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EPISODE SEVEN
STEPH
Steph closed her eyes and, instantly, images of Dominique popped up on the back of her eyelids. A tongue lapped at her clit, and she opened her eyes, unable to face the memory of Dominique’s smile in this moment. The woman bestowing her oral services upon Steph couldn’t be more different from Dominique, although Steph could be wrong. She wasn’t in the public eye, though. If this woman, with her short cropped dark hair, were a politician—or anyone else who would pay good money for PR advice—she wouldn’t be on her knees at Le Noir right now.
The promise of a climax had lightly stirred her a few times since the woman had dipped down in front of her, her tongue anything but lazy and displaying an expert touch, but Steph felt the possibility slip away altogether now that she had allowed the briefest thought of Dominique to penetrate her mind.
“Hey.” Steph lightly touched her palms to the woman’s temples. “Come here.” She made a gentle upward motion with her hands.
The woman looked up at her. It was dark around them, but her eyes shone, and Steph could see a determination in them she didn’t have the strength to battle with tonight.
“What’s wrong?” Her voice was husky and if she experienced any disappointment at Steph stopping her she didn’t show it.
What’s not? Steph thought, but she hadn’t come here to feel sorry for herself. She’d come for a quick, brainless climax. Not the first mistake she’d made in the past few weeks.
“It’s not going to happen. Sorry. It’s not you—”
“Oh, I know it’s not me, baby.” The woman pushed herself upward. Upright, she was a few inches taller than Steph. Her eyes were an odd kind of blue—almost teal—when she looked at Steph. “Do you want to talk about it?”
Steph believed she had chosen well. She’d bided her time after entering the club, had not gone off with the first woman who had moderately pleased her. She knew she needed someone who would display a certain amount of power, and who would assert it easily—as though it were a given, no other options in play. This nameless woman had not disappointed—and Steph could at least pride herself in having good judgement when it came to matters like this—but she wasn’t Dominique.
“This place is not for talking.” Maybe if she turned the tables? Maybe that would get her juices flowing sufficiently or, at least, remind her of a time when she wasn’t like this. A shadow of her former self. The sort of lonely she always knew she would be if she let herself get too involved. There was a reason why Stéphanie Mathis kept her distance. She’d allowed Dominique to come way too close for comfort. And now it was too late.
Steph grabbed the woman by the back of the neck. “What’s your name?”
“This place is not for sharing names either.” Their faces were a mere inch removed from each other. Steph could feel the woman’s breath on her skin, could smell herself on her. “What’s yours?”
“You’re right. It doesn’t matter.” Steph pulled the woman close and kissed her. She couldn’t recall ever kissing anyone at Le Noir. It wasn’t a place for kissing either—not for her anyway. But she needed to feel someone’s lips on her. Needed them so close their face faded into darkness and they could be anyone. When Steph’s tongue slipped into the woman’s mouth, in her mind, she transformed into Dominique Laroche. Still, after all that had happened, the poster child of the MLR. Because Steph had advised her well. That was her job, after all. And look where it had got her: jonesing for anonymous pussy at a secret sex club. If she knew only one thing in that moment, when she surrendered her mouth—and a little bit more of herself than she wanted—to this stranger, it was that she had made the right decision. Stéphanie Mathis and Dominique Laroche could never work as a couple, not after what had happened. Not before either, but then they had been too stupid to see. Steph had allowed herself to fall in love and, as result, had ended up on the front page of Le Matin.
When they broke from the kiss and Steph gazed into those strange blue eyes again, the woman tilted her head and painted a wicked grin on her face. “My name is Yasmine. No need to tell me yours. I know who you are.”
Anger flared in Steph’s gut. She hadn’t gone back to Les Pêches since the news had broken. That place always teemed with gossip and the last thing Steph wanted was to be the centre of that sort of attention. And now, this dark, private place wasn’t safe anymore either?
“You know nothing about me,” Steph hissed, pushed herself away from the wall she was leaning against, and spun on her heels, turning Yasmine around with her. “Not another word.” She pressed her lips to Yasmine’s roughly, only briefly wondering what she was doing. She needed some kind of release now. If she couldn’t have her own orgasm, she’d damn well make Yasmine come. “Spread your legs,” she said, looking Yasmine deep in the eyes. Damn, but those eyes were mesmerising. To her own, shocking surprise, Steph had to fight the urge to ask this woman to go home with her. To be there when she woke up in the morning when everything was the hardest to deal with.
Yasmine quickly obliged and, while still gazing into her eyes, Steph slipped a finger through her wetness. It triggered a massive onslaught of images of Dominique. How she looked at Steph when gauging how wet she was for her, that amused, slightly smug look on her face. Because she knew that no one else did that to Steph. Not more than once or twice in a row, anyway. Steph pushed the images as far back as she could, fell to her knees, and buried her tongue in Yasmine’s pussy.
She tasted nothing like Dominique, but then again, she did a little bit, in that universal tangy way, the way every woman she had ever slept with had notes of the same scent between her legs. Yasmine delved her fingers into Steph’s hair, pulling hard. Steph had pegged her for the type. Even when receiving, she needed to be in charge.
“Fuck me,” the woman hissed, and now it was Steph’s turn to oblige. She brought two fingers to where her mouth was, and pushed them inside without further ado. But oh, how good it felt to be inside another woman again. To take herself outside of the pain she’d been wallowing in. It felt more like home, like the Steph she used to be, than she could have imagined.
She fucked Yasmine with sure, deep strokes, while trilling her tongue over her clit, and while doing so, Steph felt a layer of hurt peel off. She felt more like herself than she’d done since meeting Dominique. Because there were no strings attached here. It was just fun, just pleasure. There was no love here. No hearts would be broken. This was still a safe place, no matter if someone recognised her. There were rules here. The instant Steph had bent through her knees, she’d ceased to be the woman on the front page. She’d become Stéphanie Mathis again.
“Oh, baby, yes,” Yasmine groaned, pressing her fingertips hard into Steph’s scalp.
Steph curled her fingers and she knew it was a done deal. The blatant arrogance she could feel because of this, because of making this stranger come at her hands, filled her with a pride she used to thrive on. Like an addict returning to a drug of choice. For an instant, the joy obliterated the pain that had been consuming her, and she sighed with Yasmine as the walls of her pussy clenched around Steph’s fingers.
Yasmine’s grip on her hair loosened, but Steph remained on her knees for a while longer. The rush soon escaped her, but it didn’t leave her system completely. She felt her own clit throb between her legs, but no one would be touching her there for a while. She could take care of her own orgasms. It wasn’t even about her own climax, because it faded into nothing compared to how making another woman come made her feel. Strong. In control. Capable.
Once, during an extreme moment of weakness, she’d told Dominique more about her past than she’d initially intended to. But they were lovers, and they shared things, so she had shared. She’d tried to explain that thrill, that shiver chasing up her spine when she felt in utter control like that, and Dominique had looked at her with something akin to pity in her glance.
“There’s so much more to sex,” she’d said, toppling Steph onto her back. And she had shown her. Back then, Steph believed every word of what Dominique had to say. Then Steph had made Dominique believe what she had to say, and expelled her from her life.
“Good god, Stéphanie Mathis,” the woman said, pulling Steph from her reverie. “I may not know you, but you sure do know how to make a woman come.”
Steph rose and met Yasmine’s gaze. “I’ve had a lot of practice.” She tried to make the statement sound as aloof and soulless as possible.
“I take it you and the politician are no longer together?” Yasmine slumped against the wall.
“I don’t mean to be rude, but it’s really none of your business.” Steph searched for her towel, eager to cover her naked body. Did she have to worry about this? Was Sybille still stalking her, trying to find more dirt? But Steph had distanced herself from Dominique for a reason. She didn’t want to implicate her. A conservative députée could not survive in the harsh world of politics with someone like Steph by her side. Claire and Juliette could twist and turn it anyway they wanted. It was the truth, a harsh one, but true nonetheless.
“Point taken.” Yasmine stretched out her arm and caressed Steph’s cheek with the back of her fingers. “You seem sad,” she said.
You have no fucking idea, Steph thought. She just shook her head and—against the instinct of wanting to rub herself against the woman’s caress—ducked down to pick up her discarded towel. This encounter was over. At least Pierrot would be waiting for her at home.
CLAIRE
“What now?” Margot asked with that edge of impatience in her voice Claire was starting to get used to.
Claire rolled over, away from Margot, and simply sighed. Was it her fault now? Margot was the doctor, she should know that Claire couldn’t control her body’s reactions.
“Hey, hey, hey,” Margot rolled behind her, throwing an arm over her torso. “None of that, baby.” She pressed her lips onto Claire’s neck. “Please, don’t sulk.”
“I’m not sulking, I’m just—” Claire didn’t really know what she was doing. She only knew that everything felt off. Maybe Inez coming back had been a sign. Maybe she and Margot were not meant to be together, after all. But they’d had that conversation a million times. It felt like a million times, although having certain conversations with Margot felt more like pulling teeth. “I’m not like you, Margot.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Margot had been good-natured about it in the beginning. Patient. Listening with her head tipped to the side. Nothing but understanding in her eyes. But if this, the very thing that had drawn Claire to Margot from the start, wasn’t working anymore, then how could they build their relationship further?
“I need a little more than a flick along my clit and a finger up my cunt.” The words coming from Claire’s lips sounded harsh. She wanted them to sound vile. How else could she express the turmoil going on inside of her?
Margot fell back onto the mattress, ungluing herself from Claire. Bam. Conversation over. Claire had become an expert at that as well.
“I know what you need,” Margot said with a small voice.
Trust. They both knew it all too well. Claire could not surrender to Margot if she couldn’t trust her. She had tried, but it wasn’t as easy as she had expected. She wanted for Margot to tie her up, and blindfold her, and take her there, but once she found herself in the position—once Margot had performed the action of slipping handcuffs around her wrists—she couldn’t let go. She couldn’t forget about Inez. Against her better judgement, Claire had made Margot tell her all the details about her sexual encounter with Inez. Margot had painted the scene in broad strokes, but Claire had had no trouble filling in the blanks.
“Maybe you should go back to your place tonight.” A fist tightened around Claire’s heart as she spoke the words. In every other aspect, Margot still rocked her world. She was still that intelligent, quiet, stubborn, handsome doctor she’d fallen for.
“Really?” Claire felt Margot shift behind her. “Let’s not do this, Claire. I want to stay.”
“Then stay.” Claire’s heart sank as she let her legs slip off the bed and pushed her body up. “I’m going to watch some TV.”
The first few months—heck, the first few years even—of a relationship are not meant to be filled with doubt, and inability to let go, Claire thought as she exited the bedroom. Not when it was all passion and butterflies and total—and wholly unexpected—surrender at first.
Claire didn’t look back at Margot on the bed. The sight of her pained face would be too much. There would be tears again. And silent reproach. They weren’t the type to embark on huge, loud fights, but silence could hurt just as much.
She slunk down into the sofa, switched on the TV, not caring one bit which channel was showing, and gazed out in front of her. Sitting there, she really did wish Margot would leave. It was just easier to not have her around and to not have to deal with the fallout of Inez’s short but devastating appearance in their lives. Claire had been raring to give Margot a second chance once she’d finally been able to make the decision, on that evening filled with love when Juliette had gone down on one knee for Nadia. But that was four long weeks ago. It seemed more like four months.
She’d been able to reach orgasm exactly once. And she’d been the one on top. Sort of. The words she’d spoken to Margot in Juliette and Nadia’s kitchen that night still rang so clear in her ears. This is not the woman I fell for. Claire hadn’t been able to find the same Margot again. Not that Margot didn’t do everything in her power to show up, but Claire didn’t let her.
And this wasn’t about orgasms and disappointing sex, anyway. It was about realising that something fundamental had been broken between them, that they were not actors in a silly romantic comedy with a happy ending. This was real life pain, and real life doubt, and it couldn’t be shaken off so easily.
“Hey.” Margot’s voice drifted from the doorway, which she leaned against with one shoulder. She’d slipped into her jeans, but wore no other pieces of clothing. “Do you really want me to go?”
Claire was, once again, struck by her beauty. It only made her feel more foolish. How could she kick someone like Margot out of her bed and out of her flat? People came back for a woman like her. Inez had fought tooth and nail to get her back. Maybe Claire should have just retreated when she had the chance, sucked up the pain and allowed for two other people to share some happiness. Now here she sat and everyone was miserable.
“I don’t know.” She shook her head. “I don’t know what to do.”
Margot approached her, her small breasts lifting and falling slightly with every step she took. “If it’s space you need, I can give you that, Claire. But I’m not giving up on us.”
“Us?” Even though she’d wanted Margot to leave earlier, now the mention of being given space rubbed her up the wrong way and Claire automatically went on the defensive. “Is there even an us?” Most of all, Claire had lost herself in this mess.
“Look.” Margot inched closer, sitting down in the opposite corner of the couch. “Maybe we should see someone. Someone with an outside view on all of this.”
“A shrink?” Claire huffed. And share this humiliation with yet another person? “I don’t need someone else to tell me what’s wrong with us.” She put extra emphasis on the last word. “I can’t stomach that you chose your ex over me. And that you fucked her in a way that—” Here, Claire stalled. She didn’t have words to properly convey how she felt about that. Her body did all the disapproving.
“I didn’t choose her, Claire. I chose you.”
“Fine, then you just fucked her.” Claire sighed. “That makes me feel so much better.”
Margot echoed Claire’s sigh. “Maybe we should just not try to have sex for a little while. Just go on a few dates. See if you even still like me at all.”
“Like you? I bloody love you. That’s what makes this whole thing so unbearable.”
“If you love me, and I love you, then why is this so difficult?” Margot rubbed her palms on her jeans. She was getting antsy, Claire could tell. She was getting ready to blow, in her own insufferable Margot way. Quiet and distant. Unreachable.
“Maybe you’re right. Maybe I do need space. Give me a few days. I’ll call you to ‘set up a date.’” The coldness in her voice even surprised Claire. This was not a person she wanted to be. But none of this was her fault, yet she was suffering the most.
Margot sucked in a deep breath. Claire could barely look at her. She dreaded the moment the door would fall into the lock behind Margot already, but at least the tension would drain from the room.
“Sure, Claire. Why don’t you call me when you’re ready.” Margot was not very good at displaying irony in her voice. She simply wasn’t that kind of person, despite Claire having given her a crash course over the past four weeks. After rising from the sofa, she stood there staring at Claire for a few moments longer. “I’m sorry for what I did. You know that. If you can’t get past it, we need to draw some conclusions.” Margot delivered the words in her typical matter-of-fact fashion, not letting any emotion taint her tone. “I’m sick of us hurting each other like this.”
That fist was back around Claire’s heart, squeezing tightly. If this really was the woman of her dreams, why was it so hard to forgive her? Claire believed she had forgiven her. That the worst was behind them and they could start over. Until they’d ended up in bed. Then resentment had taken over.
“Don’t leave like this.” Claire stretched out her hand. “Please, come here.” Because there was still so much comfort to be found in the warmth of Margot’s skin, to disappear in her arms and pretend that Inez had never come back.
Margot stepped closer, took Claire’s hand in hers and squatted next to her. “I’m here for you, babe. I really am. But you can’t keep shutting me out like this. I can’t take it for much longer.”
Claire looked into Margot’s black eyes. She’d been on the verge of meeting her parents. Margot had wooed her under the bloody Eiffel Tower. Everything had been perfect. And now they had become this.
“Nadia told me something a while ago. She said I shouldn’t expect myself to be more perfect than anyone else. I made a mistake, Claire. I hurt you and that’s something I’m going to have to accept. But I’ve learned from my mistake, and I can guarantee you, without a single doubt in my mind, that I will never hurt you like that again. You have my word.”
Claire felt tears sting behind her eyes. Another out of the ordinary experience that had become a regular occurrence of late. “Sometimes,” she took a breath before continuing because she wasn’t sure she should be saying this, “I think I could deal with it better if I got even.” She held up her free hand in self-defence. “I know it’s a destructive, silly thought, but it’s there.”
Margot gazed into her eyes, that unshakeable look etched on her face. “If that’s how you feel, then maybe you should.”
“Seriously?” Claire didn’t know if she should be offended or relieved.
“An eye for an eye.” Margot squeezed Claire’s palm very hard between her thumb and index finger. “If you believe that’s what you need.”
“Nu-huh. You’re not a game player, Margot de Hay. And I’m not buying this.”
“I’m at the end of my tether here. I don’t know how to solve this, so why would I automatically dismiss your idea?”
