouldn’t be in this mess.
“For your information.” Margot’s voice was low and soothing. “Dievart and I are not on the best of terms. She had the nerve to hit on me yesterday and I set her straight in no uncertain terms.”
“Oh, Christ.” Claire was so miserable she felt more like laughing than crying. “I’ve lost my best friend over that kind of woman.”
“I’m not going to let her get away with all the pain she has caused. You mark my words. I’m going to take that bitch down.” Margot’s tone had gone all icy. Claire hadn’t expected that. She’d never heard Margot speak like that about anyone.
“What’s gotten into you?” Claire had to ask.
“She’s not going to keep on hurting everyone I care about. It’s time someone put a stop to that. It’s not because she’s gorgeous and brilliant she can do whatever she damn well pleases.” Claire wanted to drag her head away from Margot’s shoulder and look her in the eyes while she said all these things that, right now, sounded like music to her ears—even though she knew full well that it wasn’t all down to Dievart being such a heartless bitch. But, damn it, she’d had the nerve to hit on Margot while she was seeing Claire? And Margot had stood up for her.
“Someone seems to have it in for the neurosurgeon,” Claire joked.
“She has gone too far, Claire. Surely, you agree.”
“I do.” Claire let her body sink a bit closer into Margot’s muscly side, and thought she could sit like this forever—and in the process forget the mess she had put herself in.
NADIA
“You knew?” was the first thing Juliette said when she walked back into the flat, her eyes red-rimmed and her cheeks puffed up from crying.
“I did. But I swear to you, as soon as I found out I urged Claire to tell you.” Nadia stood with her arms spread wide in the hallway. “You needed to hear it from her, babe.”
Juliette rushed into her embrace and folded her arms around Nadia’s neck. “Why would she do this?”
“I don’t know, honey. I wish I could give you an explanation that would make it all better, but this is life, and sometimes it just plainly sucks and the people you love the most, hurt you the most.” How many times must this happen to Juliette? Nadia wondered. Everyone she had ever given her unconditional love to had put a dagger into her heart. First her parents. Now Claire. And Nadia wasn’t innocent either, although Nadia, at the very least, had a semblance of explanation—she wouldn’t go as far as to call it an excuse—for what she’d done.
“What the hell am I going to do now? Go to a client meeting with her on Monday?” Juliette intensified the grip of her arms around Nadia’s neck. Nadia felt her skin become wet with tears.
“You have to do no such thing.” Nadia tried to loosen herself from Juliette’s embrace slowly. “Why don’t we sit down?”
Juliette took the hint and stepped back. How many times had Nadia stood face-to-face with her wife and wished she could take away a fraction of her pain? Too many to be good for anyone. They headed into the living room and sagged down into the sofa. How much can one woman take? Nadia thought as she took in Juliette’s tears. But Juliette was not alone, and she had a ring on her finger to remind her of that at all times.
“You let Claire deal with work on Monday,” Nadia offered.
“As much as I would like to do that, I’m too much of a micro-manager to let that happen. Especially now.” Juliette seemed to pull herself together. Talk of work always did that to her. Did she even realize how much her work meant to her? And was she really willing to give that up for a child? But that was a discussion for yet another time. Although Claire’s words from when Nadia had confronted her still rang loudly in her ears.
“I know,” Nadia said. And that was the understatement of the year.
“Would she even have told me if you hadn’t found out?”
Nadia knew she had to tread carefully here. It was probably not a good idea to inform Juliette about how Claire had begged Nadia to keep it a secret. If she ever wanted them to be friends again, Nadia had better keep her own tiny secrets. “We can guess all we want, but we’ll never know.”
“I just… feel so extremely unimportant. Like my very existence is just a nuisance to Claire’s bloody sex life.” Juliette huffed out some air through her nostrils. “What did she think? That she could just go and screw Dievart without consequences?”
“I know this is all very upsetting, and you have every right to be angry, Jules…”
“But?” Juliette interjected. “I know there’s one coming.” She clutched her head between her hands.
“What Claire did is so uncharacteristic for her. The Claire I know would never have done that to her best friend. We can sit here and debate how many orgasms a friendship is worth all we want, but that’s not what it’s really about, is it?” Nadia was skirting dangerous territory, but she had everything to gain by trying to salvage Juliette’s friendship with Claire. She had never known Juliette without Claire. Their friendship stood at the very center of their lives. “We all have the ability to do unspeakable things when we’re hurt.” Truer words have never been spoken, Nadia added in her head. She was guilty of it, and so was Juliette. Even Margot had sunk to a low—and was in need of forgiveness to move on. Nobody was exempt from this. And had Claire not been Juliette’s rock through it all?
“I certainly hope Claire has been beside herself for the past few months. And she may claim that by doing what she did she never set out to hurt me, but the fact of the matter is that she did. And she knew she did. For crying out loud, she could have had any other woman. But no, it had to be that one. Why?” Juliette’s voice was getting higher and higher.
“Self-destruction?” It wasn’t as though Nadia suddenly had all the answers. “Dievart is not someone you choose to be with for cuddles and laughs, Jules. The sex might have been great, but all the rest would have killed Claire.” Too late, Nadia realized what she had just said. She hoped with everything she had that Juliette would let it go, or would be too worked up to pick up on the reference to sex with Dievart, an act she had, regretfully, engaged in herself.
“I don’t want to lose my friend,” Juliette said—apparently ignoring Nadia’s remark. “But I don’t know how I can ever forgive her for what she has done. She did it again and again. I can’t get past that.”
“How about you and I go away for the weekend?” Nadia said. “It doesn’t have to be far, but just away from the city—away from it all?”
“We can’t, Nadz. We have Iris’s birthday party on Sunday.”
Ah, Nadia had forgotten about that. It was odd to suddenly have to take Juliette’s family members’ birthdays into account. “Right.”
“What?” Juliette asked. “You don’t want to go?”
Nadia didn’t particularly enjoy visiting Juliette’s family, because it was always awkward and someone always said the wrong thing at one point and, most of all, it was such a shocking reminder of all the memories Juliette was not a part of. But Nadia had promised Juliette she would be there every step of the way to reconciliation with her family, so that’s where she was. Although Nadia was no fool, and she knew very well that Juliette wanted so badly for Nadia to be charmed by Chloé and Iris, it was almost painful to have to experience it. Did Juliette really think that spending time with two teenagers Nadia didn’t even know six months ago would make her want to have children? “I do, babe. You know I do.” Nadia guessed it would be a good enough activity to take Juliette’s mind off this whole Claire saga.
“And you haven’t forgotten that on Thursday we have an appointment with Dr. Dupuis?”
How could Nadia possibly forget when Juliette reminded her of it every single day? “I have not.” She put her hand on Juliette’s knee. “I’ll be there.”
“That means a lot to me, babe,” Juliette said in a small voice.
Nadia wanted to say a few things about that, but now was not the time. Juliette was like a ticking bomb and, at the very least, a few days would have to pass before she was sufficiently disarmed to have another much-needed conversation about offspring. They’d had conversations. Nadia had explicitly agreed to explore the insemination avenue. But, however ashamed she was of admitting this to herself, that was more because she knew that the chances of Juliette getting pregnant via artificial insemination at the age of forty-five were as good as non-existent. No fertility expert in their right mind would advise someone like Juliette to start that long, slow and often painful process so late in life. Juliette would surely try to persuade them, but she would see reason in the end—because she would have no other choice.
Nadia knew she was being a coward about this, but she hoped that Thursday’s appointment would shed much-needed light on the matter. And, if anything, it would spark a whole new discussion between them, because there was no way that Dr. Dupuis would tell Juliette to go ahead with her plans.
“How about…” Nadia racked her brain for a suitable Saturday activity. “How about we go to the Chateau de Versailles tomorrow?”
“How about we just go about our day as normal instead?” Juliette counter-offered. “Admittedly, I’m in shock right now. But I’ll be fine tomorrow.”
Yeah right, Nadia thought. “I’m sure you will be,” she said.
STEPH
Steph rang the bell of Marion Lavalle’s house. If Steph had spent any time at her Père Lachaise flat of late, she would have been able to walk, because Dominique’s friend—the highly recommended MLR-approved therapist—lived a few streets down from her. Dominique had offered to call Madame Lavalle and set up the appointment for Steph, but Steph could take care of that herself, thank you very much. When she’d said her name, the woman on the other end of the line had suggested they meet at her private residence instead of at her practice in the center of town. Where this would have raised an eyebrow with Steph before, she was now used to special treatment, and doing things on the down-low, and doors opening just at the mention of her name.
Steph had googled Lavalle on her phone on the way over, just to have an idea, and now the woman whose picture she’d just studied on the internet stood in front of her in the doorway.
“You must be Stéphanie,” she said, and stretched out her hand.
“In the flesh,” Steph replied and, instantly, felt a little flirty. That was what Stéphanie Mathis did. She flirted with attractive women she met. It was a harmless enough sensation, but Steph was glad to discover it still existed within her—that the old her hadn’t been totally erased.
“Please, come in.” Madame Lavalle led the way into one of the most spectacular hallways Steph had ever seen. Old money, she thought. The further she progressed into the house, the more it smelled of MLR crocodiles. Dominique hadn’t been very forthcoming with information about Madame Lavalle, whom she called Marion. She’d said Steph could ask all her questions directly and Marion would surely answer them—but, yes, of course she was a member of the MLR. As though this always went without saying.
Steph followed Madame Lavalle into a well appointed garden room overlooking a small but very lush and green back yard. Hot damn, she thought. Everyone in the MLR is just so scandalously rich. Real estate in Paris was not cheap, and this house must be worth a fortune. It struck Steph as even more opulent than Dominique’s parents’ house in Neuilly. In fact, she was surprised Madame Lavalle’s home wasn’t located in Neuilly. Everyone needs small acts of rebellion, she concluded, and instantly liked her potential therapist-to-be a little already, simply for living in her neighborhood.
“Make yourself comfortable, s’il vous plaît,” she said. “Can I get you some coffee or tea or water?”
Steph felt like a large glass of Bordeaux, but guessed that was out of the question. “Just water, please.”
After Madame Lavalle had planted two glasses of water on the coffee table between them and they’d both sat down, a bout of nerves hit Steph straight in the stomach. Because she wasn’t at Les Pêches or L’Univers chatting someone up. She was sitting here with another woman to talk about her innermost goings-on. Not an activity Steph engaged in regularly. But she had come because she knew she desperately needed to. Because she needed to do something.
Steph pictured Philippe sitting in this same chair years ago. She had more sympathy for him now. She could almost understand why he’d left Dominique.
“So, Stéphanie,” Madame Lavalle started.
“Please, everyone calls me Steph.” Steph was a little intimidated, and she didn’t know very well what to expect, but it was in her nature to look the other woman straight in the eyes when she addressed her. She was glad she did so she could notice the tiny smile Madame Lavalle’s lips curled into.
“Okay, Steph. Do call me Marion. I insist.”
“Will do.” Steph smiled back. However stressed this new situation made her, she still felt more relaxed than she had on any other Saturday the past six months, because she’d gotten a break from campaigning for this. As far as private time went, between work and being Dominique Laroche’s significant other, this was it for her. God, she should have done this sooner.
“Will you tell me a little about yourself?” Marion asked, while crossing her legs. Steph wondered how old she was. She looked about the same age as her mother, who’d had Steph when she was only twenty-three, and had raised her single-handedly—and free-spiritedly.
“I will, but, er, I was wondering if you could tell me a little about yourself first,” Steph countered. She wasn’t going to bare her soul to someone she knew nothing about.
Marion gave a small chuckle. “Bien sûr, Steph.” She adjusted her skirt. “What has Dominique told you?”
Steph shook her head. “Nothing much. She’s a bit busy these days. Just that you helped her ex-husband back in the day.” And they got divorced anyway, Steph added in her head.
“Okay. Well. Xavier and my father were very close friends for most of their adult life. My father took Xavier under his wing when he joined the MLR, and Xavier ended up working for him when he was in office. That’s how Dominique and I became friends when she was only a little girl. I’ve known her since she was this tall.” She held her hand level with the armrest of the chair she sat in. “I’m quite a bit older than her, so I guess I took it upon myself to take her under my wing as well. We had a lot in common, what with both of us being daughters of MLR heavyweights.”
The name Lavalle didn’t ring any bells for Steph, but most women took their husband’s name after marriage. “May I ask who your father is?”
“Was,” Marion said quickly. “He passed away a few years ago.”
“I’m sorry.” Steph shuffled around in her seat a bit. All these fathers, she thought. Dominique’s life had been shaped by her father, Juliette’s life had been destroyed by hers. Steph had never had a father. She’d asked her mother about him, of course, but true to her nature, her mother had said that he was of no importance. It had never bothered Steph that she didn’t know who he was, though she guessed she might have inherited her slightly philandering ways from him. Her mother had remained fervently single all through Steph’s childhood, claiming that she didn’t need a man to do a good job of being a parent.
“You might have heard of a man named Tanguy-Pascal.”
Steph’s eyes grew wide. “Your father was president?” Steph thought Dominique could have at least shared that tidbit of information. How had she missed this when she had googled Marion earlier? Granted, she’d mostly looked at the pictures she’d found, but damn, this was information required prior to walking into someone’s house.
“He was.” Marion nodded. “So I hope you can see why I might be a good person to help you.”
“I had absolutely no idea.” Steph felt a little ill at ease. “I mean, er, is this ethical? Can I speak freely here?”
“Totally. You know why I preferred seeing you in my home rather than at my practice, but that doesn’t mean our conversations aren’t covered by confidentiality. Nothing you say here will leave this house. That’s my promise to you.”
“There’s no conflict of interest?” Steph needed some more reassurance.
“While I am an MLR member, I’ve never been very active. Politics has never been a passion of mine. You can imagine the looks I got from my father when I announced I wanted to study psychology instead of political science.” Marion smiled broadly. “He had high hopes for me, just like Xavier had for Dominique. Xavier’s came true, my father’s didn’t. That’s life.” She gave a shrug. “I’ve been doing this for many, many years, Steph,” she added. “You can most certainly speak freely. I’m not doing this for the MLR, I’m not even doing this for Dominique. I’m simply receiving a new client. That’s it.”
“All right.” Steph could live with that explanation. Moreover, she was charmed by the kind look Marion had had in her eyes while she had delivered her little speech. A look that had made Steph feel more secure than any words that might have been spoken. Steph knew she was safe here in Marion’s house. It was a comforting thought. “So about me.” She rubbed her palms on her jeans. “I’ve been in the papers a lot lately, so you may already know a bit.”
Marion nodded thoughtfully, as if to say that it didn’t matter to her what Le Matin put on its front page. God, Steph wanted to ask her what it was like being the daughter of a president, which must have come with its own kind of pressure. But then she refocused her attention on the real reason she was here.
“I’ve just not been myself lately. I’ve gone from being totally anonymous to Dominique Laroche’s partner in days. I’ve had my privacy taken from me, and I never thought it would be this hard because I did it for love, you know? Not that I’m an expert in doing things for love… but I only had to go and fall in love with the poster child—and now candidate—of the MLR. Just my luck.” And I’m more of a socialist, Steph thought, but this was not about political affiliation.
“That’s a lot to take for anyone,” Marion said. “I’m honestly not surprised you’re feeling a bit lost, Steph. It’s perfectly normal.”
Steph sighed deeply. The mere action of sitting here, of having someone impartial to talk to about this. It made her feel a little less lost already. She had to hand it to Dominique. This had been a good idea, Steph could feel it in her bones. Because she didn’t have her usual stress outlets anymore, all she could really do was talk. “The worst of it all,” Steph said, “is that this campaign is only the beginning. What will it be like if she wins the election?”
She clutched her fist to her chest. “Lately, more and more, there’s this conflicting desire inside me. I want her to win. Of course I do. That’s why we did all this. That’s why I basically sacrificed my life for her. But then I think, Christ, what will it be like when she’s president? I can’t even imagine it. And we don’t talk about it because it’s bad luck to talk about things like that, and obviously Dominique is not the right person to talk to about that anyway. And my two best friends who are, incidentally, also my bosses, are working on Dominique’s PR with me, so I can’t tell them either. It’s like I’m constantly around people, but I’ve never felt so alone.” There. She’d said it. She hadn’t expected that to happen so quickly, but Marion’s kind, patient eyes, and her overall gentle demeanour made Steph feel comfortable enough to share these issues. She also suspected she’d been wanting to say this out loud for a while. Of course, there was still that other issue. But that would need to wait for another session. Steph wasn’t going to lay it all on the table so quickly.
“At the risk of sounding like a cliché, Steph, I know exactly how you feel. Being related—by blood or not—to a high-profile politician can feel a bit like a prison sentence. You want to support the person you love but at the same time you feel as though you have nowhere to go. As though their burning ambition leaves you, and all your doubts and fears, in the cold. It’s almost as though, I guess, you matter less. And that’s a tough position to be in.”
Marion sure had a way of nailing Steph’s doubts and fears. “I love Dominique so much. We tried to be apart, but that didn’t work out. I thought that anything was better than being without her and… it is, but it also isn’t.” Exasperation coiled into a knot in her stomach. “I live in this neighborhood. My flat is tiny and shoddy, but I love this part of town, and I haven’t been here in weeks.”
“Well, maybe next time we’ll go for a walk,” Marion said, and shot her another wide smile. Fifteen minutes into this conversation, and Steph already knew there would definitely be a next time. She had needed this sort of paid-for friend for a while. Her actual friends were either too close to her, too caught up in their own dramas, or—and this was the most ridiculous, although Steph didn’t doubt the truth of it—too respectful of her time. The other day Nadia had texted her and Steph had just been on her way to a TV interview with Dominique, so she could sit in the audience and look pretty, and she hadn’t had time to text back. “I’m also going to teach you a thing or two about time management, Steph. You’re burning yourself out at a very quick pace, and you really don’t have to go to everything Dominique goes to. There’s no rule that says you do. It doesn’t mean you love or support her less. It only means you’re taking care of yourself so you can be there for her again later.”
Steph thought of the political rally in Nancy she was missing today. Because of this appointment before lunch on Saturday, she had the rest of the day to herself. This would most certainly become a weekly rendezvous.
MARGOT
It was Sunday morning and Margot was still at Claire’s apartment. She’d slept in the guest room two nights in a row and had come to the conclusion that breaking up with your best friend is actually much worse than breaking up with your girlfriend. Claire was a teary mess from the moment she woke up until Margot put her to bed. It was only logical, of course, with all the history Claire and Juliette shared, and how Claire’s self-destructive mistake had ruined it in a few short months.
Last night, Margot had also taken it upon herself to remove all liquor from Claire’s flat. She knew it was a harsh move, but also a necessary one. Claire didn’t ride a motorcycle, and didn’t even own a car for that matter, but alcohol’s ways of destroying relationships were limitless. On Saturday afternoon, Claire had taken to that bottle of brandy again, and had turned into a blubbering mess again, wanting to text Juliette, and even go over to her flat. She’d refused to go with Margot to her flat in Saint-Germain-des-Prés in case Juliette had a miraculous change of heart and turned up on her doorstep.
The only person Margot expected to knock on Claire’s door was Dievart, but, luckily, she hadn’t returned. The possibility of Juliette wanting peace was also the reason Claire refused to leave the apartment at all, and Margot had gone grocery shopping for her. She’d taken the opportunity to text Nadia and let her know that Claire was being taken care of. Margot could only hope that, with time, things would get better. Claire without Juliette was not Claire. They weren’t just best friends, they were essential in each other’s lives. They were surely much too co-dependent, but what did that really mean, anyway?
When Claire woke up later, Margot insisted on taking her for a stroll. It was a beautiful autumn day in the most gorgeous city on earth. And Claire needed the fresh air. They could go to Le Marais, park their behinds on one of the heated terraces and people-watch. Margot might even allow Claire to have a glass of rosé. She didn’t want to totally curb her alcohol consumption, but she wanted her to be responsible about it.
Apart from that, it was weird to wake up in Claire’s flat. To use her bathroom and make coffee with her coffee maker. Because Margot’s subconscious still associated all these actions with being together with Claire. While Margot clearly still cared for her, and was more than willing to step up as a friend, she was also convinced that they should never try to be anything more than friends ever again. They had tried enough. No more of that. Of course, during the six months after her accident, Margot had often wondered if she and Claire could ever really be friends—especially after Claire had stopped her visits. She’d also remembered that they’d said to each other, on that cold sad night underneath the Eiffel Tower, that they shouldn’t see each other for a while. And they hadn’t. Destiny had decided this for them. And now, destiny had brought them back together, and launched them on the path to a true friendship.
Admittedly, Margot did realize that her hatred for Dievart played a part in this as well. But if she had learned anything since she’d met Claire in Nadia and Juliette’s flat just a few buildings down from the one she was sitting in right now, it was that the sort of absolutist, black-and-white thinking she used to specialize in, would no longer do. She would no longer live by a self-imposed set of ludicrous rules—though this did not apply to drinking. Margot would never drink a drop of alcohol again. It was as much a punishment as a safeguard. She simply couldn’t allow herself to do that. Not after it had impaired her judgment so gravely.
“Hey.” Claire appeared in the living room where Margot was sitting with a cup of coffee, pondering all of this.
“Hey yourself.” The white of Claire’s eyes was interspersed with the red of popped blood vessels. If only Juliette could see her, Margot thought, then she’d know that no one would punish Claire more than she would herself.
“Best get your glad rags on,” Margot said. “I’m taking you to brunch.”
Claire tilted her head. “But—” she started to say, but Margot cut her off before she could continue.
“No buts. Shower. Now.” Margot still got a small kick out of telling Claire what to do. “I’m hungry.”
“Fine.” Claire didn’t even pout, just turned around and trotted off towards the bathroom. Margot remembered what Claire had told her last night—before Margot had taken away that wretched bottle of brandy. Claire had confided in her what Dievart had commanded her to do in bed. Margot had, decidedly, not wanted to hear that. It was one thing being friends with her ex, but hearing about her exploits in the bedroom with a colleague she despised was another matter entirely. Alas, Claire had told Margot all about the truly merciless spankings Dievart delivered—which, automatically, made Margot wonder about the spankings she herself had administered. Had they been too gentle? But Claire had been drunk and there was no point in trying to compare herself to Dievart. The amount of space the woman took up in Margot’s mind, she was starting to think she was getting obsessed with the neurosurgeon.
Over brunch, she wanted to explain her plan to Claire. Her plan to take Dr. Marie Dievart down. Maybe they could all hate her together now. Maybe it was a way of bringing Juliette and Claire back together. Joint hatred could be a very strong bond.
“Ready.” Claire re-emerged, wearing jeans and a thick woolen sweater. Margot could decide she and Claire could only ever be friends all she wanted, it didn’t change the fact that Claire was, by all standards, a magnificent-looking woman.
“That was quick,” Margot said as she looked away from Claire.
“Most of us don’t take fifteen-minute showers, Doctor de Hay,” she said jokingly, sparking Margot’s hopes that they could have a nice day together, despite Claire’s heartache.
“Thank you for coaxing me out of my home,” Claire said when they stood crammed together in the tiny elevator of Claire’s building. “The walls were starting to drive me insane.”
“Walls will do that to you.” Margot bumped her arm against Claire’s in jest. She’d had to borrow some of Claire’s clothes and was dressed in a sweater that looked more like a dress on her. If she’d still had a motorcycle, it would have been a quick trip to Saint-Germain, but now that she relied on public transport, it was much easier to just borrow a top from Claire and buy a new pair of underwear in the department store on the corner of the street.
When they exited the building Claire immediately started scanning the street for a taxi.
“Fat chance of that this time of day on a Sunday,” Margot said. “Let’s just take the Métro.” Again, she wished she still had a motorbike on which she could drive them to Le Marais. It was just so much more practical, and so much faster than any other mode of Parisian transportation.
“How about we take a bicycle? There’s a Vélib station just over there.” Claire pointed in the direction of the Rue Rhumkoff, where Margot had had the accident. She still couldn’t pass the tiny backstreet without her heart hammering in her chest.
“Oh, there’s a taxi over there.” Margot watched it park in front of Nadia and Juliette’s building.
“Splendid,” Claire said. “You see, you’re not always right. Let’s hurry.” Claire started walking briskly down the street and Margot tried to keep up as best she could. Just as they had almost reached the taxi, the door of Nadia and Juliette’s building flew open, and Margot’s heart skipped a beat. What are the odds?
Dozens of people lived in that building. But, of course, at this precise moment, Juliette walked out, her hands full of shopping bags, followed by Nadia.
Claire stopped in her tracks, and so did Margot. Oh shit. This was not the outing she had planned.
Juliette looked at them with a stunned expression for an instant, then said, “If you think you’re going to steal my taxi as well, you have a lot of nerve.”
“We—I—” Next to Margot, Claire seemed to be gasping for air like a fish on dry land, her mouth opening and closing and nothing coming out.
“Sorry. Our bad. We didn’t know it was booked,” Margot said, and nodded at Nadia. “We’ll get out of your way.” Margot needed to get Claire out of this destructive situation as soon as possible, if she were to stand the smallest chance of saving their Sunday. “Come on, Claire.” Margot looped her arm through Claire’s and gently tugged.
“You know, maybe you should consider selling your apartment so I don’t have to run into you on my days off as well,” Juliette spat, then turned her attention to the taxi driver who had gotten out of the car. “To the Gare du Nord, please.”
Nadia put a hand on Juliette’s shoulder, perhaps to calm her down, but Juliette didn’t seem to calm down at all. She took a step forward, as if she wanted to lunge at Claire. “Can I pass, please?” she said in a cold voice instead. “I’d like to put these bags in the trunk.”
Margot pulled Claire away from her, but Claire had something to say as well, apparently, because she resisted Margot’s pull and found her voice again. “I’m sorry, Jules. You’ll never know how much. I fucked up. Have you never fucked up? And have I not been there for you every single time when you did?”
Oh Christ. Margot saw this turning into a full-blown row in the street. If only she hadn’t spotted that taxi. If only… those wretched words she could put in front of so many sentences.
Before Juliette could reply, though, Nadia—who had a firmer grasp on her wife than Margot had on her ex-girlfriend—pushed Juliette in the direction of the now open taxi door. “Let’s go, Jules. We have a train to catch.” After she took the bags from Juliette and handed them to the driver, Nadia positioned herself in front of Juliette to obstruct her view of Claire, and grimaced at Margot, before crawling into the taxi herself.
Margot and Claire remained immobile on the sidewalk and watched until the taxi had turned the corner.
“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” Claire said. “That’s why I wanted to stay in. To avoid a scene like this.”
“Look.” Margot went to stand in front of her. “They’ve gone now. Nadia said something about them going to Lille today. There’s zero chance of running into them again. I know it hurts, and it’s hard, but you can’t let it ruin your day. I won’t let you, Claire.”
Claire stood there shaking her head. “You know what I really can’t believe? She’s now closer to her real family, the one that dumped her like a piece of trash, than to me.” She balled her hands into fists. “Me. The one who got her through all that shit.”
“I know. I know.” Margot felt she had no other choice but to throw her arms around Claire, inches away from the very spot where she had lost control of her motorcycle, on that fateful evening she was going to declare her love for Claire one last time.





EPISODE TWELVE
JULIETTE
Juliette hadn’t been this nervous since her first date with Nadia. Or, perhaps, since she’d asked Nadia to marry her. But wasn’t this the next logical step after marriage? The road billions of couples had travelled. Get married and have a baby. It was the most natural occurrence of events on the planet, so why should Juliette be excluded from that?
Nadia put a hand on her knee. “Relax, babe. You’ll punch a hole in the floor if you keep this up and I can assure you that Saint-Vincent does not have room in the budget for new flooring.”
Juliette took a deep breath and stilled her feet. It had been a hell of a week already, and it was only Thursday. Using Nadia and Steph as go-betweens, Juliette had managed to avoid Claire by strategically working from home when possible and dividing up the client meetings they would usually go to together between the three of them. She’d asked Véro to represent her at in-house meetings; she took much better notes than Juliette ever did, anyway. Juliette knew it was just a stopgap solution, and she’d have to face Claire sooner rather than later, but bumping into her in the street last Sunday hadn’t helped to encourage her to do that. Seeing her had felt like someone had sliced open her chest and punched her straight in the heart. Before she could face Claire again, she had to do this. She had to look Dr. Dupuis in the eye and ask her flat-out if she had any chance at all of becoming pregnant.
Juliette had done her own research, but the internet could only tell her so much. It was also a cesspool of conflicting opinions. She knew that if she wanted to find web-based evidence that she could still carry a healthy baby, that she would find it if she searched in the right places. Just as she knew she could find the exact opposite information. The internet wasn’t going to help her any further. She needed to hear it from her ob-gyn. She came for a yearly check-up. She’d never had any major issues. As far as Juliette knew, everything worked just fine.
But, yes, she would turn forty-five soon. Juliette was not blind to that issue, and it was an issue. For all she knew, her eggs might have all shriveled up and died already, and menopause might be lurking around the corner. It would have been helpful to be able to consult her mother about this, to find out when she’d become menopausal, or whether she ever had any gynecological issues, but that was out of the question. Having to spend a Sunday afternoon with her father and brother for the sake of her nieces was already bad enough. But now that Iris had turned sixteen, Juliette might be able to convince François to let her and her sister visit their aunt in Paris on their own. It was only a one hour train ride away, and which teenage girl didn’t want to spend a weekend with her cool aunt in Paris?
“Juliette? Nadia?” Dr. Dupuis emerged from her office. It was their turn. It was already a miracle that they were actually here. Juliette was well aware of this. But Nadia had, once again, stepped up for her.
They shuffled into the doctor’s office and sat down. Juliette rubbed her sweaty palms dry on her skirt. She was ready.
“Good to see you both,” Dr. Dupuis said, and Juliette wanted at the same time for the niceties to be out of the way already and for them to last forever. Because as long as she didn’t know, she still had a chance. “I won’t ask what I can help you with because I already know. I imagine you have a bunch of questions for me so, shoot.”
Shoot? Why had Juliette not made a list? Because all the questions that plagued her day and night and were impossible to get out of her head, of course, now escaped her. What was wrong with her? She had to pull herself together and get over this strange case of stage fright that was paralyzing her. She took a deep breath, looked at Nadia for support, and said, “I want a baby.”
Dr. Dupuis nodded thoughtfully. In her profession she must balance between joy and grief so often.
“I know I’m near the age limit of it being possible,” Juliette continued. “But I want to try.”
“Right.” The doctor studied Juliette’s file. Juliette imagined her locking her eyes on her age and having to keep from shaking her head. She looked back up, and said, “You’re a brave woman, Juliette.” She looked over at Nadia. “You both are.” She cleared her throat. “I’m sure you’re well aware of the risks involved. We’ll definitely need to run some tests before we do anything else. But you do have to know that this is not a walk in the park for any woman. Artificial insemination is always hard. It’s very rare for it to take on the first try. You have to be prepared for disappointments along the road. You will also need to complete a series of psychological examinations. To say it bluntly, you can’t just snap your fingers and expect to be pregnant. It doesn’t work that way.”
“We know.” Juliette wanted to take Nadia’s hand in hers for support, but she didn’t even really know how Nadia felt about all of this.
“Moreover, this can be very straining for a relationship.” She held up her hands in defense. “I’m not insinuating anything, but it’s my job to tell you this.” Dr. Dupuis stared at Juliette, and it felt as though she was trying to look straight into her soul. “This whole process requires 100% dedication from both partners. I can’t stress that enough.”
Juliette was beginning to suspect that Nadia had talked to Dr. Dupuis beforehand. How easy would it be for her to drop by her office on any given day and have a quick chat with her? To ask her to throw some discouraging words at Juliette? But Juliette was being paranoid and, most of all, scared. Nadia would never do such a thing.
“We understand,” Juliette said.
“Here’s what needs to happen.” Dr. Dupuis held up her hand and fanned out her fingers. “First, you need to read all the material I’m going to give you. We can draw blood today and already start running some hormonal tests, and I will do a pelvic exam and pap smear while you’re here today. I should have all the necessary results by next week, so that won’t take long. However, this will be a long process, I can’t stress this enough.” It felt as though the ob-gyn was trying to actively discourage them from going through with this. Perhaps she was. Perhaps that was her real job. “That’s the easy bit,” she continued. “Once you’ve been approved for the program, that’s when the real work starts. You’re…” She looked down at the sheet of paper with Juliette’s information on it. “Forty-four now and you’ll be forty-five in two months. This is only the very beginning of your journey and by the time the baby comes, if it does, you might be closer to fifty.”
Did she really have to put it like that? That was not how Juliette had calculated it in her head. Try for a year, be pregnant for nine months. She wouldn’t even be forty-seven yet. Only true pessimists would consider that closer to fifty.
“Have you, er, had many patients in my position?” Juliette refused to say ‘of my age’.
“No, Juliette, I can’t say that I have.” Dr. Dupuis shook her head for extra effect.
If Nadia was behind this let’s-try-to-get-it-out-of-her-head session—and Juliette knew she wasn’t, but still—she surely would have known that the more Nos you give Juliette Barbier, the more determined she becomes. Besides, Dr. Dupuis was most likely not allowed to share information about other patients.
“There’s a first for everything,” Juliette said with confidence. Then she felt Nadia’s hand on her knee.
Dr. Dupuis tilted her head. “There is indeed,” she said. “Shall we get started with the exam?”
“Sure.” The confidence in Juliette’s voice started to waver. She’d rather go to a dentist appointment once a week for a full year than to one ob-gyn exam over the course of the same year. It was all so unpleasant and uncomfortable and undignified. But, if she wanted this, that was really the smallest hurdle to overcome.
She rose to undress in the corner cubicle where she had done the same every year for many years, but never before with this intention. She remembered one of her first visits to an ob-gyn in her early twenties. Times were decidedly different then and she would never forget the look on the doctor’s face after he’d asked her what she used for contraception and she’d replied, “lesbianism.” That same lesbianism was, ironically, coming back to bite her in the ass this very day. Because they couldn’t have a slip up, they couldn’t have an accident, their condom could not tear in the throes of passion. When lesbians wanted a baby, they had to want it a million times harder than most straight couples. Well, Juliette wanted it. She wanted it enough for her and Nadia both.
   
“You want to go for a drink?” Nadia asked after they’d left Dr. Dupuis’s office. Juliette’s handbag was full of brochures on everything she needed to know, but none of it would matter if the results of the exams she’d just had were negative. Yes, she could surely do with a drink.
“You don’t need to get back to work?” It was only 4 p.m., neither one of them would clock off so early on a regular day.
“No, babe, I took the afternoon off,” Nadia said. “I told you.”
It was true. Poor Nadia. She’d most likely felt as though she didn’t have any other option. Juliette pulled her wife close to her. “Let’s go for a romantic gander along the canal,” she said. “Followed by a romantic dinner at Chez Jeanne.”
The past week, Juliette had been forced to take it a bit easier at work. At least she could be strangely grateful to Claire for that. She’d spent fewer hours in the office and more working from home during the day, which, under normal circumstances was usually reserved for evenings and weekends when things got really hectic. It had been a pleasant experience because of the lack of interruptions and the seamless work flow Juliette seemed to find when she was home alone. At Barbier & Cyr, not half an hour went by without someone knocking on her door and asking her about the most trivial things. This was nobody’s fault but her own, of course, because Juliette had wanted to be that kind of boss. She had an open-door policy, and only now could she assess the toll it had taken on her focus.
Steph, who looked so skinny and worn-out these days, had taken a few of her meetings, and Claire had done the rest. Perhaps they could run Barbier & Cyr together. But nothing could ever be written in stone, of course, because what would happen to Steph if Dominique won? Juliette shrugged off the thought, adamant that there was a solution to every problem, and followed Nadia out of the hospital.
Another reason why she disliked coming here was because the reason for her last visit was still fresh in her mind. Discovering the tiny Korean flag on Margot’s motorcycle. The uncertainty about her medical status. Meeting Marie Dievart. Seeing Claire walk in with her. A shiver crept up Juliette’s spine as the memory flitted through her brain.
And now, when she would finally become a mother, her baby would never know its Auntie Claire. The very thought of it cut straight through Juliette’s heart. Claire, her sister by choice. The only real family she’d had for years. Juliette shook her head and sped up her pace. She wanted to get out of Saint-Vincent before they ran into Dievart.
NADIA
The E.R. had been overrun all week and Nadia hadn’t had a chance to say something apologetic to Margot about last Sunday’s events. She could also use a friend to confide in, so she invited Margot for lunch behind the closed doors of her office—safely hidden from Dievart—on Friday.
Over dinner last night, Juliette had, strangely enough, not gone off on a rambling tangent about how Dr. Dupuis had warned her and, basically, advised her against having a baby. It was as though her wife needed some time to absorb the information she was given, and go over the thick brochures, and only then could comment. Nadia didn’t know if this pleased or worried her.
After Margot had sat down, she uttered a deep sigh. “Good lord, what a week,” she said.
“Are you on call this weekend?” Nadia asked. Margot looked as though she could do with a weekend off. This was only her second week back at work, but the schedule of a trauma surgeon was without mercy.
“I swapped with Andres. I, er, need to be there for Claire this weekend.”
Nadia hadn’t been surprised to run into them together, because Margot had texted her to say she was taking care of Claire, but it was more that it had been strange to see them like that. They could have been an ordinary couple walking down the street.
“How is she?” Nadia hadn’t suddenly stopped caring about Claire. In fact, she felt rather sorry for her because she didn’t wish the wrath of Juliette Barbier on anyone, to be honest—least of all on Juliette’s best friend.
“Falling to pieces.” Margot eyed the bag of sandwiches she’d brought, but made no attempt to grab one. “She’s staying at mine. I don’t think she’s ready for another street encounter like that. And I don’t want her to be alone in the evening. This has really shaken her.” Margot scrunched her lips together for an instant. “How are things on your end?”
“Juliette is upset, of course, but she has other things on her mind.” Nadia leaned over the table, as though this needed to be said with an air of confidentiality. “We had an appointment with Dr. Dupuis yesterday afternoon.”
Margot sunk her teeth into her bottom lip but didn’t say anything. She was always more of a listener than a talker. Nadia took it as a cue to continue.
“This row with Claire was the last thing she needed, but when are things like that ever welcome?” Nadia shrugged. “But it’s as if this whole thing is making her tunnel vision even worse and she’s now focusing all her energy on her desire to have a child.”
“Whereas…” There was a slight tremor in Margot’s voice. “You had hoped the ob-gyn visit would steer her mind in a different direction?”
Nadia exhaled a deep breath. “I know it’s… cruel, but, yes, I’m waiting for this to play out in the only direction it can play out in. She’s too old. But she doesn’t see it that way. It’s difficult because she’s just at the age where there still would be a tiny chance, and of course she’s clinging to that. Either way, she’s on the road to yet another disappointment, and I guess I could have avoided it. I should have been more firm. Should have stood up for my stance more, because…” Nadia was actually afraid to say it out loud, that’s how much effect Juliette’s quest had had on her.
“You don’t want a child,” Margot completed her sentence.
“After we got married and she started talking about children again, I figured I had two options.” Nadia believed their lunch would remain untouched, but God, she needed to unburden herself, needed to share this with a friend. “I could have given her a straightforward no, which is what I tried to do at first, but Juliette… she’s like a child herself at times. If I’d kept saying no, honestly, ring on our finger or not, I’m not sure where it would have ended.”
As she said the words, Nadia knew they were a gross exaggeration. She didn’t actually believe Juliette would have left her if she’d forced her to choose between their marriage and a child. They’d only just gotten married. But it had been so, so hard to not acquiesce a little in the face of Juliette’s pleading looks and that sparkle in her eyes when she spoke of becoming a mother, and the plans she had for her nieces, whom she was adamant to get to know, no matter who she had to let into her life as a consequence. And it was that very fact that had pushed Nadia over the edge, that had pushed her from a fervent No to a possible Maybe. Because after they’d visited Juliette’s father together, Nadia had seen Juliette’s face, and had felt her rage radiate all through the car on the way home—the rage she so easily turned to to hide her infinite sadness. She knew how much that man had hurt her, and how badly Juliette wanted to erase him from her life again.
But, instead, she’d let him in, because of her nieces. Juliette had already made the ultimate sacrifice, so why could Nadia not do the same and give in a little? Just to see where it would take them? Because Nadia was smart enough—and not fooled by eager wishes and ticking clocks—to know it wasn’t going to happen anyway.
“My other option was to take that first step with her. To make the necessary inquiries. And that’s where we are now.” Nadia shook her head. “Neither option was ideal because there’s no easy way out of this.”
Margot studied Nadia for a few seconds, probably pondering what to reply to this. “Yes, but, Nadz,” she said. “What if all her tests are positive and it turns out she can still have a child? Have you considered that… third option?”
“No.” Nadia shook her head vigorously. “That’s not an option. Whether Dr. Dupuis gives us her blessing or not, Juliette is not going to get pregnant. There are too many risk factors. There’s too much at stake. She will see reason in the end.” Only, she hadn’t up until now. An ob-gyn giving her the go-ahead surely wouldn’t change that. But Nadia had an unwavering belief in Dr. Dupuis’s medical advice. There was just no way. Juliette was holding on to a pipe dream. It would be devastating for a while, but the simple fact of the matter was that she had waited too long. She should have taken action ten years ago—should have had some of her eggs frozen. But she was much too busy then to even consider that. They’d only just met. And there wasn’t any room in their relationship back then, not even when they shared their hopes and dreams for the future, for talk of children. Additionally, hadn’t they been happy for a decade already without even the notion of children?
“If you’re sure,” Margot said. She was a doctor. Surely she knew the risks involved.
“I have to be.” And I’ll be there for her, Nadia thought. I’ll be there to pick up the pieces of Juliette’s broken dreams once again. This sparked another thought in Nadia’s head, and a much-needed change of conversation topic. “Juliette’s going to need Claire. And she’s going to need to work. We have to do something, Margot.”
Margot finally reached for a sandwich. “If only we knew what.”
“We can’t count on Juliette’s ability to forgive her,” Nadia said. “That’s simply not going to happen soon enough, if ever.” Sometimes Nadia did wonder if she’d made the right decision when she’d forced Claire to tell Juliette. Had it really been worth their friendship? But what friendship would it have been if she hadn’t told her?
“I think, first of all, Juliette is going to need some time,” Margot said. “But they’ll have to see each other soon. They work together. They can’t keep on avoiding each other. Then they’ll just have to hash it out.”
“Is Claire okay? Is Dievart not giving her too hard a time?” Nadia suddenly remembered how Margot had questioned her about Dievart the previous week. “And how are your plans going?
“I have been a bit distracted, what with being Claire’s shoulder to cry on, but it has only made me more determined to bring her down.” That unfamiliar icy tone crept into Margot’s voice again. “But I do think it’s better not to keep Saint-Vincent’s administrator abreast of the developments of my plan. I don’t want you to get in trouble.”
Nadia laughed. “God yes, keep me out of it, please.”
“To answer your other question, Dievart did come knocking on Claire’s door last weekend. I sent her away and derived no satisfaction from that whatsoever.” Margot painted a wicked grin on her face. She really did have it in for the neurosurgeon.
“So, er, you and Claire are friends now?” Nadia asked. There was a time when this simple question would have sparked a massive amount of drama, but everything had escalated so much lately that now, it was almost innocent.
“Yep. The only good thing to come out of this, I guess.” Margot munched her sandwich as if it was as simple as that.
“There’s nothing more going on?” Nadia knew she sometimes had to repeat a question multiple times and with different words to get a real answer from her friend.
“No, that ship has sailed. We’re both damaged goods now.” Margot chuckled. “I mean…” Here it comes, Nadia thought. “If you were to ask me whether I’m still attracted to her, I wouldn’t be able to deny that, but I can ignore that now. Our friendship is much more important to me than having another go at dating Claire. It didn’t work the first time and it didn’t work the second time. Why would it work the third?”
“If you’re sure.” Nadia couldn’t help play devil’s advocate. But mostly she was glad that Claire had someone like Margot to lean on. Nadia had leaned on Margot more than once herself and she knew how strong Margot’s well-toned shoulders were.
“Stop fishing for something that’s not there, Nadz.” Margot pushed the bag with the remaining sandwich in Nadia’s direction. “Time to stop this line of questioning and eat your lunch. Doctor’s orders.”
STEPH
“So you’re going to see your mistress?” Dominique asked. They had a rare half hour alone together before Dominique’s children arrived and Steph had to leave for her rendezvous at Père Lachaise.
“Aren’t you worried about photographers?” Steph had asked Marion the previous week when they’d agreed to meet at the entrance of the cemetery. They’d both lived in the neighborhood long enough to not find it a grim meeting point.
“You can’t always be looking over your shoulder,” Marion had said. “It sucks the joy right out of everything. Besides, why could we not be friends going for a walk? If Le Matin wants to make a spectacle of that, let them. We have an alibi.” She grinned that disarming grin of hers, and Steph had agreed.
“Oh, for crying out loud.” Steph sat in the sofa, scrolling through all the latest news about Dominique on her phone. “You made me go and see her.”
“True, chérie, but little did I know you were going to take such a shine to my old friend.” Dominique tapped against Steph’s knee, indicating that she should make some room for her in the sofa.
“Ah, Madame Députée is jealous. How lovely.” Steph put her phone away.
“I’m just curious. What did you talk about?” She really was jealous. It made Steph feel strangely warm and fuzzy inside.
“You, of course. It was all about you, babe,” Steph teased.
“Ha ha.” Dominique arranged Steph’s legs so they stretched out over hers. “Can’t you give me something? I worry about you.”
“Don’t worry about me, you have enough to worry about already.”
“As long as you don’t leave me for your therapist who is, by the way, one of my oldest friends. That’s more a trick one of your overly dramatic friends would pull,” Dominique joked.
“Christ, please don’t remind me of them. It’s the weekend. I only have room in my head for you and the million places we have to be.”
“I take it now is not a good time to ask your bosses to temporarily scale back your hours?” Dominique asked.
“Not if I ever want to go back to a company that still exists.” Steph let her head fall onto the backrest of the sofa. “In all the years I’ve worked there, it has never been like this. And I’m caught in between. It’s bloody awful.”
“Poor, poor baby.” Dominique caressed her knee.
“Sometimes I think national politics are easier than being Claire and Juliette’s employee and friend.” Steph wondered if all the drama was beginning to rub off on her and she’d grown a dramatic streak herself as a result.
“All jokes aside.” Dominique’s voice suddenly sounded very serious. “You’ve been different since you went to see Marion. Is it helping?”
It was so typical of their relationship these days that Dominique hadn’t had the time to ask her that question until now. It had been a week. She’d inquired, of course, in between phone calls and meetings and before drifting off into much-needed sleep, but never at a time when Steph was able to give her a satisfactory answer. She’d had all week to think about her answer by now, and was able to sum it up easily. “She gets it. She just really gets it. And that’s what’s perking me up the most.” Steph didn’t feel so alone anymore, because she now had access to someone who understood what she was going through.
“Marion is great. I miss her.” Dominique gazed through the window across from her. “When this is all over, we should get together.”
“That would be a conflict of interest,” Steph said a little louder than necessary.
“What? You want her all to yourself now?” Dominique’s tone grew jokey again for a second. “I know this is unorthodox, babe, and it’s not strictly ethical that she’s my friend, but we have to work with what we’ve got.”
Steph didn’t care. She didn’t expect Marion to be completely unbiased. In fact, it was a great help that she knew Dominique. It wasn’t as though Steph was paying her for her services. She’d insisted at first. But a money trail was always a bad idea, according to Dominique—another statement that made Steph clutch her head between her hands with utter disbelief—and friends don’t pay friends to help each other. It was better if the whole arrangement remained informal.
“It’s fine. I’m glad you put me on to her.” Steph glared at Dominique’s profile. She always looked so effortlessly powerful and glamorous. It was a gift, she concluded. If the world were ending, and they were all scrambling to stay alive, Dominique Laroche would still be looking picture-perfect. Looks weren’t everything—Goffin was a prime example—but Steph knew that Dominique’s fine exterior was going to help her win this election.
“Don’t forget she’s been happily married for twenty years.” Dominique turned to look her in the eyes, a small smile playing on her lips. “Trust me, that’s quite a feat for most MLR members.”
Steph had wondered about Marion’s husband, but had quickly concluded it wasn’t her place to even think about him. He was of no importance for what they were doing.
Then, the bell rang and their moment of peace was, again, disturbed.
“The little monsters are here,” Dominique said. She didn’t get to see enough of her children either these days. “Remember, we’re having lunch at Pino’s at one.”
“I’ll be there, my love, freshly shrunk and everything.” Dominique opened the door to the sort of noise only two children under the age of ten could produce.
   
“How was your week?” Marion asked.
It was strange to walk along the tombstones with her. They were still more strangers than friends, and they’d never quite be friends, either. Still, Steph felt at ease in Marion’s company.
“Better and also so much worse.” Steph didn’t particularly want to waste her time with Marion talking about work and the rift she found herself in the middle of, but she couldn’t not touch upon it and expect Marion to understand her life. Even though, she firmly believed, what she was about to say out loud was, in fact, too ridiculous to be spoken among the solemn atmosphere of a historical graveyard. So Steph explained about the whole mess between Juliette and Claire and what had caused it.
“You are making this up to entertain me, aren’t you?” Marion asked when Steph was done. Not a very professional reaction, Steph thought, but the lines of their relationship were blurred already, and it didn’t matter. She also couldn’t blame Marion for her reaction, as it was the only logical one to what Steph had just said.
“I’m afraid not,” Steph said. “It’s all very and horribly true.”
“No wonder you’re close to a burn-out, Steph.” Marion stopped in her tracks. “Seriously, my honest advice would be to get away from that toxic place. Not that I’m not here to give you my honest advice, of course, but I understand life is much more complicated than that.”
“Dominique actually asked me to take a leave of absence, or at least work part-time for a while. Not for very altruistic reasons, of course, but because it would free up my schedule to be with her more.” Steph shuffled her weight around a bit. Talking while walking seemed so much easier all of a sudden.
“I stopped our walk for symbolic reasons, Steph. Because I think it’s time you stopped to think about what you want, instead of trying to answer all those relentless demands of others. This is your life. You can’t spend it merely being an accessory in other people’s existence. As my father said to me on his death bed, ‘You only have one life, and it’s definitely too short for politics.’”
“He said that?”
“A man speaks the biggest truths when he’s about to die,” Marion said. “Come on, let’s continue our walk. It helps the thought process.”
It was an equally big truth that Steph hadn’t been putting herself first at all. She’d even moved her cat into Dominique’s apartment, and barely had any time to give him the cuddles and reassurance he needed now that he had to grow accustomed to a new home. It was a silly thought, perhaps, but neglecting Pierrot seemed to illustrate how she had neglected herself.
“They’re my friends. They’ve had my back and now I have theirs.” But Steph knew that she had already paid for her biggest mistake in full and then some. Falling in love with a client, with Dominique, wasn’t even considered a mistake anymore, but had changed the course of all their lives. She didn’t have to bend over backwards to please Claire and Juliette. And she’d more than proven her worth to the company.
“Something tells me you’re going to need them in the future,” Marion said. “But I do hope it can be under more pleasant circumstances than people stabbing each other in the back over nothing much.”
“We all have a right to fall apart once in a while,” Steph mused.
“Very wise words.” The gravel crunched underneath their feet. “Do know they also apply to you.”
“That’s why I’m here.” Steph ended with a little chuckle. No matter how messy things were at work, and how intense being Dominique’s partner was, she experienced a brief moment of happiness. Spring was definitely in the air. She was even getting a bit sweaty underneath her blazer. This was the time of year when everything came back to life, and Steph felt some of that new-life force stir in her blood.
“Have you ever, by any chance, heard of a place called Le Noir?” she asked Marion. If she was going to lay it all out there to be dissected and discussed, she had to let all her secrets out. It felt so good to not have to carry the burden of all that she lived with inside her head alone. Steph hadn’t even told Dominique about Le Noir—she’d concluded that a presidential candidate was far better off not knowing about a place like that.
“Can’t say that I have,” Marion replied, a soupçon of curiosity in her voice. “What is it? A secret lesbian sex club?”
“So you do know about it?” It was Steph’s turn to stop.
“No,” Marion chuckled. “I was only having a very wild guess.”
“You must have excellent guessing skills then.” Steph started walking again. She needed it to digest the shock. “It’s, er, I place I used to frequent,” she said. Steph had never been ashamed about her visits to Le Noir, but it wasn’t a place you admitted being a regular at without at least a tiny frisson of discomfort making its way up your spine. It was inherent to the nature of the club.
“Okay. Can you tell me why?”
“It was never really about the why…” Steph’s thoughts trailed off. “It was just an escape. Something that was exclusively mine. None of my friends knew. Nobody knew.” Steph wondered if she was silently being judged. She also hoped that promise of confidentiality would hold up firmly. Joining Le Noir required signing a non-disclosure agreement, and she could get in trouble for this. “I enjoy having sex just for the sake of having sex. Before I’d heard of Le Noir, I believed I was the only woman in Paris who did, but I was so wrong. It was liberating to go there. Freeing. No chit-chat. No awkward walks of shame in the morning. It was just what it was.” It was beginning to dawn on Steph why she’d brought up Le Noir in the first place—not only to fully unburden herself then. It was a segue into that more difficult topic to address.
“Then you fell in love with Dominique?” Steph didn’t think she detected any judgement in Marion’s tone.
Steph pushed her hands deep into the pockets of her jeans. “Yep. A gross miscalculation on my part. The falling in love part was not supposed to happen. But here I am. Talking to a therapist because of it.” Steph chuckled, because how could she not? “My life used to be so very simple. And I’m a really big fan of simple. Now, it’s so fucking complicated.” Oops, she hadn’t meant to swear. “Pardon my French.”
“Do you still visit Le Noir?” Marion asked, undeterred by Steph’s f-bomb.
“God no.” Steph had nightmares about being stalked by Le Matin photographers and followed to the nondescript location of the club. “I’m in a monogamous relationship with an MLR politician.”
Marion stopped again. They’d reached the far side of the cemetery and she turned towards a tombstone. “Do you believe in monogamy?”
Steph had certainly not expected that question. She hadn’t even asked herself that question since she’d gotten back together with Dominique. It was just a given and Steph didn’t have any desire to sleep with other people. “I do now,” she said.
“It’s not for everyone.” Marion seemed to be studying the engravings on the headstone in front of her. “Léon and I had an open marriage when we were younger. Not that the agreement ever explicitly ended, but these days we’re less interested in pursuing other, er, interests.”
Bloody hell. Was Marion this forward with all her clients? But Steph wasn’t technically a client. Or was she trying to make a point? For some reason, Steph found this confession very hard to deal with. “Since the campaign got totally crazy about three months ago, I just, er, I seem to have lost interest in having sex.” Steph thought it better to cut to the chase. “And trust me, I have never lost interest in it before. On the contrary.” Somehow, it felt important to stress that point.
“That doesn’t surprise me in the least.” Marion turned to her again. “You’re physically and emotionally exhausted.”
“But so is Dominique, and she doesn’t seem to have a libido issue. At all.” Steph thought back to all the advances she’d had to fend off, and the guilt that had accumulated because of it.
“You can’t compare yourself to Dominique, Steph. It’s so different for her. She might be tired, but she thrives in this kind of environment, she feeds off the energy it gives her. Whereas you were brutally dropped into this world you don’t really know and that keeps making demands of you.”
“I just feel kind of robbed of an essential part of me. Like I don’t have what it takes anymore to give myself up to her. And, it’s true what you say, I’m just so damn tired all the time.”
“Has this caused problems between the two of you?” A group of tourists was approaching and Marion started walking again.
“Some things have been said, but nothing too much.” Steph fell back into step with Marion. “In fact, it was after Dominique tried to initiate sex and I refused for the umpteenth time that she suggested I see you. Because she and I, we don’t have time to talk this through. Not now. Actually, I don’t know when.”
“Ask her,” Marion said. “She’ll make time. I’m sure of that. Because the longer you don’t talk about it, the longer those negative thoughts will fester in your head, until they blow up into something you might not even be able to manage. In fact, I might have an idea.” Marion looked at her. “Why don’t you and Dominique come see me together. Any time. I’ll make sure I’m available whenever she’s free.”
MARGOT
Margot wondered where all this pent-up aggression was coming from. Every time she executed a roundhouse kick, she imagined it was Dievart’s shin she was bruising. She surely had a bone to pick with the neurosurgeon, but she’d never felt this sort of hostility burn inside of her. She suspected she was directing more than an appropriate amount of anger towards Dievart.
She was still angry with herself, of course. She suspected that would never really go away. She imagined herself as a frail old lady, slowly walking along the streets of Paris, and still lamenting that almost fatal mistake she’d made. She’d analyzed that night over and over again. She’d had plenty of time when she was recovering at her parents’ house, dying of boredom. She only ever came to one conclusion: temporary insanity. And too much alcohol, of course.
Now, it felt as though finding a way of punishing Dievart was her attempt at atonement. It was the only way. She kicked the punching bag over and over again. Claire had gone for a haircut and a pampering session of pedicure and manicure, and Margot had taken the opportunity to get out of the flat and expel her excess energy. She’d be the one with the bruises later if she kept kicking like that.
She’d called three of the hospitals Dievart had worked at, but Margot was not the kind to smooth-talk her way into obtaining confidential information. It had been different with Nadia, because she knew her, and Nadia wasn’t the biggest fan of Dievart either. She’d contemplated going on a trip to Belgium—oh, how glorious it would be to do that on a motorcycle—but, no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t envision a different outcome. The other option was trying to get Nadia more involved. In her capacity as the hospital administrator who had hired Dievart, she could make a few follow-up calls to double check on some information pertaining Saint-Vincent’s newest neurosurgeon. But she didn’t want Nadia to get into trouble. And Margot had wasted a lot of time in recovery. Dievart had been at Saint-Vincent for longer than six months now, and it wasn’t as though she was still—or had ever been—on probation. In no time, she had become Saint-Vincent’s indisputable superstar. If only she wasn’t such a damn good surgeon.
Margot had seen it often during her training. Some of her fellow students were borderline sociopaths, able to disengage their emotions just like that, and perform all the better for it. She could easily guess what had happened at Saint-Vincent in her absence. Why would it have been any different for Dievart at any other hospital she had worked at previously? Endless admiration from people who didn’t really know her and ever-growing loathing from the people who did. A clash was bound to happen at some point. Maybe what Margot needed was patience. She had patience. She had time. Although every time she saw Dievart, who the past week seemed to have made a point of being extra noticeable to Margot, her stomach twisted.
Before the accident, Margot would have been able to deal with it better. She was certain of that. But she wasn’t the same stoic, level-headed person anymore. Something had changed. Frustrated, Margot kicked even harder, until it started to hurt too much, and, exhausted, she stopped. She looked at the clock on the wall. She’d been here longer than she had anticipated. She was supposed to meet Claire at the Rue Montorgueuil in fifteen minutes. Damn it. She would be late. Another something Margot used to pride herself on. She always used to be on time.
How did I use to be so perfect? she mumbled to herself in the shower. How did I do that? And why have I lost that ability?
   
“What’s eating you?” Claire asked. Her hair was freshly cut and she looked like a new person, as though she’d turned a page she’d been stuck on for too long.
“You look good,” Margot said.
“Don’t change the subject.” Claire gave her a little smile anyway. They were having lunch at Bistro Central. The best piece of meat you’ll ever have, Claire had promised. Her steak was indeed delicious, but Margot didn’t have much of an appetite. “Come on. Out with it,” Claire insisted. “We’re besties now, remember? You can tell me things. You don’t just have to listen to me whine about Juliette all the time.” Margot did truly wonder why Claire was so chipper. Was it just the effect of an afternoon of pampering? Perhaps she should give that a go then. But Margot found the mere notion of sitting still for an hour while someone filed her nails utterly ludicrous. She had better things to do with her time. Like kick a punching bag until she’d almost broken a toe.
“Dievart. I can’t get her out of my head,” Margot admitted. She didn’t want to involve Claire in this either. It felt like a mission she had to accomplish on her own. How else could she truly atone?
“Not you too?” Claire said, then giggled. “I know very well the woman has a certain manner about herself, but you were the last person I thought would succumb to her charms.” Claire put her hand on Margot’s on the table and patted it. “Maybe we should start a support group.”
“Oh, stop it.” Margot knew Claire was only joking, but it grated on her nerves nonetheless. Why was she so testy about it, though? At least she could pride herself on the fact that she had never—not for one split second—fallen for Dievart’s so-called charms. Margot was the only one who had seen through her from the very beginning.
“I’m only teasing,” Claire said. “Just tell me. I can take it. Has she said anything this week?”
“She has gotten on my nerves spectacularly, but no, she hasn’t said or done anything out of the ordinary,” Margot said. “I just… can’t stand to be around her. I want to make her… go away.” Margot had wanted to use the word ‘disappear’ first but that sounded a little too sinister. “I want her out of Saint-Vincent at the very least, and preferably also out of Paris. She has done too much damage.” Margot was clenching her teeth.
“I hate her just as much as you do. Actually, I may hate her more than you do, but that’s only because of how weak I was. Yes, she’s a seductress and a game player and a little bit sick in the head. She’s not a nice person. And fuck, she should never have told Nadia about us. All of that is very true, but you know, I fell for it. I was stupid and vulnerable, and it would be so very easy to say that, yes, it was all her fault. That none of it would have happened if she hadn’t moved to Paris, but then I would let myself off the hook very lightly. I can’t, in good faith, blame her for the mess I’m in, because I’m the one who made it. I’m the one who repeatedly let her into my flat and let her do the things she did to me. That’s all on me. She didn’t make me do anything.” Claire had finished her steak already. She hadn’t had much of an appetite all week, but it seemed to have returned with full force today. “Now eat your food. I’m taking you somewhere after this. It’s a surprise.”
“Christ,” Margot groaned. “You know I hate surprises.”
“I know, but just indulge me, okay? It’ll be worth it.”
“Fine.” Margot’s curiosity had been piqued. While she cut a few more morsels of her steak, she pondered what Claire had just said. True or not, she didn’t have to share a locker room with Dievart. “What’s my surprise?” she asked, because she was ready to let the subject of Marie Dievart slip from her mind for the rest of the weekend—or at least as long as Claire’s talk of a surprise would allow her.
“You’ll see.”
Margot finished the rest of her steak in record time and looked around for the waiter so they could get the check.
CLAIRE
“Where are we going?” Margot kept asking. They had taken a taxi to Claire’s street but Claire had asked the driver to drop them a couple hundred meters further up the road than her building. Not exactly in front of the place where she was taking Margot, because that would spoil the surprise immediately, but a few blocks earlier, so the anticipation could build a little longer. Claire had had the idea in the middle of the night. She had many ideas in the middle of the night these days because sleep didn’t come very easy, but this one was the only good one she’d had so far. It had improved her mood significantly. She’d had to lie to Margot about her whereabouts this morning. She did go for her haircut, but she’d skipped the mani and pedi. She was certain Margot wouldn’t even notice.
“Just a tiny bit more patience, dear.” Claire knew how condescending she sounded, and she enjoyed every second of it. They were almost there. Claire had passed by the shop countless times before, and had never given it much thought. It was just there the way every other shop in her street was every single day. But today was different. Tension built in her gut as they finally reached the building with its huge glass storefront.
“It’s the motorcycle shop,” Margot said.
“Indeed it is,” Claire replied. “I was thinking about that one over there.” She pointed at one on their right hand side. Claire, in truth, didn’t know the first thing about motorcycles, but she knew which brand Margot used to own and she’d come into the shop earlier this morning and had a salesman give her all the details about it. “I bought it for you,” Claire continued. “We just need to pick it up and settle some paperwork.”
“You what?” Margot didn’t look at her, just stared in front of her—at the bike, Claire hoped.
“I know you miss riding terribly, Margot. I also know you don’t want to give yourself the break of getting a new one. That you think you need to do penance by never riding a motorbike again. But you’ve paid enough. You deserve this.”
“You bought it for me?” Margot seemed to be more in shock than anything else.
“Yes.” Claire scooted a little closer to Margot and took her hand. “You don’t have to start riding it straightaway. But it’ll be there when you’re ready. Did I ever tell you how thrilling it was to sit on the back with you?” One of Claire’s fondest memories was when Margot had picked her up for an al fresco picnic under the Eiffel Tower for their second-chance first date.
“Look, Claire, aside from it being far too much to give me as a present, I’m not sure I—”
Claire squeezed Margot’s hand. “I’m not forcing this on you. If after a few weeks or months you still don’t want it, I’ll sell it. But I think it would be good for you to partake again in this activity that brings you so much joy. Traffic drives you crazy, as I have noticed more than once in the past week. And you’re always so hard on yourself. I really, really want you to have this. I want you to be happy again, Margot.” Because if it hadn’t been for Claire, Margot would never have wrecked her motorcycle. “I even got you this.” Juliette had told Claire about how she had found out it was Margot’s bike that had caused the crash on their street that night. Claire pulled a tiny sheet out of her jacket pocket and presented the Korean flag stickers to Margot.
Margot looked at them in disbelief, her hand still folded into Claire’s. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were wooing me,” Margot said. Claire didn’t mind that thought at all, but she pushed it to the back of her mind immediately. They’d had the talk. They were friends. “Also, you can’t give someone a motorcycle as a present and then casually say, ‘No pressure. If you don’t want it, I’ll sell it.’ I know how much these things cost, Claire, it’s not something I can accept.”
“This is not about money. I have enough to buy a dozen without batting an eyelash. I don’t care about money. I care about how you were there for me when I had no one.” Oh fuck, Claire felt a tear slip out of the corner of her eye. “Just take the fucking bike,” she said, and handed the stickers to Margot. “You haven’t been the same without. Margot de Hay without a motorbike is like… a Frenchman in a hat walking along a Parisian street without a baguette under his arm.” Claire chuckled at her ridiculous analogy.
“It is a pretty gorgeous bike.” Margot squeezed her hand back. “I really don’t know what to say to such generosity, except thank you a million times.”
“It’s more gratitude than generosity.” Claire put the stickers in Margot’s hand. “Shall we go in?” It felt so good to be able to do something nice for someone else, instead of wallowing in the misery the possible end of her friendship with Juliette had pushed her in. Fixing that would be the next item on her to-do list. Juliette couldn’t avoid her forever. Now that the heat of the moment had passed, and Claire was able to look past her huge embarrassment, the only conclusion she could draw was that a twenty-five-year friendship should be able to withstand what she had done. Friends forgave each other transgressions all the time. Admittedly, conducting a secret affair with Marie Dievart was not a minor mistake to have made by any standard but, damn it, twenty-five years of sharing their lives together should account for something more than this. Claire had to believe that.
“Okay.” Margot nodded and, their hands still clasped together, they walked into the shop.
   