“Erm, because I’d be cheating on you.” Claire had trouble keeping up with the absurd route their conversation had taken, even if she had instigated it herself.
“No, you’d be getting even.” A glimmer of hurt shone in Margot’s eyes, and it touched Claire more than anything. What had she expected—or desired? For Margot to put her foot down? To lay down the law? “Maybe you should give that pilot a call.” With that, Margot pressed herself up on Claire’s knees, let Claire’s hand drop from hers, and covered her chest. “Why don’t you take the space I’m about to give you to figure it out.”
Claire knew she’d pushed it too far. She’d been pushing it too far for too long now, still, she couldn’t drum up the courage—or the fearlessness—to get up and go after Margot. What would they do if she did? Kiss and make up?
NADIA
For the third time in ten days, Nadia was woken up by Juliette screaming in her sleep.
“Babe, babe, it’s all right.” She put a hand on Juliette’s shoulder and gently shook.
Juliette opened her eyes, blinking. “What time is it?”
Nadia checked the alarm clock’s red digits on her side of the bed. “Two. Were you having a bad dream again?” She nestled herself a bit closer to Juliette, inhaling her sleepy scent.
Juliette brought her hands to her head. “Oh christ. I dreamed there was a baby in my pillow case. I’d put it there. I had to take care of it. It was all very unsettling.”
Nadia didn’t want to start the same talk they’d had for a while now in the middle of the night. “Try to get some more sleep, babe. It was just a dream.”
“Sorry for waking you, fiancée.” Juliette turned on her side and smiled at Nadia. “Will you be able to go back to sleep?” They both knew it would take Nadia at least an hour before she could snooze again. It was how her body was wired. “Maybe I can help.”
“Oh really?” Nadia grinned back. “How would you go about that?”
“I can sing you to sleep…” Juliette started trailing her hand over Nadia’s stomach. “Or tell you a story.” Her hand didn’t waste any time as her fingertips had already reached Nadia’s bush. “Or I could fuck you.” She brought her face closer to Nadia’s. “Which one do you prefer?”
Their sex life had certainly revived after Juliette had proposed. As though they’d both fallen in love with each other all over again, raging hormones and everything.
“The song, of course.” Juliette had also taken it upon herself to show much more initiative in the bedroom. “The one you sing when I make you come.” Nadia didn’t mind Juliette taking charge once in a while, but it wasn’t always easy giving up control.
“Oh babe, you’re incorrigible,” Juliette said with a moan.
“We’re both quite set in our ways, that’s all.” It was an obvious sneer at Juliette’s inability to work less hours. From the moment Juliette had made the announcement to Nadia, she’d had her doubts. But she’d played the supportive, easy-to-fool partner—because you just never knew. But there was always something going on at Barbier & Cyr. First the Dominique Laroche crisis and the subsequent slump it had pushed Steph in. Just their luck that Steph was supposed to take over some of Juliette’s duties at the office, and had failed to show up for them.
Juliette, wisely, didn’t take the bait—because she knew she was guilty, Nadia guessed—and let her fingers wander deeper.
“It’s too late to argue about who’s going to fuck who, honey. Let’s just fuck each other.” Juliette’s finger had reached Nadia’s clit. Nadia’s body was still in half-slumber, and she was slow to react. Juliette ducked her head lower, slipping herself half on top of Nadia, while trying to find her nipple. When she did she didn’t suck it into her mouth immediately, but flicked over it with the tip of her tongue, until Nadia felt it wake from sleep and grow hard.
These days, whenever she wasn’t a hundred percent down with something, she just remembered the image of Juliette falling onto her knee for her, and surprising her with that question. Nadia knew it went against everything Juliette had believed in her entire life, and that sort of love on display was something to be cherished and celebrated. It helped when Juliette came home after ten, depleted of energy, only wanting to sink against Nadia’s shoulder and fall asleep. It helped even more at the weekend, when they had more time for each other, and Juliette brought up the subject of children and said things like “I feel it here, in my heart, that I want to be a mother” while she tapped her chest.
And it helped now, when all Nadia wanted to do was topple Juliette off her and fuck her slowly and deeply, while showing her who was still really in charge in the bedroom, but instead, she let Juliette trace her finger upwards again, across Nadia’s chest, and slip it inside of her mouth. Nadia wrapped her lips around it, coating it in her saliva and, despite herself, started feeling her blood heat up in her veins.
This wouldn’t be slow and deep. It would be quick and messy, wearing Juliette out in no time, after which she would fall asleep within seconds, leaving Nadia alone in the darkness to worry about their lives. Because they’d put the infidelity behind them, but that didn’t mean it was all sunshine and roses now. And they had a wedding to plan as well.
“Do you want this, Nadz?” Juliette asked while she slipped her finger from between Nadia’s lips. “You seem so far away.”
“Lost in thought for a moment. Sorry.” Nadia refocused her attention on Juliette’s dimly lit face. Her hair was all over the place, scattered in all directions. “Talk to me,” Nadia said. “Tell me what you’re going to do to me.” She brought her own hand to Juliette’s chest and went straight for her nipple. Nadia knew how to push Juliette’s buttons so well.
“Oh fuck,” Juliette sighed, as Nadia tightened her grip on Juliette’s nipple. After another exhale, she started. “I’m going to fuck you until you come at my fingers.” Juliette was not very good at dirty talk and they both knew it. And she’d be panting uncontrollably soon, unable to speak.
“Why don’t you let me do the talking, babe.” Nadia squeezed Juliette’s other nipple before sliding her hand down Juliette’s belly and finding her thick pussy lips. “Rub my clit while I fuck you.” The two of them trying to fuck each other simultaneously wasn’t very practical, and Nadia needed more than Juliette’s fingers stroking inside of her. “And only come when I tell you to.”
Nadia shifted a little lower and pushed inside. Juliette’s wet pussy clamped itself around her fingers instantly, while Juliette obeyed her order and started drawing tiny circles around Nadia’s clit.
“That’s good, honey,” she moaned, knowing full well how her voice sounding like that would set Juliette off in no time. “Oh yeah.”
Meanwhile, Nadia found her own rhythm, and she didn’t hold back. This wasn’t supposed to be a lazy love-making session. This was a midnight shag. Quick and dirty. She curled her fingers inside of Juliette while pushing deep.
“Look at me, Jules. Yes, good girl.” And that was how Nadia got her way in the end. Juliette looked glorious, her face all focus and determination. That ever-swollen slant of her upper lip drawn into a tight expression. “A little faster.”
“Oh jesus,” Juliette groaned, her lips parting more. “I can’t hold it much—” Juliette’s finger halted its motion on Nadia’s clit, but Nadia could hardly hold it against her. “Oh fuck,” Juliette continued. “I’m sorry, babe.”
Nadia smiled at her and pecked her on the nose. “You know what to do.”
“That I do.” Juliette shot her a sly grin before sliding her body down Nadia’s torso. Nadia leaned back in lazy anticipation. She’d be getting much more than she had bargained for after all. And making Juliette climax within minutes never failed to highly arouse her.
She let Juliette push her legs wide and appreciated the rush of breath on her overheated lips. Juliette didn’t make her wait long and pressed her mouth to Nadia’s clit. Did she even realise that having children would put an automatic stop to nights like these? That instead of suffering from nightmares she’d hardly be getting any sleep at all? It seemed as though, the more Juliette got into the idea of becoming a mother, the more Nadia grew to detest even the notion. Then Nadia stopped thinking about the issues that would keep her awake again later, and enjoyed the movements of Juliette’s tongue on her clit. Juliette sucked it deep between her lips and Nadia could already feel a few fingers circling her entrance.
“Fuck me, babe,” she said, because she couldn’t help herself. And then Juliette did. She slid her fingers inside of Nadia, and took away all worries for a moment, creating a quiet blackness in Nadia’s mind. All Nadia could feel were her fiancée’s fingers in her cunt and her tongue on her clit and she was on the fast track to orgasm herself.
“Aah yes,” Nadia moaned. While Juliette always claimed that hearing the sound of her own voice when approaching climax put her off, Nadia experienced the opposite. It spurred her on to verbalise her pleasure. Tipped her right over the edge.
The climax was like the sex, quick and dirty, a momentary rupture of the peace her body had been in before. A fast thrill chasing up her spine. An instant of reconnecting with her soon-to-be-wife on a physical level.
Juliette’s pale face popped up between Nadia’s dark legs, a smug smile tugging her lips upwards.
“Was that okay for you, babe?” Juliette asked.
“Come here.” Nadia motioned for Juliette to crawl towards her. Once there, she planted her palms on either side of Juliette’s face. “Not that I don’t like your singing voice, but that was way better than a song.” She pressed a kiss to Juliette’s lips, and felt the love course through her. This beautiful, complicated, and at times difficult woman was going to be her wife. All the worries in the world could not compete with that feeling. After learning about Juliette’s stance on marriage early on in their relationship, Nadia had never considered herself in need of domestication, in need of that reassurance and acceptance by administration, but now that they were engaged, something inexplicable had changed. She couldn’t wait to call Juliette her wife.
“Oh, I can sing for you as well if you like.” Juliette grinned at her as they broke from their kiss.
“No need.” Nadia pulled her close so Juliette rested on her shoulder. “Go back to sleep. I know you have a busy day tomorrow.” Cleaning up Steph’s mess, she thought, but didn’t say out loud.
“I love you,” Juliette whispered, her voice sounding sleepy already.
“I love you too.” Nadia kissed her on the top of the head and waited for Juliette’s breath to slow down.
JULIETTE
“Is Steph not in?” Dominique asked. “I thought you’d promoted her?”
Juliette peered briefly out of her window before locking her gaze on Dominique again. The députée looked worn out. Almost tired of fighting for her spot of top dog of the MLR. “I’m sorry.” What else could Juliette possibly say? She knew Steph would not back down, not as long as she believed it was in Dominique’s best interest.
“I don’t want to drag you into this, but I need to see her.” Dominique twirled the band of her watch around her wrist nervously.
“I hate to have to be the one to say it, but you’ll need to find a way to forget about Steph.” Juliette’s stomach tightened as she spoke the words. She’d had no choice but to step in when Steph resigned from handling Dominique’s public relations—costing her a great deal in the process as well.
“I always believed she was stronger than this. That she would be by my side when I needed her most.” Dominique didn’t sound very convinced. She knew just as well as everyone involved in this mess, that Steph had done the only right thing if they were to have any chance of saving Dominique’s career.
“We’re almost at the other side of this. We’ve curbed the damage. Steph is out of the picture. You need to focus on next year’s elections now.”
“I would have given it all up for her. Maybe it didn’t come across like that at the time, but I truly believed she knew that. I still can’t get over the fact that she ditched me like that.” There was a tremor in Dominique’s voice.
“She didn’t ditch you. She saved you.”
“Puh.” Dominique made a dismissive gesture with her hand. “Let’s deal with the business at hand, shall we? Focus on my career, as you put it.” She reached for her briefcase and pulled out a folder. “I’m now being attacked by the ultra-conservative wing of my own party. By this lovely woman to be exact.” She extracted a piece of paper out of the folder and deposited it on Juliette’s desk. “I’m sure you’ve heard of Séverine Marechal. The defender of our virtues. Truth be told, I wonder why she hasn’t made the leap to the ANF yet. It seems to be all the rage these days. My guess is she’s just sticking around to hammer the last nail in my coffin.” Dominique placed the rest of the folder on the desk. “This is all I have on her. See if you can dig up some more. Time to play dirty.”
“Do you think she’s behind the leak… behind Sybille?” Juliette still had a little trouble pronouncing her ex-assistant’s name.
“That saloppe had nothing to do with this.” Dominique might remain convinced of that fact, but Juliette wasn’t so sure herself. “And is small fry compared to the damage the iron maiden Séverine can cause me. This has been a god-sent gift for her, I’ll give you that.” Dominique shook her head. “God, I hate to say it, but if it weren’t for my father, I’d probably be ex-communicated from the party by now.”
A little dramatic, Juliette thought, but wisely kept the words to herself. Dominique had shown a more pessimistic streak since Steph had broken up with her, but, through it all, she appeared to be able to remain level-headed enough. “I’ll see what I can find.”
“Thanks.” Dominique rose. “I have to go, but…” A slight hesitation. “Could you give Stéphanie a message from me, please?” She stood there stalling for a bit, looking decidedly un-political, but all the more like the heart-broken woman she was. “Please ask her to just pick up once when I call. Only once. After that, I’ll leave her be.”
“I will.” Juliette nodded solemnly. She watched as Dominique sauntered to the door. Just before she opened it, she said, “Please don’t think this is easy on Steph.”
“I don’t.” Dominique turned around. “That’s why I want her to talk to me.”
Juliette leaned back in her chair, unable to keep her eyes off the ever-growing list of unanswered e-mails in her inbox. As soon as Dominique had closed the door, her new assistant Véro gave two quick knocks on the door and appeared in Juliette’s office. She wasn’t the safe, male assistant Juliette had initially hoped for, but she was straight as an arrow—Juliette had asked the question during the job interview, even though asking such a thing was strictly speaking against the law—and way too blonde for Juliette’s taste. And Juliette was engaged to be married. She wouldn’t become the cliché again that sleeping with her assistant had made her once already.
“Give it to me, Véro,” Juliette said, not without her own flair for the dramatic. Steph hadn’t officially resigned from Barbier & Cyr, but it sure felt like it. Juliette’s work load kept on growing and growing while Steph kept a low profile and took some of the huge amount of vacation days she’d never used up.
“The timing will always be bad,” Juliette had reassured Steph after the whole thing had gone down. “You need to take some time off now. Regroup. Come back strong.”
It had been Steph’s idea to deny the whole affair. She’d even drafted the press release they’d sent out on Dominique’s behalf, stating in clear terms that nothing had ever happened between them. After that, the breakdown was inevitable, even for someone like Steph. And now Juliette was picking up the pieces.
Véro ran through the list of potential client meetings she and Claire had to attend today. It seemed as though, after they handled the Dominique Laroche affair, every other politician wanted to enlist their expertise. As much as Dominique Laroche considered her career to be on the fritz, Juliette believed that a few months down the line, if they employed the right tactics, she’d be more popular than ever. Unfortunately, there was no room for Steph in that picture.
“I think I need a quadruple espresso, Véro.” Juliette usually thrived on pressure. The more clients she had to juggle, the more adrenalin pumped through her veins. But now she was engaged. She’d promised Nadia she’d work less. She’d promised herself to take her child wish seriously—and that clock kept on ticking. But as usual, as though nothing had really changed at all, work came first.
“I’m on it.” Véro tilted her head. “Anything else?”
“You and your husband should come to dinner at ours soon. I want you to meet Nadia.”
“Great. I’ll check your schedule.” Véro winked and turned to fetch the coffee. Little did she know who had come before her. Hiring Sybille had been Juliette’s responsibility, adding to the guilt of what that decision had put in motion. Juliette had no choice but to be there for Steph.
Juliette also realised that inviting Véro into their home was a way to placate Nadia, to show her that history would not repeat itself. Sweet, delicious, caring Nadia. Juliette looked at the ring on her finger, and couldn’t wait to add the second, even more important one.
Then she looked at the folder Dominique had deposited on her desk and studied Dominique’s new arch nemesis’s picture. Séverine Marechal had a distinct Aryan look about her, not something Juliette would usually go for—except that one time when it came to Claire—but, damn, that woman was hot. She guessed Dominique felt threatened in more ways than one. A hardliner like that, who had made her own name, instead of riding daddy’s coattails, with piercing blue eyes, would make anyone nervous in a competition. The MLR had never officially come forward with announcing Dominique as their nominee, but everyone knew it was a foregone conclusion. Until now. It was Juliette’s job to make her the front-runner again. A challenge that both excited and worried her, even more so now that there was another player in the game.
It was only ten in the morning, but already she knew that it would be a late one again. She scribbled some words on the notepad next to her keyboard. They read: Make clear to my fiancée that I haven’t forgotten about my promise to her. She underlined the words ‘my’ and ‘fiancée’ a few times. If things continued like this, they’d never get around to planning their wedding.
MARGOT
It was Margot’s day off, yet she couldn’t stay away from Saint-Vincent. Everything was in pieces and it was all her fault. She had to speak to Nadia, who was the only person Margot could confide in when it came to this.
She waited for Nadia in the hospital cafeteria and sighed with relief when her friend walked in. Nadia looked tired, though, and in need of some counselling herself.
“Hey stranger,” Nadia said. “You know this place can survive without you, no matter how fine a surgeon you are?”
“What can I say, Nadz? It’s in my blood. I need to be around people in need of healing to feel whole.”
“What’s up?” Nadia cut to the chase. Margot knew how busy she was.
“Have you, erm, seen or spoken to Claire recently?” Margot’s heart started hammering in her chest.
“I’ve barely seen or spoken to Juliette, let alone Claire. Things are a bit hectic at Barbier & Cyr at the moment. But surely you’ve been seeing her?”
“I have. I was just wondering if Juliette had said anything. I know how information tends to trickle through…” Margot sighed. She needed her day off to recuperate, but she wished she had some surgeries planned to keep her mind off Claire and their faltering relationship.
“Honestly, Jules and I barely speak these days. What with Steph being out of action.” Nadia readjusted her posture, leaning over the table. “You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t want to talk. What’s really going on?”
The fact that Nadia didn’t know led Margot to believe that Claire was not even talking to her best friend about their problems. Did everyone really believe they were doing well? That they’d just picked up where they’d left things before Inez had entered the scene? Claire and Juliette shared the tiniest details of their lives, and this was not a tiny issue by a long stretch.
“It started off as nothing I was too worried about. Just some readjustments in the bedroom. Being a bit more… vanilla than I’m used to at Claire’s request.” Margot was not the blushing type, but talk like this made her skin flush nonetheless. “But now, a few weeks later, it seems as though any chemistry we ever had—and we had loads—has fizzled out. She doesn’t trust me. There’s this huge gap between us. A black hole in our communication. Basically, it’s not working out. At all.”
Nadia sat pondering this information in silence for a few seconds. “You can’t expect miracles,” she finally said.
“I don’t, but I do expect more than what we have now.” Margot hesitated to continue, but she had come here for a reason, so she might as well get it all off her chest. “Last night, she was talking about getting even.”
Nadia quirked up her eyebrows. “What does that mean?”
“It means my girlfriend, in all seriousness, offered the idea that, to get over the fact that I slept with Inez, she should sleep with someone else as well, to level the playing field.” Saying the words out loud made Margot realise, once again, how ridiculous the whole thing was.
“Jesus.” Nadia shook her head. “She’s just acting out because she’s hurt. She won’t do it.”
“Maybe not, but that’s hardly the point.” Margot sagged against the backrest of her chair. “That moment in your guest room, when she said ‘love won’ to me. It seems like light years ago. It’s clear as day that in our case, love did not win.”
“I’m so sorry,” Nadia said, finding Margot’s arm and cupping her palm over it. “Would it help if we all got together? Spent some time outside of our crazy busy lives this weekend?”
The same dread that had been spreading in her chest for days took hold of Margot again. The fear of something inevitable. “Nadz, I don’t know what to do anymore. Sometimes, she looks at me with a glare that cuts right through me. An icy, cold stare that hurts me so much. I can’t take it for much longer. I don’t want to be with someone who clearly doesn’t want to be with me. It takes too much of a toll.”
“Are you saying you want to break up with her?”
Again, Margot thought, adding the word in her head that Nadia was probably too sensitive to say. She expelled a long sigh. “I’ve been hurt before as well. I know what it can do to you and sometimes people can’t bounce back. I understand that. I think this is the case with Claire, but she can’t admit it. She’s still too wrapped up in this blame game. And it’s true: she did absolutely nothing wrong. All she did was fall in love with me, at great cost. But now, it feels as though she wants to punish me for it. I’m not one to stay down and take the beating. I’ve taken enough.”
“I honestly had no idea this was going on between the two of you.” Nadia squeezed Margot’s arm a little tighter. “Jules hasn’t breathed a word about this.”
“Maybe she doesn’t know either. I don’t know. I have no idea what goes on in Claire’s head anymore.” Margot chose her words carefully. “I’m not cut out for this sort of psychological warfare, Nadz. I know it’s my fault, but I’m done being punished for it.”
“Have you tried… alternative forms of punishment?” Nadia all but shot her a wink. Margot suspected she didn’t know what else to say. “I mean, just before we got engaged Juliette had a fit about my night with the neurosurgeon. I set her straight right away. And she loved every minute of it.”
Margot couldn’t help but chuckle. She’d gathered she and Nadia had similar proclivities in the bedroom, but they’d never really addressed them so openly before. “It’s hardly the same for us.” The instant of relief soon abandoned her. “The circumstances are very different.”
“I know. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t joke about something like that. Not when you’re telling me this.” Nadia let her hand slip off Margot’s arm. “I can’t tell you what to do, Margot. You’re the only one who knows what goes on in your heart.”
“It’s just that”—saying what she was about to say hurt the most—“most of the time, she makes me feel she’d be much better off without me. I’ve all but exhausted my patience. I can grovel for a while, admit to my mistake, and try to make up for it, but I can’t be down on my knees forever. It’s not how I want it to be between us.”
“I can ask Juliette,” Nadia offered. “If I ever get to talk to her for more than five minutes, that is.”
“Is she still keen on having 2.4 babies?” Margot didn’t mind a change of subject—some breathing room. Talking to Nadia, voicing her fears, felt more like finding courage than just confiding in a friend.
“Who knows?” Nadia shrugged. “We’d have to actually get married first. I love that woman to bits, but I’ll be damned if I take the whole organisation of it upon myself. I simply refuse. I know the whole Laroche business was unexpected, and I’m being very understanding about it, but I’m about to reach my limit as well.” Nadia drummed her fingertips on the formica table. “It’s always going to be something, isn’t it? There will always be some important client that comes before me… and a baby.” She held up her hands. “I haven’t given her an ultimatum yet. Mostly because I’d really like her to come to the conclusion herself. Just this once.”
It was different for Margot and Claire. Margot’s schedule was highly irregular and, seeing as they barely talked at all, work was very low on their list of conversational topics. Margot knew Claire worked long hours, but so did she, and it didn’t bother her. If only that was the worst of their problems. “Is Steph still out?”
“More like out and about.” Nadia rolled her eyes. “It’s true what you say, Margot. That night Juliette asked me to marry her, when everyone was so happy, if only for a few hours, it seems like forever ago.”
“We can’t just sit back and let everything fall to pieces again.” Margot wanted to slam her fist onto the table. She was tired of being pushed into this passive role. It didn’t suit her. “What do you say, Nadz? Let’s reconvene after the weekend and, meanwhile, try to talk some sense into our women?”
“Yeah?” Nadia tipped her head to the side. “Minutes ago you were hinting at breaking up with Claire.”
“I know.” Margot nodded determinedly. “But if I could just find a way to make her snap out of it.”
“Deal.” Nadia held out her hand for Margot to shake. “I mean, really, what would they be without us?”
Claire would be happier perhaps, Margot thought, but she wasn’t so sure. She also wasn’t sure about how to go about this. Any mention of leaving her again would set Claire off in a heartbeat, she knew that much. They didn’t teach you how to deal with these kinds of matters of the heart in medical school.
Margot clasped Nadia’s hand in hers. “Thanks for the talk.”
“Hope it helped.” Nadia gave her palm a quick squeeze. “And please don’t forget that, underneath all the hurt, she does love you.”
“Yeah,” was all Margot could say.
STEPH
“I have nothing to say to her.” Steph looked longingly at the door Véro had just walked out of. “So why would I talk to her?”
“Don’t…” Juliette shook her head, but she probably knew Steph was just messing with her. She wasn’t interested in her boss’s assistant. She’d learned her lesson well. Business and pleasure didn’t mix. “I promised her you’d take one call.”
“That wasn’t your promise to make.” Steph slapped the armrests of her chair with vigorous force. “I’m ready to come back to work, Jules. I’ve had enough of sulking at home.”
“That’s great, but you must realise that when you come back, you will see Dominique.” A knock on the door startled Steph. For an instant, she feared that Juliette had set her up already, and arranged for Dominique to drop by.
“Sorry I’m late.” Claire rushed in and crashed down in the chair next to Steph’s. “Welcome back, Steph.” Claire looked like death warmed up. Black circles under her eyes. Her skin a grey, ashen colour. And was her blouse unironed?
“Not one minute too soon, I see. What’s going on here?” She eyed Claire suspiciously.
“Rough night. Don’t worry, I’m not seeing any clients today. Just keeping my head down and catching up on a million e-mails.”
“Very well.” Steph let herself be brushed off for now, but she’d get to the bottom of what was bothering Claire soon enough. “Catch me up then, Bosses.”
“Are you sure?” Juliette asked. She didn’t look too well-slept either. Steph knew Juliette had taken over most of her work. Another reason for her to come back. She couldn’t leave her friends hanging any longer.
“As far as I’m concerned, Dominique Laroche never happened. It’s in the past. Buried. I’ve moved on.” Steph didn’t just say this to convince her bosses and herself, she believed every word she uttered. She had no choice. “I did what I had to do.”
“Seriously?” Claire shook her head.
“I don’t want to talk about it. I’m here to work.” It was, of course, rather unfortunate that the whole Le Matin saga had happened just after Claire and Juliette had offered her a promotion. “Not to look back.” Steph wasn’t lying when she said she was sick of staying at home. She could have taken a holiday, gone abroad, but was afraid of how that would have made her feel after the glorious week she had spent with Dominique in Juan-les-Pins. She’d helped Barbier & Cyr strategise at first, then had taken three weeks off to re-immerse herself in the world of anonymous, meaningless sex. What else was she going to do? Find a wife?
“Music to my ears, Stéphanie. I’ve been buried in work,” Juliette said.
“I can only imagine. I’m sorry.” Steph knew of how much value she was to this company, which was why she wasn’t afraid to ask the question. “Does the offer for promotion still stand?”
She watched Claire and Juliette exchange a quick glance. Perhaps she had overplayed her hand.
“Depends,” Claire said. “How many politicians have you slept with in the past three weeks?”
“I have no idea. I didn’t exactly inquire about their profession before I stripped them of their clothes. But no instantly recognisable faces, I promise.” Steph painted on a cheeky smile. She was adamant to show that what had happened had not broken her spirit.
“Maybe we should send you to seduce Séverine Marechal,” Juliette said. “Get that taken care of.”
“Who?” Steph asked.
“Nothing. Nobody. Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.” Juliette waved it off. “Let’s move on.”
“No, I’m intrigued. I’m also not opposed to some promotion canapé. The day my face appeared on the front page of Le Matin, I decided that, along with my dignity, I may as well throw all the morals I had left out of the window, too.”
“Jesus, Steph. Can you be more dramatic?” Claire turned to face her. She extended her hand, probably to give her a supportive tap on the knee, but changed her mind mid-air. “We’re here for you if you need to talk, yeah?”
“I don’t need to talk. I just want to work and get on with my life.” She looked at Juliette. “Tell me about this Marechal. Who is she?”
“She’s not for you to worry about,” Juliette insisted.
“You don’t need to walk on egg shells around me. I can take it. I’m a tough girl. If I’m coming back to work, I’m back all the way. I have to know what goes on here, and not just on a need-to-know basis.”
Juliette sighed, then pushed a folder over her desk into Steph’s direction. “She’s Dominique’s new rival in the MLR.”
Steph whistled through her teeth. “Damn.” She caught Juliette’s eyes. “Is she behind the leak?” She leafed through the folder and quickly scanned some pages containing background information on Marechal.
“Dominique is convinced she’s not. But she is after her crown now that Dominique has been discredited.” Juliette had a strange, amused look on her face.
“I tend to agree with her. If Sybille was ever in cahoots with someone, say, dropped here to spy on our PR plans for Laroche, why would she have brought that first picture of you exiting Dominique’s building to us and not to whoever she was working for?” Claire asked.
“To display her loyalty and gauge your reaction,” Steph was quick to say. She was starting to get a headache already. Saying that she was ready to come back to work and deal with this had been so much easier than being dropped right back in the middle of things. “But I really can’t be sure. All I know is that Sybille is not stupid and very calculating. Although I have no idea why”—she looked Juliette straight in the eyes—“she would go after you, Jules. Unless she really did have a soft spot for you.”
Juliette brought a hand to her chest. “Is that really so hard to believe?”
“Of course not,” Claire said, “but that’s beside the point. Anyway, Sybille is safely stashed away at Johnson PR. She wouldn’t have taken that job if she were working for the MLR.”
An idea dawned on Steph. She had nothing left to lose. “I can find out.”
“How do you mean?” Juliette asked.
“All this newspaper business has limited my ability to approach people. This Séverine woman isn’t going to come anywhere near me. But I think that, if played right, I can get Sybille to open up to me.”
Juliette’s eyes grew to the size of saucers. “Let’s just leave Sybille behind us. She can’t hurt us anymore. She’s done her worst. We have eight months until the elections. We need to look ahead now.”
“I understand why you would feel that way,” Steph said, “but you can’t be sure.” She also felt rather in the mood for a self-destructive, degrading mission. Steph believed she loathed Sybille infinitely more than Juliette did, for she had taken much more from her. “For all we know, she can give an in-depth interview to that rag a month before the elections, claiming to have found out all sorts of stuff about Dominique during pillow talk with one of the partners of Barbier & Cyr.”
“What do you propose?” Claire’s voice shot up a little. A clear sign she was interested in what Steph had to say.
“Just let me do my thing. I’ll take care of Sybille once and for all.”
Juliette sat shaking her head. “For the record, I’m not signing off on this.”
“Jules, trust us. Trust me.” Was Steph really begging for her boss’s approval to take a shot at seducing Sybille? This was not why she had come into the office this morning. But she needed to make amends. Make things right with Claire and Juliette as well as protect Dominique. She also believed that Sybille had a clear weakness and, although she would hate herself for exploiting it, already, Steph knew she no longer had a choice.
“If you’re asking me to trust you on this, I need you to do something for me as well.”
Steph sighed, because she knew what Juliette was getting at. “Fine. I’ll call her myself. Just give me a few more days.”
“By the end of the week?”
Steph bowed her head, locking her eyes on Juliette’s as she looked back up. “I promise.”
Claire didn’t seem particularly interested in who or what they were referring to. Steph had seen from the instant she walked into Juliette’s office that her head was not fully in the game.
“Now, which clients should I take over from your overcharged shoulders? As you know, I have no personal life to attend to, and I intend to make up for lost time.”
“Nadia’s going to be so happy you’re back.” Juliette leaned against the backrest of her chair.
“Anything for Nadz.” Steph shot Juliette a quick wink before looking at Claire. “How about your better half, Claire? Will she be relieved as well?”
“Who knows?” Steph noticed how she gripped the armrests of her chair a bit more tightly. “I think we’ve sort of gone on a break.” Her knuckles were on the verge of turning white. “But no time to dwell. I have work to do.”
“Come on, Claire. We’re your best friends. Don’t shut us out.” Juliette leaned over her desk.
“What can I say?” Claire’s voice trembled. “It’s not the same as it was before. Everything has changed. I’m not even sure I still want to be with her.”
CLAIRE
Claire was surprised by the words tumbling from her mouth. But now that she’d said them, a short surge of relief washed over her. She hadn’t shared her doubts with anyone. She’d been too afraid that voicing them would make it all too real to keep on ignoring.
“Seriously?” Steph asked, her tone all innocent, although they both knew Steph’s questions were never really innocent. At least, if anyone could suss Sybille out once and for all, it would be her. Although Claire wasn’t sure she wanted their company to go in that direction, but perhaps that decision had been made for her the day they had decided to take on politicians as clients. Steph swivelled her chair so she could fully face Claire.
A huge sense of deflation came over Claire. “I just… I can’t… the spark is gone. After Inez, the thought of them together, of Margot fucking her and having all these feelings for her again, it has destroyed so much.” She held up her hands. “And please, spare me the but-you-love-each-other speeches. We were all wrong to think Margot and I were made for each other. That we could just fall into bed and everything would be all right. It doesn’t work that way. Not in my head anyway.”
“Oh shit. I’m so sorry for you.” Steph shuffled her chair closer and put her hands on Claire’s knees.
“What do you mean you’re on a break? Is it over?” Juliette had pushed herself up and walked from behind her desk. Claire knew this display of support would break her more than anything. As long as she held on, she’d keep it together. Now, with Steph’s hands on her and Jules swiftly approaching, every wall inside of her started to crumble.
“I don’t know.” She shook her head. “At the moment, it doesn’t look as though we have many other options. I can barely be in the same room as her. I just—” Juliette lay a hand on Claire’s shoulder. “I feel so betrayed. I gave so much of myself to her, so easily, because she had that effect on me. And it was glorious. When she looked at me, I felt the love. I felt I had won the women lottery. A woman like that. Smart. Trustworthy. Earnest. Kinky. I don’t see any of that anymore now. It’s all gone. The magic has disappeared. Inez took it from us.”