Because it was close to the shop and Claire had to pick up some fresh clothes, they went up to Claire’s flat after they’d completed the sales transaction of Margot’s brand new motorcycle.
Margot’s mood had visibly brightened as well and now they were both in good spirits and they had the rest of the weekend in front of them to enjoy. Claire could actually choose to stay in her flat alone again—she felt strong enough for that, and that way Margot would have her privacy back—but Claire quite enjoyed staying with Margot. Not having to come home to an empty flat after a long day at work was soothing. Just watching the evening news together felt so much better than watching it alone. Maybe they should become roommates. Juliette had advised Claire to sell her flat.
“About Dievart,” Claire said while they were eating a celebratory éclair at her dining table. “The way I see it, you have two options.”
This got Margot’s attention. Claire didn’t think that ‘bringing Dievart down’—because that was what Margot had called it—was Margot’s battle to fight. Moreover, Margot wasn’t someone who spent her free time plotting the demise of a fellow doctor. That was not the Margot Claire knew anyway. “Either you use me in your plan.” Claire shrugged. “I could come to the hospital, for instance, create a scene, make her react. Something like that. We could embarrass her, although she might be too smart to take the bait. We don’t know any of that and that plan is seriously flawed. Or…” She locked her gaze on Margot. God, those eyes. How had Claire ever gotten over their intense stare? “Together, er, you and I, as friends, could try to bring the old Margot back. Do you remember her? That kind, unflinching, loyal, good-hearted person I fell so hard for? I remember her, in fact she’s sitting across from me. She’s not entirely herself yet, but who could blame her after all she has been through? I know I can’t. But the Margot I fell for didn’t have a mind for vengeance. She lived and let live. She went about her life with the most integrity I’ve ever seen.”
“Don’t say that, Claire. I screwed you over when Inez came back. I drove you away. I made so many mistakes. One after the other. And then I endangered someone’s life. I could have died. I should have died.”
Claire banged her fist on the table. “Don’t ever say that again.” Had she really thought she could assuage Margot’s guilt by gifting her a new motorcycle?
“I’m sorry.” Margot held up her hands. “I shouldn’t have said that. If anything, I’m so lucky. But I’m not going to lie, in those long dark months of recovery, I often thought about how I didn’t deserve to live after what I had done.”
“Everybody always deserves a second chance, Margot.” In fact, I’d give you a third, Claire thought, totally out of the blue. Now, however, was not the time to say that out loud.
“I know the whole Dievart business is a way of keeping my mind from drifting to other thoughts. Going back to work has been stressful, mainly because of her. She reminds me of that night every time I see her. She saw me at my worst, after I had done the most despicable thing I’ve ever done in my life. And, well, if I’m being totally honest here, it didn’t exactly help that you’d just been on a date with her. She just stands for… so many things I’d like to put behind me and it feels as though I can’t do that as long as she’s working at Saint-Vincent.”
Claire could launch into an apology again, and repeat how sorry she was for turning up at the hospital with Dievart, and for not trying harder to resist her, but she decided to go about things in a more zen way. “Do you think all of that will be solved by getting rid of her?” She dropped her fork. “The way I see it, Dievart is more a manifestation of the problem you have with yourself than the problem itself. I won’t sit here and claim all of our lives wouldn’t be better if she was out of the picture, but, you know, this is life. We can’t just chase people away because we’re done playing with them and we don’t like them anymore. It doesn’t work that way. All we can do is look inside ourselves and find a way to move on, to move forward with our lives and our flawed selves, and the mistakes we seem to repeat again and again because they’re ingrained in our personality. And make the best of it. Every mistake should, at the very least, make you a little wiser. Granted, some of us make more than others. And yes, I’m referring to myself. But, you have to let it go, Margot, if you want to be your old self again. By that I don’t necessarily mean the exact same person as you were before, but someone with the same values who has learned a lesson.”
“Wow.” Margot dropped her fork now as well. “Someone’s been doing some introspection.”
“It’s amazing how much more free time I have now that I don’t have Juliette around to waste it with.” Claire managed a giggle, but it hurt. She missed Juliette like crazy. Not so much as someone to run a business with and go to meetings with and discuss the future with—though that was also a part of it—but she missed her friend, her confidante. She even missed Juliette’s on-going talk about having children. About her nieces and how wonderful they were, even though Claire had never even met them. She missed how much she whined about having to be friendly with her father and brother in return for access to her nieces. She even missed how much she was fooling herself into considering having a child on the brink of forty-five. She missed Juliette with all her flaws and imperfections.
“If you give her a speech like that, I’m sure she’ll come around.” Margot painted a smile on her face. Ah, that smile. Margot wasn’t the easiest person to get to smile but when she did, the whole room lit up—the whole world lit up.
“You know what?” Claire said. “I just might.”
“You can practice on me,” Margot said.
“I know I can,” Claire said, and when she looked into Margot’s eyes, she felt it again. That sensation that had been creeping up on her since she’d leaned her head on Margot’s shoulder last Friday. The sensation that she never wanted her to leave ever again.
JULIETTE
Juliette hadn’t been away from the Barbier & Cyr office for a full week in years. Which reminded her again of the fact that she and Nadia should take more time off. It was strange to push open the door on Monday morning. It felt as though, because of her voluntary absence, she didn’t fully own the place anymore. Usually, when she arrived first thing in the morning, she always felt, if only for a split second, a clear sense of pride at what she and Claire had created. They had made a lot of sacrifices for it—including one that Juliette was beginning to think she was going to pay for big time—but Barbier & Cyr was a thriving PR agency. She and Claire had made that happen. If they hadn’t had the balls years ago to start this company, it would simply not exist. They had created it out of nothing but their willpower and the strength of their combined minds. Juliette would certainly not have been able to accomplish it without Claire—she was painfully aware of that. They were not just great friends, they made for excellent business partners as well.
She didn’t experience that sense of pride this morning, because she felt as though she had abandoned the people she worked with. It was a silly idea in itself, she knew that, because she had worked just as hard from home, but it had felt different. Perhaps because she had enjoyed the extra time for herself so much. But, mainly, because of the reason why she had worked from home—it had felt more like fleeing the office.
Juliette was, of course, also nervous. She could have opted to work from home longer, but that was taking the easy route. And why should she have to work from home and not Claire? She wasn’t the one who’d slept with sodding Marie Dievart.
“Bonjour Véro,” she said when she walked past her assistant’s desk to her office.
“Double shot?” Véro asked.
“Better make it a triple.” Juliette gave her a grin. “And, er, could you let me know when Claire arrives, please?”
“Sure and sure.” Véro nodded.
Juliette walked into her office. She looked around and wondered if all of this had been worth it. She knew very well that there were plenty of women out there who had done what she had thought impossible. They’d run a business and become a mother, often of more than one child. Juliette had waited too long, and, in the past, she’d had many good reasons to not want a child. Just as she had had many good reasons to never get married. But she was married now, and she wanted a child now. However, since their visit to Dr. Dupuis, it was as if she knew it wasn’t going to happen. She’d had to keep her spirits up for Nadia, and show her that she still believed no matter what, but when she’d lain, with her legs spread so crassly, on the examination table, she’d had a premonition that it simply wasn’t going to happen. She couldn’t logically explain it. She’d just felt it. It had only left her craving a child more.
Juliette was still standing on the carpet in front of her desk when Véro knocked and brought her coffee. “Claire has just arrived. She asked if you wanted to see her, and if so, when would be the best time.”
Juliette took the mug from Véro and wondered what she must be thinking. She must sometimes wonder about the crazy firm she ended up working for. How could she not?
“Whenever’s fine,” Juliette said. “I don’t have any meetings before lunch.”
“Okay.” Véro closed the door behind her. Juliette went to sit at her desk and waited. There was no point in beginning any work until she’d spoken to Claire. The same Claire who had sat in that chair across from her and profusely apologized for turning up at the hospital with Dievart, and had vowed that nothing had happened and most certainly never would. How could she ever believe anything Claire said ever again? But, on the other hand, how much had she wanted to go for a drink with Claire after the ob-gyn appointment? Not that Claire wasn’t just as skeptical about Juliette’s child wish as Nadia was, but at least with Claire, she could talk about Nadia’s lack of enthusiasm. She could vocalize her feelings without having to worry about offending her wife. And that was just on a personal level.
How many times a day did Juliette pick up the phone to quickly ask Claire a question? When it came to Barbier & Cyr, it felt as though they shared a brain. Over the years, they had gathered so much information together, tidbits that only the two of them knew, because they had lived through it all together. While working from home, Juliette had found herself reaching for her phone more than once, wanting to place a quick call to Claire to ask her what a client’s favorite brand of scotch was again. All this agony over a woman, Juliette thought. Will none of us ever learn?
Then, the knock on her door she’d been waiting for. Juliette cleared her throat, sat up a bit straighter, and said, “Oui.”
“Hey.” Claire’d had a hair cut. “Is now a good time?” she asked.
It had only been one week, but Juliette had missed the simple, every-day act of Claire walking into her office so much. “Yes. Come in.”
Claire shut the door and sat down opposite Juliette. They made eye contact for a brief moment, then both looked away.
“I don’t know how to do this,” Juliette said. “I truly have no idea.” She sighed, and felt her posture sagging already. “I want to keep you as my friend and my business partner.” Juliette had woken up at five this morning, thinking of what to say to Claire, but she’d never got past the conundrum of missing Claire terribly and hating her for what she had done. “But I can’t trust you. You broke something between us and I’m not sure it can be fixed.”
“I know I did, Jules.” Claire’s voice trembled. “But we have a responsibility to this company, to our clients and our employees. We’re going to have to find a way to make this work.” The tremor in Claire’s voice was fading and being replaced with the confident tone she used to pitch clients. “I think there’s only one way. We just have to do it. You can resent me all you want. And I will do anything you ask of me, because I fully realize I’m the one who has to take responsibility here, but this company is called Barbier and Cyr, and it needs you and me. The only way we can keep everything on track—at least until after the election—is, basically, by faking it until we make it.”
Rage was brewing in Juliette’s gut—perhaps she shouldn’t have had that triple espresso. But Juliette was adamant to be the better person here—because she so obviously was. She took a few deep breaths and tried to speak calmly. “By that, I take it you mean that I have to pretend that you didn’t do what you did. Because it’s easy for you to say, Claire, but put yourself in my position. How would you react if I’d gone after Inez and had an affair with her behind your back for six months?” Well done. Juliette berated herself inwardly. This was one of the things she hadn’t meant to say to Claire. But fuck, it was a more than valid comparison. One she wanted Claire to consider.
“That would make me feel pretty shitty,” Claire said.
It wasn’t as though Juliette derived any pleasure from seeing Claire crumble like that. Her shoulders were hunched and she seemed to have shrunk a foot.
“You’ve made me feel so insignificant.” Juliette’s voice was doing the trembling now. Not just because the pain Claire had caused her was still so raw, but also because this was not how the conversation was meant to go. In fact, what Claire had just said started to make sense to her, but Juliette wasn’t sure she could actually rise to the level of matureness needed to act like that for the sake of their business. “It was humiliating enough to witness you walking into the E.R. with her on the night of Margot’s accident, but to actually have you go back to her.” It was as though Juliette could sense herself rise outside of her body and adopt a bird’s eye view of what she was doing. The same exact thing she’d done so many times during arguments with Nadia. Play up her role as the victim and actively stand in the way of any solutions because, surely, she was the one who had gotten her feelings hurt the most.
If she and Claire were ever to be friends again, Juliette would need to find a way to rise above her wallowing and her woe-is-me attitude. She’d need to find a way to see that what Claire had done with Dievart wasn’t an attack on her personally, but an awful judgement call made by a lonely, broken-hearted woman. She could hardly do what she’d done to Nadia after she found out that she’d slept with Dievart. Juliette had actually learned one thing from that ordeal: quid pro quo doesn’t make things better.
“Jules, I know. But I’m beginning to sound like a broken record here. I’m sorry. You know that. I was being selfish and not myself, and not considerate of anyone else. I made a mistake. I have to live with that. Trust me, this mistake is the first thing I think about when I open my eyes in the morning and the last before I close them at night. But, fuck, I miss you. I miss us. And if you want to make me pay for my mistake, then I’ll accept that. If you want me out of your sight for a while longer, I’ll work from home. But I’m not allowing our friendship to be ruined over this, Jules. It’s not worth it. I stand by that.”
“Just tell me one thing.” For the life of her, Juliette couldn’t stop herself. “What’s so bloody great about Marie Dievart, anyway? Clearly, she’s a bitch who doesn’t take anyone’s feelings into consideration. She must be one hell of a… lover”—Juliette spat out the word—“to make you go back for more again and again.”
Claire inhaled deeply. “It’s not like that, Jules.”
“The hell it’s not.” Juliette’s voice shot up. “Not even Nadia has been able to convince me that she didn’t enjoy that night with her. What is she? Some kind of pussy whisperer or something?” Juliette knew how silly she was sounding—it was the story of her life.
Claire sat shaking her head. “Jules, come on. Let’s not do this again.”
“At least you’re right about that, Claire. I can’t do this anymore either.”
“So…” Claire paused. “What do you suggest?”
Juliette shrugged. “I don’t have much choice, do I?” She leaned forward and put her elbows on her desk, trying to give Claire a menacing look. “I have to work with you, and I will. But be well aware of the fact that it doesn’t mean I have forgiven you. Don’t invite me for after-work drinks or anything like that. I’ll play my part. We’ll run the company together. I’ll pretend you didn’t stab me in the back in the worst possible way, as long as you don’t get any ideas in your head.”
“That’s all I can ask for at this point,” Claire said. She was a mere shadow of the confident woman with a new haircut who had walked into Juliette’s office ten minutes ago, and Juliette, for the first time, felt a tiny bit sorry for her friend. She remembered Claire’s hand on her shoulder when François had turned up out of the blue to give her the news about her father’s heart attack. And Claire’s words of wisdom after Juliette had slept with Sybille to get back at Nadia. If she were to count the hours Claire had listened to her talking about how awful her life was, how everyone always let her down, it would add up to years. But friendship wasn’t measured by time spent together and favors done for each other. The whole point of it was that there was no need to measure it. Nevertheless, Juliette was weighing the grief Claire had caused her against all the good things she had done for her, and hoping that, at some point, the scale would tip to the other side again.
Claire rose and walked to the door. Before she opened it, she turned to Juliette, and said, “You’re my family, Jules. I love you. We will get through this.” She lifted her chin, held her head high, and exited Juliette’s office.
Juliette had once fallen in love with Claire. She’d left her because romantically—and sexually—they didn’t make much sense, but she’d fallen hard enough to never want to let Claire Cyr go from her life. They had that unquantifiable spark between them that allowed them to rise from the ruins of their affair and forge a friendship. Juliette wanted so much to believe that what Claire had just said would be true—hadn’t they gotten through much worse than Juliette’s ego being fatally bruised?—but she still failed to see how.
MARGOT
“She bought you a motorcycle?” Nadia asked. It had been one of those spring days that already felt like summer, and Margot and Nadia had decided to go for a drink after work on one of the many terraces just across the canal from Saint-Vincent.
“Wow,” Steph added. Earlier that afternoon, Nadia had called Steph at work and told her that if she didn’t join her and Margot for a drink on a gorgeous evening like this, she’d have to reconsider her vote for Dominique because of how the Députée was robbing them of their friend.
Steph had surprised Margot a few weeks after she’d been discharged from the hospital and had taken time out of her increasingly hectic schedule to visit Margot at her parents’ home. She’d repeated her visits at frequent intervals, leading Margot to believe that they could, in fact, be friends. Steph was by no means the same person who had so callously hit on Margot that first night they’d met in Nadia and Juliette’s apartment. She was a politician’s wife now—and clearly suffering from the mounting pressure.
“I know,” Margot said. “After all the paperwork has been processed, my commute to work is going to be so much more pleasant again.”
“Nu-uh, Doc,” Steph said. “My amazement was not a reaction to the cutting in half of your commute time. I know Claire. She was making a statement.”
“Of course she was.” Margot remembered the speech Claire had given her, and wondered if the one she’d planned on giving Juliette on her first day back at work today was having as much effect. “And she was right. I can’t punish myself forever.” She tapped a fingernail against the bottle of Perrier she was drinking. “I’ve already stopped drinking.”
“With all due respect,” Steph said, a small smile on her face, “I think you’ve been reading the signals wrong.” Steph looked at Nadia—perhaps to support her claim. Nadia just shrugged.
“We’re friends,” Margot said, perhaps in a more defensive tone than necessary.
“Nadz and I have been friend for years. She’s never given me a motorcycle.” Steph turned to Nadia. “Nadz, why have you never given me a motorcycle?”
“Because you don’t ride a motorcycle,” Nadia said. “Which would make it a pretty stupid gift.”
Steph rolled her eyes. “Am I the only one who’s reading this right?” She turned her attention back to Margot. “Claire still has feelings for you. If it had purely been a token of friendship, perhaps she’d have given you a keyring in the shape of a motorcycle. Knowing Claire, it would surely have been a gold-plated keyring, but a keyring nonetheless. Not an actual motorcycle.”
“We had a pretty intense week, okay? It was just Claire’s overly generous way of thanking me.”
Steph curved her lips into a non-believing pout. “Believe what you will, Doc, but remember this moment. I’m calling it here and now. Claire Cyr still has the hots for you. Please think of me when she declares her love between now and, hm, let’s say two weeks.”
Margot took a sip of water. She would set Steph straight in a second. But her words had given her pause. “Dear Stéphanie, I understand you’re very excited about spending some undoubtedly hard-earned time off with us, your neglected friends. I also understand that it’s making you get a little carried away. But Claire and I are just friends. We’ve discussed it. We are very clear on this matter.” If they were so clear on this matter, as Margot had just stated, then why did she feel the most unfortunate blush creep up her cheeks?
Steph made a yeah-yeah face. Margot considered that she did work with Claire and Claire might have said something to her that Margot didn’t know about.
“I’m just glad this whole Dievart business is out in the open now.” Steph held up her hands. “Although I do feel very sorry for Jules, but at least I don’t have to walk around the office feeling like the world’s biggest traitor anymore.”
Nadia tapped the table top with three fingers a few times. “After we left the hospital, Margot and I laid out one ground rule for tonight, Steph. The name Marie Dievart will not be spoken.”
Steph slanted her head. “Understood,” she said.
“You seem different from the last time I saw you,” Nadia said. “More relaxed.”
Steph sagged into her chair and brought her beer bottle to her lips. After she sat it back down on the table, she said, “That’s because I’m in therapy.”
Margot, who had just been sipping from her water again, nearly spat it out. Margot was not a big believer in discussing and processing her feelings out loud, and for some reason she couldn’t really explain, she’d believed Steph was the same.
“My turn to say wow.” Worry crossed Nadia’s face and she put a hand on Steph’s arm. “Are you all right?”
“I am. I swear I am. There’s no need to worry about me.” Steph gave them that easy smile of hers. “It was all just getting a bit much, that’s all.”
“In what way?” Margot was curious.
“I believe they call it a burn-out. As much as I didn’t want to admit it to myself, because, you know, I’m still so young, and I love my job, but fuck, every night before I went to bed, my head was about to explode with a million little worries.”
“I’m so sorry,” Nadia said. “I had no idea you felt like that. I’ve been a bad friend.”
Steph waved off Nadia’s comment. “No, you haven’t. You called me countless times, Nadz. But I never had time to see you. Which is why I made a point of coming tonight.”
“So, er, seeing a therapist is helping then?” Margot asked.
Steph nodded and seemed lost in thought for a second. “It’s great. Marion, my therapist, is great. She’s also the daughter of the late President Tanguy-Pascal.”
“She is?” Nadia eyes were the size of saucers.
“She gets it. She gets exactly what I’m going through, well, most of it, anyway… I’ve only seen her twice. But next time, Dominique and I will be going to see her together to… address a more intimate issue.”
It wasn’t like Steph to be coy like that. Margot didn’t need to have been her friend for years to know that.
“We, er, well, I actually seem to have lost my appetite for sex,” Steph added.
“You?” Nadia accompanied her astounded response with a quick waggle of her eyebrows.
“What can I say, Nadz?” Steph pulled up her shoulders. “It happens to the best of us.” She gave a nervous chuckle.
Before Margot started hanging out with this crowd, she never had conversations like this. She felt herself blush again, although she didn’t really know why.
“So what you’re saying is that you and Dominique are suffering from lesbian bed death?” Nadia obviously still couldn’t believe it.
“Well, if you want to call it that. But according to Marion it’s only normal that I haven’t really been feeling in the mood for a while. I suddenly found myself in a life that felt as far removed as possible from the one I once lived. It was a bit hard to adjust, you know?” Steph glanced at Nadia. “You and Jules have been together for so long now. What’s your frequency?”
“Our frequency?” Nadia asked, while Margot was becoming increasingly uncomfortable with the topic of conversation. She was not used to having friends who discussed these kind of things so openly. Then again, Steph couldn’t very well ask her the same thing seeing she was single and hadn’t had sex since that last time with Claire, that last time they’d tried to patch things up before everything had fallen apart. Margot had asked herself if she was going to deny herself sex for the rest of her life as well—being the glutton for punishment she’d become after the accident. She had decided to not actively look for anything, but if someone interesting popped up on her path, she wouldn’t rule it out. Though she did wonder when and where on earth she would ever meet someone like that again. Not that she was that difficult, but after all that had happened, and the disastrous choices she had made, she couldn’t even imagine it.
“Yes, how many times a week or month or year do you and Jules go at it?” Steph’s tone had gone all serious.
“Jesus. Well, er, that entirely depends. There are so many factors that influence that.”
“Exactly,” Steph said. “There are always”—she curled her fingers into air quotes—“factors.”
“Getting married certainly increased our frequency,” Nadia mused. “But now that whole thing with Claire has blown up, I’m sure it will decrease again for a while. It must have brought back a few unpleasant memories for Juliette about me and Dievart.”
Margot held up a finger. “You said the D-word.”
“I did. Next round’s on me.” Nadia started looking around for a waiter.
“How about you, Margot.” Steph focused her gaze on Margot. “When you and Claire were still together. Did you tie her to the bed every night?”
How did Steph know about that? But of course she knew. The four of them—Juliette, Nadia, Claire and Steph—were so close, they knew the tiniest little detail about each other’s sex lives. Until they started sleeping with someone they weren’t supposed to. But Margot didn’t want to think that way about Claire. Especially because she had made quite a similar mistake herself. Some way or another, they all had. Nadia had slept with Dievart first. Juliette had slept with Sybille as revenge. Steph had slept with Dominique, which was illicit in its own way. And Margot, she’d slept with her ex, in that bare flat of hers just a few blocks down from where they were sitting. She’d gone over there and lost control—and so much more in the process. They were all guilty.
“I most certainly did when we first got together,” Margot said, feeling deflated as well as wanting to play Steph a little. She couldn’t keep on crying about it forever. Wasn’t that the gist of what Claire had told her yesterday?
“Because that’s how it goes when you’re newly in love.” Steph was not ready to let the subject go. “When I first met Dominique, I wanted her so badly, I risked everything. And so did she. Now… not so much anymore.”
Steph continued discussing Dominique for a while longer. She’d clearly missed being around her friends and talking to them. Which made Margot think about Claire again, who was working late tonight—“And probably most nights in the foreseeable future just to show Juliette that I’m worth forgiving, if not for my character, then at least for my work ethic,” Claire had told Margot over the phone earlier today. “I’ll be home late,” she’d said. Claire had made no mention of moving back to the Boulevard Gouvion Saint-Cyr, even though it was much closer to the Barbier & Cyr office.
Obviously now that Juliette would be back in the office, running into her in the street wasn’t even an issue anymore. Margot was in no rush to ask her when she was considering moving out. Which, in turn, made her think of what Steph had said at the beginning of the evening. Surely now, she would think of that every time she rode the bike Claire had given her.
Margot thought about Claire a lot, she realized. Much more than about any other friend. In fact, she was getting antsy and started looking at her watch, and thinking that Claire would be home soon. Perhaps she should make a move herself. She had an early day tomorrow. And watching the ten o’clock news with Claire had become a comforting habit.
STEPH
“Okay, babe,” Dominique said. “Let’s do this.” She checked her makeup in the mirror for the third time.
“Are you nervous?” Steph put her hands on Dominique’s hips.
“A little.” Dominique locked eyes with her in the reflection of the mirror, then pushed her behind into Steph’s groin. “We could stay home and use this time for or our own private therapy session.” She flashed Steph a nervous smile.
Instantly, that inkling of dread settled in the pit of Steph’s stomach again. She felt her fear of disappointing Dominique, and the knowledge that the old, carefree Steph—the one she’d felt so comfortable being—didn’t have a place in her life anymore. And the thought that she stood to lose Dominique because of all of this.
“I’m sorry,” Dominique said. “For someone who enjoys public speaking and setting a room full of middle-aged men straight about women’s rights, I’m disproportionally nervous to speak with one of my oldest friends about our sex life.”
Steph pressed a kiss to the back of Dominique’s head. “It’ll be all right.” She found Dominique’s eyes in the mirror again. “Did you ever go to see her with Philippe?”
“No,” Dominique replied. “And I don’t intend to make the same mistake twice.” She shot Steph a different kind of smile now, then turned around to face her. “Je t’aime, Stéphanie,” she said. “That’s why I don’t mind confiding in Marion about certain matters. After all, this whole thing was my suggestion in the first place.”
“Come on.” Steph took her by the hand. “Let’s go or we’ll be late.”
   
It was strange to share the Dominique-free zone, as Marion had called it the first time Steph had gone to see her, with Dominique. In fact, Dominique sat so close to Steph—as if trying to make a point to her friend—that Steph wasn’t feeling very willing to talk at all. Everybody always believed love to be so complicated, but friendship was much more of a minefield than anything.
They’d gotten the pleasantries out of the way, and Dominique had successfully convinced Marion to open a vintage bottle of red wine, and now they sat in Marion’s garden room, surrounded by the pitch-black night, talking as though this were a simple social call. But Steph had full faith in Marion. They hadn’t come here to discuss the latest polls or the dirty divorce of one of their mutual acquaintances.
It was when Dominique asked, her tone at ease and conversational, “How is your darling husband?” that Marion called her to order.
In addition to reminding Steph of what Marion had divulged about her marriage last Saturday, it also made Marion snap to attention. “Léon is fine, but we’re not here to discuss my husband, Domi.” She shot Dominique an understanding smile. “I understand this is difficult and there are some barriers to overcome.”
In true Laroche-style, Dominique waved her off. “Nonsense, Marion,” she said. Steph had rarely seen her so defensive. “We can talk about anything.”
The old Steph would have enjoyed this, and would have gotten a kick out of two fine-looking women dancing around each other like that, but the Steph sitting in Marion’s sofa derived no pleasure from Dominique’s little spectacle.
Steph put her hand on Dominique’s knee, hoping that it would make clear it was time to stand down. This was not another Dominique Laroche show. This was a much-needed appointment to rescue Steph’s sanity.
“Okay.” From Dominique’s less excited tone, Steph could deduce that her maneuver had worked—for now. “Let’s do this. My apologies.”
“Why don’t you start, Steph?” Marion asked. “Tell Dominique how you’ve been feeling.”
Here we go, Steph thought. The old her would have found this ludicrous, while the current her needed to do this so badly it scared her. Then she told Dominique all the things she’d told Marion, and how being reduced to Dominique’s partner had made her feel increasingly powerless, and out of touch with herself, and had, finally, resulted in her body’s refusal to tend to Dominique’s, and her own, wishes.
When she was done, she was torn between the agony of waiting for Dominique’s response, and the pure relief of having been able to voice her grief. Steph was not much of a talker. She wasn’t like Juliette and Claire, who liked to explain in great detail how their feelings got hurt and what they were going to do about it. Nevertheless, it felt right to sit here and do this. Steph realized she would never have been able to say what she’d just said without coming to see Marion on her own first. No matter what Dominique responded, she was already a step closer to becoming herself again.
Steph glanced at Dominique, who always had something to say about anything at all, but now sat there clearly stumped for words. She looked at her hands, as though they held the answer.
“How can we solve this?” Dominique said finally, not addressing Steph but Marion.
“It’s a bit soon to start discussing solutions,” Marion said. “Now would be a good time for you to tell Steph how you’ve been feeling lately about your relationship.”
“I’ve told her already.” Dominique had found her familiar tone of voice again. “I know this is hard on you, Stéphanie. And I also know that I don’t have enough time in my schedule to devote to what you’re going through, a fact I’m very sorry about. But I’m running for president of the republic. That was always going to take a toll.”
“Nobody’s blaming you for anything, Domi,” Marion said, her voice soft and calm. “This is not about assigning blame or apologizing or any of that. I asked you here together because I believe that sometimes a mediator can facilitate a difficult conversation. I know you both care very much about each other, and the proof of that is that you’re both sitting here.”
“That may very well be,” Dominique replied quickly. Steph recognized her TV debate voice. “But from what you just told me, Stéphanie, we find ourselves in a bit of a catch-22 situation.” Dominique looked at Steph as though Steph’s words had greatly offended her.
One of the reasons Steph had been so attracted to Dominique was because, just like her, Dominique wasn’t one to over-analyze her emotions. They’d had sex, fallen in love, and started a relationship. When you removed the entire political mess and the scandalous note from their affair, it was as straightforward as it got, until now. Steph actually understood why Dominique would feel cornered. They weren’t used to doing this. This was not a part of the dynamic of their relationship.
“It doesn’t have to be,” Marion said. Thank goodness for Marion. “This is by no means an all-or-nothing situation.”
“I know. I know.” Dominique stared at her fingers again. She was feeling out of her depth. So was Steph, for that matter. “I have a lot on my mind and I fully realize there’s no quick fix for this, which… frustrates me, I guess.” At last, Dominique looked at Steph again. “It’s all well and good wanting to stand on the barricades and change the way people think, but it comes with an awful lot of pressure. For me as well, sweetheart. In fact, I pretty much know how you feel, but I also feel fairly powerless to do anything about it.”
“Thanks for sharing that,” Marion said. “That’s completely understandable.”
“I just need to know where we stand here,” Dominique said. “Are we in more trouble than I thought?” There was a tiny tremor in her voice.
Steph believed it was her turn to speak now. She sat up a bit straighter and tried to hold Dominique’s gaze, but it wasn’t easy. This was not how she usually solved things. Steph went to Le Noir if she felt like clearing the cobwebs from her brain. She took position at the bar of Les Pêches and scanned the crowd until she found what she was looking for. She went for a drink at L’Univers where everybody knew her and she could sit silently at the bar and think about what was bugging her. But that was just the thing. Apart from the mess her friends got themselves in, before Dominique, Steph didn’t find that much bothered her. She worked hard, but had no trouble leaving work behind when she walked out the door of Barbier & Cyr. Now, her life was a complex web of responsibilities, shaking hands with people whose vision she didn’t share, dinners with Xavier Laroche, and being a sort of stepparent to Didier and Lisa.
“No. I don’t know.” Even though she had wanted to say something meaningful, Steph didn’t know what to say because Dominique’s question had hit home for her. Were they in more trouble than they both believed they were? “I just… can’t find any peace anymore. Nowhere. I have no time for it. Or I’m afraid someone will take a picture of me and put it on Facebook and it will influence your campaign negatively. It feels as though there’s no room for myself left in my life.” To her horror, Steph felt tears prick behind her eyes. She didn’t want to cry. So she quickly said, “What attracted you to me in the first place? And how far removed is that person from what I’ve become?” Steph couldn’t keep a subtle sob from creeping into her voice, but she did manage to stave off the tears.
“Oh, sweetheart.” Dominique shuffled a little closer. “This is only temporary. The campaign is almost over. We’re almost there. It’s not going to be like this forever.”
These platitudes, these non-thought-through statements got on Steph’s nerves the most. Because Steph did see her present state as never-ending—if she didn’t do something about it. And that’s what paralyzed her the most. It was in that spirit, and because she was becoming rather riled up, that she said the one thing she wasn’t supposed to say to a presidential candidate. “What if you win? Who will I be then?”
Dominique’s mouth fell open, while Steph instantly regretted her words. She knew she had committed a cardinal campaign sin. You never questioned a candidate’s ability to win—especially not because of your own precious feelings. This was not a written rule, not even an outspoken one, but one Steph had understood loud and clear from the second she had joined Dominique’s campaign.
“So, you’d prefer it if I lost?” Dominique’s shoulders had slumped and her voice was tiny. “Then I guess we are in more trouble than I thought.”
“Okay.” Marion stepped in. “This is why I’m here. To make sure this conversation has a positive outcome. Dominique.” She locked her gaze on Dominique. “I think what Steph is really saying is that she needs more space to be herself. She needs more breathing room. Which is a fair demand, I think.”
Dominique was silent. Steph looked at her from the corner of her eye and could see how the wheels were churning in her brain. She was seeking a solution. Thinking quickly to come up with the perfect soundbite. It was what Dominique Laroche excelled at—although not so much now. She remained silent for a few more seconds, until she finally spoke, “I can’t be with someone who doesn’t believe in me. Not this late in the game. It’s simply… imperative.”
“I do believe in you,” Steph said, her voice frail. “I believe in you so much that I forget to believe in myself.”
“What do you want me to do about that, Stéphanie?” Steph could see how Dominique’s muscles tensed. “This is a stressful time for me as well, and I’m grateful that you’re there for me. More grateful than you’ll ever know. But, really, what can I possibly do?”
“Can I suggest a time-out?” Marion said. “Let’s take a breather.”
“That’s just the thing, you see, Marion. I don’t have time to take a breather,” Dominique said.
“You do here.” Marion had only raised her voice a fraction, but Steph saw Dominique react to it nonetheless. “You’ve come here to take a break from your hectic schedule and really communicate with each other. At least that was my understanding,” she said.
“Fine.” Dominique took Marion’s advice quite literally and inhaled deeply. “I’m sorry.” She turned to Steph. “To answer your previous question. Yes, to me, you are still the same woman I fell in love with. But perhaps I haven’t been paying that much attention, because you clearly don’t feel like that woman anymore. And I want to apologize for that.”
“I appreciate that,” Steph said. “But instead of an apology I would much rather get permission to not have to attend every event I’m invited to. It’s too much. I need to have my own life. I’ll be by your side, and I do believe in you, I can’t repeat that enough. I love you. I turned my entire life upside down for you. I’ve given you everything I have, Dominique, and now I’ve reached my limit. I need some space. Coming here once a week has already helped me a lot. But I need more.”
“Okay.” Dominique’s features turned solemn. Steph wondered if she’d been hurt by what she’d just said. But Steph had been hurt as well by all the automatic demands Dominique had made of her, and how they had accumulated. As though one ‘yes’ had been the gateway to a million. Dominique turned to Marion, and said, “Please tell me how this is not the whole Philippe thing all over again?”
Ouch. Dominique hadn’t really hurt Steph until she had said that.
NADIA
It was one of the board members’ farewell party and to Nadia’s despair Margot was working tonight, while Marie Dievart was decidedly not. The one good thing about being trapped in this room with Dievart was that Leclerq, the board member she disagreed with the most—and Inez Larue’s uncle who had insisted she’d hire his niece—would no longer be a pain in her ass from now on. He was retiring, and Nadia thanked her lucky stars for that.
All she had to do was get through this social situation with Dievart, be nice to her when people were looking—and someone was always looking at Dievart—and not partake too much of the excellent wine that was being served.
It wasn’t easy because Dievart seemed to have her sights set on Nadia tonight. Nadia had sensed it from the moment Dievart had made her entrance. Heads had turned, of course—they always did when the neurosurgeon entered a room. She was a stunning woman and no amount of pure evil in her soul would ever change that.
After a brief chat with Leclerq, Dievart had come straight for Nadia, and pecked her on the cheek as though they were friends. Her lips had hovered over Nadia’s cheek and she’d produced a sultry ‘Bonsoir’, as though they were much more than colleagues.
Dievart had toured the room the same way Nadia had done, but had somehow always found her way back to Nadia to whisper something unsettling in her ear. What was she trying to do? Get her into bed again? Was she really that delusional? There she came again, carrying two fresh glasses of wine.
“I thought you might like one of these,” Dievart said.
Nadia had just deposited her empty glass on a server’s tray and hadn’t been offered a new one. As much as she didn’t want to accept a drink from Dievart, she wanted another glass of that wine more.
“Merci,” she said, and took the glass from Dievart, whereupon the neurosurgeon had the audacity to let their fingers brush against each other. It not only made Nadia flinch, but it also made her think about Steph’s question yesterday, about her and Juliette’s frequency. Nadia was appalled to realize that she and Juliette had, in fact, been drifting apart again, by no one else’s fault than Marie bloody Dievart’s. Not that she had the tiniest morsel of attraction left for Dievart. That ship had sailed long ago and, as soon as she gathered herself, she would give the neurosurgeon a piece of her mind.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Nadia tried to keep her voice down while putting enough disgust into it to register.
“I always liked you Nadia. I have very fond memories of our night together,” Dievart said, making Nadia almost choke on the sip of wine she’d just taken.
“Just stop it. I know it’s probably hard for you, but try to show a modicum of decency and respect.” Nadia couldn’t believe that after Dievart had just joined the hospital she’d actually considered that, for a brief moment, she wasn’t that bad. She was just as terrible as everyone who knew her only in the slightest would confirm. She was a brilliant, beautiful egomaniac. The worst combination possible.
“It’s hard, Nadia,” Dievart said as she pinned her pale-blue gaze on Nadia. “After all, I’ve seen you in… quite a state.” She curled her lips into a grin that could not possibly be misinterpreted.
Rage was starting to boil inside of Nadia, but it wasn’t a blind, no-holds-barred kind of rage. Because at the same time, and to her own utter disgust, Nadia could understand why Claire had entered into an affair with this woman. It was for the same reason she had made that almost-fatal mistake so many months ago. Dievart had a sort of magnetism about her. As though waves emanated from her skin and created a force-field around her to which any mere mortal couldn’t help but be drawn. That night Dievart was so indulgently referring to, had been sensational. Despite Nadia’s firm belief that she had dealt with it and relegated it to the deepest confines of her mind, images of it now popped up in her head. Because Dievart always knew what she was doing and she did it well.
“I thought we had agreed to never talk about that night again. I’m a married woman now.” Nadia felt so foolish for saying these words. She didn’t need to say this. She could just walk away and let Dievart stew in her unsuccessful attempt at unsettling Nadia—if only it had been unsuccessful.
“I know we did, but seeing you tonight, I couldn’t help but think about it. You look very good in that dress. So, you know, sue me for digging up a beautiful memory.”
I just might sue you, Nadia thought. How far would Dievart have to go before she could file a sexual harassment complaint? But it would never hold because Nadia had wanted her that night. Dievart had sensed it and made her move and Nadia had let her.
“Well, I would really appreciate it if you never brought it up again.” She wanted to add, ‘And if you think you’re ever going to get me back into your bed you’re sorely mistaken,’ but she didn’t want to say these words out loud in a room full of her co-workers.
“Message received loud and clear,” Dievart said, but kept her eyes on Nadia’s, giving the impression she had no intention of laying off trying to charm her. “How’s Claire?”
“Claire is fine.” Nadia knew there was only one way to stop this. “Can we step outside for a second.”
“I thought you’d never ask.” Dievart still wasn’t ready to drop the act. “It will be my pleasure.”
Nadia headed towards the door immediately, not looking back, and, with pounding heart, hoped that Dievart would swiftly follow her. Nadia walked to the end of the corridor, hearing Dievart’s footsteps behind her, then turned around.
“Do you really think any of that bullshit will work on me again? I could not be less interested in you. And I can assure you that Claire feels the same way. If anything, you betrayed her by blatantly letting me know you and she had something going. Claire wants nothing to do with you and, lucky for her, she has the luxury of not having to work with you.” Nadia was out of breath.
“You know what works best on me, Nadia? Do you know how I know someone’s not interested in me the way I am in them?” She leaned her shoulder against the wall. “By their indifference.”
Nadia shook her head. “For a brain surgeon, you seem to have a lot of things wrongly wired in your own brain,” Nadia said. “You only hear what you want to hear, not caring who you hurt or upset in the process. Now step off.” Nadia locked her gaze defiantly on Dievart’s, wanting to make clear once and for all she should steer clear of her and her friends. God, if only Margot’s plan of getting rid of her would work. But Margot seemed to have abandoned that plan altogether.
“Fine.” Dievart still had that annoying smile on her lips, but she did actually take a step back. “I’ll see you tomorrow then.”
Nadia didn’t give any more response and walked off. She briefly went back into the reception room, said her goodbyes, and went home to Juliette.
   