“You’re not in love with her anymore.” Steph tilted her head. “You can’t beat yourself up about that. Not after all that has happened.”
“It’s just that… I had a glimpse of how it could be.” Tightness in her chest again. “It had been so, so long since I felt that way. And I find it very hard to let go of the thought that there might be more in this for us, if only I could get over that bitch Inez returning, stealing my woman.” Claire let go of her restraint and gripped Steph’s hands. “A woman like Margot doesn’t come along very often and I feel as though I owe it to her, and myself, to give her another chance.”
“That’s what you’ve been doing, though.” Juliette squatted next to her. “For the past weeks, you’ve given the whole thing another go.”
“I know. And it’s not working.” She took a deep breath. “As much as I want it to work, I can’t force it to by sheer will power.”
“Oh, Claire.” Juliette squeezed her arm.
“And now we’re on a break. I think.” She managed a small, bitter chuckle. “The other night, I basically told her that I wanted to get even. That I wanted to sleep with someone else. You can imagine how that went down. And I’m not even interested in being with someone else. Not one bit. I just said it to spite her. To break through that silence she wraps herself in. And when she walked out the door, I felt like a piece of me was walking out with her.” Another sigh. “And now it’s all fucked.”
A knock on the door broke their little, intimate tableau of friendship and heartbreak.
“Not now, Véro,” Juliette said in a loud voice. “I’ll be out in a few.”
Véro ignored Juliette’s words and opened the door to a split. “I’m sorry, Juliette. It’s an emergency. It’s your brother.”
“My brother?” Juliette shot up.
Claire had a hunch the news wouldn’t be good.
“Is he on the phone?” Juliette asked.
“No. He’s here.”
“Jesus.” Juliette sought support against the edge of her desk. Claire got up and stood next to her. She knew all about Juliette’s family history, which, for the better part of the past twenty-five years, might as well not have included her.
“Shall I show him in?” Véro asked.
“Yes.” Claire witnessed Juliette’s transformation. She had only momentarily been shaken, but already she was straightening her posture, digging deep to find more inner strength.
“We’ll leave you to it,” Steph said.
“Okay.” Juliette nodded but grabbed Claire by the wrist. Steph understood. She walked past Véro out of the door.
“What does that asshole want?” Juliette said as Véro turned to show François in.
“Whatever it is, I’m here.” Claire took Juliette’s hand in hers. François Barbier turning up unannounced at Barbier & Cyr could realistically only mean one thing. A Barbier family emergency.
JULIETTE
Juliette hadn’t spoken to her brother in many years. As far as she was concerned, he was just like her parents: ignorant, self-centred, and unable to see past his own bigoted view points. She was certain that, during the anti-gay rallies so many French people felt they needed to attend to fight for values that were outdated as much as they were short-sighted, he was on the frontline. He probably voted ANF. But she could only guess, because he’d stopped being her brother in spirit the day he had failed to stand up for her when she had come out.
“Salut,” he said when he entered Juliette’s office. He was dressed in a dark grey, tailored suit, a crisp white shirt and a navy tie. He was a striking man. Tall, with blue eyes, a square jaw and a full head of dark grey-speckled hair. A shiny exterior for a despicable man. He stretched out his arm, offering his hand for Juliette to shake.
With a huff, Juliette took it and squeezed it firmly.
“Sorry to disturb you at work, Juliette.” He scanned the office quickly. “Can we sit for a bit?”
“Just say what you’ve come to say. No need for pomp and circumstance.” His presence grated on Juliette’s nerves. For twenty-five years she had done her utmost to waste as few thoughts as possible on her family, and how they had shunned her for being gay, but nevertheless, thoughts crept in. She was always a little on edge when they left Nadia’s parents’ house, well aware of the undercurrent of jealousy clouding her feelings, because she had no home to go to. She had no parents to introduce her fiancée to. Even her own brother, only a few years older than she, didn’t want anything to do with her. At least her parents had the ‘excuse’ of belonging to a different generation, but what did François have except a bunch of preconceived notions he was too stupid to reassess, even for his own sister? If he didn’t look like her so much, Juliette would have sworn he wasn’t really her sibling.
“Come on, Jules. Don’t be like that.” He shuffled from one leg to the other. “It’s dad. He’s in hospital. He had a heart attack. Probably going in for surgery as we speak. I thought you should know.”
“You could have called.” Juliette had always wondered what she would feel if she were to learn that her father had fallen ill. Relief? Or sadness? What was happening inside of her now was her heart turning to stone—the exact same way it had done years ago when her father had told her in no uncertain terms how he felt about ‘homosexuals’.
“Sure. And would you have taken my call? Should I have left a message with your assistant, Juliette? About our father fighting for his life?”
“I understand you may be upset,” Juliette continued with iciness in her voice. “But he’s been dead to me a long time. Sorry you wasted your time.”
“Merde, Juliette. Come on. There’s a time and place for this.”
“Okay. Fine. Thanks for letting me know.” Juliette felt rage build inside of her. If there was any sadness brewing somewhere in her gut, it was instantly obliterated by the fury she’d been able to cultivate for her family for long years.
“Do you think you might want to go see him?” François seemed to have softened a bit. Or perhaps he was shaken by the news. Juliette had no idea how close they were.
“No.” She gripped Claire’s hand a bit tighter. “Why would I want to do that?”
“Because he’s your father,” François said matter-of-factly. “Your blood.”
“Blood doesn’t mean anything to me.” Bertrand Barbier had stopped being her father the moment he’d said that she should never expect him to welcome any ‘woman friends’ into his house. “Claire is my family. And Nadia, my fiancée. That’s right, mon frère, I got engaged. To a woman.” She showed him her ringed finger ostentatiously. “How does that make you feel?”
“Jesus, Juliette. I’m happy for you, of course, but my father—our father—is having open heart surgery at the moment. Have some respect.”
“Respect?” Juliette let go of Claire’s hand and started walking to the chair behind her desk. “I think you’d better go now, François. I have nothing left to say.”
François held up his hands. “Fine. He’s at the University Hospital in Lille if you change your mind.”
Juliette didn’t watch him leave, instead she stared out of the window. She could catch the corner of the Arc de Triomphe from it. A fact her dad, who always attached too much importance to the wrong things, would undoubtedly have been proud of, if he’d had a chance to know.
“Jesus, Jules.” Claire came to stand next to her. “Are you all right?”
“You know the deal, Claire. I had to cut all of them out of my heart a long time ago in order to keep a modicum of self-respect.”
“I know. I know.” Someone like Claire, who’d always had the unwavering support of her, it had to be said, slightly dysfunctional family, could never understand what it was like to be ignored the way Juliette had been. Her family had already been in ruins when she’d told them. After the divorce, her mother had moved to Nantes and met some low-life dressed in an expensive suit, while her father had remained single in the north. Bitter, arrogant, and, despite his own marriage falling apart, unrelenting in his views on what constituted the ideal family.
“Fuck. That bastard.” Juliette hated that somewhere on a deeply subconscious level the news did affect her. “I’d better call Nadz.”
“If you need anything at all, let me know.”
“We need to finish the conversation we were having before François arrived.” Juliette glanced at Claire.
“Perhaps, but not now, Jules.” Claire came closer and touched her shoulder. “Talk to Nadia. Take the day if you need to.”
“I don’t need to take time off because—”
“I know, but just in case.” Claire cut her off. “Steph is back now. And…” She paused. Here it comes, Juliette thought. “You only have one father.”
“And he only has one daughter.” Juliette had gotten so skilled at pushing away thoughts of her family.
“Maybe now that he’s in such bad shape, all he wants is to be forgiven for the mistakes he made.” Why could Claire not just let this go?
“Don’t preach to me about forgiveness. Please.” Juliette shook her head.
“Don’t hit below the belt.” Claire retreated her hand. “The two situations couldn’t be more different.”
“I’m sorry. I’m incredibly on edge.” Juliette had a lot of regrets already, she didn’t want hurting Claire to become one of them. “Come by tonight? Let’s not work late. I want to spend some time with my real family.”
“You got it.” Claire bent over and kissed Juliette on the head.
After Claire left, Juliette tried to call Nadia, but got no response.
NADIA
Nadia inwardly cursed. No. No. No. Was this really happening? Did she have any say at all in what happened at this hospital?
“Doctor Andres speaks very highly of her,” Leclerq, the board member who got on Nadia’s nerves most, said. “It should be a no-brainer for Doctor Dievart.”
“We do have a lot to offer,” Madame Beaumont, the only member Nadia could ever see herself having something close to a personal conversation with, chimed in. “This is Paris. Saint-Vincent is one of the most highly regarded hospitals in the area. I think we shouldn’t wait to offer her the post.” She looked at Nadia expectantly.
What was she supposed to say? My fiancée will never agree to this? Should she disclose what happened between them? Avoiding the neurosurgeon when she came on a one-day consultation was one thing, but pretending she didn’t exist when working in the same hospital was another matter entirely. Just as Nadia was about to start speaking, her mobile buzzed in her pocket. Thank goodness she’d remembered to put it on silent. Some of these board members still lived in the previous century and heavily frowned upon modern day gadgets being brought into the meeting room.
Some days, quitting her job to become a mother actually sounded appealing. Or perhaps just quitting her job and being a lady of leisure.
“Should we not consider other candidates?” Nadia tried.
Beaumont pulled a strange face. “Why? Andres says she has expressed an interest. We have an open position as Chief of Neuro. It’s a no-brainer, really.” She chuckled uncomfortably at her own joke. “And, from what I’ve read about her, she has no family in Brussels. She’s free as a bird to come here.”
“I’ll make the necessary arrangements.” Nadia knew she couldn’t let her personal feelings come into play. Doctor Dievart was, in all respects, the best person for the job. If they could get her, they should accept her with both arms and legs. And besides, she’d had ‘the talk’ with Juliette. Set her straight. It shouldn’t be an issue. Yeah right.
Her phone buzzed again. As soon as someone else started talking, she peeked at it. Two missed calls from Juliette. How apt. This board meeting had only just started. Juliette would have to wait.
   
After the meeting, when Nadia sank into her office chair, she didn’t return Juliette’s call immediately. She didn’t want to hear the disappointment in her voice again. Besides, Nadia had e-mails to send. The first one to Doctor Marie Dievart in Brussels. Although the situation was, when it came to the details, hardly comparable, Nadia now knew exactly how Margot must have felt when she’d told her Inez would be joining them at Saint-Vincent.
Perhaps, now that Claire and Margot seemed to be on the fritz, Dievart and Margot could hit it off. Two surgeons together was perfect. Both obsessed with work so no time for drama. She’d need to talk to Juliette about that as well, check if Claire had said anything about her crumbling relationship with Margot.
She sighed, guessing that Juliette was probably just calling to say she’d be home late again tonight. Margot had another day off, perhaps she should invite the doctor over for a glass of vino or two, so she could vent about having to hire Dievart before she had to tell Jules.
Nadia grabbed her phone, scrolled away the missed calls from Juliette, and texted Margot. Half an hour later she had a date set up with her friend and a bottle of Pauillac.
   
“Damn,” Margot said. “I met her briefly when she visited last time.”
“I personally have no issue with her being there. I have no emotional ties to her and we were very clear on the nature of our encounter from the start, but Juliette will have a fit. I know her. She can’t help herself. And I can’t really blame her.”
“She and Claire can compare notes then. Which one of them was hurt the most?” Margot sounded more bitter than usual. When she had just arrived, she had announced that she’d taken a taxi, and that she wasn’t leaving until that bottle was finished. Little did she know that Nadia could easily knock back a bottle by herself. But the way she behaved made it clear to Nadia that she was hurting.
“Have you, huh, made any progress with Claire?”
“No. We’re on a break. I don’t know. She may as well have already decided to break up with me, or to fuck someone else. Either way, I have a pretty clear idea of which direction we’re headed in.”
That deal they’d shook on in the hospital cafeteria the day before yesterday had not gone into effect just yet—for either one of them.
“What happened to your fighting spirit? To talking some sense into Claire?” Nadia asked.
“I’m half-tipsy now. It tends to deflate me somewhat.”
Nadia checked her watch. It wasn’t very late yet and Claire and Juliette were probably both still at the office, solving some PR crisis. She refilled Margot’s glass.
“I’ve kept a low romantic profile for a long time. And it worked. I mean, I wasn’t overjoyed or living in ecstasy, but I was doing the job that I love and I was balanced. I was happy in my own way. Looking back, I had such good reason to live my life that way. Look at me now? I’m not a half bottle of wine per night kind of girl. And I need my sleep. People’s lives depend on me. If I don’t get a good night’s sleep, I put them in harm’s way. Seriously, Nadz, you’re more experienced at this than I am. Tell me, is it all worth it in the end?”
“Of course it is. Jules and I have hurt each other. We’ve made mistakes. But our relationship is the best thing in my life, by a very wide margin.”
“And you’re convinced Juliette feels the same way?”
Nadia was momentarily taken aback by Margot’s uncharacteristic snideness. Maybe there was a reason she didn’t drink very much. “Of course I am.” Was she, though? With Juliette having just broken another promise of working less and spending more time with her soon-to-be wife. She may have good reason, but didn’t she always?
Then, sounds in the hallway startled her. It was only seven-thirty. Was Juliette home already?
“Babe,” she called from the front door. “I have Claire with me.”
“Merde,” Margot said.
“Hold on.” Nadia gestured at Margot to stay put and ventured into the hallway.
“I thought you were working late again. Margot’s here.” There was no way for Nadia to say this without Claire overhearing her.
“I called you.” There was a definite edge to Juliette’s tone.
“Yeah. I know. I figured it was to—”
“Bertrand is in hospital. Heart attack. My brother came to the office especially to tell me.”
“What?” Nadia didn’t immediately know who Juliette was referring to and it took a second before she registered the name as Juliette’s father’s. He’d never been a big topic of conversation in their lives. “Your dad?” She exchanged a worried glance with Claire.
“If you’d picked up your phone, I would have told you all about it.”
“I’m sorry. I was in a board meeting that went on forever.” Nadia stepped closer to Juliette. She’d be sulking for a while, but Nadia would hug her anyway. “Come here, babe.”
“Did you say Margot is in there?” Claire was still standing behind them. “I should probably say hello. Would be rude not to.”
“Go on through,” Nadia said, adding ‘no drama, please’ in her head.
“Are you okay, sweetheart?” she whispered in Juliette’s ear after Claire had walked past them.
“Why does everyone keep asking me that? He may be my father, but I stopped caring a long time ago. Why would I care about someone who had no room for me in his life because of who I love? I’m fucking fine. The world will be a better place without him.”
From the things she was saying, and the way she said them, Nadia could easily derive that Juliette was anything but okay, but she also realised that, in her fiancée’s case, it had been the wrong question to ask.
“Come on. Let’s have some wine. We can kick them out if you want to be alone.”
“You know what he once said to me?” Juliette held onto Nadia’s arm. “You’re such a smart and pretty girl, Juliette. You could do so well. Don’t do this to yourself.”
Juliette had never been very open about her parents and how her relationship with them had deteriorated long before she’d met Nadia, but Nadia knew the broad strokes.
They’d divorced when Juliette was fifteen. Her mother had moved away and Juliette had chosen to stay with her dad in Lille, which wasn’t too bad until, after university, she’d decided to tell him she was a lesbian. Both Bertrand and François had made their feelings about that known very clearly, driving their daughter and sister away from them in the process. Nadia had tried to wrap her mind around it, but she simply couldn’t imagine how Juliette’s own flesh and blood could, firstly, react in that manner, and—even more stupefying—keep it up for more than two decades.
After the divorce, Juliette saw her mother during holidays and some weekends, but she’d fallen in love with one of the big backers of the precursor of what was now the far-right political party ANF, and having a gay daughter was such a big no-no, Juliette was made to understand that she’d be better off not visiting too much.
Nadia had pressed her in the beginning of their relationship to talk about it more, because such rejection, from the people who are supposed to love you the most, at such a vulnerable age still, must have scarred her deeply. But Juliette had always refused to go into it too much. She’d put it behind her. Dealt with it. It had made her stronger and tougher. She didn’t need them anymore. They’d put her through college. They’d fed her and clothed her, and had cared for her when she was a child. They’d done their job. Now, there was nothing tying them together anymore.
“You have done exceptionally well, babe. Despite him.” Nadia re-cradled Juliette in her arms. If she could only take away a fraction of Juliette’s pain by hugging her, she’d hold her forever.
“Fuck him. If he dies today, or tomorrow, or next week, I’ll be sure to drink to that.” Then Juliette started crying. Nadia tightened her embrace, curving her hand around Juliette’s neck and gently pressing her face onto her shoulder.
MARGOT
In Parisian flats, the living room was never far removed from the hallway, and Margot had had no trouble hearing what the commotion by the front door was all about. She’d taken it all in, figuring she should probably say a quick hello to Claire, and be on her way. Then Claire appeared in the living room, and Margot didn’t feel like leaving anymore. Claire still had that effect on her. Perhaps now even more than before. Because they were on the brink of letting it all fall apart, and a lot was at stake.
They stood there staring at each other in silence for a few seconds, until they heard Juliette burst into tears, and it all got too uncomfortable.
“Should you stay with her?” Margot asked.
“I don’t know. I’ll ask in a minute.” Claire looked decidedly disheveled. With a pang of guilt, Margot realised she sort of liked that look on her. “If Juliette wants to be alone with Nadia, I’d like for us to talk.”
“Okay. I’d like that, too.” Margot tried to keep her body language open and the expression on her face welcoming.
“Let me check.” Claire disappeared behind the corner. Margot didn’t hear a lot of words being exchanged. All she could do was stand there passively, unable to take charge. If she and Claire were going to have a conversation, she’d tell her in no uncertain terms how she felt about the situation. She’d practiced on Nadia. And she was well on her way to being tipsy, which helped.
“We should probably go.” Claire re-appeared in the living room. “Jules is in pretty bad shape.” Claire scanned the room frantically for a second, as though unsure of what to do. “Come to mine?”
“Sure.” Margot grabbed her jacket from the back of a chair and followed Claire.
“No helmet?” Claire asked.
“I’ve been drinking.”
When they reached the hallway, where Nadia and Juliette stood in a tight embrace, Claire put her hand briefly on Juliette’s shoulder. “Take the day off tomorrow.” She then turned to Nadia. “Steph is back.”
“I’m so sorry,” Margot whispered to Juliette, because she had no idea what else to say. She knew what it was like to have a parent doing poorly, but from the words she’d heard Juliette utter earlier, she gathered Juliette and her father weren’t particularly close.
“Her dad is a grade A asshole,” Claire said when they were in the small elevator space. “Cares more about his own reputation than his daughter’s happiness. I don’t think Juliette has mentioned him at all in the past twenty years. I’ve been expecting her to crack ever since her brother delivered the news. Must have hit a raw nerve.”
“Some people.” Margot shook her head.
“Let’s talk about something more cheerful.” Claire had a strange sort of twinkle in her eye.
“What do you have in mind?” Before, Margot would have moved in now. Possibly even shoved Claire against a wall of the dingy lift cage, but that didn’t seem to work for them anymore.
“I do, but let’s wait until we get to mine. It’s only a short walk.” A tingle of curiosity sparked in Margot’s gut. Or was it the possibility of an opening, a way out of their impasse? Could they just move on from their last conversation? Margot certainly didn’t feel like being punished again. She’d had too much wine to mutely take any verbal abuse. If Claire started on her, she would fight back.
By the time they reached Claire’s flat, Margot’s mind was filled to the brim with possibilities of what might happen, but as their short walk had progressed, the possible outcome had gone from quite positive to rather negative. Because, in the end, it all solely hinged on Claire’s ability to forgive.
“More wine? I noticed that bottle you almost emptied at Nadia’s. I may have something similar.” Claire’s tone was too conversational, too casual.
“I probably shouldn’t drink anymore. I’m working tomorrow.” Margot felt like a stranger in this place where she’d spent so much of her time. She didn’t even know if it was appropriate to take off her jacket, then realised she was just nervous, being silly, a bit scared of what might be said. She slipped the leather off her and walked towards the sofa.
“As you wish, but I need a large glass of Médoc.” Claire didn’t turn to fetch a bottle and a glass. Instead, she looked at Margot, her eyes darting around nervously. “Look, I’m sorry for what I said the other day. About getting even. That was out of line. I was lashing out, being unreasonable because—” She stopped there.
“You don’t need to explain.” A huge knot uncoiled in Margot’s stomach. “I understand.”
“It’s just that—” Claire shuffled her weight around a bit. “When I’m with you, I sometimes can’t stand it. And then, when you’re gone, I miss you so bloody much.”
This came close enough to being music to Margot’s ears.
“Honestly, today, before Juliette got the news about her dad, I was talking to her and Steph about us, and I was considering breaking up with you. But now, standing here, face to face, I can’t even begin to imagine that.”
Margot figured this would not be a good time to bring up the conversation she’d had with Nadia. And, despite having had a talk with a frighteningly similar topic, hearing Claire actually say the words ‘breaking up’ cut deep into her soul.
“What can you imagine?” Whatever had driven them back together, despite Margot’s mistake, was still very much present.
“Well…” A mischievous smile slipped over Claire’s lips. “My main issue is that I haven’t been able to surrender.” She took a step closer. “I think you should show me how it’s done.”
Margot emitted an involuntary chuckle that, perhaps, didn’t come across as very encouraging. “What are you saying? You want to tie me to your bed?”
“That would be an excellent start.” Claire nodded and padded even closer. “If you would let me.”
“There are not a lot of things I wouldn’t do to get us back to where we were before.” Margot wasn’t entirely sure she meant it. She was a fan of mind games in the bedroom—and in the bedroom alone—but not necessarily when they were being played on her.
“Good,” Claire said in a semi-confident voice. She was such a bottom. Margot had seen it from the start. Margot knew full well that there was a large grayscale between wanting to dominate and preferring to submit, that it wasn’t a black-and-white affair, and switching was an actual thing, just not an activity she participated in. Claire being so submissive had been an important puzzle piece of the initial attraction between them. That look in her eyes when Margot had tied her up that first time. That hungry glint when Margot had bought handcuffs. And now what? She was just going to reverse their dynamic to prove a point?
“Can you do it though?” Margot couldn’t help but challenge Claire. If she was going to surrender, she wouldn’t do it that easily. She gripped Claire by the wrists in a way that would usually have meant the beginning of foreplay.
“Depends if you let me.” Claire wiggled her wrists free from Margot’s grasp. “I need to see you like that. I need you to let me.”
“What are you going to do to make me?” A charge grew in the air around them. Margot had never considered herself a good actress, but if this was what it took to get Claire back, she’d give it her best shot.
“For starters, I’m going to ask you to undress.” Claire took a step back. “Strip for me.” She locked her blue eyes on Margot’s. “I want to take a good look at those chiseled abs of yours.”
For this to work at all, Margot knew she had to lose a layer of skepticism. She was not someone who liked being told what to do, not under any circumstance, but Claire was still asking rather nicely. She hoped the layer would come off when she peeled off her clothes. She pulled her sweater over her head and stood in front of Claire in just her bra. Staring into Claire’s eyes, she flipped open the button of her jeans. She tried to spot any sign of change in Claire’s glance, but, to Margot’s surprise, Claire wore her mask well. Would she be strapping it on next?
Claire folded her arms across her chest and shuffled her weight from one foot to the other. “Take off your bra first.” Was she able to keep her voice so emotionless because some of her feelings had, indeed, disappeared?
Margot unclasped her bra and let it drop to the floor. With Claire pretending to be so detached, she felt much more vulnerable than she would if the circumstances were different. Baring her skin to the room’s temperature was enough to raise her nipples upward.
“Jeans, please.” Claire painted a smug smile on her face. Was this revenge more than anything? Was she getting even after all? Claire had given herself to Margot completely. Did she want Margot to experience what it felt like to be betrayed afterwards? Should she put a stop to this?
Margot stepped out of her jeans, but kept her panties on. In the past few minutes, the questions in her head had shifted from wondering if she would be able to get off on this to what this actually meant to Claire.
“Come on.” Mostly, it was the unexpected ease with which Claire seemed to exercise control. “No need to be shy now,” Claire said. Margot thought she would actually blush. But she complied. On a level she wasn’t entirely in touch with yet, this whole scene thrilled her also.
Completely naked, Margot stood in Claire’s living room, waiting for her next command.
“Go into the bedroom. Lie down. Don’t touch anything.” Claire sighed. “I need a drink first.”
CLAIRE
Claire had no idea what she was doing. She was so out of her depth, she needed a break. The funny thing was that this was actually working. Margot was submitting to her wishes, doing exactly as she was told without so much as a whimper of objection. Claire watched Margot saunter off to the bedroom wordlessly, her bare feet slapping the hardwood floor. She’d reasoned that, if it was impossible for them to engage in their usual bedroom routine, turning the tables might help. Thinking about it had been much easier though. Not that relinquishing control to another person was easy, but she felt a new sort of respect for Margot and her dominant ways.
Respect. At least that wasn’t all gone.
Even stranger was that Claire was enjoying the minutes she made Margot wait idly in her bedroom. She poured herself a glass from an open bottle of wine in the kitchen, but only sipped from it once. Maybe Margot complied so easily because she’d had a few. Still, thrills of anticipation chased through Claire’s blood. What would she do next? There was no plan here. Claire hadn’t expected to find Margot at Nadia and Juliette’s flat. But after seeing her there, she’d felt that familiar rush in her blood, and the idea to reverse the roles had sparked.
She headed to the bedroom and leaned against the doorframe, scrutinising Margot as she lay there in the half-light. By god, she was beautiful. Her skin tone contrasted deliciously with the pale colour of the sheets and her hair fell dark and heavy onto the pillows. But what stood out most of all, was that defiant sparkle in her eyes. That ever-present pout of almost-disapproval of Margot’s lips and how, when she smiled, her face changed completely. Into something unexpected at first, as though Margot’s face was not meant for smiling, until it all burst open and her features broke out into unseen radiance. Claire hadn’t witnessed that smile in a long time.
“Bring your hands above your head.” To see Margot in such a different light, so ready to give her all to Claire, made her voice break a little.
Claire headed to the night stand which had, pre-Margot, mostly been empty, but was now filled with objects Margot had brought for them to play with. She only needed the silk scarf for now. She wasn’t sure any other toys would be necessary tonight, wasn’t sure she had the nerve to go that far. Because as much as she had difficulty surrendering to Margot the way she had done so easily before the whole Inez ordeal, tonight, she was breaking boundaries for both of them.
She pulled out the scarf and let it slide through her fingers before refocusing her attention on Margot. Did she really need to see her like that? Tied up and at her mercy? Or was it something else she needed. She had apologies—a million of them. She had Margot’s word that she would never break Claire’s trust again. Knowing Margot, she’d rather amputate her own arm than ever display such weakness again. She had her love. That was obvious. If she hadn’t, Margot de Hay would not be lying outstretched on her bed like this, ready to be bound. Then what did she need? What was surrender more than this? It wasn’t Margot who needed to surrender anyway. It was Claire.
Claire knew in her heart she could never say the words that Margot uttered to her in the heat of the moment. She wasn’t that kind of person. So what was she trying to prove? Surely, no climaxes could come of this. Or was she overthinking the whole thing again, just like she had been unable to stop doing since they’d gotten back together?
Margot turned her head and looked Claire straight in the eyes. She didn’t say anything but there was a definite question in her glance. What’s it going to be, sweetheart? It spurred her on. She crawled onto the bed, scarf in hand, and proceeded to fasten Margot’s wrists to the railing. Perhaps using handcuffs would have been more daring, but Claire couldn’t separate the cuffs from Margot handling them. It would be sacrilege to use them on her. Silly, but that was how it felt deep down in her gut.
After she made sure Margot’s hands were securely bound, Claire crawled to the end of the bed and looked at Margot lying there. With her hands above her head, her small breasts jutted out. Her breath came fast, lifting her ribcage up and down. Claire already knew this was as far as she would go. Restricting Margot’s ability to use her hands was a big step. Or should she immobilise those kickboxer legs as well? No, this was more than enough.
Seeing Margot like that didn’t register as entirely right in Claire’s mind, but it didn’t fail to spark some fire beneath her skin. It was the contrast between the paralysis of her hands and that fighting glint in her black eyes that stoked the fire in her belly.
“Are you enjoying this?” The question didn’t come out exactly in the tone of voice Claire had planned. “Can you really give yourself up to me?” What aroused Claire even more was the memory of Margot saying something similar to her. Margot could put such threat in her voice, such menace, that the words alone were usually enough to leave Claire soaking wet.
“I can.” Margot’s words were sparse now. And determined.
If she could pull this off, Claire could lord this evening over Margot for the rest of their lives—if they had a life together after this. “Remember when you bottomed for me, baby?” she would be able to ask. But, then again, it would only ever take them back to the reason why Claire felt Margot needed to.
“Can you?” Of course, Margot could see the doubt on Claire’s face. Claire wasn’t having any of that, though. She’d come this far. No matter her trepidation, she wanted to see this through.
Claire started to undo the buttons of her blouse. She took her time before throwing it to the floor, staring into the darkness of Margot’s eyes while doing so. Her bra came next. She briefly stepped off the bed to slip out of the rest of her clothes, but made sure not to lose eye contact. Was this turning Margot on? She’d have to check.
Without saying a word, and now fully naked, Claire hopped back on the bed and positioned herself next to Margot’s hips. Margot kept her legs together, but not in a firm clasp. Claire easily slipped her hand in between and trailed a finger over Margot’s pussy lips. She was wet like a river.
“Jesus,” Claire muttered.
Margot stared at her, her front teeth sunk into her bottom lip. Could she tell that Claire was about to fall apart? That, inside of her, a battle was raging? Because Claire wanted to be the one lying there, with Margot’s fingers gliding along her pussy lips, threatening entrance, teasing the possibility of a quick relief but never, ever delivering such a thing. Claire knew for a fact she didn’t have that kind of patience in her.
Margot spread her legs and showed herself to Claire and, in that action, she took charge. God, Claire wanted her to say something, to release her, dismiss her from top duty, but Margot was not that kind of person. She was in all the way, in this fight to get Claire back. Yet, there was such dominance in Margot’s act of submission. Claire hadn’t given her a command. Margot had waited for that quick look of shock—of coming undone—on Claire’s face to spread her legs. And Claire could feel herself becoming soaked as well, her clit throbbing wildly between her thighs, her desire for Margot flaring higher than ever.
But it was more relief than anything that coursed through her in that moment. Although Claire was still far removed from actually being in the position Margot found herself in, she realised that she wanted to be.
She tried to think of something Margot would say to her if Claire was tied to the bed like this, tried to remember those words that seemed to come so naturally to her lover when she did these things to her, but Claire was not a dirty talker—as much as she enjoyed being talked to like that, she didn’t have those words in her, couldn’t get them past her throat without them coming back to her sounding ridiculous and unnatural.
Instead, she just let her finger slip deeper inside of Margot, whose eyes blinked shut for a split second as she did. This was the true moment of surrender. Claire wouldn’t ask it of her, because she knew there was no point, but if Margot could come for her, like this, then… Then what? What did it prove? Nothing, and everything.
Claire scanned Margot’s face. Did she ever let Inez do this to her? Was this what would set them apart once and for all? And what was Margot thinking of when her eyes fell shut like that? If only Claire could stop this relentless assault of questions in her mind. To do so, she added another finger and fucked Margot at a faster pace.
The way Margot met her strokes made her own pussy lips tingle. Claire focused her attention on Margot’s cunt, and how her fingers disappeared inside of her, how Margot welcomed them. Out of nowhere, the memory of Margot showing up at her office that time, and instructing Claire to stroke herself right there, hit her. It made her want to touch herself, while she was fucking Margot.
Claire let her knees slide open on the bed. Before taking care of herself, she gave Margot one more of her fingers, spreading her wide, the sight of Margot’s filled-up cunt only increasing her need. Then Claire circled her own clit with the middle finger of her other hand, and it was no longer a question of surrender. The letting-go part was removed entirely from this equation. This was pure lust, unseen excitement rushing through her veins, fuelling her clit with more blood.
Undoubtedly, Margot seeing Claire touch herself spurred on her arousal as well. Her pelvis greeted Claire’s fingers with increasing enthusiasm. Soon, Claire was trapped in a whirlwind of bestowing a climax upon Margot while welcoming her own.
“Oh, Claire,” Margot crooned. “Oh god.” She tugged at her restraints and it pushed Claire right over the edge. Her clit trilled against her finger as she came much harder than anticipated, the orgasm taking most of her energy.
Margot’s body had relaxed by the time Claire came back to her senses. Her face was drawn into a serious expression.