“Are you okay, babe?” Juliette asked, after Nadia had entered the flat and gone straight for a bottle of wine, opened it, poured herself a glass, and only then said hello to her wife.
“I’ll be fine. You know I hate these hospital board parties I can’t get out of.”
Juliette rose from the sofa and walked towards her. “I know you’re not very fond of them, but you usually don’t come home gagging for a drink like this.” Juliette grabbed a glass off the shelf and put it next to the bottle. “I’ll have some as well, please.”
Nadia poured Juliette some wine, which only made her think of how Dievart had offered her a glass earlier, and how her finger had lingered, and how she could not possibly talk about this to Juliette. Or could she? No, she couldn’t. Or should she try? Test the waters? See if they had evolved enough to put Nadia’s pre-marriage transgression behind them? Probably not with all this stuff going on with Claire right now. But perhaps it could be an opening to talk that through a bit more as well.
“Babe? Ba-abe?” Juliette said. “Please tell me what’s going on? I’m getting worried.”
“It’s Dievart. She was on my case all night and aggravated me greatly,” Nadia blurted out.
“Oh, Christ, I really can’t get a break from that woman.”
“Jules, I really need you to not make this about yourself for once.” It came out a bit harsher than Nadia had anticipated. She’d also had too much to drink, which didn’t help with expressing her message in the right way.
“Well, excuse me,” Juliette said, then sighed. “Let’s sit down and talk about this then.”
After she sat down, Nadia took another large gulp of wine, and so did Juliette.
“I’m sorry we have to talk about her,” Nadia said. “But, Jesus Christ, that woman is sick in the head.”
“What did she do?” No matter how upset Nadia was, she still detected an edge to Juliette’s voice.
Nadia gazed into her glass for a second before replying. This was beginning to sound a lot like the only other conversation she and Juliette had ever had about Dievart that had not been a confession. Juliette had broken out into a jealous fit and Nadia had sorted her out—mentally and physically—once and for all. Would tonight have the same ending? Again, Steph’s words flashed in her head. Quickly followed by the real reason she and Juliette hadn’t been that close of late. They weren’t on the same wavelength. They wanted different things. It was hard just setting that aside, rolling into bed, and having great sex.
“She hit on me,” Nadia said. “When I blew her off, she started asking about Claire. I had to actually take her outside and tell her to back the fuck off.”
“She hit on you?” There was anger in Juliette’s voice now.
“I swear to you, Jules. It had nothing to do with anything I said or did. The woman is just completely delusional. She truly believes that all she has to do is snap her fingers and everyone will roll over.”
“Because everyone does,” Juliette said.
The feeling of not being on the same wavelength as her wife was not helped by Juliette’s ability to make everything about herself. Although, of course, she did have a fair point where Dievart was concerned. It was always going to be a touchy subject.
“Look, Jules, I’ve told you again and again that what happened between her and me didn’t mean anything. Besides, it’s in the past. We’re married now. It might as well have happened in another lifetime.”
“Oh yeah?” Nadia had known this was a bad idea, but just for once she’d wanted to talk about something that bugged her. “Then why did she get under your skin like that?” Juliette asked.
“Because that’s what she does, Jules. It’s how she operates.”
“Only a few days ago I asked Claire the exact same thing. Can someone please explain to me what it is about Marie Dievart that makes everyone fawn over her? Does her stare hypnotize women or something? I just don’t get it. What’s so fucking special about her?”
Once you let her inside your head, she lingers, Nadia thought, but would never say out loud. She should actually talk to Claire about this. They could start their own Victims-of-Marie-Dievart support group. But Nadia hadn’t spoken to Claire since she’d run into her and Margot on the street the previous Sunday. Claire wasn’t her life-long best friend like she was Juliette’s, but Nadia had lost a friend, too. She figured that, perhaps, she’d been a bit hard on Claire. She would call her tomorrow and arrange to meet her.
“Nothing, really. It’s just the way she carries herself.” The only way out of this dead-end conversation that Nadia shouldn’t have started was to change the subject as soon as possible. “How are you, Jules? How are things at the office?”
“Faking it until I make it,” Juliette said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “At work and at home.”
“Maybe we should go to bed,” Nadia said, because she knew there would be no more talking to Juliette tonight. Dievart had ruined the rest of her evening as well. She had to hand it to the surgeon, when she set out to upset someone, she really did a stellar job.
CLAIRE
“I really appreciate you calling me, Nadz,” Claire said.
“I know,” Nadia replied. “That’s why I did it.” She shot Claire a small smile. Claire knew what a hangover looked like and it was staring right back at her.
Claire had jumped at Nadia’s lunch invitation, but had been surprised when Nadia had ordered a bottle of rosé with her meal.
“I hate to break it to you, but you don’t look so well today,” Claire said.
“I took the afternoon off. Some days, you know?” Nadia rubbed her temples. “Do you want some?” She reached for the bottle in the ice-bucket and held it up.
“One glass. I need to get back to the office in one piece.” She smiled at Nadia encouragingly. “What’s going on?” Had Juliette sent Nadia to pass on a message Juliette couldn’t give herself?
“Just… everything. Having to work with Dievart and having to tip-toe around Jules when it comes to that.” She showed her palms. “Which I understand, I do, but you know Juliette… If only she made a tiny bit of an effort to see my point of view. And we have the follow-up ob-gyn appointment tomorrow and I think she’s going to go off the deep end and, the way I feel now, I feel like jumping right off there with her.”
“That’s a lot,” Claire said. Of all of them, Nadia had always been the most mature, the one they all turned to in times of need, the one who held their group together. “Let’s start at the beginning. Tell me about Dievart.” Claire didn’t specifically ask about Dievart because she wanted an update on her, though she was a little curious, but more because she was the only one who could truly understand Nadia when it came to the neurosurgeon.
“There’s something about her,” Nadia mused. “I can’t put my finger on it.” She locked her gaze on Claire. “I know you and Jules are hardly on speaking terms right now, and I do hope that changes soon enough, but what I’m about to say stays between us, okay?”
This made Claire even more curious. “Of course, Nadz, that goes without saying.” Nadia always did this. As if the pair of them weren’t allowed to have secrets between them, little things they didn’t tell anyone else that only pertained to them. They were friends too. The fact that Nadia was sitting here was the best proof of that.
“I loathe the woman. I truly, sincerely do. Being in the same room with her sends chills up my spine, but… when she looks into my eyes in that way she has, and lets her finger wander over mine the way she did last night, as much as I hate to admit it and as much as I hate myself for it… it does something to me. And the worst thing is that she knows it.”
“Oh fuck, Nadz,” Claire said. She felt as though Nadia had become a neurosurgeon herself, cracked open her skull and had a good look into the workings of her mind—the weakest, most impressionable part of it. “I know exactly how you feel.”
“It’s not that I would ever want to sleep with her again. I’m not that stupid. It’s not even about that. It’s just something about her that makes her irresistible. What is it, Claire? We’re two smart women. I thought between the two of us we could try to figure it out.”
“It’s a feeble excuse, but it’s also the exact reason why I couldn’t quit her.” Claire had not been able to talk about this to anyone. Nadia was the last person she’d expected to confide in, but she was, for obvious reasons, also the most logical person to hear and understand what she was about to say. “The reason why she’s so spectacular in bed isn’t because she has any sort of special secret move designed to drive women crazy. It’s how she is. One look and I was, er, so, so wet, Nadz. So bloody eager. It was unbelievable.”
“It can’t just be that she’s so overly confident that it directly translates into making us, mere mortals, believe without a shadow of a doubt that she’s going to make us come like never before. It doesn’t really work like that now, does it?” Nadia said.
“Juliette asked if she was—and I quote—a ‘pussy whisperer’.” Claire had to giggle. This conversation was at the same time cathartic and ridiculous.
Nadia burst out into a giggle as well. “Look at us, Claire. We are two grown women. We sound like teenage girls worshipping Angelina Jolie. Or no, a teenage girl wouldn’t worship Angelina Jolie… Actually, I have no earthly idea who a teenage girl would adore these days.”
“I think we should plead temporary insanity. The pussy whisperer put us under her spell and we were defenseless,” Claire said. “It’s the only viable explanation.”
Nadia narrowed her eyes, before speaking. “Speaking of being put under a spell. A motorcycle? Really?”
“What’s wrong with that?”
Nadia just slanted her head and narrowed her eyes even further. Apparently she was done talking about Dievart.
“I just wanted to give her something that would adequately express my gratitude,” Claire said. “I didn’t mean anything else by it.”
“Perhaps you didn’t, but it does convey quite a bit.” Nadia took a generous gulp from her wine.
“Margot hasn’t said anything about that.” In fact, they had continued the routine they’d established the week before. Claire was still staying with Margot and every night she went home to her. Actually…
“Of course, Margot hasn’t said anything. This is Margot de Hay we’re talking about, after all.”
“Why don’t you just tell me flat-out what it is you’re trying to say, Nadz.” Maybe Claire needed someone to tell her to her face, because she couldn’t possibly allow herself to come to that conclusion on her own.
“According to Steph, you’re two weeks away from professing your undying love to her.”
“Steph? What does Steph have to do with this?” Claire was confused, but also rattled because of what Steph had apparently said. Had they been talking about her behind her back? Of course they had. “Who else did she say this to?’
“To me and to Margot.” Was Nadia gloating? Was this a joke to her? It did sound quite absurd. But Claire had genuinely only wanted to do a really nice thing for Margot. She hadn’t meant anything by it. Not on a conscious level anyway. Wait. What had Nadia just said? Steph had said this to Margot.
“What did Margot have to say about that?” A fiery blush burned Claire’s cheeks.
“She said that you had discussed it—whatever ‘it’ may be—and that you had both decided that you could only ever be friends. That you’ve tried enough.”
“Oh.” Claire suddenly felt very deflated. Though she had no reason to, because she had in fact had that conversation with Margot and they had drawn that exact conclusion. “All true,” Claire said. Could she confide in Nadia? Should she tell anyone at all about those recurring flashes of passion she’d been feeling for Margot? Wouldn’t that make them too real to deal with? Or would it take the power out of them because they were no longer secret?
“I’ve been stupid, Nadz. I needed Margot to nearly die for me to forgive her. I mean, how bloody short-sighted am I? And now I’ve forgiven her. I never even think about Inez Larue anymore because I’m just so glad Margot is alive. And then, when I was, uh, sleeping with Dievart, I couldn’t possibly face her. As though, if I were to go and visit her while she was convalescing, she would see right through me, and it would make me snap out of it. Come to think of it, I should have done that, then I wouldn’t be in this stand-off with Jules right now. My point is, I’ve treated her in a way she did not deserve to be treated, and then this whole thing blew up, and she was there for me, Nadz. And that meant so much to me. And, well, yes, now I find my mind considering the possibility, you know… My mind wanders into that direction. But we have so much history now, and Margot has made it very clear that she only wants to be friends. So, you know, it doesn’t really matter how I feel. Either way, it’s different this time around. It isn’t this huge wave of passion like after we’d just met. Perhaps I’m just confusing friendship with something else. All I know is that when she has the evening shift like last night, I don’t feel like going home much. And when I say home, these days, I mean Margot’s flat.”
Damn it, Claire thought. I have been fooling myself.
“I’m glad you were able to come to that conclusion yourself,” Nadia said.
“You know Margot well.” Now Claire had this additional insecurity to deal with as well. This will-she won’t-she feeling she didn’t know what to do about. “Has she given any indication of wanting to be more than friends?”
Nadia shook her head. “I really can’t say that she has, Claire. But it might be that I wasn’t paying enough attention. Or that she hides it well. She’s been through a lot. She’s had a lot of time to think everything through. All I know is that when someone like Margot makes a decision, she’s going to do everything in her power to stand by it.” Nadia leaned over the table. “And Claire, if you are going to profess your love, you’d better make damn sure you’re not going to fall out of love with her the next week.”
“You’re right. I’m not going to say anything. I promise you. I won’t hurt her again. I simply need her too much as a friend. I don’t want to risk that.”
“So do I,” Nadia said. “I’m so glad she’s back at work. It feels like having an ally against the evil spirit of Dievart. Like I can deal with her better knowing that Margot is walking around the hospital. Did she tell you about her plans to take the bitch down?”
“She did.” Claire remembered the conversation she’d had with Margot after she’d given her the bike. She’d felt so close to her then. “I talked her out of it.”
“Probably for the best,” Nadia said. “Margot isn’t that kind of person. My wife on the other hand… she could probably strangle her with her bare hands.”
“How’s Jules holding up?” God, Claire missed her. Working alongside Juliette when she hated your guts was no picnic.
“She misses you terribly. And she takes it out on me, of course.” Nadia scrunched her lips into a pout. “But I’ve paid my dues, Claire. I’ve been punished enough for sleeping with that putasse. I even agreed to start this whole having-a-baby process with her. Out of remaining guilt as much as anything else, I guess. What you said the last time we spoke did ring true, by the way.”
“I miss her too, Nadz. Even though I see her every day. Sometimes it’s as though she forgets how angry she is with me, and she’ll make a silly remark, or will start to say something, until she remembers, and then she just shuts it down, and that’s what hurts the most. These glimpses of how it used to be.”
“You had to tell her, though,” Nadia said solemnly.
“I did,” Claire admitted.
“She will get over it. She will have no choice. I foresee a very upsetting ob-gyn appointment. It would make me feel better if you could reach out to her afterwards. She will growl and probably snap at you, but she’s also going to need you more than she will realize at that point.”
“I will always be there for her,” Claire said.
“I know.” Nadia emptied the rest of her glass and looked Claire in the eyes. “The problem with Juliette is that she doesn’t know how lucky she is to have us in her life.”
“Are you going to tell her that or shall I?” Claire couldn’t hold back a chuckle.





EPISODE THIRTEEN
JULIETTE
“While there is, purely theoretically, about a five percent chance that the procedure will work and you’ll become pregnant, the actual chance is, in fact, zero, Juliette,” Dr. Dupuis said. “I’m very sorry to have to tell you this. I know you were hoping for a very different outcome.”
Hoping… yes, Juliette thought. But she’d known it was going to be like this. All her life, the universe, or whatever else, had been messing with her. Why would it have been any different now? Why would someone like her be deserving of mothering a child?
“Okay.” Juliette kept her voice steady. “Thanks for letting us know.” She rose from her chair.
“Jules, we don’t have to go immediately. We can talk about this with Dr. Dupuis.” Nadia looked up at her. At least she would be happy. This was probably what Nadia had been hoping for all along.
“I don’t need to talk about it,” Juliette said and gathered her purse from the floor.
“Juliette, we have people you can talk to. I can refer you to—” Dr. Dupuis started to say, but Juliette cut her off.
“I don’t need to talk to anyone about this.” She would deal with it herself, the way she had done with every other bad thing that had happened to her.
Nadia finally stood up and put her hand on Juliette’s shoulder. “I’ll take care of her.”
The hell you will, Juliette thought. Then another thought entered her head—quite possibly the most destructive thought she’d ever had in her life, and she’d had many.
Nadia thanked Dr. Dupuis and they exited her office.
“I’m going back to work,” Juliette announced. “I don’t want to stay at Saint-Vincent one second longer than I have to.”
“Let’s go grab a coffee first. We need to discuss this.” Nadia’s tone was insistent.
Juliette couldn’t bear to be around Nadia right now. She needed to be alone with her dashed dreams for a while. She needed some time to really wrap her head around it. “We’ll talk about it tonight. I promise you we will. I just need some alone time right now.”
“Jules, don’t do this,” Nadia pleaded. “You shouldn’t be alone right now.”
There were so many things running through Juliette’s mind. So many things she wanted to say to Nadia. Things she’d want to take back after she’d dealt with this disappointment. Therefore, she couldn’t possibly stay.
“I’ll be home later, but right now, I can’t be around anyone.” Juliette did her very best to keep her voice level, and to not show Nadia how much she wanted to throw this in her face. It was as though, while the doctor was saying that one sentence that sealed Juliette’s fate, she finally understood why Nadia had crossed over to the Maybe-camp, and had agreed to make inquiries together. Nadia had never actually said out loud she wanted to have a child. She’d just gone along with Juliette, accommodated her wish… to shut her up, most likely. Because she knew what the outcome was going to be all along.
“Okay.” Nadia grabbed her hands and gave them a squeeze. “Call me if you need me.”
“I will.” Juliette couldn’t even look her wife in the eyes. On the inside, she was being eaten alive by disappointment and despair and the extremely irrational thought that this was, somehow, all Nadia’s fault.
“I love you.” Nadia kissed her on the cheek.
“I love you too,” Juliette said automatically, then turned and made her way out of the hospital. As she neared the exit, she walked faster and faster because she couldn’t get out of there quickly enough. Once she was outside, and the sunlight hit her straight in the face, and the emotions she’d been holding in made their way to the surface, she had to steady herself against the outer wall of the building.
“Fuck,” she said, quietly at first. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck.” The volume of her voice grew and some passers-by started to give her funny looks, but Juliette couldn’t care less what they thought of her. They were probably all mothers and fathers who hadn’t spent the most fertile years of their lives building a business with a best friend who’d ended up betraying them. Juliette couldn’t figure out who she hated most right now: herself or Claire. Even though the news the doctor had just delivered had nothing to do with Claire whatsoever.
“Juliette.” Juliette heard a voice calling her name from behind her. “Are you okay?”
Please do not let it be her, Juliette thought, then she thought back at the purely evil thought she’d had earlier. The one way to avenge all that had been done to her. Because why did she deserve to be cheated on by her partner? Why did she deserve to be stabbed in the back by her best friend? Why did she deserve to be so barren and cold on the inside that no baby could grow inside of her? What if she showed them all what Juliette Barbier was really made of? And gave both Claire and Nadia a taste of their own medicine.
Juliette turned around and staring Marie Dievart in the face felt like a punch in the gut. “Do not talk to me,” she said to Dievart. “Walk away now.” She could never, ever do what Claire had done to her. The mere sight of Dievart repulsed her so much, she thought she was going to be sick.
“You’re clearly upset,” Dievart said, ignoring Juliette’s command. “Can I help?”
“Help?” Juliette hissed. “After you’ve destroyed so many good things in my
life. What have I ever done to you, anyway, that you had to go and take it all away from me?” On some level, Juliette knew she wasn’t making any sense. She was probably having a nervous breakdown. But, damn it, this woman needed to be told. “You listen to me.” She took a step closer to Dievart who, to her, looked like the most ordinary person Juliette had ever seen. “You leave my wife and my best friend alone, you filthy bitch. You keep your disgusting, home-wrecking hands to yourself. You’re a fucking parasite who gets off on destroying other people’s relationships. And you have the nerve to talk to me? To ask me what’s wrong? People like you is what’s wrong with me. Selfish, self-aggrandizing bitches like you—”
“Jules.” Juliette heard a familiar voice to her left. “Jules, that’s enough.” Nadia put her hands on Juliette’s arms and pulled her away from Dievart.
“That fucking bitch,” Juliette shouted. “Cette saloppe.”
“I know. I know, babe,” Nadia whispered in her ear. “Ignore her. She’s nothing to us. She can’t touch us. She can’t hurt us.” If Nadia’s words were meant to be soothing, they were missing their effect entirely.
“What the fuck are you talking about?” Juliette now directed her rage at Nadia. “Only the other night—” She couldn’t believe that Nadia was actually covering her mouth with her hand.
“Come on. You’re upset. Let’s get you out of here.” Nadia as good as dragged her back into the hospital. “Let’s go to my office,” she said, once inside. “Let’s talk.”
But Juliette didn’t want to talk. She wanted to cry for a few hours and then drink a bottle of wine or two. Not even Nadia, her big-hearted, aggravatingly perfect wife, would be able to understand how Juliette felt. She would not be able to make this better. Still, Juliette allowed herself to be hauled into Nadia’s office, because she didn’t seem to have the muscle power to resist. She suddenly felt completely depleted of energy.
Nadia planted her in a chair, poured her a glass of water and sat down next to her. “For the record,” she said, “you had every right to yell at her.”
“Damn it, Nadz,” Juliette said. “I think I’m losing my fucking mind.” Juliette couldn’t think of a more accurate description of what was going on inside of her right now. The swirl of thoughts making her dizzy. The sense of loss. The destroyed hope. The fact that she was morally capable of even conceiving of the notion of sleeping with Dievart as an act of revenge. Nobody else was the problem here. All her life, Juliette had only had one big problem: herself. Nadia wasn’t the enemy, nor was Claire. Not even Dievart. Juliette was her own worst enemy. It was, in the end, what it always came down to.
“You’re upset and angry,” Nadia said. “What you’re feeling is completely normal. I shouldn’t have let you go off on your own after the news you just got.”
“I just feel so completely fucking empty inside,” Juliette said, just before the tears came, in sudden waves of hysteria, leaving Juliette unable to voice the other thoughts in her head. While she wailed in Nadia’s arms, and thought about the baby she would never have, she finally realized that she didn’t deserve it. It was the universe looking out for this unborn life. Juliette Barbier was not fit to be a mother. She was barely fit to be someone’s wife or friend. What had she been thinking? She wasn’t any better than her emotionally cold mother and her homophobic father. Not where it mattered—in her cold, cold heart. She was a Barbier. She could try to outrun, out-cry, out-marry her destiny all she wanted. She was no better than that man who called himself her father. She wasn’t better than any of them.
NADIA
Nadia had known Juliette would take the news badly, but she hadn’t expected a full-blown breakdown. She had managed to sneak Juliette out of Saint-Vincent through a backdoor—lest they run into Dievart again—and get her home. The hysteric crying had stopped just before they’d left her office, but then Juliette had slipped into a totally morose state, her face blank, her eyes dead, her voice silent.
Nadia had put her to bed, then pondered what to do next. Could she deal with this on her own? She had done so successfully and sometimes unsuccessfully for the past decade. But this seemed different. Nadia had seen Juliette angry and angrier, but she’d never seen her this despondent. This utterly fragile. She was probably in shock. But perhaps she should ask Margot over tonight to have a look at her. And Claire. God, Nadia could sure do with Claire by her side right now. She could also do without the guilt accumulating in her mind. Because Nadia’s plan had worked. She had predicted it would go this way. She hadn’t been a hundred percent certain, of course, but all the scientific evidence had pointed in the right—for her—direction. She shouldn’t have allowed Juliette to get her hopes up. It was cruel. She’d gambled with her wife’s emotions. She had behaved in a way no spouse ever should.
Chances were that Juliette wouldn’t want to talk to her for a good long while. But then who would help her? Nadia had no choice. She had to call Claire and ask her to come over. But, then again, she did have a choice. Everyone always had a choice. Nadia had to admit to herself that she had no clue what to do. Maybe she should call Steph and ask her for the number of that therapist she was seeing.
Fuck it, she was calling Claire. She needed to talk to someone.
   
“Poor Jules,” Claire said when she arrived. Nadia was glad they’d met up two days ago and cleared the air between them. They could both focus on Juliette now. Nadia had told Claire about Juliette’s run-in with Dievart on the phone already. Her name needn’t be mentioned anymore. Yeah right.
Yes, poor Jules, Nadia thought. But here I am, ready to pick up the pieces once again. The thing was that Nadia didn’t feel ready, or equipped, or even capable of doing that. She had done wrong by Juliette. She saw that now. She should have been true to herself and she should have said no and dealt with the consequences there and then instead of letting it all drag on and come to a head like this.
“I don’t think she’s sleeping,” Nadia said. “She’s just lying on the bed, staring at the ceiling.”
“Should we call Margot?” Claire stuffed her fists into her blazer pockets.
“I don’t know. I actually prefer it when she gets enraged. This silence she’s wrapping herself in is doing my head in.” Nadia started pacing. “She could be in shock, I guess.”
“Margot is off today. I’ll call her,” Claire said with determination in her voice. “Just to be sure.”
While Claire made the call, Nadia went to check on her wife again. She leaned against the door frame and looked at Juliette. She was still just lying there, gaze glued to the ceiling. What was going on inside her head? Did she hate herself? She probably did. Nobody could ever hate Juliette more than she sometimes hated herself. Did she hate Nadia because she had sussed out her cowardly plan? And how were they meant to crawl out of this depth? Marriage was full of ups-and-downs, her mother had always told her. To Nadia, it felt more like a rollercoaster that tried very hard but just couldn’t defeat gravity.
“Jules,” Nadia tried, but Juliette didn’t respond. She lay there as if she were alone in the flat—as if she were alone in the world. “Jules, Margot is coming over to check on you, okay?” Nadia waited several seconds but no reply came.
Nadia went back into the living room and, grateful to have Claire by her side, waited for Margot.
   
“Physically, she’s fine,” Margot said. “Give her something to help her sleep tonight. She has a lot to process. But call me if there’s no change tomorrow morning. I can refer her to someone she can talk to.”
“Thanks,” Nadia said absent-mindedly. “The way she’s lying there, she reminds me of my grandmother just before she died, when her mind had already gone. It’s scary.”
“I know,” Margot said. “I’m not saying this is something she can simply sleep off, but let’s just wait and see.” She put a hand on Nadia’s shoulder. “We can stay if you like, for as long as you like.”
“Oh, I’m staying,” Claire said. “If you don’t mind, Nadz?”
“No, of course not. Both of you, please make yourselves comfortable.” Nadia was grateful they were staying because she desperately didn’t want to be alone with her thoughts.
All they needed now was for Steph to turn up for them all to be in the same room for the first time since… Nadia couldn’t even remember. Had it been the wedding? Yes, it must have been then. Thinking about Steph reminded her of the debate between Dominique and Goffin tonight. Juliette and Nadia had previously decided to order pizza and watch it together. “Is Steph manning the fort?” Nadia asked Claire.
“Yep. I have no idea how she juggles it all, but she is,” Claire said. She and Margot had sat down next to each other in the largest sofa, leaving a tiny bit of space between them.
“The debate is tonight,” Nadia said. “Is she going with Dominique?”
“I imagine so, but I don’t really know. She hasn’t said,” Claire replied.
“Should we call her? Just in case?” Nadia had this inexplicable urge for all of them to be together.
“Sure. Why not?” Claire said.
“Okay, I’ll text her.” While she did, Nadia concluded it was only logical for her to want to have her friends around. Even though her motives weren’t entirely honorable. First of all, having everyone around kept her from dwelling on the wrong decisions she had made. Secondly, if at some point during the night Juliette decided to get up, she wouldn't start shouting at Nadia with everyone there.
STEPH
Steph couldn’t get hold of Dominique and, instead, was speaking to Solange again. Steph and Solange had, at least in Steph’s opinion, a bit of a love-hate relationship going, especially since Steph had decided to take some more time for herself. As Dominique’s campaign manager, that had not gone down very well with Solange.
“You’re not coming to the debate?” Solange now yelled into Steph’s ear. Solange really seemed to get a kick out of raising her voice. According to Dominique she had a brilliant strategic mind, but, in Steph’s opinion, that didn’t excuse her very blunt attitude.
“I’m going to watch it at my friends’ place,” Steph calmly replied.
“She’s not going to be happy, Steph.” Solange also enjoyed stating the obvious. Steph didn’t want to have this conversation with her, but, lately, more often than not, she had to endure many a conversation she didn’t want to have.
“She will understand.” While Solange was very up to speed on Steph and Dominique’s private life—much more than Steph wanted her to be—she didn’t know about their latest struggle. “Believe me, she will. It’s not as if I can actually do anything there except stand to the side and smile.”
“Moral support is the most important thing for a candidate,” Solange started again. But Steph had heard that particular spiel about a thousand times and she just tuned out Solange’s perpetually high-pitched voice.
“Tell her to call me any time,” Steph said. “Bye, Solange.”
After she hung up, she took a deep breath, shut down her computer and left the office. Steph had jumped at Nadia’s invitation to watch the big debate with her and the others. This didn’t mean that she wasn’t feeling guilty. This was the big final debate before the first round of elections next Sunday. It was a huge deal. But this was exactly the sort of thing they had talked about with Marion. Not that that talk had ended so well.
Steph made her way down the Champs-Elysées, keeping her head down the way she’d gotten used to, before ducking into a side street and walking to the Boulevard Gouvion Saint-Cyr. Just as she passed Le Comptoir, her phone buzzed in her jeans pocket.
“You’re not coming?” Dominique repeated Solange’s phrase from earlier.
“No. I’d rather not.” It was so much harder to give a firm no to Dominique.
“Really? Tonight of all nights you’re ditching me?” Dominique didn’t sound particularly upset. She sounded the way she always did on the campaign trail: in command of everyone who worked for her. Steph did, of course, technically also work for Dominique, but she wasn’t like any of her other aides—although sometimes she did feel like one of them.
“I’m not ditching you. I would rather watch it with my friends. This is very stressful for me too. Watching from the sidelines in a TV studio is just not really an ideal environment.” Steph wasn’t entirely satisfied with her excuse. But did she really need one? She hadn’t had a night with her friends in such a long time.
“Fine,” Dominique said, and hung up.
And it was exactly this dynamic that was killing Steph on the inside. Of course, she wanted to be there for Dominique. But what about what she wanted? Would it really make such a difference to Dominique’s performance to have Steph there? Dominique had been charming people all her life with her articulate views on difficult issues. She would outshine Goffin perfectly without Steph by her side, Steph was sure of that. Having Steph around was a nice add-on for Dominique. A nice boost every time their gazes crossed. But for Steph’s life it was definitely a burden as it took away more and more from her. Surely Dominique could see that?
Fuck it, she was going to enjoy her friends’ company, and watch Dominique be victorious over Goffin—because there was no doubt in her mind that she would be—and feel so proud when she did.
   