“Jesus.” Claire let her fingers slip from Margot. Speechless, she sat watching her for a moment. She should probably untie her, but the sight of Margot tied up was still having an effect on her.
Then, Margot’s face split into a wide, confident smile, as though she knew she was back in. Maybe she was.
“Untie me,” Margot said, an edge in her voice that Claire couldn’t ignore even if she wanted to. It was the voice of someone who needed to be obeyed.
Claire obliged quickly, her arousal growing again. As soon as Margot’s hands were loose she pulled Claire close to her.
“Please remember this feeling,” she said, and Claire had no idea how she could ever forget.
STEPH
Steph cursed herself for having promised Juliette that she would call Dominique. Her calls and texts had started to diminish and Steph didn’t want to admit to herself how she really felt about that. Besides, she had a more important task to complete. Draw Sybille out. If she knew one thing, it was that the bitch was easy to seduce. If she was working for Marechal, Dominique’s rival had made at least one grave error of judgement. Sure, Sybille had delivered so far, but now that Steph was no longer vulnerable—no longer attached to Dominique—her claws could come out as well and she would take care of Sybille once and for all.
Steph didn’t know yet how exactly she would go about it. She had to think first. And call Dominique. Not that she believed that Juliette and Claire wouldn’t go through with promoting her if she failed to deliver on that promise—Steph knew she had far more to offer than a phone call to a desperate, top client—but part of her was rather keen to hear Dominique’s voice.
She sat alone at the bar of L’Univers. She wanted to be in a public place for it, to not turn it into an intimate moment. And this way, she was also close to Le Noir if she needed a distraction afterwards. Or perhaps tonight would be a good night for her rentrée at Les Pêches. She couldn’t stay away forever. She just had to get over that initial awkwardness.
Her phone lay defiantly on the counter in front of her. Nerves tore through her as she reached for it. What would she say? She would just let Dominique do the talking. The last time they had spoken was when Steph had told her they should stop seeing each other.
She tapped the screen a few times until Dominique’s number came up. A quick sip of her beer and she clicked the green phone button. It was ringing. Maybe she wouldn’t pick up. She was always busy. Maybe there was an MLR meeting going on, or she was being admonished by Xavier Laroche—
“Allo? Stéphanie?” The sound of Dominique’s voice destroyed Steph much more than she could have imagined. The edge of hope in it crushed her. “Allo?”
“Yes. Hey.” Steph failed miserably at trying to sound casual.
“Meet me.” Dominique cut to the chase. “Please. Five minutes. Please.”
Oh shit, so much for doing this in a public space. Tears stung behind Steph’s eyes. “I can’t.” Steph couldn’t convince anyone with those lame words, least of all Dominique.
“I’ll come to yours. I can come now. Please. Just five minutes.”
“It’s not a good idea.” Steph tried to steel herself. “It won’t change anything.”
“Listen to me, Stéphanie.” Dominique said it in her most toppy voice. “I’m going to be waiting at the front door of your place”—she paused, possibly to check her watch—“in thirty minutes. I’ll wait as long as it takes.”
What could she say? That she wasn’t planning on going home tonight? She would never show such blatant disrespect to this woman she was having such a hard time getting over. “Fine.” This was the exact reason Steph had not answered Dominique’s calls and messages. She knew that if she talked to her there was a good possibility this would happen. “I’ll be there.”
“Thank you.” Dominique didn’t hang up immediately and Steph couldn’t bring herself to either. But then it got awkward, the pair of them breathing into the phone, and they disconnected.
Steph would have to hurry if she wanted to make it to her flat within thirty minutes. Unless she splurged on a taxi. What the hell, she’d probably become a partner at Barbier & Cyr soon. And she needed another beer before she could face Dominique.
   
When the taxi pulled up in front of her building, Dominique’s car was already there. Steph hurried up the stairs and found Dominique leaning against her front door. The sight shocked her, waves of anguish and regret washing over her in thick gulps.
“Hey.” Dominique looked as though she was modelling for a fall catalogue in her Burberry overcoat, brown leather boots and beige turtleneck.
Steph was overcome with the crushing desire to kiss her, but she didn’t. Where would that lead them? Instead, she clumsily fished her keys out of her jeans pocket and opened the door. Pierrot ran towards her like a mad cat. Dominique crouched down to scratch him behind the ears.
“Hey, little fella,” she said. “I missed you.” Steph had to swallow hard.
“Can I get you anything?” Steph squeezed the words out of her throat.
“Oh Stéphanie.” Dominique had risen again. Pierrot was meowing for food, but Steph ignored him. “Please. I just want to…” She stopped there.
“Wine?” Steph offered, willing herself to stay in the spot where she was standing. Dominique looked, at the same time, so un-like herself and yet so quintessentially Dominique Laroche. There was determination in her eyes, but also sadness.
“Steph, please listen to me.” Dominique regrouped and shrugged off her rain coat. “Can I sit?”
“Sure,” Steph muttered, already falling apart. She took one step towards the kitchenette to grab a bottle of Pinot Gris from the fridge.
“Please, just sit with me.” It was the pleading Steph couldn’t deal with. If only Dominique would yell at her. Call her a coward for ditching her the way she had. Or express her disappointment in a different way than sitting here in that threadbare Ikea sofa that barely held it together as well. “I don’t need wine. I just need to talk to you.”
What if Steph needed wine? Dominique didn’t have that sort of hold over her anymore, where when she said something in a certain tone, Steph would automatically oblige.
“I understand why you did what you did.” Dominique didn’t wait any longer. Maybe she was on the clock. Had somewhere more important to be. “I do.”
Steph didn’t have the strength anymore to hold on to the bottle. She placed it on the kitchen counter and leaned against a cabinet. Even if one person was in the living room and another in the kitchen, Parisian studio apartments always facilitated intimate conversations.
“But I know you, Stéphanie.” Dominique continued, with a slight hiccup in her voice. “I know you won’t show it, but I know you’re hurting as much as I am.”
“Jesus.” Steph clasped her fingers tighter around the kitchen countertop. “Is that why you came here?” She only had rage to hide behind. “Don’t you have something more important to worry about? Like that Marechal woman? Or that anything else from your past will be leaked?”
“I came here because I’m worried about you.” Dominique shuffled around a bit, but Steph knew she thrived under attack. “And no, nothing or no one is more important than you.”
“Don’t say that.” Heat flared in Steph’s gut. “What about Lisa and Didier and the things they hear about their mother? Doesn’t that trouble you?”
“Don’t.” Dominique rose, making Pierrot jump. The poor cat still hadn’t been fed. Dominique’s heels clicked loudly on the shabby hardwood floor as she took two steps in Steph’s direction. “Do not bring my children into this.”
Another coward move. Steph had been making a lot of those. Yet, she remained convinced she had acted in everyone’s best interests—except, perhaps, her own.
“Do you enjoy being a martyr? For me? For my party?” Dominique shook her head. “You despise the MLR. So it must be for me.” Dominique stood so close Steph could feel her breath rush over her cheeks. “Because I don’t need anyone to suffer for me. Least of all you.”
“I don’t expect you to thank me, but I’m glad that you at least understand.” Offence was Steph’s only defence when Dominique was so close Steph could smell her perfume.
“Oh, I understand, Stéphanie. I do.” Dominique tipped her head, narrowed her eyes. “Tell me one thing though. How many women have you slept with since you broke up with me”—she curled her fingers into air quotes—“for the cause?” She dropped her hands and planted them next to Steph’s on the counter. “Hm? And how many times were you thinking of me when you did?”
“I need you to leave now.” Steph leaned her head backwards. “My private life is no longer any of your business.”
“Do you really want me to leave?” Dominique must have known she was starting to break through Steph’s defences. Her hands crawled closer to Steph’s, their fingers touching. “Or is this just your typical Steph way of asking me to stay? You know, like when you said we shouldn’t see each other anymore?”
“Don’t be so naive.” Steph’s heart thumped in her chest. “I saved your political career. Do you think you’d be where you are now, left with a fighting chance, if I’d stayed with you?”
Dominique shot her a small grin. “Oh Steph. Do you really—”
“No. Stop.” Steph needed her to fully understand once and for all. “You were smitten. You couldn’t see things clearly. Living in this insane dreamworld where you and I could successfully be together while you what? Became our country’s first female President?” Steph straightened her posture, fully facing Dominique. “I knew all along that this would have to end sooner rather than later. I knew when I saw you vote for same-sex marriage, and I knew when you were being interviewed alongside Goffin. Hell, I knew the second I stepped into my rental car after our holiday in Juan-les-Pins. If that makes me a martyr in your eyes, so be it, but in my world—as opposed to the planet you’ve been living on the past few months—that makes me the only sane person in this room.”
Defeated, Dominique let her hands slip off the counter. The tears in her eyes hit Steph hard. They both knew she was right. That their love had to be sacrificed.
“I thought you were a fighter,” Dominique said meekly, her tone of voice not indicating any belief in her own statement. “I thought that, together, we could change things.”
“This is France, where tens of thousands of people waste a perfectly good Sunday on protesting against gay rights. Not some utopia where right-wing politicians can be openly gay and not get punished for it.”
“I have other skills. I don’t need to be a politician.” Dominique took another step back.
“But you do. Politics is your life. You want to make this country better, and for that, you put up with all the hypocrisy and misogyny and homophobia, and I admire you so much for that. You’re strong. You’ll get over this, too.” Steph pushed herself away from the counter. “In a few years, when you’re leading this country, I’ll just be a distant memory.”
“Don’t say that.” Dominique squared her shoulders, regaining some of her earlier feistiness.
“It’s true.” Did she really think Steph had made her decision lightly? That she had not considered all other options before crushing her own heart in the process? “In your heart, you know it’s true. You and I, we don’t belong together. It was nice while it lasted”—a deep sorrow crept up on Steph again—“but now it’s over. It needs to be.” Steph had trouble keeping her head up high. “If you didn’t believe that yourself, it wouldn’t have taken you all these weeks to come and see me.”
“What if we do, though, Stéphanie?” Dominique took advantage of the momentarily slacking of Steph’s spine and swooped in. “What if we do belong together?”
JULIETTE
“Hey.” Juliette had slept with Nadia’s belly pressed against her back all night. Not a position conducive for a good night’s sleep, but Juliette knew she wouldn’t have caught any winks either way. Now Nadia whispered in her ear, “Why don’t I take the day off as well?”
Juliette turned around in Nadia’s tight embrace and faced her. “Whatever gave you the idea I would take the day off?”
“Come on, babe. Don’t be like that,” Nadia said.
After Margot and Claire had left, Juliette had finished a bottle of red all on her own, while shrouding herself in an impenetrable cloud of silence. Yes, she had cried on Nadia’s shoulder, because, granted, it had all been a bit too much. What with being faced with François and the thought of her father with his chest splayed open on an operating table in a hospital in Lille, but Juliette had made a promise to herself a long time ago to not let herself dwell on any of her wretched family members’ physical or emotional problems. Why would she care? When she needed them to care about her, they hadn’t. As far as Juliette was concerned, this was a street blocked off long ago. All ties severed.
“I don’t even hate him anymore. I’m just indifferent.”
Nadia brushed a strand of hair away from Juliette’s face. “Let’s take the day off, either way. Steph is back, isn’t she?”
“She is, but I need to catch her up.” Juliette looked into Nadia’s dark eyes. The only family she had. Perhaps that was why she had changed her mind about getting married. Perhaps she did need to be tied to someone officially. “I promise to make more time for us soon, babe. How about a long weekend at the end of the month?”
“That’s a long weekend already. First of November, remember? Maybe we can make it extra long.”
“Maybe.” Juliette shuffled closer to Nadia under the covers. “We should go somewhere. Just you and me.”
“We should.” Nadia smiled, melting Juliette’s heart a little while doing so. But her smile soon faded, her face folding itself into a serious expression. Perhaps she was remembering the last time they had planned to go on a trip… and the welcome home party Juliette had thrown her.
”Perhaps not to Barcelona,” Juliette joked. Could they joke about this now that they were engaged? Judging by the look on Nadia’s face, apparently not. “I’m sorry.” Juliette pressed a kiss on Nadia’s nose.
“I didn’t want to say anything last night, Jules.” Nadia all but ignored Juliette’s apology. “But I need to tell you something.”
Oh shit. Not more bad, or shocking, or unwanted news. “Sure.” Juliette kept a brave face despite feeling very tender beneath the façade she was keeping up.
“There’s no easy way to say this.” Nadia cleared her throat and looked away briefly. “It’s highly likely that Dievart will be joining Saint-Vincent full-time.”
Juliette raised her eyebrows, too stunned to speak.
“It’s not a done deal yet, but the board is pushing me to hire her.” Nadia paused to scan Juliette’s face. “I just really need you to know that this will have no effect on us. She’s just another doctor to me.”
Juliette rolled on her back. “Jesus christ.” She hadn’t felt any signs of a hangover yet, but they suddenly seemed to be creeping up on her all at once. Dry throat. Pulsing headache. Stomach cramps. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” Juliette closed her eyes, craving blackness, and the opportunity to pretend that none of this was actually happening.
“I’m sorry, babe.” Nadia knew better than to touch her now. Instead, she planted her hand just next to Juliette’s shoulder. “But as I said. It’s no big deal.”
“Oh well, as long as you say so.” Juliette couldn’t face a fight right now. And to think that, minutes ago, she’d been feeling guilty about Sybille. Her quid-pro-quo. If it hadn’t been for Dievart, maybe she’d have never slept with Sybille. It’s not as if she had actually wanted to. It’s not as if she’d derived the slightest ounce of pleasure from it.
“Look at me, Jules.” Nadia being bossy right now wasn’t going to help either. Did she think she could just spank it out of her again? Juliette refused to look at her. “This doesn’t mean anything.”
“Because you say it doesn’t? Because it’s all on me now to just ‘let it go’?”
“I know you feel like shit right now, babe. But I had to tell you.” Nadia planted her hand on the other side of Juliette’s chest. “I’m marrying you. Only you. Remember that.”
Juliette had no choice but to look Nadia straight in the face. Beautiful, dark-skinned Nadia with her thick eyebrows and luminous smile. She hated the fact that someone else had touched her, had given her pleasure. “I’d better get up.”
“Be late.” Nadia leaned in for a kiss, but Juliette turned her face away.
“That’s not going to work this time.”
“I wasn’t expecting it would.” The dejected look on Nadia’s face said otherwise.
“I just need a little time to come to grips with the news. Okay?” It sounded a little harsher than Juliette had wanted it to. “I know you can’t help it. I know the board is a pain in the ass. I know all the facts. Just… give me some time.”
“Of course.” Nadia pushed herself away from Juliette. “Let’s change the subject.”
Juliette glanced at her alarm clock. “I really should go.”
“Let’s take a longer holiday. Go somewhere exotic, like Thailand or Mexico.”
“Why the hell not?” Juliette could do with a break. She just needed to make sure Steph was fully back before she could commit. Then her phone, which she always kept on the night stand in case of an emergency, started buzzing. Instinctively, she reached for it, hoping it wasn’t more bad news. She could feel Nadia’s eyes bore into her back as she swiped to unlock. A message from an unknown number.
Papa’s surgery went well. He made it through the night. I know he doesn’t deserve anything he asks of you, but he’s been enquiring about you. Please, come see him. If just the one time. Give him some peace. Please. François.
How did he get her cell number? Perhaps that shouldn’t have been Juliette’s first thought, but the fact that it was, said a lot about Juliette’s feelings towards her ignorant, homophobic brother. Was he begging now? That was so unlike François. And did they all suddenly need her forgiveness now?
“Work?” Nadia asked from behind her.
Juliette turned over and showed Nadia the message. Nadia read it and then just looked at her.
“What?” Juliette could feel a steely resolve start to form in her mind.
“I think you should.” Nadia found her eyes. “Go see him. He’s your father. No matter how much you despise him, you may regret it if you don’t.”
“Don’t you start as well.” Juliette knew it was irrational, but she felt ganged up on by her own fiancée, as though Nadia was siding with her bastard of a brother. The news about Dievart didn’t help. “Don’t you tell me that your bit on the side is moving to Paris and then advise me to go see my father. A man who has shoved me aside simply because I love you. Just shut the fuck up and keep your opinions to yourself.” Red mist. All too familiar. That always-returning feeling of being so misunderstood. “We’re getting married and he doesn’t even know you exist.” Do you know what that feels like? Juliette wanted to ask. With your parents who adore you and have given you everything? With the unconditional love they keep on bestowing on you? “Just leave me alone.” Juliette jumped out of bed, rushed into the bathroom and locked the door behind her.