“Where’s Jules?” Steph asked after she’d kissed everyone hello. And did Claire and Margot really think they came across as ‘just friends’ to anyone with a working set of eyes? It was so obvious from the way they were huddled together in the sofa that they’d fallen in love again. Or had never fallen out of it in the first place.
“She’s resting,” Nadia said. “Rough day.”
“Bad news?” Steph asked. She knew that Juliette was getting the results back from her gynecological tests today. She had also figured out that was the reason Claire was allowed into the flat tonight.
“Yes,” Nadia said. “She’s devastated.”
“Poor Jules.” Over the past six months, Steph had still been aware of the goings-on in her friends’ lives, but on a different level than before. Gone were the days when she’d sit in either Juliette or Claire’s office and discuss matters of the heart. In between campaigning and work, Steph simply didn’t have the time. “How are you doing, Nadz?”
Nadia shrugged. “I’ll hold it together.” Nadia didn’t look as though she was holding it together. “How are you?” Lately, Nadia seemed to have made a point of always explicitly asking Steph this question.
“In a world of trouble for not attending the debate live,” Steph said, but that seemed so futile now in the face of the news Juliette had received today.
“I didn’t know we were having a party. Or had any reason to have one.” Juliette, her face pale as a sheet, suddenly appeared in the living room. She had thrown her arms around herself as if she was cold. Margot shot up immediately and rushed to her side.
“It’s not a party, babe,” Nadia said. “It’s the debate.”
Steph noticed how Juliette’s gaze roamed across the living room and landed on Claire for an instant. Then she looked at Nadia again. “Oh,” she said. Juliette looked as though someone had reached inside of her and forcefully removed her spirit.
“How are you feeling?” Margot asked.
“Not quite ready for a party, but I do want to watch the debate.” Juliette held onto Margot’s arm and together they walked towards the sofa. Nadia made room for her, and Juliette crashed down next to her.
The TV played at a low volume. Pundits were predicting the outcome of the debate and they all stared at the TV in silence for a while. Steph had made a mistake when comparing the stress levels of spending the evening here with her friends and watching the debate live. You could cut the tension with a knife in this living room—and it wasn’t because of the impending debate.
Who was actually getting along with whom at this point in time? Steph had to really rack her brain. Juliette was probably pissed with the whole world right now. But Margot and Claire seemed very chummy. Nadia didn’t know where to look.
“How about a refill?” Steph asked, though most of them still had a half full glass of wine.
This was not them. This wasn’t the group of friends she knew and loved—and had missed so much.
“I’ll have some,” Juliette said, because no one had served her yet. It was more than an hour before the debate even started. Was this how they were going to spend it? Examining their nails as if their lives depended on it while second-guessing everything they said?
Steph fetched a glass for Juliette from the kitchen and poured her a modest amount.
“Don’t be stingy.” Juliette shot Steph a sort-of smile that broke Steph’s heart a little.
“Okay, look.” Steph was still standing and towered over them. “I know there is some bad blood here tonight, and a hell of a lot of disappointment to overcome. All of that, I know and understand. But by the way we’re sitting here you’d think we weren’t people who’ve known each other for such a long time. Let’s talk about it, okay? We’re French, for heaven’s sake. Talking is what we do.”
“Are you perhaps a bit tense, Steph?” Claire asked.
“Yes, I’m tense,” Steph said. “Much more than before I walked in here. What’s going on with all of you? I’m not saying we should solve everything right here and now, but let’s not pussyfoot around it. Let’s just throw it all out in the open. I’ll start.” Steph cleared her throat. “I’m in therapy for not being able to deal with being a presidential candidate’s high-profile partner. I’ve been having some issues, and I’ve started talking about them. My issues are not solved—not by a long shot. But my point is that talking about it is always going to help more than brooding on it and letting it fester.”
“Bloody hell, Steph,” Juliette said in between taking large gulps of wine. “Needed to get that off your chest, did you?” Nadia stared at Juliette’s half-full wine glass for a bit too long apparently because Juliette snapped at her. “What? I can’t have a drink now? It’s not as if I’m pregnant, is it?”
“There’s no need to be rude, Jules,” Steph said. She’d started it, so she had to do her best to keep it under control.
“Don’t you think I know why you’re all here?” Juliette wasn’t done. “Because I’m so fragile and volatile and my wife here”—she cut her eyes to Nadia—“probably didn’t want to deal with the problem that is Juliette Barbier on her own.” Juliette stopped to drink again.
“Jules, please. Now is not the time,” Nadia said.
“It’s my fault,” Claire interjected. “I wanted to stay. And we thought it would be good to have a doctor at hand.”
“You wanted to stay. That’s a good one, Claire. If you wanted a doctor to be here so badly, then I’m surprised you didn’t invite the divine Doctor Dievart you and Nadia are so fond of.”
Oh fuck. This was spiraling out of control. If only Marion were here. She’d know what to say to suck the tension out of this situation.
“Time-out!” Steph shouted, just like Marion had done with her and Dominique. “I said talk to each other, not insult each other as much as possible,” Steph said. “There’s not a single person in this room who doesn’t love the other dearly in their own way. This is not how friends behave.” Steph shot Jules a stern look, because she realized she was actually giving her more ammunition. “Friends forgive each other.” Steph was still standing. She felt like an evangelical priest giving a sermon. “What has become of us?” Steph worked her butt off for Juliette and Claire. She kept their secrets when they needed her to. She was there for them when they needed to vent. “You are my best friends, for crying out loud. I came here tonight to get away from the whole campaign circus and to have a relaxing time, not for a bloody fight.”
“You kind of started it, Steph,” Nadia said.
“Yeah,” Juliette added. “Just because you are in therapy doesn’t mean you need to come here and tell us off.”
Steph guessed that Juliette backing Nadia up was at least a form of progress. It was true that she was in over her head, and had lately been in a mood to just throw everything on the table and hash it out.
“I’m just trying to help,” Steph said, before sitting down again.
“We know you are,” Margot said, “and I applaud you for that, Stéphanie. I really do.”
“I’m sorry for what I said about Dievart,” Juliette almost-whispered. “It was out of line. I shouldn’t have said that. I always speak much faster than I think.”
Nadia wrapped an arm around Juliette’s shoulder. “And I can deal with the Juliette Barbier problem just fine, honey,” she said to Juliette. “I’ve been doing it for a long time, remember?”
“Don’t you get tired of having to do that though?” Juliette asked. “I get so, so tired of it myself.”
“You had a very taxing day,” Margot said. Steph started to consider her as the Marion of their group. “And nobody here is tired of you.”
“That doesn’t mean you’re not a bloody challenge at times, Jules,” Steph said, eager to lighten up the tone a little.
“As a wise woman said to me the other day,” Margot said, while putting her hand on Claire’s knee. “We’re all just trying to get by, with all our flaws and imperfections. And life can just be such a bitch sometimes.” Margot actually chuckled briefly after her last statement. Steph hadn’t expected the b-word to ever come out of the good doctor’s mouth. She just wasn’t the kind of person who used it.
“What’s going on with you two?” Juliette inquired and almost looked Claire in the eyes. “Are you back together again or what?”
“No. No.” Margot quickly removed her hand from Claire’s knee. “We’re friends.”
“Good friends,” Claire confirmed.
“Sure,” Juliette said, and drank again.
Claire reshuffled her weight and, Steph could clearly see, scooted away from Margot a little in the sofa. What were they doing? It was just so obvious. Did they really not see?
“Did you come here on your new motorcycle, Margot?” Steph asked.
“I did,” Margot said, while her cheeks flushed bright red. “In fact, I picked it up today.”
“You have a new motorcycle?” Juliette’s eyes grew wide.
“Claire gave it to her,” Steph said.
“Claire did what?” Juliette’s amazement seemed to be growing and growing. Then, she finally looked Claire straight in the face. “What are you going to get me, Claire? Surely, I deserve an extravagant present as well?” A short silence ensued. A stand-off between the two best friends. Margot was opening her mouth to speak, but Claire beat her to it.
“Anything you want, Jules,” Claire said.
Steph was fully expecting a snide comment from Juliette. “I have to think about it,” was all Juliette said, which surprised Steph greatly. She was glad she had spoken up. After all, she didn’t want to have ditched Dominique for a fucked-up evening with her friends.
“I think it’s about to start,” Margot, who sat facing the TV, said. They all turned toward the screen and watched as the candidates walked out on stage.
MARGOT
“Hey, er…” Margot was dillydallying in her own kitchen. It was Saturday morning and Claire was brewing coffee wearing nothing but her panties and a quickly thrown-over T-shirt. “Do we need to talk?”
Ever since that awkward moment in Nadia and Juliette’s sofa the other night, she’d been working up the courage to ask Claire that question. Claire had been staying with her for two weeks now, and it wasn’t that Margot minded her company, but more that she couldn’t deal with what it so clearly implied.
“Depends.” Claire turned around. “What do you want to talk about?”
“I don’t mind you staying here. I really don’t. But I was wondering if you had a different motive than avoiding Juliette in the street. Because that one doesn’t really hold up anymore, does it?”
“Fair enough.” The coffee machine made a gurgling noise behind Claire. “I guess that I must really enjoy staying here with you. In fact…” Claire stood with her long legs crossed at the ankle and the sight of it was highly distracting for Margot. “I’ve even been thinking about suggesting we become flatmates.”
“Flatmates?” Margot had lived alone for most of her adult life.
“Well, yes. I think we work well as two people living together and, frankly, I’m sick of coming home to an empty flat. Which is one of the other reasons I haven’t moved back yet.”
“Do you mean you want to move in here with me?”
Claire pulled up her shoulders and her fringe fell in front of her eyes. She pushed it behind her ear with that cute gesture of hers. “Not necessarily. We have options. We could rent out our respective flats and get a bigger one. I haven’t really given the details much thought…”
“I don’t know, Claire, I…” If they were going to become flatmates, they would have to establish a clear set of rules addressing the state of undress in the common areas. “I need to think about it.”
“Yes, of course you do.” The coffee machine had stopped producing noise, indicating the coffee was ready. “Is it okay if I stay a while longer?”
“Of course.” Margot didn’t want Claire to leave either, though she could do with the space to think everything through. “I told you, you can stay as long as you like.”
“It’s so much fun to live in a different neighborhood. I’ve been in the seventeenth for years now. Saint-Germain is so cozy and gorgeous.”
“And touristy,” Margot added.
“And pricey!” Claire said. “You stand to make a fortune on this place if you ever decide to sell.”
“Look, Claire…” Margot felt they were going off topic a bit too much. This was not supposed to be a discussion about becoming flatmates. Asking Claire how long she was going to stay had just been the hook Margot had intended to use to get to the bigger point. “Do you, um, think there’s more going on here than friendship?”
This gave Claire pause. She sank her teeth into her bottom lip. “Are you asking if I’m still attracted to you?”
“Yes. That’s exactly what I’m asking.” Of course, in asking that particular question, Margot was setting herself up for having to answer it herself. The way Claire was standing there right now, Margot was having a hard time not taking a step in her direction and kissing her.
Claire didn’t immediately reply, just stood there in silence for a while, with her impossibly smooth legs crossed at the ankles. “My honest answer would have to be… yes. Yes, I am attracted to you. The only thing is that I’m not sure I can trust myself anymore when it comes to that. I spoke to Nadia about this and she said I’d better make damn sure of everything before I made any sort of move and since then all I’ve been wondering is: how can I ever be a hundred percent sure? I couldn’t live with myself if I hurt you again, Margot. What we have now is way too important for that. I value this friendship we’re building more than anything. It’s what’s kept me going these past two weeks. I don’t know what I would have done without you. And because of all of this, I have this huge affection for you, but it’s also confusing the hell out of me.”
Margot swallowed hard. She didn’t know what to do with Claire’s words. She didn’t know where to catalogue being the recipient of a brand new motorcycle in her mind: under love, or under friendship, or a combination of the two? Then there was that flutter in her stomach at standing opposite Claire like this. Maybe Margot just needed to be touched. And how inappropriate was it exactly to be feeling so incredibly horny in this moment? “I’m attracted to you, Claire. I get all that you’re saying. It makes perfect sense to me, but I seem to have the hots for you again and it doesn’t help that you’re not wearing pants.”
“Oh.” Claire clutched her hands in front of her crotch as though she’d only just now become aware of being bare-legged. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to do that.”
“I’m attracted to you, but I’m not sure I want to act on it.” There. Margot had said it. Not that it solved anything.
“So, to sum this up: we’re both attracted to each other.” Claire nodded pensively. “Interesting situation to be in.”
“What do you suggest we do about this?” Margot, first and foremost, thought it important to be pragmatic.
“Er…” Claire put her hands on the edge of the kitchen counter again. How surreal was it for them to be having this conversation in the kitchen of all places? That coffee would be cold soon. “I don’t know.”
“I think I’ll go to the gym,” Margot said. “I’m on call as of noon, so…” What did that mean? What was she trying to say? Was she trying to get Claire to make the first move? Did she even want that?
“We shouldn’t rush into anything.” Claire’s voice grew hesitant. “I’m seeing Jules this afternoon. I should probably focus on that.”
“I—I guess I’m scared,” Margot finally admitted.
“God, me too,” Claire said. “I’m scared of making the same mistakes all over again.”
“Maybe it will blow over,” Margot offered. “Maybe what we’re feeling is just a reaction to our reunion and the fact that we’ve been spending so much time together. Maybe it will pass if we give it some more time.”
“Maybe…” Claire just kept on standing there. Margot believed she could feel something throb underneath her jeans. But she couldn’t do anything about it.
“Okay then.” Margot tried to take a deep breath. “How about a cup of coffee?”
“Yes. That’s why I was here in the first place.” Claire gave her a sheepish grin. “Want some?”
“No. I’m going to the gym.” But Margot couldn’t move. It was as though her feet were glued to the floor. All she could do was stand there and look at Claire. At her strong neck, and those long fingers, and the tiny lines along her lips.
Then, Claire broke the magic and turned around to pour herself a cup of coffee. Margot stared at her behind only for a fraction of a second before turning around herself, exiting the flat, and riding her new motorcycle to the boxing gym.
CLAIRE
“I’m going to leave you to it.” Nadia kissed Juliette on the lips and Claire on the cheek and exited the apartment. Claire had wanted to talk to her, because she’d been racking her brain to come up with a suitable present to convey to Juliette how sorry she was, and had an idea. But this was definitely an idea she had to run by Nadia first. She’d give her a call later.
After Nadia left, it was awkward for Claire to sit with Juliette in their flat where she had spent so much time of her life. Working alongside Juliette was one thing—and Juliette had made sure they didn’t spend much time alone together. Watching the debate with her last Thursday while everyone else was present had been a step in the right direction. But having coffee with Juliette on a Saturday afternoon, an activity that used to be the most mundane, was making Claire break out into a sweat.
“How are you, Jules?” Claire asked.
Juliette waved off her question. “Before we can even begin this conversation, I need you tell me the truth about something,” she said. “Nadia won’t tell me, so it’s up to you.”
“Sure. Anything you want.” Claire knew how Juliette’s mind worked, making her break out into an even bigger sweat. She’d need to get on delivering that present as soon as possible.
“Will you please tell me what’s so special about Marie bloody Dievart?” Juliette asked.
Oh shit. Claire had hoped that Juliette would have at least moved past that.
“I’m not asking you to make a big scene about it,” Juliette added. “But I just want to know. Is that really so hard to understand? Because I don’t see it. I really, really don’t. What’s the neurosurgeon’s secret? Just pretend she never slept with Nadia. We’re best friends. If it had been any other woman, you would have told me already. So… this is your test. Your friendship test. Tell me.”
“Are you being serious?” Claire had to ask. She could tell from Juliette’s pinched together eyes and the rigid stance of her mouth that she was deadly serious. But there was always a chance…
“Maybe my brain works in mysterious ways. Or maybe I’m just very immature. Or maybe I’m just a sucker for punishment. But I always get stuck on that thought. What makes her so special that it compelled both my wife and my best friend to fall for her? There has to be something. You need to give me something, Claire. Because if you don’t, I can only conclude that it’s all down to me.”
“No, Jules. I’ve told you this before. It had absolutely nothing to do with you.”
“Great. Then tell me.” Juliette locked her gaze on Claire’s. She was in full-on Juliette Barbier pitbull mode. She was not letting this go. “It’s the only upside of you sleeping with her. The inside information you have. So give it to me.”
Claire thought about the conversation she’d had with Nadia. When they’d tried to define the magical powers of Marie Dievart. Which conclusion had they drawn? This thought, automatically, made her mind wander to the time she’d spent in bed with Marie. For Claire, it had been—without a shadow of a doubt—the effortless command she had exercised over her. This made total sense for Claire. But for Nadia? Because that was the information Juliette was really after. As far as Claire knew, for Nadia it didn’t make much sense at all. Moreover, Claire didn’t want to spend any time thinking about her friends’ sex life. Nadia and Juliette were like sisters to her. Of course, she should have thought about that more before she jumped into bed with Dievart. This was her punishment. Her ‘test’, as Juliette put it.
“I can only speak for myself, Jules,” Claire said.
“Of course.” Juliette came across as very business-like about this. Like she was waiting for one of the interns to pitch her an idea.
“You know what I like in a woman. You know I like them to exercise a certain kind of command over me. The more effortless, the better. And Dievart had that. In spades.” Claire remembered the first time Marie had commanded her—controlled her more like. They hadn’t gone on a date. No dinner conversation had been involved. Marie had texted her. Claire had replied and an hour later knocked on her hotel room door. From the moment Marie had opened the door and given her the sort of slightly disdainful smile that made Claire’s blood sing with lust, she had known. Just as Marie had known that Claire had come to surrender. And surrender she had.
“So she spanked you?” Juliette asked.
“Among other things.” Claire was sweating so profusely now, she wanted to take off her sweater.
“She’s some sort of BDSM guru then,” Juliette said matter-of-factly. “I figured it was something like that.”
“With me, it was just a bad case of supreme chemistry between us. I felt it from the very first time I saw her. She was so forward. So confident.” To her horror, Claire realized she had adopted a musing tone—as if she was relishing the memories.
“Margot is not like that, though,” Juliette stated.
“God, no. For starters, Margot has kindness in her heart. She’s considerate of other people’s feelings. She actually wants to have a relationship with someone else that’s not just about sex and gratification and domination.” Glimpses of the conversation Claire’d had with Margot before she came here popped into her head. They’d both admitted to being attracted to one another, and then they’d both admitted they were scared. Claire wanted so badly to ask Juliette for advice, but she figured she wasn’t done being punished—or tested—yet.
“You hurt me, Claire,” Juliette said. “What you did really hurt me.”
“I know.” Claire’s voice grew small.
“I ran into her the other day. At the hospital.”
“I know. Nadia told me.” Claire wished the coffee she was drinking had a little something extra in it.
“Do you want to know the most ridiculous thing about that? What triggered the moment when I knew I had hit rock bottom?” Juliette’s voice shook. “I was so angry with the world and everyone—particularly you and Nadia—that I was thinking of sleeping with her. I thought I’d show you all by committing the ultimate act of vengeance. And then I ran into her and all I wanted to do was vomit violently. The sight of her made me sick to my stomach. I started vomiting expletives then.” Juliette chuckled lightly, then caught a tear rolling from the corner of her eye. “But can you believe I actually entertained the thought?”
“You’ve been through a lot, Jules. What the doctor had just told you was a hell of a lot to process.”
“But still… I mean, come on. I actually, for a few minutes, entertained the notion of having her seduce me too. How sick is that? What kind of a monster am I?”
“You’re not a monster. We all have self-destructive thoughts like that. It’s human. It’s why they’re just thoughts, relegated to the confines of our mind.”
“All I ever want to do is just control things.” Juliette shook her head. “You. Nadia. This whole baby thing. Did I really think that taking Nadia to visit my nieces a couple of times would entice her to have a child with me?” Juliette gently knocked a fist against her temple. “Sometimes… no, most of the time, I have no clue what’s going on in here. Because I’m too busy organizing everyone else’s lives and feelings.”
“Jules.” Claire put her hands on the table, ready to grab one of Juliette’s with them. “You’re doing it again. You’re being too hard on yourself.”
“You can’t deny I’m a control freak, though?”
“No, but that’s not the point.”
“How many times have we had a variation on this conversation? I get so tired of it.” Juliette caught another tear with her thumb. “I actually believed that having a baby would change that. That I needed a drastic change like that in my life. If anything, I should be glad I’m too over the hill and that my eggs have all but shriveled up. What kind of mother would I have been?”
“I think you would have made a pretty awesome mother. I’m so sorry your dream won’t be coming true.”
“Was it really my dream, though? Or just another something I needed to hold on to to get by?”
“Jules, listen to me.” Claire wondered how many inspirational speeches she would have to deliver this week. Steph certainly looked like she could do with a Claire-speech as well. “Yes, we’re all different, and we all have our own hang-ups and flaws and things that we’re good at and all of that. But underneath it all, we’re all also just the same. We’re all just trying to make it in life. And sometimes, we’re fortunate enough to stumble upon a bout of happiness. But, most of all, we get by. We live our lives the best way we see fit. Mostly in search of another bout of happiness. It’s what keeps us going. And it’s why we have friends. To get us through the not-so-happy times.” Claire didn’t care anymore and grabbed hold of Juliette’s hand. “Listen to me, Jules. You are married to a kind-hearted, beautiful woman. You have a couple of, admittedly, rather flawed friends who would walk through fire for you. You have a job you enjoy. That’s a lot. A lot more than most people have.”
Juliette glared at Claire’s hand on hers in a silence only broken by the sniveling noises she made. “I just really, really hate myself sometimes,” she said, and started crying again.
“So do I, Jules. I’m sitting here across from you hating myself for what I’ve done to you. For how selfish I’ve been. For losing sight of what really matters. We all fuck up. If I had to sum up life in only four words, those would be my words: we all fuck up. But after we fall down, we get up again, and try to do better by ourselves and our loved ones. We forgive each other and move on.”
“I haven’t forgiven you, you know…” A tiny smile broke through Juliette’s tears. “I know I will, because my life is pretty miserable without you, and I miss you, Claire. I fucking miss you. And now I’m not going to have a child… I need you. You’re my family.”
“And you are mine.”
Juliette left her one hand on the table, and dried her tears with her other. “So when are you going to start un-fucking up your life? Not sleeping with Dievart anymore is not going to cut it.”
“Don’t worry, Jules. You’ll get your present soon enough.”
“I don’t need a present. I already know you love me,” Jules said. “Margot on the other hand… well, she must know by now that you still love her.”
“Why is everyone on my case about that? See, you’re doing it again. You’re trying to control me!”
Juliette followed up with a grin. “I’m not controlling you. I’m just telling you what you perhaps can’t see for yourself.”
“If you really want to know, Margot and I had a chat this morning. We actually admitted to each other that there are lingering feelings.”
Juliette’s eyes grew wide for an instant. “Progress,” she said. “I like it.”
“I’m scared to fuck up. Because you can only fuck up so many times with the same person.”
“True enough. But she fucked up first. Then you forgave her—”
“Correction. I thought I had forgiven her, because I wanted to so badly. But I hadn’t actually forgiven her.”
“But you have now.” It wasn’t even a question anymore. Juliette knew, just as Claire knew.
“I have.”
“So, what’s the problem, then? Ask her out already.”
“Ask her out? I basically live with her.” The thought of asking Margot out had, however, popped into Claire’s mind.
“So, you live with her and you bought her a motorcycle, and it’s all totally platonic.” Juliette shook her head. She was getting the old Juliette feistiness back. “Take a piece of your own advice, Claire. Ask her out.”
“Is that part of my test, as well?” Claire was still holding Juliette’s hand.
“Damn right it is. Time to start actively searching for happier times again.”
“Okay, fine. I will ask her. She’s working this weekend, though.”
“Then prepare her a nice meal for when she gets home. No takeaway. Especially none of that dreadful Chinese food you got last time I was at your place.”
“You didn’t even eat any of it.” Claire felt the tension leave her muscles. They were back. She had her friend back. Maybe not a hundred percent yet, but the opening had been made. She would seal the deal soon enough, after she’d talked to Nadia.
“The friendship sauce you served with it was very curdled,” Juliette replied.
Claire snickered. “I’m only human, Jules. Just like you.”
STEPH
Saturday was quickly becoming Steph’s favorite day of the week. But this week, especially, she was in dire need of an uplifting conversation with Marion. Dominique had not taken Steph’s absence at the debate well—even though she had slayed Goffin and the polls had risen in her favor once again. This election was now Dominique’s to lose. Only one more week, Steph told herself, as she headed towards Marion’s street. One more week and it will all be over—except it won’t be.
“One more week,” she also said to Marion. “Well, two more, I guess. But at least she will have gotten rid of the ANF in the first round.”
“I need to tell you something, Steph,” Marion said. “Before we begin this week’s session, I need you to know that Dominique called me.”
“She did?” She certainly hadn’t said anything about that to Steph.
“Yes. Ideally, she’d be here, but this close to the elections she doesn’t have time.”
“I know.” Steph had asked her if she wanted to come, but had known the answer already. “It’s crunch time.”
“She told me you stood her up at the debate and how she felt about that.”
“She told me that as well. Let me see if I can remember the words she used: disappointed, deflated and… I can’t remember the third one, but there was definitely a third one. It probably started with a D as well. Dominique likes her alliterations.”
“She shouldn’t have called me to say these things about you. Please know that I don’t agree with that. But we are friends, and this whole arrangement isn’t exactly by the book, so, she did tell me. She sounded very upset.”
“Why is she making such a big deal out of this?”
“She’s nervous. As you just said, one more week. She has a lot of eyes on her. And a lot of expectations to carry on her shoulders.” Marion arranged her skirt. “Can I play devil’s advocate for a minute?”
“Be my guest.” Steph was very annoyed by the fact that Dominique had called Marion to discuss her… her what? Her deplorable behavior. It was like a parent calling a school teacher to talk about their child’s acting up in class.
“If this is all so hard on you. And you’re not even sure you want Dominique to win. Why do you stay with her?”
“Jesus Christ.” Steph felt like walking right out of Marion’s lovely garden room. “Did she tell you to ask this?”
“No. I am asking.”
“Do you know what? At this very moment I can’t really come up with many good reasons to stay.” Agitation coiled into a ball in Steph’s stomach.
“You must have asked yourself this question before.” Marion pushed her further.
“No.” Agitation was quickly turning into fury. “I haven’t. For the first time in my life, I haven’t asked myself the question. Because it’s my go-to mode. Has been all my life. I never stay. It’s not what I do. But once I’d made the choice to stay with Dominique, that was always going to be a choice I stood by. I’m not going to run at the first sign of trouble. What kind of person would that make me?”
“Please remember I was only playing devil’s advocate. I wasn’t questioning your loyalty, Steph.” Marion smiled apologetically.
“This time last year, I was a totally different person. If there had been elections last year, I wouldn’t even have voted. Now, I get scolded for not attending a debate. The change has been impactful. I’ve had to adapt at lightning speed. But I would never leave her. I’m not Philippe.”
“I could tell that hurt you. When Dominique made that snide remark about this being Philippe all over again. She shouldn’t have said that.”
“It did.” Steph loosened her posture a little, let some of the anger seep from her limbs. “Maybe not going to the debate with her was payback for that remark. We came here together to have an open conversation, and we did, even though it was hard, but I’ve barely seen Dominique since then. I don’t want to keep on complaining about that. I just want to find a solution.”
“Talking about something doesn’t necessarily equal complaining about it,” Marion said. “And it’s the only way to get to a solution.”
“I know things will settle down a bit after the election. This is the really insane period. I just… need to find some balance. I need to be able to see my friends. And go to work. And see you, for that matter. And, honestly, I know the debate was important to Dominique, but if she fails to see my side of the story, then, yeah… then we do have a problem.”
“Before the campaign got to this stage, when you quarreled about something, how did you usually resolve it?” Marion asked.
Steph huffed out a chuckle. “Honestly? We had sex. We had lots of satisfying sex.” Steph had slept with many women, but sleeping with Dominique was something else entirely. “To set the record straight. Level the playing field. Just press the reset button. But this is different. Of course, it doesn’t help that we’re not having sex. And that Dominique probably blames me for that as well. I miss the pure intimacy of sex. How nothing else matters in those moments.” Steph grabbed her head with her hands. “I know there’s a solution hidden somewhere in this mess, I just don’t know how to find it.”
“That’s why I’m here.” Marion looked at her with those kind eyes of hers. “Whatever you do, Steph, don’t blame yourself. It doesn’t help. This is not about assigning blame. The situation you’re in is very peculiar and stressful. For both of you. I urge you to keep seeing me, and I will also urge Dominique to join you. Not always, but sometimes. And…” Marion shifted in her chair. “…about that other subject. You still haven’t been in the mood for intimate relations?”
“These days it’s not even a question of being in the mood anymore. I live at the Avenue Foch for two reasons: because then I at least see her before she leaves the house in the morning. And because I moved my cat in with her. I can’t keep dragging that poor animal back and forth.”
Marion giggled. “Your cat?”
“My fat little ginger. Pierrot.” Steph was stalling as she gauged how much she felt like delving into the issue of her faltering libido. While watching Dominique slaughter Goffin—a liberal by definition—on LGBT rights during the debate last Thursday, she had felt a strong surge of desire. So strong that she’d regretted for a brief moment not accompanying Dominique. To absorb the atmosphere and the energy. To enjoy the post-debate buzz Dominique would have been glowing from, and its glow would have infected Steph and she could so easily envision, then, that certain things could have happened. But when Steph got home, Dominique hadn’t been there. Steph had waited an hour to go to bed, watching excerpts and soundbites on TV, until she’d fallen asleep in the sofa. When she woke up in the middle of the night, to find that Dominique hadn’t bothered to wake her up and get her into bed, she’d felt that anger again, that feeling of being so misunderstood, that she’d just gone back to sleep in the sofa, Pierrot at her feet.
In the morning, she’d been woken up by Dominique stumbling into the living room at six a.m. Steph only needed to open one eye to see what sort of mood Dominique was in. Fifteen minutes later Dominique was out the door and they’d barely exchanged any words.
“I guess it is one more week, then,“ Marion said. “One more week until the biggest madness passes. But you have to talk to each other, Steph. I fully understand that coming here and unburdening yourself is a great help. That’s why I’m here. But it’s no good if you don’t start talking to each other.”
“I know. I will talk to her.” Steph was already chuckling at the ridiculous things she was about to say. “I have her for one hour today. One hour.” She held up her index finger. “Isn’t that insane?” Steph shrugged. “Of course, Dominique’s argument—and Solange’s, by the way—would be that I could spend the entire day with her. But Saturdays are my day off now. Except for next week, of course.” Steph had started rambling again.
“Do you remember what you said earlier? About balance? I think balance is the keyword here, Steph. For both of you.”
Steph nodded, then asked, “What else did she say when she called you?”
“I didn’t let her say anything else.” Marion’s voice was firm.
“Okay.” Steph took a sip from the glass of water Marion always offered her. “I do have another question for you. One I’ve been meaning to ask you since we met.”
“I’m all ears.” Marion smiled encouragingly.
“When you first heard about Dominique and me, what was your reaction?”
Marion tilted her head. “Like most people, I read about it in Le Matin.” Marion took a moment to think. “Unlike most people, I didn’t believe a word of the press conference she held then. I knew from the very beginning it was true. She was trying to hide it so well at that press conference, but her body language gave her away. When your infamous video surfaced, I was actually relieved. And proud. I was so proud of her for not hiding who she loved.”
“That’s really nice of you to say.” Steph felt the insistent sting of tears behind her eyes.
“You’ve been through a lot. The pair of you. The fact that you’ve made it this far can only mean that you share a great love. Perhaps the kind that only comes along once in a lifetime. Give yourself some credit for at least not letting it go. It will take work. All great things require a lot of work and effort. But I’ve seen you together now, and I can see it. You have that chemistry. There’s a certain charged quality to the air when you’re together—even when you’re not agreeing about something. I have full faith that you’ll make it.”
Christ. Steph had to catch a tear dangling from her eyelashes. “I love her. I love her like I’ve never loved anyone before in my life.”
“I know you do,” Marion said.
   