EPISODE EIGHT
MARGOT
Were they all right now? Margot had no idea and she didn’t dare ask. She’d barely seen Claire since the night she’d tied her up, what with working a few graveyard shifts and being on call throughout the weekend. When it came down to it, romance always seemed to take a backseat to work. It was the only way to live as a doctor. While changing out of her scrubs, Margot locked eyes on the spot where she’d last seen Inez.
She could despise her all she wanted for screwing up her relationship with Claire, but deep down, she knew it wasn’t hate she harboured. Margot had loved Inez, and she had allowed herself to act like a fool because of her, but wasn’t that what love did? Render you temporarily insane? Margot was ready to forgive herself, and if Claire still couldn’t find it in her heart to recommit fully after their night together, she’d draw her conclusions. Margot was in the business of life and death, and if she had learned one thing from operating on people whose life hung in the balance, it was that life was too short to spend with people who didn’t appreciate you.
The locker room door burst open and Doctor Andres walked in. Whereas he was usually the type to just give her a solemn nod, today he had a huge grin plastered across his face.
“What’s with the smiley face?” Margot enquired.
“It’s not every day that a goddess amongst neurosurgeons signs a contract to join our hospital.” He hiked up his eyebrows in quick succession twice. “They could have made me Chief, and if it were anyone else, I’d probably be feeling resentful, but not now. I’m so excited to work with Doctor Dievart.”
“She’s that good, huh?” Andres’s ego wasn’t particularly more developed than other surgeons’, but that wasn’t saying much.
“And smoking.” His grin transformed into a leery smile.
“Oh jesus.” Margot just shook her head.
“Have you seen her?” How could an accomplished surgeon turn into a hormonal frat boy so quickly?
“Just…” Margot bent over the bench to tie her shoelace. “Don’t, Andres. This is a hospital. Show some respect.”
“Fine. I’m just sticking around a bit longer today. Nadia’s assistant confirmed that she should be here any minute. Thought I’d give her a bit of a welcoming committee.”
“You do that.” Margot rolled her eyes at her colleague, uninterested in hiding her disdain. “I’m out of here.”
“Have a lovely evening, Doctor de Hay,” Andres said, his voice all sweet and high.
In the medical profession, people skills were important, but Margot could have done with less collegial interaction at times. She exited the locker room, only to bump into Nadia and Saint-Vincent’s new star employee. Eat that, Andres. He was probably still biding his time, working out the best opportunity to hang out in the vicinity of Nadia’s office.
“Doctor de Hay.” It was not unusual for Nadia to refer to her in that way in a professional situation, but since they’d become such good friends, it felt odd. “Please meet Doctor Dievart, who will be joining us as Chief of Neuro as of next week.”
“Next week, huh?” Margot extended her hand. She’d met Dievart briefly, but that was before she knew she’d slept with Nadia. Poor Nadia. What this must do to her. Margot had nothing but sympathy for her friend.
“No use sitting around idly at home.” Dievart had a clear, crisp voice. Margot wouldn’t call her smoking the way Andres had, but she could see why Nadia, after a few bottles of wine, wouldn’t have refused her advances. Margot knew the type. The word predator came to mind. But she could be wrong. Either way, Margot had no interest in a woman like Marie Dievart. Too much fighting for top. Inadvertently, she thought of Claire, and how she’d made herself come while fucking Margot. Not the most appropriate thought to have when meeting a new colleague.
“Welcome to Saint-Vincent.” Margot shot Dievart her most welcoming smile. “I’m sure you’ll fit right in.” Small talk wasn’t exactly Margot’s strong suit either.
“Let’s grab a drink soon.” Dievart only now released her hand. Oh yes, definitely that sort of woman.
“Sure.” Margot had to resist the urge to wipe her palm on her trousers. Instead, she hid her hand in the pocket of her leather jacket.
“You ride?” Dievart nodded at the helmet cradled under Margot’s arm.
Obviously, she wanted to say. Behind Dievart’s back Nadia was making eyes at her. What? Should she be making more effort? “I do.” Margot didn’t really know how.
Then, Andres burst out of the locker room, and the fawning really began. Margot quickly said her goodbyes, and rode her bike to the gym.
   
After finishing a gruelling but satisfactory work-out, her muscles buzzing and her blood beating heavy in her veins, Margot noticed a missed call from Nadia on her phone. No doubt she was in need of processing. Margot might not be that highly skilled in the art of friendship, but she knew to call back straightaway.
“Can I come to yours?” Nadia cut straight to the chase. Typical. Not that Margot minded.
“Sure. I’ll be home in fifteen minutes.”
“Thanks.” Nadia, obviously not in the mood for small talk either, hung up.
As Margot exited the gym, her phone vibrated in her pocket again. Because it was second nature, she grabbed it with lightning speed, hoping it wasn’t the hospital. She’d worked almost non-stop the past four days, only going home for a few hours of much needed sleep, and she couldn’t deal with another emergency.
It was Claire.
“Hey stranger,” Claire said. “If I’m correct, tomorrow is your day off.”
“You are correct.” Margot felt the familiar zing of excitement that came with Claire’s voice in her ear.
“Then I’m asking for permission to corrupt you all night long.”
Margot giggled like a teenage girl. “What did you have in mind?” She prayed Claire wasn’t hoping to tie her up again. Margot had paid more than her dues.
“We’ll see. Yours or mine?” At least options were still open.
“I’m meeting Nadia at my place first. I can come over later.”
“You can’t come now?” Disappointment in Claire’s voice. “It’s so late already.”
“No. I promised Nadia.”
“Why don’t you meet Nadia at hers, then you’re only a few minutes away from my flat.”
“I can manage my own schedule. Thank you very much.”
“Fine.” An exasperated sigh at the other end of the line. “Then you probably shouldn’t bother coming over at all.”
“Seriously?” Who was that needy person on the phone with her? Or was this more punishment? “Claire, what’s going on?”
“Nothing. I just want to see you.”
“You will. In an hour, two tops. I promise.” Margot tried to keep her voice soft. “I have a key, remember? I can let myself in.”
“Wake me if I’m already asleep.”
“I intend to.” Margot injected more lightness into her tone. “Hey, I love you.”
“I know.”
Margot pocketed her phone and unlocked her bike. The ride to Saint-Germain-des-Prés was not far enough to unclog the cobwebs from her mind. A day packed with surgeries and then this.
   
“Someone’s got the hots for you,” Nadia said as soon as Margot let her into her flat.
“What are you talking about?” Margot asked.
Nadia made herself at home easily. A remnant from her extended stay a few months ago. “As soon as we shook off Andres, Dievart asked me some very pointed questions about you.”
“Such as?” Margot was more amused than intrigued.
“Is she ‘you know’? For starters.” Nadia chuckled. “I guess you give off that vibe.”
Margot rolled her eyes. She sat down opposite Nadia, scanning her face. “I take it that’s not why you wanted to talk tonight?”
“What did you think of her? I know you only met briefly, but your first impression?” Nadia twirled a strand of hair around her finger.
Margot shrugged. “Just another aggressive A-type personality. Hospitals are full of them.”
“Well, she’s coming after you. I don’t need a crystal ball to predict that.” Nadia relaxed a bit more, leaned back.
“She can try all she want. I’m not interested.”
“Are you all right? You seem a bit tense,” Nadia enquired.
Margot shook her head dismissively. “I just had a weird phone call with Claire. I need to go over to hers later.”
“Summoned?” Nadia just grinned. “I’m not keeping you, am I?”
“No. Most definitely not.” She intertwined her fingers and deposited her hands in her lap. “I’ll take you home on my bike later. Now, tell me. What’s up?”
Nadia sighed. “Dievart kept subtly hinting at our night together. I don’t think she meant anything by it. She clearly has her sights set on someone else. But it has thrown me nonetheless. And because of her, I’ve been on Juliette’s bad side for days. Well, that and something I said about her father.” She paused to shake her head. “When does it ever end? And can you believe that Juliette would want to add a child to this mix?” Nadia looked around the living room. “Do you have something to drink? Something strong.”
“Oh, sure.” Margot’s hostess skills weren’t completely up to scratch either. She’d simply forgotten to offer Nadia a drink because she, herself, needed to abstain. “Brandy?”
“Whatever you have open.”
Margot headed to her liquor cabinet, which had been mostly stocked by Claire over the past few months. It gave her some time to find a response to Nadia’s questions, which were, really, impossible to reply to.
“There you go.” Margot planted a modestly filled tumbler in front of Nadia.
After she had sat back down, Margot rubbed her chin pensively. “I’m guessing Juliette will come around about Dievart. Just be completely honest with her about everything. And don’t dismiss her feelings about it. Keep the dialogue open.”
Nadia scrunched up her eyebrows. “Keep the dialogue open?” she repeated, her voice shooting up.
Margot held up her hands. “I don’t know, Nadz. Please tell me you only came here to vent, not to get my highly qualified relationship advice.”
“I just needed to see a friendly face. Mission accomplished.” Nadia tilted her head and shot her a smile. “But I don’t want to keep you from a hot date with Claire because of it.”
“Claire can wait.” The words rolled out of Margot’s mouth. “She’s not a child who needs her every whim satisfied on the spot, just because…” Margot didn’t want to say it out loud again.
“Keep the dialogue open,” Nadia offered; they both burst out laughing.
“How about we take a taxi to the Porte Maillot and I have a glass of brandy as well?” Margot hadn’t realised she needed to see a friendly face as well.
CLAIRE
“What time did you get in?” Claire had woken up decidedly pissed. She’d kept herself awake long past midnight, waiting for Margot.
“I’m sorry.” Margot didn’t even bother to lift her face out of the pillow. She smelled of half-digested booze. “Nadia needed…” The rest of what she said didn’t make it to Claire’s ears.
“All very well, but I need to get to work now.” Claire probably shouldn’t have called Margot out of the blue like that. Were they even still girlfriends? Either way, they needed to talk.
Margot rolled onto her side and shot Claire the most heart-breaking look, her lips in a pout and her eyes barely visible through the slits she drew them in. “How about lunch?”
“Come to the office?” Claire started mellowing.
Margot perked up her head a little, indicating that she knew what Claire was getting at. Because of their short but painful break-up, it felt as though they’d had to skip the honeymoon phase of their relationship, and were thrown into a crisis that their early connection was too fragile to withstand.
“I’ll bring food.” Margot curled her lips into a smile. Even hungover and sleep-deprived she still looked good enough to eat. Claire loved the sight of Margot fully relaxed like that, her body sinking into the mattress. She had to fight the urge to run a fingertip over the curve of her back.
“I don’t suppose you want to join me in the shower?” Claire traced a finger over Margot’s shoulder instead. She really didn’t have time for this, but she couldn’t help herself. This innuendo was a test as well. Of what, she wasn’t sure, but Margot’s response seemed essential to something.
“I do, but I’m not sure I can.” Margot stretched out her arm in a slow movement. “I’m so tired, baby. You have no idea.”
“What was up with Nadia, anyway? Was it about that neurosurgeon? Juliette’s been in a foul mood for days because of that.” Claire could hardly blame her.
“Please tell Juliette not to worry about Doctor Dievart.”
“Where and when have I heard that before?” The words left Claire’s mouth before she could stop them.
“Don’t. Just don’t.” Margot shrugged Claire’s hand off her shoulder.
Was she supposed to apologise now? Had Margot not said something exactly like that to her after Inez’s return? And look at them now.
“Look—” Claire started, but Margot cut her off.
“I can’t have another one of these conversations right now. I just can’t, Claire.” Margot hid her face in the pillow.
Claire sat there watching her, a sinking feeling in her gut. Margot looked so vulnerable with her skin exposed and her hair covering most of the pillow. “I didn’t mean to say that.” It was the best Claire could manage. A half-hearted attempt to break the stalemate situation they were in.
Margot’s only reply came with a turn of her head to the wall, facing away from Claire. Claire knew she held the cards, that it all depended on her ability to forgive and look past Margot’s mistakes. “Please come by the office later.” She briefly extended her arm, wanting to touch Margot, but withdrew at the last second.
   
Claire had kept her calendar free, but had not dared to expect Margot to turn up at noon, a paper bag with two baguettes in her hand. She still looked a little worse for wear, but she had come.
“I’m sorry,” Claire said immediately, leaning back in her chair.
Margot held up her hand. “I know we need to talk, but let’s try something else first.” Claire liked the sound of that. Margot deposited the sandwiches on a cabinet and locked the door behind her. Door locked? That was new. Although, perhaps, to be expected. Claire imagined Margot’s confidence had been knocked considerably by the whole thing, and she lacked enough of it now to keep the door unlocked. What was she doing thinking this? It was thoughts like these that kept their relationship from recovering. If only Claire knew how to stop them. But if it was all that easy, she would just do it already.
“Stand up,” Margot commanded. Maybe she had come to regain her confidence.
Claire did as she was told and rose from her chair.
“Hands on your desk. Bend over.” The look on Margot’s face didn’t invite contesting. Claire complied with Margot’s request, planted her palms on her desk and jutted out her behind. A tingle descended from her belly to her crotch. “Don’t move an inch.” Margot bored her black eyes into Claire’s. It made Claire’s breath hitch in her throat.
They stood frozen in silence for a few seconds, before Margot headed towards Claire’s desk and stood behind her. Not being able to see Margot turned that earlier tingle into a throbbing sensation. With slow, deliberate movements, Margot started to hike up Claire’s skirt. It was tight around her hips, and when it finally shifted over her behind, it left Claire exposed in just her panties to the window behind her. Jesus.
Claire opened her mouth to protest, but closed it before she could say something. She knew better. She heard a rustling sound from behind and perked up her ears to try to identify it. Seconds later, Margot deposited her leather belt on the desk in front of Claire. The gentle throbbing between her legs turned into violent pulsing.
With one swift movement, Margot pulled Claire’s knickers down. Then, nothing again. Just air meeting the skin of her behind and the sound of Margot’s steady breath filling the room. Claire’s breath wasn’t that steady anymore. Margot had never spanked her before, and now she was going to start… using a belt?
When Margot raked her fingers over Claire’s ass, her knees buckled a bit, and Claire had to steady her palms on the tabletop. She was certain she was as wet as when she’d tied Margot to her bed. Touching herself was not optional now though. Margot had taken charge the way she used to, making Claire obey.
Margot kept caressing her bottom. So gently Claire started to forget the possibility of leather cracking down on it, but the belt in front of her was a heady reminder. Then Margot retracted her hand, and it was just Claire’s skin exposed to the air—and the window—again.
Whack. Margot’s palm connected painfully with her right cheek. Claire winced and braced herself. The next slap arrived quickly, and again Margot didn’t hold back. Claire couldn’t suppress a yelp as Margot’s hand landed on her other cheek.
The spanking didn’t miss its effect on Claire’s other body parts. Blood travelled rapidly to her clit and her skin lit up with a smouldering fire. After a few more smacks, Margot stopped as abruptly as she had started, leaving Claire’s bottom stinging and, to her surprise—or perhaps not so much—craving more.
Margot’s hand appeared in her field of vision and grabbed the belt from her desk. Bolts of lightning now raced through Claire’s blood. Before Margot used the belt, she brought her hand between Claire’s thighs, not to offer her any sort of relief, but to push her legs farther apart. Claire’s pussy lips zinged with anticipation. Only a few more slaps, and she was certain Margot would pay attention to her aching clit.
The first blow of the belt landed hard just below her buttocks.
“Jesus,” Claire hissed, forgetting where she was for an instant. Until it came back to her that she was in her office, employees running around outside. She hadn’t even asked Fred to field her calls, but hoped he would have known what to do when he saw Margot turn up.
“Do you think you deserve this?” Margot’s voice surprised her. “Do you?”
Was she supposed to answer?
Thwack. The leather connected with Claire’s pussy lips, and pain shot through her flesh.
“Answer me,” Margot commanded.
“Yes,” Claire said without a doubt. Although they’d need to have a discussion about who deserved what later.
“Or do you think I deserve it?” Was Margot kidding her? Was she hoping to have a much-needed talk now? That was hardly fair.
“No,” Claire sputtered. Margot followed up with another blow to her swollen, sensitive pussy lips. Was it the wrong answer? Did it matter? Claire’s mind stopped working as the blows kept on coming, one after the other, sending a rush of exquisite pain through her body.