“We need to talk,” Steph said the second Dominique arrived home for their hour of time together.
“I’m sorry, sweetheart. There’s been a change of plans. I only have time to change into a fresh set of clothes. Solange is waiting for me in the car downstairs.”
“But…” Steph couldn’t believe this. “This is our time together.”
“You can come, if you like.” Dominique was already heeling off her shoes. “It’s a last-minute MLR thing, though. I don’t think you’ll enjoy it very much, unless you’re dying to see my father.”
Steph went to stand right in front of Dominique, who had just unbuttoned her skirt. “Five minutes then. Can I have five minutes of your time?”
Dominique exhaled a large breath and looked her in the eyes. “You can.”
But Steph felt like she was on the clock and how could she possibly say all that she wanted to say in five minutes? “I love you,” she said, then grabbed Dominique by the neck and pulled her close. “I love you,” she said again, before kissing her. It was a soft, closed-lipped peck at first, but soon their tongues met each other, and Dominique’s hands were in Steph’s hair
When they broke for air, Dominique said, “Fuck it. I’ll skip the MLR meeting.” Then her phone rang. Dominique reached for it in her bag. “It’s Solange.” She smiled apologetically. “Don’t move one inch, babe.” Then she took the call.
Steph knew Dominique couldn’t afford not to answer her phone. She also knew that once Dominique hung up the phone, the moment would have passed. She looked at Dominique while she spoke agitatedly into the device. She always appeared so calm when she spoke to anyone in person, but on the phone, her personality seemed to change. Steph took a tiny bit of pleasure from the fact that it was Solange Dominique was yelling at. Not that the woman had ever done anything directly to her, but she symbolized the distance that the campaign had thrown up between her and Dominique.
A simple life, Steph thought. All she’d ever wanted was a simple life. But then she looked at Dominique again. At how she gestured with those majestic hands of hers, even when nobody could see her. And at how her skirt was unbuttoned. And at how she was shorter than Steph when she took off her mighty heels. Steph knew life with Dominique would never be simple, but it was the life she chose nevertheless.
NADIA
“Do you ever think about leaving me?” Juliette asked.
“What?” Questions like that offended Nadia greatly. “No. Of course not.”
“But I’m so flawed,” Juliette insisted. “And you’re so perfect.”
“For Christ’s sake, Jules. Are you wearing your negativity goggles again? No one is more perfect than anyone else, okay?” They’d gone for a walk in the neighborhood. It was a beautiful spring evening. Juliette and Claire seemed to have broken some ground on salvaging their friendship.
“I’m sorry.” Juliette’s arm was looped through Nadia’s and she leaned into her a bit. “It’s just that, you know… you never fall apart.”
“I do,” Nadia said. “I just fall apart differently than you do.” When she felt particularly low, Juliette always got these kinds of crazy ideas in her head. That everyone was better than her. That she was worthless at everything. That Nadia was some sort of flawless goddess, while she was decidedly not.
“Like how?” Juliette insisted.
Nadia inhaled deeply. “Let’s go for a drink on that terrace over there and I’ll tell you exactly how.” It had been an emotional weekend so far, but Juliette had become livelier and livelier—especially after her chat with Claire—though an air of melancholy still surrounded her. And Nadia still had to apologize about something vital.
They sat down at a small table on the sidewalk and ordered a bottle of rosé. While they waited for the waitress to come back, Nadia studied her wife’s face. Life had never been particularly kind to Juliette, nor had she been kind to herself. Yet, Juliette, at times, managed to look like the most angelic creature Nadia had ever laid eyes on. Now, just before sun-down, with the late light catching her eyes, when she so quintessentially looked like the woman Nadia adored, Nadia didn’t know if she would be able to work up the nerve to apologize. But she had to. She had to clear the air between them. If she’d learned anything from everything that had happened between them, it was that honesty would always be the best policy. And she hadn’t been honest.
When they both had a full glass of the fruity Côtes de Provence they both loved to drink when spring came around in front of them, Nadia finally said, “I owe you an apology, Jules.”
“You do?” Juliette scrunched her lips into a pout. “I’m quite sure you don’t, but I’m listening,” she said wistfully.
“I led you on. I made you believe that I was on board with us having a child and I, cowardly, let Dr. Dupuis do my dirty work for me. That wasn’t fair on anyone.”
Juliette shook her head, her lips drawn into that characteristic asymmetrical pout of hers. “Let’s not compare what’s fair or what isn’t, babe. I understand why you did that. I know what I’m like. Once I get something into my head, it’s very difficult to get it out.”
“That might be so.” Nadia could hardly argue with that very accurate self-assessment of Juliette’s personality. “But I just want to make very clear that I’m by no means the perfect woman you sometimes take me for.”
“That doesn’t mean you’re not an angel for sticking with me for so long.” Juliette was very generous with the compliments tonight.
“I need you to hear me, Jules. I’m sorry for how I handled it. And I’m also sorry that you had to hear that news. I know how badly you wanted to try…”
“I did. But you never really wanted it. So, um, I guess me not being able to carry a child is just fate’s way of making sure.” This was strangely philosophical for someone like Juliette.
“You’re being very zen about this.”
“How else can I be? There’s nothing I can do to change it. I don’t even want to change it. I should never even have put you in that position, Nadz.”
“I disagree,” Nadia said. “If that was how you felt, then you had every right to bring up the subject of having children. And I should have communicated better.”
“But what could you possibly have said? You made it clear from the start. I knew you didn’t want it, yet I kept pushing. If anything, you handled me well. Perhaps not the situation as such, but who am I to judge you because of that? You knew how to deal with me, because you know me and you love me. What more can I ask for?”
“Complete honesty, I guess,” Nadia said.
Juliette shook her head again. “No. Complete honesty is overrated.”
“Oh really?” Juliette might be a handful at times, and have a very up-and-down personality, but Nadia had never, not for one second, been bored by her wife. “What are you not telling me then?”
“Nothing. I’ve just… grown to believe that even spouses don’t need to know every tiny detail about each other’s inner life.” Juliette held her gaze for an instant, then looked away. “I could give you an example, but I don’t want to ruin our evening.”
Nadia was intrigued. When Juliette was in a mood like this, there was little chance of their evening being ruined. “Tell me,” Nadia insisted.
“Well…” Juliette looked into her wine glass. “You know I had a chat with Claire yesterday.”
“Yes.” Claire had called Nadia after the chat and made some inquiries about a present she wanted to get for Juliette that needed Nadia’s blessing.
“I told you about most topics we discussed, but I omitted one.”
“Ah.” Nadia knew where this was going.
“Marie Dievart.” Juliette drew her lips into a hesitant grin. “I’m not going to make a scene about her anymore. I’m just using her as an example.”
Nadia nodded. What had Claire said? Nadia remembered the conversation she’d had with Claire about Dievart the other day. Juliette should not have heard anything about that. Nadia had made Claire promise.
“Claire explained to me what it was exactly that drew her to Dievart. And that made sense to me, because I’ve known Claire for a long time and I know what she likes in the bedroom.” Juliette paused. “I’ve also known you for a very long time and I know even better what you like in the bedroom.” Juliette tilted her head.
“Look, Jules…”
Juliette held up her hands. “No. That’s what I mean, Nadz. You don’t have to tell me. I don’t need to know. I don’t even think I want to know.”
Nadia didn’t know if she was feeling relieved or guilty. She had long forgiven Juliette her transgression with Sybille. She’d moved on. Of course, Sybille was out of their lives now. Juliette had a lovely new assistant, with a perfectly nice husband, whom Juliette and Nadia had invited over for dinner a few times already. Nadia could understand Juliette’s hang-ups about Dievart perfectly.
“If you’re sure.” Now that the whole drama with Claire had almost passed, Nadia was eager to put the whole Dievart business behind her. If it required her to explain to her wife what had drawn her to Dievart, she was willing to try.
“I am, Nadz. I’m sure.” Juliette stretched her arm out over the table. “All I ever want is to be a better wife to you. I know I’m not doing the best job of it, but I’m trying. I’m really, really trying.”
“I know you are.” Nadia took Juliette’s hand in hers. The skin-on-skin contact made her think of the conversation she’d had with Steph and Margot about their ‘frequency’ again. “But all that matters to me is that you’re doing okay. Are you?”
“As Claire so eloquently advised me yesterday, I get by. I’m not there yet, but I’ll get there.” Juliette had told Nadia about the life lessons Claire had given her. Nadia could have sworn she’d detected some of Margot’s influence in the words Juliette had spoken.
“Who knew Claire had all that wisdom in her.” Nadia said with a chuckle.
“Don’t go calling her wise now. Let’s not forget what she did,” Juliette replied, her voice not overly serious.
“So… do you think you’ll be able to go back to how you and she once were?”
“Maybe not exactly there, but to somewhere close enough.” Juliette shrugged. “She’s my sister. The only sibling I care for. And sisters forgive each other.” She painted a smile on her face. “It will also depend on the present she gets me. I mean, she can’t give Margot a motorcycle as a token of her friendship and leave me, her best friend of twenty-five years, in the cold. It’s going to require a really big gesture on her part to match that.” Juliette’s eyes sparkled with mischief.
“Ah, yes, the present…” Nadia was under strict instructions to not let anything slip. She hadn’t even given Claire her blessing yet because it required a little time for Nadia to think about.
Juliette quirked up her eyebrows. “She’s actually going to give me a present? I was just joking.”
“I know nothing, babe,” Nadia said and leaned back in her chair.
“You so do.” Juliette squeezed her hand, pressing her thumb into Nadia’s palm hard. “Tell me what it is.”
“I just told you. I don’t know anything.” Nadia couldn’t help but smile.
“You’re a pretty bad liar.”
Now that Juliette had sussed her out, Nadia wouldn’t have any choice but to green-light this present. She might as well. She’d text Claire later. Right now though, she needed to change the subject. She knew exactly what to do. “Finish your wine, Jules. We’re continuing our walk.” Nadia’s tone was firm.
Juliette found her glance, then started drinking.
Five minutes later, as they were strolling back to their building hand-in-hand, when they’d almost reached it, Nadia pushed Juliette into an alley not far from their flat.
“What are you doing?” Juliette asked with a coy smile on her lips.
“Kissing you until you forget everything else.” Nadia pushed Juliette against the wall and let her full body weight press against her wife. She didn’t waste any time in finding her lips, and letting her tongue enter. Juliette returned the kiss greedily, and that’s when Nadia realized they hadn’t been this close in weeks. They hadn’t let themselves be close, because there was always something else on the agenda. It was only a kiss, but wasn’t a kiss the most intimate gesture of all? Nadia certainly hadn’t let Dievart kiss her, and she was secretly proud of that, even though any sense of pride—no matter how small—should not be connected to anything to do with Marie Dievart.
“Okay, I’ve forgotten,” Juliette said when they ended their impromptu al fresco lip-lock. “I’ve forgotten everything.”
“Good,” Nadia said, and kissed her again.
MARGOT
Despite the small mercy of not seeing Dievart once at Saint-Vincent during her weekend shift, Margot was dead tired on Sunday evening. It was late, and Claire would most likely be asleep by the time she got home. It was a funny thought to have. Claire sleeping in her guest room. Margot tip-toeing around her own flat so as not to wake her. How she always, inadvertently, stopped outside Claire’s bedroom door, but could never really hear anything through it. Yet, she always hoped that Claire would call for her, to tell her she was still awake, and they would have a quick midnight chat.
When she arrived home last night, after another long day at the hospital, Claire had left her a note saying she’d had a great chat with Juliette, but was so exhausted she’d gone to bed at ten. Margot hadn’t seen her this morning either. Claire hadn’t left a note to say where she was going. First, Margot had waited, hoping she’d gone to buy croissants from the bakery on the corner, but when Claire still hadn’t returned an hour later, Margot had gone for another exhausting session at the gym.
Now, though, as she reached her building completely drained physically from her weekend shift, and parked her brand new bike in the spot where she used to park the bike she wrecked, it was as if her mind had broken through the fog of fatigue and allowed her a brief moment of clarity. Margot knew what to do. It would be great if Claire was still awake for it, but if she was already asleep, she’d leave her a note.
Butterflies fluttered in Margot’s stomach as she unlocked the front door. The TV was still playing, so Claire must still be up. The butterflies started dancing with more pronounced movements. When Margot reached the living room, she found Claire gently snoring in the sofa. Margot hadn’t seen Claire sleep in such a long time. It used to be such a small but gratifying pleasure to witness Claire like that, totally relaxed and oblivious to the world.
Margot switched off the TV and must have made a noise she wasn’t aware of—she’d been very careful to be as quiet as possible—because Claire, in a sleep-drenched voice, suddenly said, “Hey.”
“Sorry for waking you,” Margot said.
“That’s okay. You have excellent taste in furniture, but I wasn’t planning on spending the night in your sofa. My back is too old for that.” Claire sat up and ruffled a hand through her hair. It only made it look more shaggy. “I was waiting up for you, anyway.”
You were? Margot wanted to ask. But she had another, more pertinent question on her mind. “I’m glad you did.” Margot sat down on the coffee table and faced Claire. “I wanted to ask you something.”
“Sure.” Claire tried to wipe a stubborn bang from her forehead but failed.
“Would you, um, want to go on a date with me?” For someone who had performed three critical surgeries today, Margot had a surprising amount of adrenalin left in her bloodstream.
Claire broke out into a smile. “I would love that.” She followed up with a giggle.
“What’s so funny?” Margot asked.
“Just great minds think alike, that’s all. Jules was on my case about asking you out yesterday. In fact, she was emotionally blackmailing me to ask you out as soon as possible.” Claire sat up a bit straighter. At least she was wearing pants tonight. “But then we missed each other all weekend and I didn’t get a chance to.”
“Yeah… where were you this morning?” It really wasn’t any of Margot’s business, but they were flatmates now, so Margot could indulge in satisfying her curiosity.
“I was making inquiries about something. But I can’t tell you what it is. It’s a surprise for Jules.” Claire’s cheeks dimpled with delight.
“Last time I checked, I was still Margot de Hay and not Juliette. You know I can keep a secret.”
“I know you can, but… I don’t know. I just really want it to be a surprise for Jules. I don’t want everyone else knowing before she does. That would take away so much of the fun.”
“Sure. I’m good with that, Claire. I’m just glad to see you this excited.” It made a nice change from the Claire who’d arrived here with her head hanging low more than two weeks ago. “I take it your conversation with Juliette went well yesterday.”
“Much better than expected.” Claire sighed contentedly.
“I’m really glad for you.”
“So… where were you thinking about taking me on that date?” Claire’s cheeks dimpled even more.
“Anywhere but the Eiffel Tower,” Margot said. “It’s time for us to have a new favorite romantic spot.”
“Aha, so this is going to be romantic, then?” Claire looked a lot less sleepy than when Margot had first walked in.
“Why bother going on a date if it’s not going to be romantic?” Margot had to resist the urge to kiss her. As though simply asking the question had already erased some of her fear.
“True. And this time around, you get to pick the place,” Claire said. “I seem to be terrible at that.”
“Deal.” Margot didn’t want to end up at a stuffy restaurant again. Although the restaurant hadn’t been the problem at their last, disastrous date more than six months ago. But that was all behind them now. “When are you free?”
“I’m free tomorrow evening,” Claire said with an eagerness that made Margot’s heart sing.
“Monday evening, huh? Is that a suitable date night?” Margot teased.
“Of course it is. What’s wrong with Mondays? Mondays are awesome for dates.”
“Tomorrow it is then. I can pick you up after work with my brand new machine.”
“Nothing would thrill me more, Doctor de Hay. I’ll wear long pants.”
“Just like there’s nothing wrong with Monday as date night, there’s nothing wrong with a hiked-up skirt on the back of a motorcycle.” If this was the pre-date level of flirting, they were in for a treat tomorrow.
“Okay. Your wish is my command,” Claire said and looked Margot in the eyes. Margot would have to remember the promise she had made to herself when deciding to ask Claire out. They would have to take it slow. They’d said it from the very beginning of their affair, and they’d never managed to resist. But this time around, for what was—truly—their very last shot at this, they would do things by the book. Margot was adamant that nothing would happen on their first date. They would talk, and flirt, maybe kiss—but that was where she would draw the line.
“Good,” Margot said, and the way the word rolled off her tongue, with slightly more force than she’d wanted to, made her realize it was going to be a huge undertaking to resist Claire until their second date. If they made it to a second date. Margot didn’t want to ignore the fear she’d felt only yesterday. The fear of repeating their old mistakes, and rushing, and putting something as beautiful as their budding friendship on the line for a night of passion.
“Best get to bed then,” Claire said. “I’ll need to look my best tomorrow.”
“Off you go,” Margot said. “I’m going to watch some TV to unwind.”
“Oh…” Claire had already risen from the sofa. “I can stay up a little longer. Watch a repeat of the news with you.” Claire towered over her. “Go to bed,” she said. Not only because she wanted Claire to be well-rested for the work week, but because Margot needed a bit of time to herself to release the tension from her body. She needed to clear her head. Prepare for this date. She’d go to the gym before picking Claire up tomorrow. She had failed enough, and she was done failing. They would have the perfect date.
“Yes, boss,” Claire said, and shot Margot a wink before she headed to the guest room.
CLAIRE
As soon as Nadia had given Claire the go-ahead to procure the present she’d been planning for Juliette, Claire had wanted to make it happen. But then Margot had asked her out and Claire couldn’t possibly imagine accepting the offer of going on a date with Margot and having to wait until Tuesday to actually go. It was out of the question. Juliette would get her present the day after. Though Claire couldn’t wait to see the look on her face when she did.
Now, she stood staring at her reflection in the Barbier & Cyr ladies’ room, putting her hair in place and re-applying mascara. Margot would be here soon. She’d arrive on the bike Claire had given her to sweep her off her feet and it couldn’t be more perfect.
“You don’t really deserve her,” Claire whispered to her reflection in the mirror, but really, who was keeping tabs? Claire wanted to go on this date so badly, wanted to relive their early days of cautious flirtation so much. She kept checking her watch. Margot had texted that she would pick her up at seven. It was half past six. Claire wasn’t going to spend the remaining half hour getting more and more nervous as she stared at herself in the bathroom mirror. She would go say goodbye to Juliette. Just because she could do that again now. She was allowed to knock on Juliette’s door and talk to her again about non-work-related subjects. Like this date.
Claire exited the bathroom and ran into Steph. “Hey stranger,” she said. “Are you ready to become France’s first lady or what?”
“What?” Steph said. “No. I mean, yes. I don’t know.” She looked flustered.
“What’s up?” Claire asked.
“I’m going to the ladies’ room,” Steph said.
“Come chat with me when you’re done,” Claire said.
“Why?” Steph asked.
“Do you need a reason?” This conversation was becoming very weird very quickly.
“No. Look, I’m sorry. I should probably have taken this week off, or worked from home or something. I don’t even know where my head is right now. Can you check please, boss? Is it still here?” Steph rapped a knuckle against her skull. “But, you know, I need my independence and all that. I need to come into work to prove a point.”
“Come on.” Claire took Steph by the hand. “We’re having a chat now.”
“But I need to pee,” Steph said.
“This won’t take long.” Rather amused, Claire realized that she was about to give Steph a speech. She was on fire these days. Though what right did she have to try and inspire her friends? But she was the only one who was seeing things clearly after emerging from her self-destructive affair with Dievart. And sometimes people just needed to be told. “Let’s go into my office.”
They both sat down and Claire looked her friend in the eyes. “Take the week off. It might very well be the most defining week of your life. Don’t spend it here, when your mind and heart are with Dominique.”
Steph shook her head. “You don’t know what’s going on between us, Claire. I’ve made such a fuss about coming into work. Dominique asked me to take a leave of absence weeks ago and I took it as a major insult.”
“It doesn’t matter.” Claire touched her hand to Steph’s arm. “None of it matters. Your partner is going to become president of this country, Steph.”
“I just don’t want to give the wrong signal. I’m not going to give up my job. I can’t do that.”
Jesus. Steph was in far worse a state than Claire had expected. “Here’s what I suggest you do. Don’t think about any of that. Just focus on the here and now. Focus on this glorious week you and Dominique are going to have. Focus on what you’ve accomplished together. Focus on how you’ll feel on Sunday when she gives Goffin a clear signal in the first round. Hell, she may even beat him already. Don’t think about Barbier & Cyr. You will always have a future here, no matter what happens. But this week? You will never have a week like that ever again in your life. It might be stressful, but it’s also exhilarating and special. You need to enjoy it, Steph. That’s an order.”
“Are you really giving me orders?” A small smile broke on Steph’s face.
“I am. But not as your boss. As your friend. You’ve kept this place together more than once. Jules and I will always owe you. Go be with Dominique.”
Steph sighed. “Dominique and I… we’re going through a few things right now.”
“Then fix them. It can be as simple as that, Steph. Just fix them. Be with her and fix them.”
“I’ve been an ass.” Steph let the back of her head fall on her shoulders. “I haven’t been there for her the way—”
“Stop.” Claire held up her hand. “Stop admonishing yourself. Go to her now and be there for her now.”
“My life used to be so uncomplicated. I used to be so uncomplicated,” Steph said.
“You are still you, Steph. And this country is going to have the coolest first lady it has ever seen.”
Steph shook her head again. “I just can’t wrap my head around that, you know?”
“I can imagine.” Claire wondered if they’d all be invited for tea at the Elysée. Then, she couldn’t stop herself from checking her watch.
“Do you need to be somewhere?” Steph asked.
Claire bit her bottom lip, then said, “Margot’s picking me up. We’re going on a date.”
“Hallelujah!” Steph threw her hands in the air. “At fucking last!”
“Don’t go jumping to conclusions,” Claire said.
“I don’t need to jump to anything, Claire. I’ve been at the place where conclusions are drawn for a long time already.”
“She’s probably waiting for me outside.”
“Go!” Steph said.
“You go, too,” Claire said. “And don’t come back this week.”
“Thanks, boss.” Steph rose. “And please keep in mind that once I’m first lady I can’t possibly be expected to call you boss anymore.” She grinned at Claire, then exited her office.
Claire smoothed her skirt and took a deep breath. She was ready for her date.
   
“Montmartre? Really?” Claire said after she’d climbed off Margot’s bike.
“It’s a different place on Monday evening,” Margot said, her voice determined. “Nobody comes here on a Monday.” She secured their helmets and locked her motorcycle. She looked good enough to eat in those jeans and that t-shirt. “And I know just the spot.”
“You’re not on call tonight, are you?” Claire asked. She had to resist the urge to take Margot’s hand. “And you checked up on your parents?”
“It will be just you and me and the most divine non-touristy food you can imagine tonight,” Margot said. They walked side-by-side and their hands brushed together accidentally. Claire thought about what Steph had said earlier. Had she really been that blind? No, just careful. Her relationship with Margot could only be approached with the greatest care.
Claire hooked her arm through Margot’s and she could swear Margot flexed her biceps as she did. This date wasn’t a matter of them deciding to give it another go. It was just a matter of delaying the inevitable.
“Hm,” Claire said as they reached the restaurant. It wasn’t the tiny, cozy place she had expected.
“Don’t judge a book by its cover,” Margot said. “I’ve been coming here for years.”
“You’re not the only one,” Claire said, pointing out the tourist guide stickers on the window. She was just teasing Margot.
“Reserve your judgement until later.” Margot stepped inside and Claire followed on her heels.
“Ah, Madame docteur,” a shaggily dressed man said, greeting Margot. “How’s the leg?”
“Perfect,” Margot replied, and flashed him a big smile.
“This way, please.” The man led them to a table by the window with a pretty awesome view of the Sacré-Coeur.
“It’s rather… rustic,” Claire said, after they’d sat down and studied the menus.
“What did I say?” Margot admonished her. “I can order for you if you like. I’ve tried about everything here.”
Claire put down her menu. “Okay.” She couldn’t help but smile stupidly whenever she looked at Margot, which was all of the time. “Surprise me.”
“Very well.” Margot called over the waiter, who she knew by name, and ordered their food and a half bottle of wine for Claire.
“You’re really never drinking again?” Claire asked.
“I might on a special occasion. Like New Year’s Eve, or when Dominique wins the election. But tonight, I’m driving you home.”
“Home…” Claire said suggestively. “Is that yours or mine?”
“You tell me.” Margot’s eyes sparkled.
“Tonight, it will be yours.” Perhaps the real question should have been: ‘Your bedroom or mine?’
The waiter brought over the wine and a variety of sliced saucisson. As delicious as it looked, Claire wasn’t that hungry because her stomach was occupied by a growing colony of butterflies.
“So on Sunday you’ll have a glass of champagne with me?” Claire asked.
Margot chuckled. “We’ll see. But it’s only the first round this Sunday.” Margot then cocked her head. “I know it’s bad practice to discuss politics over the dinner table, but, er, you always struck me as more left-wing, Claire.”
“Why? Because I’m a lesbian?”
“No. I’m a lesbian and I’ve always voted conservatively. That has nothing to do with it.” Margot picked up a slice of saucisson with her fork.
“Goffin might be a philandering, non-charismatic man, but if the socialists hadn’t been in power, gay marriage would never have passed. And for a country like France to not allow same-sex marriage in this day and age would be a bit shameful.”
“So you are a socialist?” Margot prodded.
“I voted for Goffin in the last election, I’ll tell you that.”
“And on Sunday? Who will you vote for?” Margot asked.
“Hey, what happens in the polling booth stays in the polling booth,” Claire said, pricking some saucisson on her fork as well. “But this Sunday I will proudly and convincingly give my vote to Dominique Laroche.”
“So will I. I haven’t been this excited about an election since I was first allowed to vote.” Margot went for the saucisson again.
“I had a chat with Steph just before you arrived,” Claire said. “I’m not sure she’s as excited as you.”
“Poor Stéphanie. She has a heart of gold, I’m sure of that, but, in my honest opinion, I never truly believed she and Dominique would make it. Not under these circumstances.”
“Really?” Obviously Margot didn’t know Steph very well. “Because she is the most loyal person you will ever meet.”
“Let’s not talk about our friends tonight. They take up enough of our time.” Margot graciously refilled Claire’s wine glass.
“Whatever will we talk about then?” Claire said coyly.
“I have no idea.” Margot grinned. “Let’s hope the food is good so we can talk about that.”
“I have a subject,” Claire said. She loved it when Margot’s eyes sparkled like that. “Have you given any more thought to my flatmate proposal?”
“Hm… No,” Margot said.
“Oh.” Claire didn’t know what to think about that.
“I want to date you, Claire. I want to see where this goes. If we move in together, how can we possible do that?”
“Are you saying I should go back to my flat?” Claire took a sip from her wine, which was full-bodied and a feast to her taste buds.
“I enjoy living with you. I truly do,” Margot said. “But how can we go on dates and let this take a natural pace if we live together?”
“At least we already know we’ll make excellent living companions one day.”
Margot gave a nod. “It doesn’t help that most of the time you walk around half-naked.”
“I do no such thing.” Claire pretended to be offended.
“Oh, let’s see. I’m going to count.” Margot started summing up all the times Claire had come out of her room in her underwear.
“At least I always wear a top,” she said in her defense. “You in your white t-shirts with your toned biceps poking from those tight sleeves. It’s obscene, really.”
“You want me to wear long sleeves inside?”
“Well…” Claire pinned her gaze on Margot’s upper arms.
Then their main courses were brought out and Claire found herself eating the most delicious sweetbreads she’d ever had.
“I told you,” Margot said with a smug grin on her face. “You can trust me.”
Claire took this as a good starting point for the more serious part of this date. “I do, you know? I trust you. I’d trust you with my life.”
The sparkle in Margot’s eyes dimmed and was replaced with a more serious glint. “I’m very glad to hear that.”
“I don’t want to drag up the past again, Margot. I’m so ready to move forward. When you came back into my life”—so gallantly, Claire thought—“I couldn’t have predicted I would feel this way about you again. I don’t want to be just friends with you. There will always be so much more between us.” The butterflies in her stomach were acting up again.
“Neither do I,” Margot whispered. “That’s why I don’t want to be flatmates, either.”
“Do you want to get out of here?” Claire felt as though a vital artery might burst if she didn’t kiss Margot in the next few minutes.
Margot just shot her an enigmatic smile. “I do, but not, um, for what you think. I want that too, but not before the time is right.”
For Claire, the time felt about as right as it would ever be. “Of course,” she said, squirming in her seat.
“I can put on my jacket if it would make things easier,” Margot joked, then looked for the waiter to get the check.
Once they were outside, Margot didn’t unlock her bike but, instead, took Claire by the hand. It had started to drizzle lightly and the basilica was glowing in the evening lights. They walked to the foot of the iconic stairs and stared up.
“You were right again,” Claire said. “It’s totally different on a Monday evening.”
“Good date, then?” Margot asked and turned towards her. Her hair clung to her face from the rain.
“Perfect date,” Claire said, and stopped herself from brushing a wet strand of hair from Margot’s cheek.
“It’s not over yet.” Margot pulled her close, stared into her eyes, and kissed her in the rain.
JULIETTE
“How was your date?” Juliette asked.
“How did you know I had a date?” Claire replied.
“Steph told me. She came to see me after you told her to take the rest of the week off.” Juliette had casually walked into Claire’s office for the first time since she’d found out about her and Dievart.
“She kissed me at Montmartre,” Claire said.
“How disgustingly romantic,” Juliette said, and remembered how Nadia had kissed her in that alleyway on Sunday. And how the passion of that kiss hadn’t translated to more once again. But Juliette was still recovering from the news—from all the news she had received the past few weeks. She was still grieving for her broken dream. And for her friendship with Claire which, even if they had made up, would never be entirely the same as before.
“Then she drove us home to her place, where we kissed some more, and, somehow, ended up in our own separate bedrooms.”
“Yeah. You don’t look as though you’ve been spanked for half the night, Claire.” Juliette giggled at her own joke.
“We’re taking things slowly.”
Juliette pulled up her eyebrows. “You’re living with her, for God’s sake.”
“I’m moving home tonight.”
“Good. The Boulevard Gouvion Saint-Cyr is not the same without Claire Cyr.” Juliette regretted making that angry suggestion to Claire on the sidewalk that dreadful Sunday. She didn’t want Claire to move away from their street. If anything, it had always been a comfort to have her best friend so close-by.
“Can I stop by after work tonight?” Claire asked. “I want to give you that present.”
“Come on, Claire. I’m not a child. You don’t need to give me anything.”
“But I do.” Claire’s cheeks dimpled with secret joy. Juliette knew that look. She was curious more than anything now.
“Okay. Come round whenever you want. I’ll be home.” Juliette leaned against the door frame. It felt so good to stand in Claire’s office again, she wanted to stay a while longer. “How’s the taking-things-slowly going for you?” she asked.
“Not very well. I seem to be suffering from a lack of focus today.” Claire grinned at her. “So, please let’s change the subject swiftly.”
“Thanks for talking to Steph yesterday.” Juliette realized she had allowed her friendship with Steph to take a backseat. “Do you think we should organize something for Sunday?”
“I don’t know.” Claire narrowed her eyes. “We could sneak into the MLR headquarters, I guess. We do work for them.”
“Socialists like us? We’ll stand out like a sore thumb.”
“I think Dominique will be the one standing out the most, so we should be safe. Margot already came out to me as a conservative yesterday. She can be our cover.”
“Ouch. Did that hurt you, Claire?”
“Times have changed, my friend. Everything changed the day we decided to take on Dominique as a client.”
“You can say that again.” Had that been the turning point? Nadia had already slept with Dievart then. Nevertheless, it had certainly set in motion a chain of events they were all still recovering from. “Let’s do it. Let’s surprise Steph and be there with her for the celebration.”
“If Dominique wins,” Claire said.
“Hey. She has Barbier & Cyr as her PR agency. How can she possibly lose?”
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Claire said with a chuckle. “Hiring us nearly cost her her entire career.”
“Nearly… yes. But look at how she’s triumphing now. And making the whole of France a better country to live in.”
“All down to you, Jules,” Claire said. Perhaps she was still in a phase where she wanted to flatter Juliette as much as possible. “If you hadn’t had that insane idea six months ago, things might be very different now.”
“Who knows what would have happened. Nobody can predict the future.”
“I can predict what’s going to happen tonight, though,” Claire said, as she painted a smile on her face.
Juliette took that as her cue to get back to work. “You’re really building up expectations, Claire. Just saying.” With that, she walked out of Claire’s office. What could she possibly have gotten Juliette?
   
“When is she coming?” Juliette said to Nadia. “She said she’d come by after work.”
“She’s testing your patience, Jules. Just relax. Have a glass of wine with me.” Nadia walked over to Juliette, who was sitting at the dining table with her laptop, checking the latest polls. Nadia put her hands on Juliette’s shoulders and started massaging them. “God, you’re tense.”
“You know I don’t do very well with surprises.” Juliette leaned into Nadia’s touch. Once again, last Sunday after their romantic stroll, Nadia had taken her rejection graciously, claiming that she understood that Juliette needed some time and saying that they, in fact, had all the time in the world. Still, Nadia could keep her voice level all she wanted, she couldn’t hide that glint of desire in her eyes.
“I’m sure she’ll be here soon.” Nadia pressed into a particularly tight bunch of nerves with her thumb.
“Ouch.” Then the bell rang.
“I’ll get it.” Nadia kissed her quickly on the spot where she’d just hurt her.
“No, I will,” Juliette protested, but she was too late and Nadia was already opening the door. Juliette heard a commotion in the hallway and made her way over quickly to see what Claire was bringing into their flat. Her brain was still trying to process and then she heard something bark.
“What the—?” Juliette couldn’t believe it. She was looking at the most adorable living creature she had ever seen.
“Dear Jules, I considered offering to carry a baby for you first, but then this seemed like a much better idea.” Claire walked the fluffy little thing inside. The puppy looked around skittishly and yelped a little. “He’s still a bit shy. Wouldn’t you be if you were walking into a flat with three lesbians?” Claire grinned and picked up the dog.
“You knew about this?” Juliette asked Nadia.
“I couldn’t very well have Claire give you a dog without knowing about it.” Nadia had a huge grin on her face.
“He wants to say hello to his new mummy, Jules.” Claire thrust the puppy in Juliette’s face.
“Oh my God.” Juliette was already melting. Those shiny brown eyes. That softer-than-soft looking fur. “You got me a puppy.”
“I did,” Claire said victoriously, as if she’d just won the last battle of a very long war. “There was no cuter animal to be found in the whole of Paris. This one is by far the most cuddly and handsome I came across.” The dog squealed, as though wanting to confirm Claire’s words.
Juliette petted him on the top of the head first, then held out her hands. “Better come to mama, boy.” She took the animal in her arms and was engulfed by a wave of pure joy. “I didn’t know you wanted a dog, Nadz. I didn’t even know I wanted a dog.”
“It’s not a dog. It’s an overly cute puppy,” Claire said. She couldn’t stop stroking the dog.
“I didn’t know I wanted one either,” Nadia said. “But Claire sent me a picture and then I suddenly really, really wanted him.” Nadia came to stand next to her and petted the dog as well. Its fur was mainly white, except for a large black spot on its nose and a few brown ones on its ears.
“I don’t know what to say,” Juliette said. “I’m in love with him already.”
“And he with you,” Claire said as the puppy licked Juliette’s hand.
“This is crazy,” Juliette said. The puppy was infinitely cute and Juliette felt a warmness in her heart she’d quite possibly never felt before. But puppies were creatures you looked at on the internet, thinking ‘aaaaw’ before getting on with your life again. She’d never considered getting one. Besides, puppies grew into big dogs. Then she looked at the dog in her arms again, and wanted to hug it for the rest of her life. “Aren’t you a handsome little fella,” she said to the dog. “A real heartbreaker.”
“I think she likes him,” Nadia said to Claire.
“I brought all sorts of things you’ll need. And a few books on how to handle puppies.” Claire pointed at a big bag filled to the brim with toys and dog food and, indeed, books.
“What do you want to call him, Jules?” Nadia asked. She had this strange sparkle in her eyes. She was falling in love with the puppy as well.
“I have no idea. Naming him is an important decision. I need to think about it.”
“They called him Fido at the dog rescue center,” Claire said.
“How original. Give me a break.” Juliette addressed the dog again. “Your mummies are going to come up with a much more original name for you, doggie. You wait and see.” The dog gave a little bark.
“Can’t wait to hear what you come up with.” Claire stood there beaming. When Juliette looked at her, she didn’t see the person who had slept with Marie Dievart anymore. She saw the person who’d gone on a date with Margot last night. She saw her best friend who had just given her a puppy. She had to really hand it to Claire. She was an expert at emotional gift giving.
“Thank you so much.” Juliette balanced the dog on one arm and stretched out her other to hug Claire.
“My pleasure.” Claire’s voice broke a little.
“I—We will take excellent care of him,” Juliette said.
“Oh, I know you will.” Claire found Juliette’s eyes. “I’m so sorry for what I did, Jules.”
“Forget about it. I now know you only did it to get Margot’s attention again,” Juliette joked.
“Who was in an excellent mood today,” Nadia added. “That date must have been spectacular.”
“Margot kissed Claire in the rain at Montmartre,” Juliette said.
Nadia whistled through her teeth and the puppy perked up its ears. Juliette looked at it, hoping the animal could see how much she suddenly wanted a dog.
“How about we call him Phénix?” she said, because the little animal, right now, stood for all that had risen from the ashes of her crushed dreams.





EPISODE FOURTEEN
NADIA
“Who did you vote for, Jules?” Nadia asked her wife, who had the dog on a leash, when she exited the polling station. It had been a whole kerfuffle for them to both go in and vote, because one of them had to stay outside with Phénix while the other voted.
“Same as you, I presume,” Juliette replied.
“Two votes for Goffin then,” Nadia joked. “Let’s have a champagne brunch to celebrate.”
“Do you hear that, Phénix? What kind of a friend is your other mummy, huh?” The dog just wagged his tail and barked once. “Let’s skip brunch, babe.” Juliette leaned into Nadia a little. “Let’s go home for a few hours before we meet Claire and Margot.”
“Okay,” Nadia hummed. “If you’re sure.” Nadia scanned Juliette’s face. She looked more relaxed than she had in weeks, possibly months. The elections were coming to a close. Her and Claire’s relationship was on the mend. And she had Phénix to look after. Granted, they’d barely slept since Claire had brought the puppy into their flat, as the poor animal was adjusting to his new home and up half the night yelping. They had found a few unpleasant surprises on the carpet. But, most of all, the sadness in Juliette’s eyes had evaporated. Not that Nadia believed that a puppy could actually be a substitute for a child, but Juliette having a tiny creature that depended on her care had made her blossom in a way she hadn’t in a long time.
“I’m so sure,” Juliette said in a tone Nadia couldn’t misinterpret.
“Let’s go then.” Nadia took Juliette by the hand and they started walking. “You’d better wear him out so he doesn’t start barking outside our bedroom door when we close it.”
“You want me to run with him?” Juliette asked incredulously.
“I don’t know, Jules. I’m not an expert. But I don’t want your mind on the puppy. I want you all to myself.” Nadia gave Juliette’s hand a squeeze. Juliette had blown her off on more than one occasion lately. And Nadia understood. Nadia always understood. But, damn it, she was horny. Their ‘frequency’ had suffered greatly from the events that had unfolded after Claire’s confession. It was time. “Let’s just walk a little faster,” Nadia said, because she couldn’t wait to get home.
   
“Do you think he’s okay out there?” Juliette asked.
“Jules, he’s a dog. He’s fine,” Nadia said. They were in their bedroom with the door closed. Phénix was being mercifully quiet. “He must be getting used to our bedroom door being closed.” Juliette had wanted to allow the dog in the bed with them, but Nadia had drawn a quick and definite line there and then. The puppy was not allowed into their bedroom. That was their room. Not that it didn’t break her heart a little when he stood squealing in the hallway in the middle of the night. “Also, you don’t want him to see what I’m about to do to you.” Nadia painted a wicked grin on her face.
“Oh yeah? What’s that then?” Juliette asked. They were both still fully dressed. Nadia could tell Juliette was still obsessing over the dog. She needed to make this happen fast. They didn’t have all day. They had an MLR party to crash later.
“Come here and I’ll show you.”
Juliette rose from the edge of the bed. Nadia took her hand and brought it to her mouth to kiss her palm, then looked Juliette in the eyes. “I want you,” she said. “I want you so much.”
“I know,” Juliette whispered. “Me too. I’m sorry—”
Nadia brought a finger to Juliette’s lips to stop her from talking. “No need for apologies, babe. No need for any of that.” Nadia gazed deep into her wife’s eyes before she started to unbutton her blouse. “Watch me,” she commanded. Slowly, Nadia undid the buttons, relishing Juliette’s intense glare on the skin she was revealing. When Juliette reached out her hand, Nadia said, “Don’t touch me,” with enough menace in her voice to make Juliette back off. They’d barely touched each other the past month and when they had, it had been quick and un-kinky. Nadia had more adventurous plans for them today. It was Sunday. They’d walked the dog already—and had performed their civic duty by voting. The pieces of their life were clicking into place again. It was time this clicked into place again as well.
Nadia slid her blouse off her arms and started on her jeans next. She kept her gaze on Juliette, trying to interpret what was going on in her glance. Did unwanted images of Dievart flit through Juliette’s mind when she did this? Claire’s affair with the neurosurgeon had obviously rattled Juliette, but it hadn’t done Nadia any favors either. Because she was always the one to pick up the pieces. She was always the one having to display endless amounts of patience. Now Nadia would show Juliette what happened when her patience ran out.
When Nadia stood in front of Juliette in only her underwear, she said, “Undress for me, babe.” Nadia moved to the bed, sat down, and watched. It was always exceedingly exciting to see how Juliette was torn between the will to greedily comply and her pride that prevented her from doing so easily. Juliette was a marvelous woman to share the sheets with, because her desires were complex and dark and Nadia couldn’t get enough of that.
Juliette hoisted her top over her head and let it drop on the pile of clothes Nadia had created earlier. Her jeans joined the rest swiftly. Then Juliette brought her hands to her side and stood there defiantly, as if to say, ‘Show me what you’ve got’. As if she didn’t know.
“I said undress,” Nadia hissed.
Juliette sank her teeth into her bottom lip before pushing her panties down and getting rid of her bra. Nadia had seen her wife naked a million times, but the sight still floored her every time. Especially the way she stood there now, vulnerable and ready to be told. Nadia had missed this part of their relationship and she was ready to hit that reset button. She was ready for them to start over again—as many times as was necessary.
“Good,” Nadia said. She had a little trouble keeping her voice from trembling because her eyes were locked on Juliette’s breasts and Nadia could look at those forever. She could tell Juliette had caught on to her arousal, but Nadia would wipe that smirk of Juliette’s face soon enough. “On all fours,” she commanded. Could she still say that with the same effect now that they had a dog? Nadia didn’t care to speculate because in this room of their flat there was only one person in charge—and no dogs, no matter how cute—were permitted entrance.
Juliette moved onto the bed and assumed the position without hesitation. Nadia took this as a good sign. Juliette didn’t need to be told where on the bed exactly she had to place herself. She knew because she’d been in that spot countless times before.
Nadia flanked her and ran a fingertip over Juliette’s behind, leaving a trail of goosebumps in its wake. Oh Christ, she was more aroused than she had first believed. Her clit was already thumping wildly against the panel of her panties. Having Juliette undress for her was always such a turn-on—for both of them. It didn’t matter, though. Nadia would take her pleasure later. And she already took so much from this.
Without warning, she let the flat of her hand come down hard just below Juliette’s buttocks.
“Ooh,” Juliette groaned as she caught the blow with her body. It was only a tiny, introductory yelp—just like Nadia’s stroke had only been the gentle beginning of many. But first, she traced her fingertip over the spot she had just hit. Juliette’s skin was only a soft shade of pink. Nadia couldn’t wait for it to turn bright red—as if Juliette’s skin was screaming along with her.
Nadia let her hand come down again, harder this time. Then again, and again.
“Aah,” Juliette cried out louder now.
Nadia wanted to ask her to count but when she tried to speak she found there was a lump in her throat that didn’t let the words pass—not in the way she wanted to deliver them anyway. So Nadia started raining down blows to Juliette’s ass, focusing on that one spot where she could also hit a bit of her swollen pussy lips.
When Nadia stopped, she dragged a finger over said lips and it came away soaked. Nadia wasn’t one for being spanked much herself, but what it did to Juliette—every single time—made her blood beat faster in her veins. She wanted to have her now, this instant. But she waited. She was the patient one. Besides, she wasn’t the only one who had gotten Juliette a present. She’d gotten her two, to be exact. She was ready to bring the first one into play.
“Don’t move,” she said and turned around to get something from the bedside table on her side of the bed. “Don’t look,” Nadia said when she caught Juliette’s teary eyes. Nadia had trouble looking away herself. Juliette’s face like this, in the throes of total surrender, was one of the most beautiful sights to behold. But Nadia had a more pressing matter. She couldn’t help but shoot Juliette a tiny, comforting smile—just to remind her they were in this together and that she had a surprise in store for her. Then she dug into the drawer and retrieved present number one. Juliette had her eyes closed and Nadia knew for a fact they would remain so until she explicitly told Juliette she could open them again.
She wasn’t planning on telling her with words though.
Nadia took the same position she had been in before and admired her handiwork. Juliette’s behind was streaked pink and red. It was a close second in Nadia’s list of most arousing images, coming in just after Juliette’s tear-streaked but satiated face.
Nadia decided to be stingy on the warnings this morning. She wanted Juliette to be shocked onto a different plane of arousal. Because only then, only when she had physical, tangible evidence that Juliette was beyond ready for the next step, would Nadia bring out the other toy.
With a force that surprised herself, Nadia whacked Juliette on the butt with the paddle.
“Oh God,” Juliette shouted, before she crashed through her shoulders and buried her face in the duvet.
“Sit up,” Nadia said, and she waited patiently for Juliette to recover. Meanwhile, the effects of her actions were starting to destroy her threshold for arousal as well. Nadia’s skin sang with excitement. Her panties were as drenched as they’d ever been. Her clit must have doubled in size by now.
As soon as Juliette had repositioned herself on all fours, Nadia let the paddle come down on her tender behind again and, as she did, she felt her pussy release a stream of wetness. For the next blow, now that she had gotten used to the handle of the paddle in her hand, Nadia aimed it at Juliette’s sweet spot, where she had started the spanking earlier.
“Oh God. Oh no. Oh yes,” Juliette yelled. She was getting beside herself. Time to give her a little break.
Nadia dropped the paddle on the bed where Juliette could take a good look at it. “Do you like that, babe?” she asked. Her voice showed no more signs of tremors. Nadia had reached that space where she could block everything else out and just be this person for Juliette. Be exactly who Juliette wanted her to be. And she knew that this was what had hurt Juliette the most. The fact that she had allowed someone else to be this kind of person to her. Nadia would never forgive herself for letting that wreck Juliette a little forever. No reason or excuse could ever undo that tiny bit of intimacy she had stolen from them. “Answer me,” Nadia insisted as she brought two fingers to Juliette’s pussy and let them skate along her plump, wet lips ever so slowly.
“Yes,” Juliette whimpered.
“Good,” Nadia said. She wasn’t done yet. They’d only just begun.
Nadia grabbed the paddle again and rained down two hard blows in quick succession on Juliette’s tortured cheeks, then she brought her fingers between her legs again and stroked a bit more insistently this time.
“Oh fuck.” Juliette’s voice grew high-pitched and Nadia repeated the process of slapping and stroking her a few times until her arms ran out of energy. Nadia threw the paddle on the bed again and took a deep breath. Time for the next step.
JULIETTE
Juliette could barely breathe, that’s how hard Nadia had spanked her. She wouldn’t be able to sit comfortably for days. But, by God, how she had needed that. What was Nadia doing now? This was usually the time when their lovemaking became more intimate, and decidedly softer. But Nadia was making her way to the drawer from which she had previously unearthed that damned painful paddle.
“Eyes closed,” Nadia said. Her tone had shifted to one of effortless command. Nadia clearly had no doubt in her mind that Juliette would obey instantly. Juliette closed her eyes, which multiplied the stinging sensation on her behind. She longed for Nadia’s soft caress on her blemished skin. Part of her hoped she wasn’t going to add a flogger to the scene next and part of her sort of hoped that she would.
Juliette heard Nadia fumble with something behind her but she had no idea what. Her brain wasn’t really in a place where it did its best guessing work. Juliette took the time to catch a few deep breaths, because when Nadia unleashed like this, she knew she’d be waiting long for her next break.
“Ready?” Nadia asked, her voice low and gravelly.
“Ready for—” But Juliette never got a chance to finish her question. She didn’t need to either. She felt the toy skim the rim of her pussy and Juliette was so soaked, so ready, her pussy lips encircled the toy effortlessly. A spanking like the one Nadia had just given her always left her dripping wet.
She knew Nadia wouldn’t go easy on her, but she hadn’t expected her to push inside so ferociously. But Juliette could take it. In here, Juliette could take about anything. It was outside this bedroom door that everything was always so hard on her. It was where she crumbled in an entirely different way than here, at the receiving end of this very, very wide new strap-on dildo Nadia must have bought when she got the paddle.
“I’m going to fuck you so hard,” Nadia muttered. Then she didn’t say anything else but did exactly what she had just said. She pushed high and deep into Juliette, whose arms had trouble catching the strokes her wife delivered. Oh fuck it, Juliette let herself crash onto the bed. It made her behind stick out higher and the dildo penetrate even deeper.
Every time Nadia thrust inside of her as deep as she could, Juliette felt her thighs slap against the extremely sore spot low on her buttocks. And that fiery, exquisite pain, added to what the dildo was loosening inside of her, and the profound intimacy of this moment, had Juliette reeling in no time.
“Oh fuck. Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck,” she started babbling, which was, obviously, a sign for Nadia to retreat. The dildo slipped out of Juliette’s pussy and, immediately, she felt hollow, too empty. Nadia couldn’t stop now.
“I haven’t told you you could come yet.” Nadia slanted her torso over Juliette’s back and whispered into her ear. Sometimes, in moments like this one, when Nadia gave her a little breather, Juliette wondered how someone as sweet and gentle as Nadia could transform into this person she was inside the bedroom. Did it prove that everyone had two sides? Because Juliette’s two sides were always so out there. She was sweet and understanding one moment while the next she could very well bite Nadia’s head off. Nadia was never like that. She was always so aggravatingly composed. Even now. Or perhaps she wasn’t. It was hard to tell when Juliette couldn’t see her face.
“Oh Christ,” Juliette screeched as Nadia entered her again, with a bit more finesse this time, but still rough and hard and fast. Juliette waited and waited for Nadia to say the word. She held her breath. Opened her eyes and focused on a stray feather from a pillow that had landed on the carpet. Oh screw it, she couldn’t wait any longer. And if she came before Nadia told her to, she’d just get punished more. It was a win-win, really.
Juliette closed her eyes and clenched herself hard around the toy while the pain from her bottom radiated through her flesh. Every time the toy touched her deep inside, and Nadia’s thigh reignited the stinging sensation of her ass, she lost herself a little more, until she drifted on a delicious cloud of nothingness. Of just her body being treated to the most divine thrusts and ministrations. Then Juliette couldn’t hold it anymore.
With a loud, piercing holler she came, every muscle in her body contracting. Nadia didn’t show her any mercy and kept pounding inside of her until Juliette couldn’t scream anymore, until even her voice had grown empty. Totally depleted of energy, Juliette crashed down onto the bed fully, and the dildo finally slipped from her throbbing lips. “Oh, fuck, babe,” she said, as she tried to catch her breath. Lying on her belly, she waited for Nadia to pour her body over her the way she always did after an earth-shattering climax like this. But Juliette’s backside remained uncovered. Somewhere, Juliette found the strength to push herself up on her arms a little and crane her neck so she could look at Nadia. She just stood there, her eyes blazing fire and one hand on the dildo that was slick with Juliette’s juices.
“I told you to wait,” Nadia said.
“I’m sorry—” Juliette started to say but all Nadia had to do to make her shut up was hold up one hand.
“On your knees,” Nadia said. “Right here in front of me.”
“W-what?” Juliette played dumb. She was also exhausted.
“On your knees. Now.” Nadia’s tone wasn’t even menacing, just very determined. And the way she stood there, with that, now that Juliette could finally see it, immense dildo strapped to her middle, Juliette didn’t need to be told a third time. She slipped off the bed—because wasn’t there always a tiny reserve of energy to be called upon in times like these?—and kneeled in front of Nadia.
“Suck it,” Nadia instructed. “Suck it until there’s nothing of your juices left on it.” Jesus. Nadia really did mean business today. Juliette wanted nothing more than to please her and then please her some more if she could. Juliette looked up at her. At her olive skin and how it glistened with sweat. At those glittering eyes that stared down at Juliette. It was—always—all in the eyes. Juliette could always count on Nadia’s eyes when they played games like this, because they were always kind and encouraging and so very, very Nadia.
Juliette wrapped her lips around the toy and tasted a mixture of herself and silicone. She had to stretch her mouth really wide to take the girth of the dildo into it, but once she did, she started bobbing her head up and down and caught her own juices with her lips.
“All the way, babe,” Nadia said, and thrust her pelvis slightly into Juliette’s direction. It was enough to make Juliette sputter and let the toy slide out of her mouth. Juliette looked up at Nadia, hoping to find an expression of mercy on her face, but all Nadia said was, “Again.”
Juliette didn’t take the dildo into her mouth this time but, instead, let her tongue slip around its moist head, then ran it down the shaft. As she made her way down, and her nose approached Nadia’s pussy lips, she could smell Nadia’s arousal through the harness. Juliette would wait until Nadia gave her the signal, but she couldn’t wait to go to town on Nadia. After all of this, Nadia would be so deliciously wet and eager. Juliette loved that shift in her from control to total surrender.
Juliette took her time cleaning the dildo with her tongue because she now knew this must be agony for Nadia. She twirled her tongue around it in every possible position as she locked her gaze on Nadia’s and saw the lust intensify in her eyes.
“Enough,” Nadia said, her voice croaking. She was already untying the harness with frantic movements. In no time, it fell on the floor. Nadia sped to the bed, sat down at the edge of it and drew up her legs. “Lick me,” she whispered with a barely audible voice. And Juliette did. Oh, how she did. Slowly at first, because if Nadia was allowed to tease her the way she had, then so was she.
She licked her outer lips first, blowing hot air on Nadia’s pussy in the process, and dug her fingertips into the soft flesh of Nadia’s behind. Juliette could never do to Nadia—or to anyone for that matter—what Nadia did to her in here, but she could do this. She could flick her tongue furtively over Nadia’s clit, making her wife utter a guttural groan that set Juliette’s insides on fire once again.
But, of course, this was still Nadia—and Nadia always liked to be in charge. She let her upper body fall onto the bed while simultaneously grabbing for Juliette’s head and positioning it exactly where she wanted it. Juliette had to suppress a tiny giggle. Some things just never changed.
“Fuck me,” Nadia said, her voice having lost most of its commanding tone. Still, that didn’t matter one bit to Juliette because, ever so quickly, she brought two fingers to the entrance of Nadia’s pussy. While she launched an assault with her tongue on Nadia’s swollen clit, she pushed her fingers inside and started a circular motion. Nadia’s grasp on her head fastened and her nails dug into Juliette’s scalp.
“Oh fuck, I can’t… I can’t…” Nadia cried out. “Oh fuck.”
Juliette’s fingers had hardly spent any time inside, and Nadia was already making motions for them to retreat. Nu-uh, Juliette thought. I want another.
“What are you doing?” Nadia half-gasped and half-asked at Juliette’s refusal to remove her fingers.
“Fucking you until you come again,” Juliette replied.
“But—” Nadia tried to protest, but lost the battle soon enough and let her head fall onto the bed again. This time she didn’t try to steer Juliette’s movements, but just lay there enjoying Juliette’s further attentions. This only spurred her on to give Nadia the orgasm of her life—the sort of climax they needed to put everything behind them.
Juliette’s fingers slid in and out of Nadia’s pussy while Juliette approached Nadia’s clit with the necessary caution after the previous climax. She planted butterfly kisses on it and focussed most of her attention on fucking Nadia the way she knew her wife liked it. With slow deep strokes at first, then adding a third finger, to spread her nice and wide, until Nadia was meeting her thrusts by bucking her pelvis towards Juliette and—invariably—asking for more. Juliette had once challenged Nadia to remain quiet while she fucked her. She was only allowed to moan and groan, but not to give instructions. Nadia had failed then, and she was failing again now. As much of a control freak as Juliette was in every day life, Nadia always took over from her in bed. Perhaps that was why they were so good together and they’d weathered many a storm. Because this, too, was them. This transference of control.
“Harder,” Nadia demanded. Juliette was already thrusting inside of her with all the power she had left after the climax Nadia had given her, but for Nadia, she could always find a little more.
“Oh God,” Nadia said, and Juliette knew she was close. She called upon the last scraps of energy in her body to give her wife the crushing orgasm she deserved. “Oh Jules.” Juliette felt how the tension in Nadia’s muscles subsided. Gently, she slid her fingers out of Nadia’s pussy and hopped onto the bed with her.
“I love you,” Juliette said to Nadia’s blissed-out face. “I love you so much.”
“Me too.” Nadia opened her arms and dragged Juliette on top of her. “You kinky little thing.” She kissed Juliette on the cheek and held her close.
Then they heard a scratching sound outside the door, followed by a high-pitched yelp, and they both started giggling.
STEPH
“I need to go vote for myself,” Dominique said. They were still in bed even though it was nearly ten a.m. They’d only made it home at four last night. Apparently there was an MLR tradition to stay up very late and drink liters of wine at headquarters the evening before an election. Steph had accompanied Dominique, as she had done with every event where her presence was desired—and there had been many—the past week, and had kept a close eye on her, making sure neither one of them partook of the wine too much.
“There’s nothing left to do now, babe.” Steph pushed herself up onto her elbow and looked at Dominique. “Just wait.”
“Have I told you that I’m going to be insufferable all day?” Dominique looked her in the eyes.
“Like you’ve been the past few months?” Steph joked.
“Watch it.” Dominique smiled dreamily at her. “Thank you for this week,” she said. “It really meant a lot to me that you were there.”
“I know.” Steph shuffled a little closer. “I’m so glad I finally got to meet the infamous Séverine Marechal last night. She’s hot.” Steph grinned and scooted even closer.
“You’d better stop that right now. I can’t take a whole lot of teasing today,” Dominique warned playfully.
“Consider me warned, Madame la Présidente,” Steph said.
“No! Don’t say that. You’ll jinx it,” Dominique said.
“No, I won’t.” Steph trailed a finger along Dominique’s side. “You’re going to win. There’s no doubt in anyone’s mind about that.”
“And you’re okay with that now?” Dominique asked, not giving a clear response to how Steph was caressing her.
“I was always okay with that.” They’d half-talked about the things that were said at Marion’s the time they’d gone together, but not in depth—which was fine with Steph. She didn’t need to talk about that with Dominique anymore.
“And you’re okay with this as well now?” Under the sheets, Dominique grabbed hold of Steph’s hand and wrapped it in hers.
“I am.” Steph looked down at Dominique and stared into her green eyes.
“What changed?” Dominique asked.
“Nothing.” They didn’t have time for Dominique to give her the third degree about this. They needed to cast their vote—and Steph had other, long-awaited plans to carry out before that.
“Didn’t Marion say that we should communicate better?” Dominique had put Steph’s hand on her chest, millimeters away from her breast.
“Indeed.” Steph started leaning in. “And today my language of choice is body language.” She kissed Dominique on the cheek first and felt her chuckle underneath her lips.
Steph’s mouth was already hovering over Dominique’s for a proper kiss when Dominique asked, “Seriously, though, Stéphanie. What happened?”
Steph sighed and pushed herself away a little. Perhaps she did owe Dominique an explanation. “I got into my head too much. I was overthinking everything and it made me into someone I’m not. I’m a go-with-the-flow kind of person, always have been. But this whole circus was messing with my head, and preventing me from enjoying… life.” Steph brought her hand a fraction closer to Dominique’s breast. “And you.”
“I haven’t been the most enjoyable person to be around,” Dominique said, lifted up Steph’s hand and planted it resolutely on her breast.
“You have. You haven’t changed. I always knew who you were and what you were trying to accomplish. I just got my world rocked, that’s all. In many ways.” Steph cupped her hand around Dominique’s breast, and a switch inside her flipped.
“We’ll talk about this more later.” Dominique narrowed her eyes. “Because I’m very curious to see what you have to say to me in body language.” She flashed Steph a wide smile, then tried to push herself up.
“Stay down,” Steph said. “I’m going to be at your service as though you were already the leader of our country.” Steph had had a lot of time to think about this. To truly come back to herself again, she needed to feel in charge more than she had done with Dominique in the past.
“Oh really?” Dominique drew up her eyebrows. “I hope you know country leaders are very hard to please.”
“We’ll see about that.” Steph pinched Dominique’s nipple between two fingers. “You know what French people’s reputation is abroad. They’re so easy.”
This brought another smile to Dominique’s face. “Show me what you’ve got then,” she said, with a hint of challenge in her voice.
“I have my own reputation to uphold.” Steph’s reputation had changed drastically the last half year. She’d gone from perpetually single lesbian to wannabe first lady. Still, she was adamant to, once and for all, make clear that being thrust into the public eye, and becoming a regular face on the front page of Le Matin, had not chipped away too much of her personality. She was still Stéphanie Mathis—and she had moves. She pinched Dominique’s nipple again, a little longer this time, until she could read the effect it had on Dominique’s face. And until, at last, Dominique shut up.
Steph kept squeezing Dominique’s nipple while she bent down to kiss Dominique on the lips. She started with the softest of pecks even though Dominique had her hands in Steph’s unruly bedhead hair within a fraction of a second, and was already pulling her closer frantically. But Steph was setting the pace this morning. She wanted Dominique a little on edge. She would even take great, albeit a bit perverted, pleasure in having Dominique almost run out of time to cast her vote—and having to arrive at the polling station with a just-fucked look and the smell of sex all over her.
“Since when have you become so—” Dominique started to say in between the gentle kisses Steph peppered on her lips and her nose and her cheekbones.
“Save your voice for later,” Steph said. “I have a feeling you’re going to need it.” With that, she kissed Dominique properly, letting her tongue slip deep into her mouth, as she slid her body on top of Dominique’s so their breasts met in a soft, divine crash of flesh.
Steph didn’t want their first time in weeks to be frantic and over in no time. She wanted to savor this moment and create a memory for life on this historic day. Something to look back on years later. Remember that day you were elected president in the first round, babe?
She wanted this day to be about them as well, and not just about what had been written in the stars for Dominique Laroche since the day she’d decided to follow in her father’s footsteps.
The past few weeks, while Steph was going through the only existential crisis she was ever planning to have in her life, they’d barely touched and, as a result, also barely kissed. Steph wanted to make up for that now. So she took her time kissing Dominique. She bestowed ample attention on her mouth, nibbling on her bottom lip, before letting her tongue invade again. All the while, Dominique’s hands on the back of her head grew more insistent, but Steph could resist that now. She had found the power within herself to do that. Even though, throughout their relationship, it hadn’t always seemed as though she would.
Steph pushed herself away from Dominique and threw the duvet off them. Another thing Steph loved so much about Dominique—and turned her on in equal measure—was that Dominique had not once shown qualms about sharing her bed with a woman ten years her junior. A woman like Steph who had never given birth and whose body was as intact as it could be—the only harm Steph ever inflicted on her body was drinking too much and working too late.
Steph took her time to let her eyes wander over Dominique’s skin, over the tiny birth mark on her shoulder and the post-pregnancy stretch marks on her side and the inexplicable freckle—just the one—just next to her belly button. They were markers for Steph, that let her know where her home was now. This woman with this body and this incredible political brain—and that killer smile—was her home. Steph had never questioned that. But it felt good to pause on these little marks that defined Dominique and to revel in the fact that they’d made the right decision six months ago. They had chosen each other. They still did. And how was that for beating the odds and winning big?
Steph kissed the ragged light-brown birth mark on Dominique’s shoulder and just pressing her lips against Dominique’s skin made Dominique twitch impatiently. Steph took great joy from Dominique’s impatience. She kissed the freckle next and planted a circle of kisses around Dominique’s belly button before making her way down. Dominique was already spreading her legs in anticipation, but Steph wasn’t having any of that. She wanted to give Dominique what she wanted, but on her own terms.
Instead of kissing a further path down to Dominique’s inner thigh, Steph kissed her way up again, stopping at the freckle again, until her lips reached Dominique’s breasts. She took a stiff nipple in her mouth and briefly clasped her teeth around it.
“Oh,” Dominique groaned, now digging her fingertips into Steph’s back. “You’re driving me insane.”
I know, Steph wanted to say, but her mouth was full, and she loved having Dominique at her mercy like this. She focused the attention of her lips and teeth on Dominique’s other nipple, then kissed her way around her breast, to the hollow of her neck—a spot that always entranced Steph when she watched Dominique on TV—and back to her mouth. While Steph’s full body weight was on top of Dominique’s, she tried to roll her over again, but Steph wouldn’t let her.
Dominique fell back onto the mattress, exasperation in her eyes. “Please fuck me,” she pleaded. “Don’t make me wait any longer.”
“Foreplay is important, babe,” Steph said, unable to keep a smile from spreading on her lips. “You know that.”
“Fuck foreplay. I have a busy day.” Dominique was smiling as well. “The country is casting votes for me while we’re doing this, you know?”
“And here I was thinking you wanted to do this,” Steph teased. “That you were so sad because I was neglecting you in the sexy-time department.”
“Stéphanie, I’m begging you,” Dominique hissed. “I’ll give you everything you’ve ever wanted. I’ll give you this flat. I’ll give you my first born. Just make me bloody come already.”
“I think I’ll need to have that in writing first.” Steph knew she was pushing it now. Dominique’s face was contorted with frustrated agony.
“Come here.” Dominique pulled her close and kissed her ferociously. The kiss started wildly, but soon they melted into a gentler embrace, their skin soft against each other, their flesh melding together, their love present in every little caress.
Steph had tested Dominique’s—and her own—patience long enough. She slipped off Dominique and let her hand wander down to Dominique’s spread legs while Dominique kept kissing her and had her hands all over Steph’s back.
Steph circled her finger around the entrance of Dominique’s pussy, then let it slide all the way in. Dominique enveloped her finger in a hot, wet embrace, and just being inside her made Steph’s breath hitch in her throat. Dominique grabbed her by the head and held Steph’s face still in front of her own while Steph let her finger do its magic inside of her.
Dominique was a joy to watch in moments like this. A sheen of sweat pearled on her forehead, only a smidgen of green was visible through the slits she had drawn her eyes into, her lips expelled groan after groan. Steph vowed she would never again let herself forget this image—she would never again let herself forsake the pleasure of viewing this exquisite portrait of Dominique just before she was about to fully surrender.
Steph added another finger and started fucking Dominique in earnest now. She couldn’t look away from Dominique’s face and committed every little grimace it made to memory. “I love you,” Steph said. “Fuck, I love you.”
Dominique fastened her grasp on Steph’s head. “I…” she started to say, but then her breath stalled and she didn’t say anything anymore. Steph knew what she had wanted to say—and she was saying it loud and clear with her body. Steph had missed expressing herself through body language. She flicked her thumb over Dominique’s clit, knowing that would shut Dominique up for at least a few more minutes. Steph looked into Dominique’s eyes and found a good rhythm of pushing in and flicking with her fingers and as she marveled at the expressions of joy and pleasure on Dominique’s face, she couldn’t help but think: I’m about to make the future president of France climax.
“Oooh,” Dominique groaned and Steph felt her fingers being clasped together by the force of Dominique’s orgasm. She stopped the clitoral stimulation and let Dominique ride out her climax at her own pace.
After Steph had withdrawn her fingers and folded an arm over Dominique’s chest, she whispered in Dominique’s ear, “Any complaints, Madame la Présidente?”
“Stop it,” Dominique gasped and swatted Steph on the behind. “How much time do we have?”
“Not enough for you to do to me what you think you’re going to do,” Steph replied. She knew that saying that, in Dominique’s world, was the equivalent of holding a red rag in front of a bull. It set in motion an unstoppable action.
“We’ll see about that.” Dominique pushed herself up, making Steph slip off her in the process. With a surprisingly tender look in her eyes, she found Steph’s glance. “I’ve missed you. I’ve missed this so much,” she said.
Steph nodded. So had she.
Then Dominique surprised her even more. “I’m going to give you a choice.” Dominique threw a quick glance at the alarm clock behind Steph. “Either a quickie now or I take my time with you later.”
Steph quirked up her eyebrows. “Power has changed you for the better. You’re such an atypical politician,” Steph said. “You’re giving me a choice?”
“We have no time for your snark, Stéphanie. And you have to make it all the way to Père Lachaise to cast your vote. Don’t forget that. And I will never forgive you if you don’t vote for me.” Dominique sank her teeth into her bottom lip. Every second that passed brought her closer to the verdict. If Steph were in her shoes, she would surely have thought that unbearable. Dominique needed maximum distraction. And Steph really—really—needed to be touched.
“Fuck me,” Steph said. “I want you to fuck me now.” She stripped her voice of all irony and sarcasm and snark. She was being dead serious.
Without saying a word, Dominique came for her and flattened her on the bed. Inadvertently, Steph thought about all the times in her life she’d given a woman pleasure and had just walked away after, without claiming her own. It had always been enough for her—or so she had believed. That time had passed as well. Steph’s clit was throbbing out of control. She needed Dominique all over her. She cast a quick glance at the clock. It was Sunday. There would be no traffic. She could even get an MLR driver to take her to the district where she was registered to vote. Besides, the way her blood felt heated, and her skin sizzled, and her pussy lips were pulsing with need, this would only take a few minutes. Despite Dominique presenting her with a choice between now and later and Steph opting for the quickie now, she was certain Dominique would still take her time with her later. How else would they celebrate?
Dominique kissed a moist path down her belly, not wasting any time on an extra peck here and there. She was going straight for the prize and it only made Steph’s clit buzz harder. Dominique’s tongue hadn’t spent any time down there in far too long. And that was when Steph, finally, realized that sex with a partner served so many more purposes than it did when she was still a one-night stand girl. It created a unique intimacy that nothing else could accomplish—not even the most open-hearted talk. This was bringing them closer together than any talk with Marion ever could.
“Argh.” Dominique’s tongue was on her clit. Steph’s pussy clenched wildly around nothing. All thoughts stopped making sense in her mind. As it turned out, abstinence had made her so hot for Dominique, she didn’t even care if she used her fingers or not. Her tongue was doing an excellent job already, twirling around her clit, applying a bit of force every other flick, but not too much to tip Steph over the edge right away.
Then, Dominique did bring a finger out to play. But it turned up where Steph had decidedly not expected it. Ever so gently, Dominique circled a fingertip between her butt cheeks, and Steph started to lose it completely.
“Jesus,” she sighed, while she felt herself fall deeper into the mattress, and she lost control over her body. Dominique commanded it now. The fingertip slipped in while Dominique intensified the flicks of her tongue. Steph’s skin seemed to catch on fire, then her flesh beneath it, and invisible fuses connected within her body and set off burst after burst of fireworks. She cried out louder than she ever had before.
When she came to, Dominique was hovering over her with a smug smile on her face. “Desperate times call for desperate measures, babe,” she said.
MARGOT
Margot didn’t think she’d be able to stand this any longer. Claire had moved out of her spare room and not only did Margot miss her presence, but when she woke up in the middle of the night, she’d also had nothing but sexy images assault her brain since that kiss at Montmartre. They’d kissed quite a few times since then but it had never gone any further because they had both—very solemnly—declared they would take things slowly and now they seemed to be stuck in that ‘slow’ phase. Neither one of them seemed to have the balls to break the magic spell that had descended on them. And it was magical, for Margot at least, to be able to feel this way about Claire again. She hadn’t expected it—and she surely wouldn’t have allowed it if all the things that had happened hadn’t. But they had happened. Margot had nearly killed herself, and another person, when she’d crashed her motorcycle. And it had changed everything.
Now, they were strolling through le Jardin des Tuileries, one of the most magnificent parks of Paris—and a constant reminder of why she would never leave this city. They walked hand-in-hand and just the touch of Claire’s fingers against hers was driving Margot crazy. Margot hadn’t been properly touched in months. She had surely not touched herself because that didn’t fit the punishment scheme she adhered to. Margot could easily have remained untouched for a good while longer, if it hadn’t been for Claire re-inserting herself into her life with full force three weeks ago.
All of these thoughts crowded Margot’s brain when she stopped their slow-paced stroll, turned to Claire and asked, “Has this been slow enough for you?”
“We can walk faster if you like,” Claire said, but Margot could tell from the sparkle in her eyes that she knew exactly what Margot meant.
“I love you, Claire,” Margot blurted out, though she had certainly not meant to say that out loud. “I never stopped loving you.”
Claire dropped Margot’s hand from hers and draped her arms over Margot’s shoulders. “I love you, too.” When Claire looked at her with her clear blue eyes, Margot’s frustration only grew. “Take me somewhere.” Claire’s voice sounded throaty.
Margot had picked Claire up after they’d both voted and driven them to the centre of town to enjoy the gorgeous weather and to ‘take it slow’ a bit more. Where would she take her? Home? Margot wanted their physical reunion to happen in a place with more significance. And she couldn’t wait so long. If there weren’t so many people around, she’d have Claire there and then, but that wasn’t an option. She didn’t want to go to Claire’s place either, where the ghost of Marie Dievart still lingered.
“Come on.” Margot took hold of Claire’s hand again. She knew exactly where to take her—she knew what Claire had to see through hooded eyes when she was climaxing at Margot’s fingers. Theoretically, it was the perfect spot—and the only one where they could come full circle.
“That’s not where your bike is parked,” Claire said.
“We’re walking.” Margot realized she was tugging at Claire’s hand. But she didn’t mind Claire feeling her eagerness. Margot hadn’t had her physical urges satisfied during the time they were apart like Claire had. Margot wanted to chase every memory of Dievart from Claire’s mind in the process as well, even though she knew full well she shouldn’t be thinking like that. She couldn’t control what went on in Claire’s brain—but she could damn well try.
“Someone’s keen.” Claire tightened her grip on Margot’s hand, expressing a good amount of keenness herself.
They didn’t have to go far. Margot hadn’t been to that particular spot since she’d graduated med school. Perhaps it didn’t even exist anymore. Or everyone else had discovered it now. Margot had happened upon it by chance when she was still a teenager. She wasn’t like her sister in her teens. She didn’t hang out with her class mates on the weekend and talk about boys. Margot mostly walked.
She walked and walked until she understood the layout of her city, and was convinced that no other city in the world would ever do. Paris was where her adoptive parents had brought her, raised her, and shaped her into the person she was. Margot would never know for certain if she’d been lucky to have been adopted as a baby, but taking into account what she knew about her birth country, she could have an educated guess. Therefore, Margot had always counted herself lucky. Until she’d slammed her motorcycle into that van. Though that had not so much been a case of bad luck, more of terrible judgement.
“Where are we going?” Claire sounded a little out of breath. She didn’t exercise the way Margot did, Margot reminded herself, and slowed her pace.
“You’ll see.” It would have been foolish to try to describe the spot in words when they were only minutes away.
“I don’t know how you do it, Margot,” Claire said. “How you manage to remain such an enigma.”
“We’re almost there,” Margot said, ignoring Claire’s need for chatter. Margot didn’t want to chat anymore. She wanted to rip Claire’s clothes off her body and kiss her so fiercely they’d both be stumped for words for hours.
They’d walked to the far west corner of le Jardin des Tuileries and headed to the back of the pavilion that was closest to the Seine. Margot’s heart sang with nostalgic memories from her youth. On that first proper date with Claire, she’d picked the spot with a view of the Eiffel Tower for a reason. Margot wasn’t one of those cynical Parisians who didn’t notice the iconic tower anymore. To her, it was a symbol of how lucky she’d been to have been brought here before she could even create any memories of it. This was her city. As far as she was concerned, she might as well have been born here.
She led Claire through some bushes until they arrived at a small alcove in the wall of the building. “Will this do?” Margot asked with relief. They were in front of a recessed emergency exit door, that, with the row of shrubbery they had squeezed through, sheltered them from the prying eyes of anyone walking out of the park towards the river. It did however offer a clear, if somewhat distant, view of the Eiffel Tower.
This was not a spot lost tourists happened across, nor was it in the way of anyone going about their regular day-to-day business. This was a spot only die-hard Parisians like Margot knew about.
“You seem to have a fondness for the tower,” Claire said, her cheeks dimpling.
“You can’t deny it’s a bit special for us.” Margot pulled Claire closer. “Now let’s undo that last memory we made underneath it.” Margot looked deep into Claire’s eyes. This moment wasn’t as stress-free for her as she had wanted it to be, though she knew that, with time, that would pass, too.
Margot remembered the drunken confession Claire had made to her about how Dievart had treated her in the bedroom. Not that Margot needed to be told, because she could easily have guessed. She knew because she’d spent time with Dievart and she knew what kind of person she was, just as she knew what kind of person Claire was. Therefore, she wanted their physical reunion to be completely different than anything the neurosurgeon had done to Claire. Another reason why this spot was perfect.
“Let’s.” Claire put her arms on Margot’s shoulders again, then waited.
Margot stepped a bit closer into their embrace and kissed Claire. Kissing someone in the open air was always such a different sensation to kissing them inside. Margot’s nose was full of outdoor scents and even Claire smelled different outside. Wilder. More free. Up for anything—though Margot knew Claire was always up for anything anywhere.
“Are you okay with some al fresco loving?” Margot asked after tearing her lips away from Claire’s. Though kissing Claire was exquisite, and they’d done quite a bit of that the past week, Margot wanted—needed—more.
“With you, I’m okay with anything.” Claire’s voice was soft, but her eyes glittered.
Margot’s only response was a grin that stretched all the way across her face. She walked them both backwards a bit. She wanted Claire with her back against the building that was hiding them from view. A full state of undress would not be possible in this spot, but it wasn’t necessary. Margot hoisted up Claire’s top. Her eyes halted on the slope of her pale breasts where they exited the lace-edged bra. Then she slid a hand inside the cups of Claire’s bra and lifted her breasts out. The mild spring air seemed to have an instant effect on Claire’s arousal because her nipples sprang stiffly to attention at being set free.
Margot couldn’t possibly resist a taste. She bent her knees a little and took Claire’s nipple in her mouth. Her own body responded in kind. Her nipples poked hard against the fabric of her bra and her pussy was gushing with wetness already.
After releasing Claire’s nipple from her mouth, Margot found her eyes again. “I want you so much,” she said. You have no idea, she wanted to add, but she guessed—and hoped—Claire had a pretty good idea of the lust riding through her veins.
“I’m all yours,” Claire said.
It was all Margot needed to hear to go for the button of Claire’s jeans, flip it open, and slide her hand inside. She met soft fabric and hot skin. Margot let her finger linger just inside the waistband of Claire’s panties while looking up to kiss her again. Claire apparently felt that her other breast was being neglected because she was cupping it in her hand. Definitely an invitation Margot couldn’t refuse. And how dare she not bestow the same attention on Claire’s other breast? Margot chuckled inwardly while clasping her lips around Claire’s other nipple, which brought about another round of frantic throbbing between her own legs.
Claire obviously didn’t mind using her hands today. Margot would put them to good use then. With her lips still folded around Claire’s nipple, she reached for Claire’s hand and brought it to the button of her own jeans.
“Oh, yes please,” Claire said, getting the hint, and unsnapped Margot’s jeans before lowering her zipper.
CLAIRE
Claire didn’t want to think about Dievart at the very moment Margot let her slip a hand inside her pants, but she couldn’t help it. Dievart had never allowed her to do this. Her affair with Dievart had been relegated to dark rooms—usually Claire’s own bedroom. To the shadows. To a space where it only existed between them, and therefore might not have existed at all. Unfortunately, it had been very real, almost costing Claire a great deal in the process. Ironically, it had been that very affair that had brought Margot back into Claire’s life. If she hadn’t needed to have that dreadful confessional conversation with Juliette, Claire didn’t know if she would ever have called Margot. She might have let her be in peace. Might not have had this third chance. But Claire had needed Margot and now here they stood.
Moreover, Claire could always count on Margot to top any romantic gesture she’d made previously. It was no coincidence that Claire had a clear view—a faraway one, but a view nonetheless—of the Eiffel Tower while her hand dipped lower into Margot’s pants.
And Claire didn’t think of Dievart because finally doing this again with Margot brought back fond memories, but only because it was so radically different. It was so different that Claire could presently not even remember what had drawn her to Dievart in the first place. This was so much better. This was love. This was devotion to another person. This was two people letting the other see them up close, full-on, stripped bare—though only metaphorically because Margot was still fully dressed.
Claire never thought it an honor when Dievart let her touch her—because that was how it was between them—the way she felt honored to slip a finger into Margot’s panties. Margot’s finger had slipped further down Claire’s own panties already and was lying in wait millimeters from her clit. Claire’s clit felt like it was on fire and she wanted nothing more than to set it free the way her breasts were free, with the light, early-May breeze on them.
“This won’t do,” she said. She quickly retracted her hand and pushed her jeans and underwear over her behind, not caring one bit about who might see. It was just them here. As far as Claire was concerned it was just them on the face of the earth. When she looked into Margot’s sparkling eyes, that was how it felt.
“Are you sure?” Margot asked. But her glance wasn’t questioning and a split second later she was lowering her own jeans. Granted, they couldn’t spread their legs as wide as Claire may have wanted, but they could spread them wide enough for what mattered. Additionally, it was a thousandfold more arousing to stand in this spot with Margot like this. Though Claire knew not to push it and expect Margot to hoist up her white t-shirt as well.
All week at work, she’d hoped Margot would show up at Barbier & Cyr and treat her the way she’d done a few times before. Every time her phone rang or she’d heard footsteps approach, Claire had hoped it was Margot who had come to ‘speed things up’. But it never had been because this Margot, this post-accident Margot, would always take her promises seriously. And they’d vowed to take things slowly. One week of taking things slowly had left Claire wetter than ever.
She slipped her hand between Margot’s legs while Margot did the same to her, and then it felt as though everything that had recently fallen apart in Claire’s life, fell back into place. This was the outcome she’d never dared to hope for, the outcome that had been too bold to even consider, let alone dream of—but here she was nonetheless. Margot had just told her she loved her. Claire had professed her own love—because love her she did. How else had they ended up here? This wasn’t destiny bringing them together, or Dievart and Juliette, it was Claire and Margot actively choosing each other. It was a love that was meant to be. A love Claire had never known before. That was why they were here. Just like, despite all their troubles, Claire knew Juliette and Nadia would always be together because they simply belonged together, she knew that she and Margot belonged together as well.
She knew it even better when Margot slipped two fingers inside of her and took her breath away. She knew because despite this being a very vanilla act for the likes of Margot, it felt so incredibly right, so true, so them, that Claire’s legs buckled and she nearly forgot about her own task at hand.
Claire slid her fingers between Margot’s hot wet folds and started fucking her, as she caught glimpses of the Eiffel Tower, though that certainly wasn’t the most spectacular thing on display. Margot’s eyes had tears in them, and that floored Claire more than any tower could. It was all well and good to fall in love, but there was nothing better than to have the object of your affection return your feelings in equal measure. Margot must have felt the exact same way and Claire thanked her lucky stars. They were making the new memory they needed and it would be more than adequate to erase the previous one of that cold night when they had broken up—and everything that had followed. With every stroke inside of Margot, Claire was, one by one, casting the bad things that had happened between them into a great black hole in her brain from which they could never be retrieved. This was the new them. And Claire was—increasingly—liking the new them. Margot kept her fingers high inside of Claire and wiggled them around minutely, and however small the motion, Claire was about to lose her mind. Because Margot was still crying and Claire rubbed her free thumb over Margot’s cheek, catching her tears.
She luxuriated in the warmth with which Margot enveloped her fingers. It spurred on the sensations flooding Claire’s flesh. Her eyes started falling shut but she wanted to see Margot’s face. She had to keep on looking at this magnificent creature who was fucking her and loving her and who Claire was fucking back.
“Oh Claire,” Margot mewed softly. “Oh Claire, yes.”
Was she coming already? Claire didn’t leave anything to chance, although it was difficult with Margot’s fingers wiggling about like that and touching that ultra-sensitive spot inside of her. Soon Claire was uttering her own cries of delight because she was coming at Margot’s fingers and Margot was coming at hers.
A brand new tear rolled out of Margot’s eyes as she cried out Claire’s name again and it unleashed a fire in Claire’s belly so great she had to put her free hand against the wall for support, or she would crash through her legs altogether.
“Jesus,” Margot whispered after catching her balance. She didn’t try to hoist up her jeans straight away, but, instead, kissed Claire fully on the lips, transferring some tears from her cheek to Claire’s in the process.
“Are you okay?” Claire asked, as she ran a thumb over Margot’s cheek again.
“I’m more than okay.” Margot kissed her and Claire felt the kiss all the way to her toes. “Best cover up before we get arrested for indecent exposure,” she said with a giggle.
“We’ll be friends with the president soon enough,” Claire said. “They can’t touch us.” She slid her jeans back over her behind nonetheless, returned her breasts to her bra and smoothed the wrinkles out of her top.
“Are you coming home with me to freshen up before the party?” Margot asked.
“Yes,” Claire said. Margot’s flat felt more like home these days than her own. She watched how Margot’s deft fingers made quick work of buttoning up her jeans, and Claire already felt a stirring in her loins again. “I think we need a shower,” she added. “Together.”
STEPH
Steph had long ago resigned herself to the fact that she would never feel totally at ease at an MLR event. They might have had two female members vying for the presidential candidate’s position, but that didn’t mean that the top spots in the leadership were not still reserved for middle-aged men with big egos. Or perhaps Steph simply couldn’t help being judgmental about these things. She’d never much cared for politics, and if pressed to make a choice, the MLR would never have been her preference. But today, she’d voted MLR. And now she stood amidst a bunch of people in expensive suits, having lost track of Dominique hours ago. She was in the crowd somewhere, getting cheered on every time an exit poll result came in.
“Hello stranger,” a familiar voice said behind her. Steph turned and faced Marion, who offered her a drink. “I thought you could use this.”
“You’re a life saver.” Steph meant it in more ways than one and greedily took the glass of white wine Marion held out to her.
“A drink and a friendly face are really the bare minimum to make it through an MLR event when you don’t care that much for politics.” Marion smiled at her.
“Are you allowed to say that out loud?” Steph chuckled then took a greedy gulp from the wine. One thing she’d learned was that, no matter the occasion, the MLR never skimped on wine. It was fruity and cool and very soothing for Steph’s nerves.
“These people stopped listening to what I have to say the day I decided to devote my life to other things than the party,” Marion said.
“But here you are, anyway.” Steph held Marion’s gaze. Were they friends now? She hadn’t gone to see her yesterday and, for some reason, she was bursting to tell Marion about her and Dominique’s bedroom revival, but this was hardly the time nor the place for that.
“I have to support our girl. I think what she has done is awe-inspiring. Dominique’s about to make history. I wouldn’t miss that for the world.”
“Marion Lavalle. Is that you?” Dominique’s mother stood beside them. Eléonore was the only reason Steph made it through the Laroche family dinners she was now regularly attending.
“In the flesh,” Marion said, and they started chatting between themselves, making Steph feel the way she always did at events like these. But then, through the crowd, she caught a glimpse of Dominique and waited for her to turn around. When she did and locked eyes with Steph for a brief moment, Steph felt it in every cell of her body. Then Dominique’s attention was snagged by someone else, and Steph was back to feeling like she didn’t entirely belong.
Marion and Eléonore were still chatting away like old friends who hadn’t seen each other in ages, but Steph was grateful that, at least, it hadn’t been Xavier Laroche coming to greet Marion. She and Dominique’s father would never see eye to eye. They were not only from a different generation and harbored a totally opposite mindset about most things in life, but to Xavier, Steph would always be the woman who’d made a lesbian out of his daughter and the first female president of France. He’d never said it as such, and Steph might be a bit paranoid when it came to him, but no matter how courteous he was with her, Steph could never shake the impression that Xavier would rather be chatting with the respectable likes of Philippe—or any other male suitor for his daughter.
“How’s the future first lady holding up.” Again, a familiar voice came from behind Steph’s back. This time it was a voice Steph couldn’t place at an MLR event. What was Juliette doing here?
Steph turned around and found that not only Juliette was here, but Nadia, Claire and Margot as well.
“We hear they serve free-flow champagne at MLR victory parties so we thought we’d come check it out,” Claire said and hugged Steph.
Steph hadn’t expected a friend’s hug to have such a profound effect on her, but she felt her muscles relax with relief nonetheless. She hadn’t asked her friends to join her and Dominique at the MLR headquarters because she hadn’t wanted to put them in a position where they couldn’t refuse. Nor had she wanted to ruin a perfectly good Sunday afternoon for them.
“They let everyone in these days,” Steph joked when she broke free from Claire’s embrace and kissed the others on the cheek.
“Even socialist riffraff like us,” Juliette said. “We’ve come to spy for the enemy, of course.”
“How are you holding up?” Nadia asked.
“Fine, now that you guys are here.” Steph felt herself getting a little emotional so she quickly sipped from her wine.
“We weren’t going to miss this party,” Juliette said.
“If it isn’t my PR team.” Steph felt a pair of arms fold around her from behind. “Welcome all,” Dominique said.
“We hope to be toasting to you soon,” Nadia said.
“It’s only the first round. I keep having to remind people of that,” Dominique said. “Possible victory is still a while away.” She kept her arms around Steph’s waist, quite possibly inviting a few stares from bystanders, but Steph invited them all to take a good look.
“You even swayed me to vote MLR for the first time in my life,” Claire said.
“You’ve changed her,” Margot added, and curled an arm around Claire’s shoulders.
“I haven’t been around much lately,” Dominique said. “But I take it everyone is firmly back together and all issues have been smoothed over?”
If Steph hadn’t been so deliriously happy in that moment with Dominique’s arms around her, and her friends surrounding her, and with Marion only a few feet away, she would have panicked at that question.
“We certainly are back on.” Claire broke out into a big smile and pecked Margot on the cheek. “My mother always taught me to never let a doctor go.” Then she looked at Juliette. “And I gave Jules a puppy so she had no choice but to forgive me.”
Juliette rolled her eyes, but had a grin on her face nevertheless.
“What? No drama?” Steph asked. “Everything has been resolved?”
“Yep.” Nadia nodded. “So we’ve actually come here to celebrate many things.”
“I’m going to have to start reading Le Matin to get my daily dose of gossip,” Dominique said with a grin. “I’ll see all of you soon.” She kissed Steph on the cheek and dissolved into the crowd.
“Let me get you all some much-deserved drinks then.” Steph exhaled deeply. “And, Jules, get off your phone.”
“I’m just checking the latest polls.” Worry crossed her face.
“What? Why are you pulling that face.” Steph asked. So much could still go wrong. This was only the first round, as Dominique kept pointing out.
“Nothing.” Juliette slid her phone into her purse.
“Come on, Jules. Tell me,” Steph insisted.
“Just a tiny, to-be-expected dip in the polls, that’s it. I promise,” Juliette said.
“Okay.” Steph wasn’t convinced. She’d been unpleasantly surprised by messages she’d gotten via her phone one too many times. And it was never too late for someone to pull a stunt. The first round celebrations were actually an excellent time for someone to launch another attack. Dominique might very well win the first round, but she still had to face a second if she didn’t get a high enough percentage of the vote in the first. Everything was still possible.
JULIETTE
“Ask Claire to meet me outside,” Juliette whispered in Nadia’s ear. Nadia looked at her with one eyebrow quirked up.
“Why don’t you ask her yourself?” she asked, thankfully in a low voice.
“I don’t want to alarm Steph. I just received an, um, distressing email.” If they kept whispering in each other’s ears like this, Steph would have them sussed out soon enough.
“Fine.” Nadia nudged Claire in the biceps and whispered in her ear. A woman who looked a lot like Dominique had just tapped Steph on the shoulder, making Steph turn around and not pay any attention to them.
“What is it?” Claire said under her breath.
“A problem,” Juliette said. “Come with me, please.” Juliette headed for the door, hoping Claire would follow without asking any more questions.
“What?” Claire asked with impatience in her voice. Juliette had walked until she’d reached the end of the street. They now huddled just around the corner.
“Someone’s come out of the woodwork claiming to be doing us a favor.” Juliette retrieved her phone from her bag. “Sybille sent me an email saying that Le Matin will be publishing an article about Steph tomorrow to discredit Dominique if she wins today. To clear the path for a Socialist victory next week.”
“What? I didn’t think the Socialists would play dirty like that? What do they have on her?” Claire held out her hand to read the message on Juliette’s phone.
While she read, Juliette’s mind went into overdrive. It was never really over until it was over.
“What’s Le Noir?” Claire asked. “I mean, this sounds totally made-up to me.”
“Trust me. It’s real. And this is the last thing Steph and Dominique need right now. This could undo all the work we’ve done.”
“Why is she telling you this? Is it a trap? Because I think we can both agree Sybille is not to be trusted, no matter what she has to say about seeing the error of her ways.”
“What’s going on?” Thank goodness it was only Nadia rounding the corner.
“Sybille emailed me.” Juliette had no time to worry about feeling mortified at saying her former assistant’s name. “She claims Le Matin will be publishing statements from women Steph has met at Le Noir tomorrow.”
“Le Noir?” Nadia shook her head. “That can’t be true.”
“Will someone please tell me what this mysterious Le Noir is?” Claire asked.
“It’s a private members’ club for women,” Nadia explained.
“So?” Claire pulled up her shoulders. “What’s the problem with that?”
“It’s a sex club, Claire,” Juliette said. “Very exclusive and very secretive.”
“Are you kidding me?” Claire’s eyes grew wide.
“That’s exactly it, though,” Nadia said. “Granted, I don’t know much about it, but the whole place is founded on those exact pillars of exclusivity and secrecy.”
“Money buys secrets, Nadz. Especially at election time,” Juliette said while scratching her head. “I’m going to have to call Sybille. I want to get to the bottom of this.” Juliette found Nadia’s eyes, silently asking for permission.
“Do it, Jules,” Nadia said with a stern voice. “Do what you have to do.”
Juliette didn’t have Sybille’s number in her phone anymore, but Sybille had left a phone number at the bottom of her email. Juliette drew in a deep breath and dialed the number. If there was anyone whose voice she’d never wanted to hear again, it was Sybille’s. But she needed to find out what Sybille—or anyone else—was playing at. She had to do it for Steph. This news could not make the front page.
“Allo,” Sybille said at the other end of the line. “Juliette?”
“Listen to me very carefully, Sybille. I don’t have time for games or any of your bullshit.” Juliette was trying to impress Nadia as much as Sybille with her firm tone. “Either you tell me everything you know or you hang up right now.”
“Put her on speaker,” Claire whispered. Juliette had nothing left to lose by doing so and pressed the button.
“I was approached this morning by Favreau of Le Matin. The journalist I, er, spoke to before.” Oh yes, we remember, you bitch, Juliette thought, but kept her thoughts wisely to herself. “To ask if I had anything to add to the story. I agreed to meet with him, only to feel him out. I would never say anything harmful about Stéphanie or Dominique anymore. I need you to know that, Juliette. I’ve learned from my mistakes and I think what they are doing for all of us by being so open about their relationship is just so—”
“Spare me your remorse. Tell me what the journalist said,” Juliette urged. Sybille’s apologies after the fact were about to make her vomit—and so was having to hear her voice while Nadia was listening and watching.
“The Socialists dug up this filth on Steph. They have agreed with Le Matin to hand it over to them to publish if there’s a second round because it could greatly help them. From what I understand they will keep it to themselves if Dominique is elected in the first round, because then it wouldn’t matter anymore. That’s all I know.”
“Why is this happening now? Why did they not come out with this sooner?” Juliette asked.
“I think they’ve only very recently managed to get people to talk.”
“And Goffin would really stoop that low?” Juliette didn’t hold France’s current president in very high regard, but she had a hard time believing he would go this far.
“He’s down in the polls. It’ll even be a miracle if he makes it past today, but if he does, he’s going all out. The gloves will come off and he’ll be playing really dirty.”
“What a giant hypocrite that man is.”
“I don’t want Steph’s name dragged through the mud like that. She doesn’t deserve that. I sent you that email as soon as I finished my meeting with Favreau.”
“Okay. Thanks.” Was she really thanking Sybille? Now that Juliette had her on the phone, she might as well ask her what had been burning on her mind since Steph’s face had appeared on the front page of Le Matin the first time. “Tell me honestly, Sybille. Were you working for the ANF?”
Sybille didn’t immediately reply. “No, Juliette. I promise you I wasn’t. I was never working for anyone. I just screwed up.”
“Royally,” Juliette added.
“I hope I can make amends—”
“Bye, Sybille.” Juliette hung up and looked at Claire and Nadia.
“What are we going to do?” Claire asked.
“I don’t see what we can do,” Juliette said. “We can only wait and hope.”
“Freedom of the press has been stretched a bit too far in this country of late,” Nadia said. She took a step closer to Juliette. “Are you okay, babe?” she asked.
Juliette sighed. “I am.” She grabbed hold of Nadia’s hand, needing some physical support. “But Dominique’s going to need a landslide first-round victory. I’m not saying she won’t be able to win the second round if she doesn’t, but if this comes out… it will ruin Steph. And drag every other lesbian’s name through the mud for that matter, because people just love to generalize and over-simplify.”
“She’s going to win, Jules. I just know it,” Claire said.
“I sure hope you’re right.” Juliette squeezed Nadia’s hand a little tighter.
“Are we going to tell Steph?” Nadia asked.
“I don’t think we should,” Juliette said. “Perhaps she’ll never need to find out.”
“The Socialists have the information, Jules,” Claire said. “They might sit on it tomorrow, but they will have it at the ready the first time they want to really hurt Dominique. On the day she takes office, for instance.”
“No they bloody won’t,” Juliette said. “I will make damned sure they won’t have a shred of story to tell by then. As I live and breathe, I will make this go away. We’ve been in this business long enough, Claire. We can come up with something. Long-term, we can fix this. Right now, though, there’s nothing we can do. If Dominique doesn’t get fifty percent of the vote, Steph’s face will be on the front page again tomorrow.”
NADIA
“Where have you been?” Steph asked. They had agreed not to tell her about Sybille’s message just yet. Only if it became necessary would they worry her with that. Because, to them, this was Steph’s day as much as Dominique’s. She had agreed to put herself out there, and become a target, for Dominique. Nadia knew damn well that Steph had suffered enough already because of it. She’d had to reinvent herself, and constantly adapt to an ever-changing set of rules. Steph deserved a break. From Juliette’s tone Nadia knew that her wife would not rest before she’d made this disappear, provided she was given the time to do it. She’d strike a deal with someone—with the devil if she had to—to save Steph the embarrassment.
“Just getting some air,” Nadia said.
Steph slanted her head and looked at Nadia funnily, then said, “I know. It’s the smell of conservatism hanging in the air. It gets to me too sometimes.” Steph slapped Nadia lightly on the arm. “I’m so glad you’re here, Nadz. It means a lot.”
Nadia gave Steph a warm smile, then, behind Steph, spotted a face in the crowd she’d thought she would never have to encounter again. “Figures,” she said.
“What?” Steph asked.
“Leclerq. My most favorite Saint-Vincent board member,” she said ironically. “Of course he’s an MLR member. That’s why clichés were invented.” Her shoulders sagged a little. “He’s also Inez Larue’s uncle and the one who gave me no choice but to hire her. He recently retired, so I gladly believed I was rid of him forever.”
“Welcome to my world, Nadz.” Steph spread her arms. “This is a far cry from Les Pêches, don’t you think?”
“It’s a step up,” Nadia said. She kept her eye on Leclerq, hoping she could avoid him for the rest of the evening. She wondered what a man like that thought about Dominique Laroche as president. Then she wondered what had happened to Inez after she left Saint-Vincent. Leclerq had never given her a hard time about that, so she must have spun him a tale that had nothing to do with reality.
“Let’s go one of these days,” Steph said.
“Go where?” Nadia had been lost in thought.
“Let’s go to Les Pêches. All of us together. Just for old times’ sake.” Steph’s eyes brightened.
“Sure.” Nadia would happily extract Steph from the stuffy world she’d been spending so much time in and spend some time with her at her old stomping ground. Then she thought about the consequences of Le Matin publishing that article. Only once, when she’d been at her very lowest after her affair with Dominique had first made headline news, had Steph briefly mentioned Le Noir to Nadia, but Nadia had urged her to shut up about it immediately. Nadia had heard the rumors about the club but she didn’t know exactly how it worked and what the requirements were to get in. But she could see the headline already: “From Le Noir To L’Elysée”. Steph was strong, and she could take a lot, but the kind of character assassination Le Matin was aiming for would be too much even for her.
“So what’s with the puppy?” Steph asked, snapping Nadia out of her reverie.
“The best peace offering ever,” Nadia said and, even though it sounded a bit ridiculous and simplistic, it was the truth. “Jules has fallen in love with that dog. You should see her with him.”
“And that makes everything better?” Steph asked.
“Well, not everything. But they seem to be well on the way to being friends again.” Nadia cast a glance to Juliette and Claire who stood chatting with Margot a few feet from them. Were they telling Margot about Sybille’s email? Surely Margot would urge them to tell Steph—she was that kind of all-out-in-the-open person. Or perhaps she had changed as well. “Could you even have imagined them falling out forever?” Nadia shook her head. “They need each other.”
“You’re preaching to the choir, Nadz.” Steph shuffled her weight around a bit and inched a bit closer. “But how is Jules really doing? You know, with the baby thing and all?”
“She seems all right.” Nadia glanced at Juliette again. She could never keep her eyes off her wife for too long. Juliette was the kind of person who drew attention to herself in any room—especially in a room full of MLR members. “I think deep down she knew it would never really be in the cards for her.” Juliette was explaining something to Claire gesturing wildly with her hands. Margot seemed to be listening but didn’t appear to be very much involved in the conversation. Juliette and Claire could do that to someone when they were on a roll. They could disappear in this private world they’d created between themselves over the years through their friendship, and they could go on like that for a good long while before they realised other people existed outside of their own two-person universe. Nadia had never minded. Juliette and Claire were an inseparable package. Claire had finished Juliette’s sentences long before Nadia was in the picture. “But Juliette sometimes just really needs to sabotage herself and the only way to snap her out of it—sadly—is by letting her walk into a wall face first.”
“I’ll drop off Lisa and Didier any time she likes,” Steph said.
Nadia chuckled. “Do you have any idea how strange it is to hear these words coming from your mouth?”
“I can well imagine.” Steph gave a giggle as well.
“Oh Christ, I think Leclerq has clocked me. I’d better warn Margot.” Leclerq was making his way over to them with his hand raised. “This should be fun,” she said.
MARGOT
Was that Inez’s uncle heading in her direction? Margot’s heart started hammering away in her chest. Would she never be totally free of the ghost of Inez Larue?
“Brace yourself,” Nadia, who had come to stand beside her, said. “Over the years, that man has given me such a hard time in board meetings, I’m about to get my own back.”
Margot stared at Nadia in disbelief. “Please, Nadz, be polite. Let’s just get rid of him as quickly as possible,” Margot whispered. “This day is already stressful enough.” Claire had just told Margot about Sybille and Steph and Le Noir, and Margot was still recovering from the shock of finding out a place like that even existed. She had also urged Juliette and Claire to tell Steph because no matter how inconvenient the news, she had the right to know.
“Margot,” Leclerq greeted her, then eyed Nadia. “And Mademoiselle Abadi.” He reached out his hand.
“It has been Madame Abadi for a few months now,” Nadia said in an overly friendly tone and shook his hand.
Margot had been with Inez long enough to be introduced to her extended family and she’d been invited to parties that both her and Inez’ uncle attended more often than she’d wanted to. She hadn’t heard from Inez since that moment they’d said goodbye in the locker room of Saint-Vincent, right about the time when Margot’s life had fallen to pieces. Coming face-to-face with him was a brusque reminder of all the mistakes Margot had made.
“How are you, Margot?” Leclerq inquired. “Have you recovered well?”
Leclerq had still been on the board when Margot had had her accident, so he knew about Margot’s level of intoxication. Had he told his niece? Did it matter?
“I’m doing very well, thank you,” Margot said.
“Glad to hear it, my dear.” Leclerq fixed his watery stare on her. “Inez is working in Canada now, in case you were wondering. Let’s hope she sticks around there for a while.” He croaked out a little laugh, then, apparently gave his niece and Margot no further thought, and focussed his attention on Nadia. “How’s Saint-Vincent’s new asset working out? Dr. Dievart was such a catch for us, don’t you think, Madame Abadi?”
“Oh yes, Monsieur Leclerq,” Nadia said. “She’s a real superstar. Everybody loves her.” Nadia kept a polite but slightly disdainful grin on her face.
“I take it you are friends of Mademoiselle Mathis?” Leclerq asked, his voice sincere enough.
“We are her best friends,” Nadia replied, fixing Leclerq with a bold stare.
“That’s quite something.” He sounded genuine. He’d never struck Margot as homophobic. She’d never got a negative vibe off him, and he was fond enough of his niece to arrange a job for her at Saint-Vincent after her return from India. He was just one of many French citizens who didn’t particularly care who shared whose bed. Perhaps it had taken him some time to adjust to the idea of his niece being a lesbian, but he’d soon accepted it and never questioned it again. In fact, and mostly because of his elderly age, he reminded Margot of her own parents. They had greeted Steph graciously when she’d come to visit Margot during her convalescence, and even congratulated her on her public coming out.
“Give my best to Inez,” Margot said. “When you hear from her.”
“I’ll do that, my dear.” Leclerq nodded. “I’ll best get on then. The tension is rising. Not long till we get the official results now.” He bowed his head in a rather reverent display of bidding adieu to them, and turned around.
“I never liked that man,” Nadia said.
“He’s not that bad,” Margot said, and she meant it. The country was made up of people like Leclerq and her parents and Nadia’s parents. All from different backgrounds, but not less accepting of others than they conceived themselves to be.
“Who do you think Bertrand and François voted for today?” Juliette joined them. “Last time I saw my father he as good as took a vow to vote for Dominique, but I had trouble believing him.”
“You’ll never know, Jules,” Nadia said, and drew her wife near.
Margot searched for Claire, who was approaching, while someone on the stage tapped a microphone. Margot curved her arm around Claire’s waist and considered how unbelievably amazing it would be if Dominique were already pronounced the winner today, while all of them stood here together.
“Mesdames et Messieurs,” someone said into the microphone. Margot craned her neck to see who was talking and saw Xavier Laroche on the stage. “We will be switching on the television now so you can all follow along as the results come in.” Someone brought over a remote control and in a manner so theatrical Margot didn’t even think it was possible, Laroche pointed it somewhere at the darkness at the back of the stage and a giant screen flickered to life. On it, a female and a male presenter were chatting away in an excited fashion.
“Who would have thought this would be so exciting?” Claire whispered in Margot’s ear.
But a lot more was on the line here. If Dominique failed to crush the Socialists in the first round, she’d have another shot next week, but what would Steph have, except for her name dragged through the mud again and her dignity destroyed?
“We need to tell her,” Margot said. “She needs to know.”
Claire shook her head. “No, babe. We need to give her this moment—”
“But what if Dominique doesn’t win?” Margot couldn’t keep the tension out of her voice.
“Then there will be plenty of time to inform her.” Claire held her a bit closer. Then the crowd started to roar.
“We have the first exit polls coming in from the Paris district,” the female TV presenter said. A few people whistled. The energy in the room transformed into one of supreme anticipation. Margot was used to dealing with extremely stressful situations, but an agitated crowd like this one, was something else entirely. “Dominique Laroche of the MLR takes fifty-seven percent of the votes.” On the screen, a blue bar rose to tower high above the red and brown ones of the Socialists and the ANF.
The crowd went wild. Fists were pumped into the air and high fives were exchanged. Where was Dominique? Margot wondered. Then the male presenter announced more results and the cheers of the crowd drowned out most of Margot’s thoughts and she let herself be carried away by the excitement as well.
STEPH
Steph made her way from the back of the room where her friends had gathered after surprising her by turning up. She had her eye on Dominique who was surrounded by the MLR leadership. Behind her, the crowd was going wilder and wilder after every exit poll announcement, and the spirit of victory was already piercing the air. There had been nine exit poll announcements already and seven of those had gone in Dominique’s favour. Steph couldn’t bear to be away from her for a second longer.
“There you are,” Dominique said when she caught sight of Steph. She grabbed her hand and pulled her close. “Stay here with me.”
Steph flashed her a big smile that, she hoped, hid her nerves. “You got it.”
“Only a few more minutes to go before the official result.” Dominique squeezed her hand tightly.
“No time for a quickie behind the curtains then?” Steph whispered in her ear. “You know, to take the edge off.”
Dominique broke out in a chuckle. “Not unless you want my father to, inevitably, come looking for me and walk in on us.”
“Imagine, though,” Steph continued, “that, just as they announce you as the winner, I’m fucking you?” She kissed Dominique just above her ear.
“As tempting as that sounds, babe, I think some people may have a heart attack.” Dominique looked Steph in the eyes. “But I appreciate the offer and I will take a rain check.”
“I should probably officially move in with you after this. I can’t let you live in that big palace on your own.”
“You probably should.” Ignoring everyone around her, Dominique put her arms around Steph’s neck. “Thank you for taking a chance on me.” She kissed Steph fully on the lips.
“I knew from the very beginning you had the presidency in you.” Steph hugged Dominique a little tighter. Then the crowd started roaring again.
“It looks like this may very well be a first round victory for Laroche,” the presenter said.
Steph’s stomach fluttered with excitement. Would this have happened if she’d never met Dominique? If she had chosen another PR agency to work with? Steph would never know, but she did know one thing very clearly. She and Dominique being a couple and Dominique winning would change France forever. Nothing would ever be the same again. If Steph had to give up five years of privacy—and possibly ten—then she would.
“What do you think?” the male presenter asked a studio guest. “Will we be able to proclaim Dominique Laroche as the clear winner of the 2015 presidential election tonight?”
“We won’t know until the official announcement at eight o’clock,” the other man said. “But if the exit polls are really accurate, we very well may have a new president tonight.”
“Some additional exit polls have just come in,” the female presenter said.
“Let’s have them.” The TV presenters seemed to be getting slightly beside themselves with excitement as well.
“If she takes this in the first round,” the studio guest, an expert in French politics, said, “she will make history.”
“These ones seems to be going to Goffin,” the female presenter said as the numbers appeared on the screen, increasing the red bar significantly and the blue bar only a tad.
“Someone’s keeping it interesting,” the male presenter said.
The political expert slanted his head and narrowed his eyes, “It’s just a matter of time, folks. Just a few more minutes till we get the official call. Laroche needs fifty percent of the vote to call this a landslide.”
The people on TV kept jabbering on. The tension in the room rose to almost unbearable heights. There’s always the second round, Steph kept repeating in her head. But, by now, expectations had risen so high that Dominique not pulverising Goffin in the first round, would be seen as a small defeat. Historically, the mud-slinging between the first and the second round always reached new depths of indecency, and Steph could do without that. Everyone could do without that.
Xavier was talking to Dominique, putting a hand on her shoulder, but Steph chose to tune out what he was saying. Never in her life had she been more nervous. And to think that, in her darkest times, she’d wanted Dominique to lose. While now the prospect of losing loomed unbearably above her. Because, surely, if Dominique lost, the country and the party would blame Steph. How could they not?
A loud “Ssshhh” traveled through the crowd.
“We’re here.” Nadia squeezed Steph’s bicep. “We’re all here,” she said. All four of them had made their way to the front to be with Steph. No matter what happened, Steph would always have her friends. With Nadia’s hand on her shoulder and Dominique’s hand tightly held in hers, Steph cut her eyes at the big screen.
“We have the official results,” the male presenter said. “Dominique Laroche clearly seems to be the winner of this first round. Let’s not make any mistake about that. But these official numbers will tell us if we’re going to a second round or not.”
“Yes, yes, we know all that,” Xavier Laroche shouted at the screen. Eléonore had materialised and stood between her husband and her daughter. Steph saw how she took Dominique’s free hand in hers.
“Wow,” the female presenter said. “It looks like…” she paused.
The crowd held its breath. For a brief moment, you could hear a pin drop. Even on the television everyone was quiet as the pictures of all the candidates appeared and the percentage bars next to them counted up.
“Fifty-three,” the woman on TV said. “Laroche has taken fifty-three percent of the vote and is elected president in the first round,” she almost yelled into the camera.
“She demolished Goffin,” the expert said. Then anything anyone on the television said was obliterated by the cheer of the crowd.
Steph felt a primal scream rise up from her gut to her throat as she released all the tension from her body. “Yes,” she howled and, not caring one bit who she pissed off in the process, pulled Dominique to her. Dominique’s face was wet with tears, but her ever-radiant smile shone through. “You did it,” Steph said, then kissed her.
“I love you,” Dominique said as she wiped away most of the tears.
“You need to get on the stage now,” Xavier said, his loud voice effortlessly breaking through the on-going cheers.
“Give her a minute, Xav,” Eléonore said, before hugging her daughter.
While Dominique made her way onto the stage, Eléonore turned to Steph and said, “Well done. I know it’s not always easy being with a Laroche, but they’ll never fail to make us proud.”
Steph’s back was being slapped by several hands at once. She gave a thumbs-up to Eléonore and, as she turned to the stage, she allowed herself to drink in this moment of pure happiness. They’d done it. Dominique would be the next president of France. Life could not have turned out any more unexpectedly for Steph, but here she stood, ready to be hugged to death by her friends, while listening to Dominique’s victory speech. If ever there had been a more perfect moment in Steph’s life, it had been erased promptly by this one.
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EPISODE FIFTEEN (EXCERPT)
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.

<end of excerpt>
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