When Margot finally stopped, and Claire thought she heard the belt drop to the floor, she didn’t bring her fingers to Claire’s cunt as she had expected. Instead, she bent over Claire and found her ear with her lips.
“Come to mine after work. Do not touch yourself. I repeat: do not touch yourself. I will know if you have.”
“W-what?” Claire twisted her neck to face Margot. “No. Come on.”
“You heard me,” was all Margot said, before crouching down and picking up her belt. She let it slide through her fingers before looping it through the hooks on her jeans, and clasping it shut as if it were the most normal action in the world.
“I suggest you don’t work late tonight,” Margot said as she headed to the door.
By the time Claire had composed herself to fully register what had just happened, Margot was gone. After she’d pulled up her panties, painfully aware of her engorged pussy lips and clit, and adjusted her skirt, she sat down and immediately shot back up. How the hell was she going to get any work done this afternoon if she could barely sit?
STEPH
Seeing Dominique had shaken Steph, but she remained convinced she had done the right thing. She was walking towards Claire’s office to discuss Sybille—a matter she believed she should leave Juliette out of, especially because Jules had been awful company the past few days—when she ran into Margot. The doctor looked flushed. And was that a sheen of sweat on her brow?
“Hey,” Steph greeted her. “Came to service the boss?”
“Hm.” Margot didn’t seem to be in a very talkative mood.
“Is she in good spirits at least?” Margot could take a bit of jesting. She wouldn’t turn up at Barbier & Cyr if her relationship with Claire wasn’t on the right track again. Steph made a mental note to ask Claire to go for a drink tonight so they could catch up and Steph could ask her all about the status of her relationship.
“Go see for yourself, Stéphanie.” Margot was one of the few people, apart from Dominique, who had a habit of addressing Steph with her full name. Maybe it was a top thing.
“Nice talking to you too, Doctor.” Steph slanted her head, trying to gauge Margot. She didn’t consider many women to be out of her league but Margot was definitely one of them—a fact she’d made abundantly clear when Steph had first tried to hit on her. Steph didn’t have any trouble rising above that.
“Sorry, I’ve had a lot on my plate lately.”
“No biggie.” Steph shot her a warm smile. “I think I know what that feels like.”
“Yeah.” Margot shrugged uncomfortably. “I know I’ve never really taken the time to get to know you better, Stéphanie. I’d like to change that.”
“Oh.” Steph didn’t know what to say.
“Not like that,” Margot joked. “You’re one of Claire’s closest friends. We should hang out some time.”
Hang out? The doctor had never really struck Steph as a person who spent her free time hanging out. “Sure.” She nodded. “I’d like that.”
“You should come kick boxing with me some time. It’s great—”
“Let me stop you right there, Doc.” Steph held up her hands. “The only exercise you and I will be engaging in together will be lifting drinks. Deal?”
Margot shot her an awkward grin. “If you say so.”
“Actually.” An idea started dawning on Steph. “Are you free today? I’d like to run something by you.”
“It’s my day off.” A sparkle of renewed interest glinted in Margot’s eyes.
“Can I buy you a drink at Le Comptoir? This is mostly business-related, by the way. A matter of getting a semi-outside perspective on something.”
“You’ve sparked my curiosity. How can I refuse?” Margot squared her shoulders, stood a little taller. The sweat on her forehead had dried up. Steph would have to wait to ask Claire what they’d been doing in her office. Somehow, the thought of asking Margot didn’t even occur to her. As though she knew for certain the mysterious doctor would never answer that question.
“Let’s go then.” Steph led the way to Le Comptoir.
Once seated at a snug table inside, Steph shouldered off her blazer and eyed Margot. “I’m just having a coffee. Need to keep a clear head.”
“I’m driving,” Margot replied. “I’ll have the same.”
Steph placed the order with Tony and considered how to put her dilemma. “You were there when the news broke about Dominique and me. Has Claire told you anything more about who we suspect is behind the leak?”
“Ah.” Margot tapped her fingers on the table. “I was wondering what this would be about.” She drew her lips into a grimace before continuing. “As long as you’re not asking for romantic advice, I’ll do my best to give you my ‘semi-outsider’ opinion.”
Steph waved off her comment. “I know that lines get blurred easily at our company, but trust me, this has nothing to do with romance.”
“Okay.” Margot nodded slightly. “Shoot.”
Steph explained about Séverine Marechal and Sybille’s suspected involvement, and how she’d offered to lure the latter out of her comfortable hiding spot at Johnson PR.
“Can you be more specific?” Margot asked. “What are your exact plans?” Margot had the expression of someone who already knew what her conversation partner would say next, but didn’t want to spare them the agony of saying it.
“Sybille is seducible. I think I can get her to talk.” Steph squirmed in her seat when she said the words.
Margot regarded her in silence for a few seconds. A loud silence that expressed everything that needed to be said. “That’s your plan?” she asked after a while. “Fight fire with fire?”
“Well, yes, I guess.” Tony offered her some respite as he brought over their tiny cups of coffee. “There aren’t that many other plays here.”
“So it all comes down to your irresistible charm?” It came out with a sneer. Margot paused to sip from her coffee. “Look, Stéphanie, we are not close friends… yet.” Margot rested her dark eyes on Steph. “But you asked for my opinion and I will give it to you straight. Your plan is not only seriously flawed, it’s also ridiculous.”
“Oh really?” Steph felt her hackles going up, despite knowing, somewhere deep inside of her, that Margot was probably right—and that she needed to hear this.
“First of all.” Margot fanned out her fingers and held onto her index finger, counting-down style. “Why would you think Sybille would be susceptible to your charms this late in the game? Surely she’s smarter than that, seeing what she pulled off already. Second, if she really does know more, it’s highly unlikely she’ll tell you. Third, and this is the most important one in my view, why would you even consider putting yourself out there in that way? Do you really think so little of yourself?” She reached her middle finger and shook her head. “Does Claire agree with this strategy?”
“Reluctantly, I guess.”
“Honestly, I can’t believe I’m hearing this. What kind of company is Barbier & Cyr that it would allow one of its employees to engage in such activities?”
“I guess you were the wrong person to ask.”
“Ask for what exactly? Validation?” Margot seemed to be getting her knickers in a twist somewhat. “I think you knew exactly what you were doing when you asked me, Stéphanie.”
Steph shook her head. “You and I are very different people.” Steph had already finished her coffee and was ready to leave.
“Oh, that goes without saying…” Steph braced herself for another round of being judged—although, from what she knew, the good doctor was the last one who should be judging anyone else’s actions. “But has it occurred to you that you might not be the same person you were before you met Dominique?”
“Puh.” Steph wondered if all doctors were required to go to shrink school. She also felt an itching in her legs, like she couldn’t sit still. Le Noir would only open in a few hours. She’d need to go.
“From where I’m sitting,” Margot leaned back in her chair, a look of condescension on her face, “it seems as though the only reason you asked for my opinion is because you know full well this whole Sybille plan is just a way of keeping your mind off other things. I saw you and Dominique together. You’re hurting now that it’s over. And that’s completely normal and understandable, but what is sleeping with someone like Sybille going to get you? Revenge? Is that what you’re after?”
Steph was surprised by the amount of words Margot was stringing together. She hadn’t pegged her for such a big talker. “Forget it,” she said. “I shouldn’t have said anything.” She started looking around for Tony to settle the bill. “I should go.”
“Be my guest.” Margot held her arms wide, like a priest in a church after he finished his preachy, condescending sermon. She doubted she’d ever become friends with Margot after this conversation.
“I just never thought you’d be one to judge so easily.” Steph said it without thinking.
“Is that what you think I’m doing? Judging you?” Margot widened her eyes and leaned over the table. “Sorry if it came across that way, but I’m not.”
“Whatever.” Steph was done with this. She slapped a ten euro bill on the table and stood.
“Why did you hit on me the first time we met?” That question took Steph completely by surprise.
“I don’t know. Because you looked sad and needed cheering up.” Steph shrugged, feeling awkward towering over the table. “That was ages ago.”
“Feels like a lifetime ago.” Margot seemed to lose focus for a moment. “What I’m trying to say, Stéphanie.” She peered up at Steph. “Don’t be afraid to put yourself first once in a while.”
Margot might as well be speaking in riddles. “What does that have that to do with anything?”
“Will you sit back down?” Margot tilted her head a little. “Please.”
Steph obliged. Margot was, indeed, a hard woman to say no to. She waited until Steph had retaken her seat across from her.
“I don’t know you very well, but I know a thing or two about guilt, and it looks to me as though you’re shouldering a huge amount of it. Guilt for falling in love with a client. For jeopardising Dominique’s career. For having your picture taken by Sybille.” Steph expected Margot to reach out her hand and give her an encouraging tap on the arm. She didn’t. At least that was in character. “And now you feel it’s solely up to you to make things right. You broke up with Dominique. But that’s not enough. You need to get vengeance, and you’re willing to do whatever it takes.”
Jesus. Did Claire tell her everything? Steph thought they’d barely been talking? Or perhaps that was what they’d been doing instead of trying to save their own relationship: discuss her life. Always something to talk about when it came to Stéphanie Mathis. Such a thankful subject of conversation. Ideal to kill those mortifying silences with. Hey, guess what Steph did now…
“I won’t compare my own situation to yours,” Margot continued. “I made a mistake and hurt Claire badly, but I paid for it sufficiently. I refuse to do more penance. I advise you to do the same.”
“Oh really, Doctor Know-It-All, then what do you advise I do? Nothing? Sit back and wait for Sybille and Marechal to destroy Dominique even further?”
“No. You should do whatever’s in your job description, and I bet sleeping with Sybille is not a contractual requirement.”
“Look, Margot, I know your type. You adhere to strict morals and believe that sex can only be part of love, but I’m not like you. I have no code. Sex means many different things to me. I have one-night-stands, and I enjoy them. I sleep around, and I don’t feel shame because of it, even though people like you want to talk me into doing so.”
“No, you misunderstood—” Margot started, but Steph cut her off.
“I’m not ashamed of how I live my life. There is no deeper meaning here. I fell in love. It ended badly. Now I’m trying to move on while doing my job the way I damn well please.”
“Fine.” Margot slacked in her seat. “But tell me one thing. Why, of all people, did you ask me?”
“Because you’re smart and I wanted to get your take on this. Just like I said. I wasn’t looking to be psychoanalysed.”
“Well then, all I have to say is: don’t do it.”
“Thanks for your time and opinion.” Steph rose again. This should make for excellent dinner conversation with Claire, she wanted to add, but instead, walked out of the bar in silence.
JULIETTE
Juliette knocked on Claire’s door. It took her friend longer than usual to reply.
“Was that Margot I just saw leaving with Steph?” she asked once inside.
“Steph? I don’t know about that, but Margot was surely here.” Claire squirmed in her seat.
“Maybe just a coincidence.” Juliette spotted a paper bag with two baguettes on the cabinet closest to Claire’s door. “Didn’t get to actually eat lunch, huh?”
“Not quite.” Claire grimaced. Juliette didn’t want to know. “Fancy a sandwich?”
“Sure.” Juliette grabbed the bag and settled in a chair on the other side of Claire’s desk.
“What state was Nadia in when she made it home last night?” Claire asked. Hearing Nadia’s name automatically grated on Juliette’s nerves these days. Not a pleasant sensation. Especially considering the fact that Juliette was about to marry her—if they ever got round to actually organising a wedding.
“No idea.” Juliette opened the halves of the baguette and peered inside. Chicken wasn’t her favourite but it would do.
“Care to elaborate?” Claire didn’t seem very inclined to eat.
“I’m jealous. There. Fine. I’ll say it. I’m jealous because that neurosurgeon will be working in Nadia’s hospital. I hate that Nadia slept with her. And possibly had two orgasms which she claims she doesn’t remember.” Anger rising in her gut, Juliette took a bite, her mouth too full to say more.
Claire drew her shoulders close to her ears. “What can I say, Jules?”
Juliette glanced at Claire while she swallowed. “I know. But I really feel as though I have a right to be upset, even if unreasonably so.”
“Do you…” Claire half-heartedly reached for the other sandwich. “Want to talk about the other thing?”
In all honesty, this was what pissed Juliette off the most. Claire tip-toeing around her about her father. Nadia saying she should go see him. Everyone was entitled to their opinion, but Juliette would much prefer it if they kept it to themselves.
“There’s nothing to say. At this point in my life, I don’t really care if he lives or dies. Apparently he’s living, so, yay, good for him. More time to teach François’s girls about the values of a ‘real family’.” Years ago, Juliette had received announcement cards when her nieces had been born. It was the only time she’d allowed herself to feel gutted because of the situation with her family. Newborns were a cause for celebration. New life. Endless possibilities. She’d have preferred François to not have sent them. Why had he anyway? So she could wire some money into the girls’ bank accounts? What else could she do, except worry herself sick about the home these children, who were related to her by blood, would grow up in? What would they be taught? Would there even be a mention of their estranged Auntie Juliette? Or would they all pretend she didn’t exist?
Perhaps she should go see her father and tell him that, apart from being on the cusp of marrying another woman, she would also like to have a child. That was bound to give him another heart attack.
“It’s up to you, Jules,” Claire said noncommittally. She didn’t have the best relationship with her parents either, but that was for more common reasons, like clashing personalities, not because Claire was a lesbian. Juliette had always loved spending time with Claire’s parents. She’d always loved time spent with anyone else’s family but her own, despite the bitter aftertaste these visits might leave her with afterwards, but she preferred not to think of what she might or might not be missing. “I’m here if you need me.”
“Thanks.” Juliette took another bite. It was only lunch time, but she could really do with a glass of wine. And with having her wife on her side. Because that was what it had felt like when Nadia had advised her to talk to her father, right after she’d dropped the Dievart bomb. As though Nadia was siding with her family. Perhaps Juliette couldn’t see clearly—she knew she couldn’t—but wasn’t Nadia supposed to be firmly in her camp? At all times? “Do you think I was too hard on François when he came by?”
“God no.” Claire shook her head. “You don’t owe them anything.”
“Just because, perhaps for the first time since I came out, my father said something nice about me… I mean, don’t these people realise what they have done? And in the name of what?” Juliette sighed. “I really don’t know. I will never grasp how someone can be that way. To make your own child understand that they’re not welcome in your home anymore, and because of what? Love?” Juliette pushed her sandwich to the side. “The only thing I’m concerned about is how Chloé and Iris are growing up. All that blind hatred. To have that spoon-fed to you from a young age. It’s not right.” Something in her gut clenched. “What if one of them turns out to be gay?” Juliette couldn’t believe she actually felt tears sit at the ready behind her eyes.
“Then they should know they can come to you.” Claire shuffled around in her big leather office chair. “They should know they have a beautiful, strong, successful aunt who is gay and whose life isn’t any worse for it.”
“I’ve always willed myself not to think about them, just like with the rest of my family, even though they carry no blame. But they’re”—Juliette paused to count in her head—“twelve and fifteen now. For all I know they don’t even know I exist.” Juliette was determined to not let sentimentality get the better of her. “I can rationalise it and say they’re not my problem, but they are my family, no matter how stupid their father and grandfather are.” Sentimentality was winning. Big time.
“Jules, please talk to Nadz. You shouldn’t be going through this alone.”
“I know I shouldn’t, but why hasn’t she apologised?”
“Erm.” Juliette could see hesitation cross Claire’s face. “Perhaps because you haven’t let her? No offense, Jules, but you’re not always the easiest person to say sorry to.”
Juliette nodded pensively.
“You know she loves you more than anything and wants nothing but the best for you.”
“Oh merde.” A tear made its way out of Juliette’s eye. “This whole thing with my dad. I pretend I know how to deal with it, but I actually don’t have much of a clue.” She wiped the tear away, but it was immediately followed by another. “I thought I could just cut all ties. I did successfully for so many years, and then François turns up, and even though I don’t want it to, it still hurts me so fucking much.”
“Oh Jules.” Claire started to rise from her chair.
“No hugs. If we start hugging now, I’ll be a mess all afternoon.” Juliette wasn’t kidding. She was struggling to regain control.
“Then be a mess.” Claire was just as stubborn as her. Within a split second, she was by Juliette’s side, planting a kiss on the top of her head. “Take some time off. Or work half days. Steph is back and you know she’s out to prove herself.”
Juliette sniffled. “It’s just that, when everything else starts to fall apart, this place feels like the only thing I can hold on to.” Melodrama all around, Juliette thought as the words fled her mouth. Luckily, she knew that Claire would never hold them against her. That was what best friends were for.
Claire threw an arm around her shoulder and held her tight. “You know what I sometimes wonder?” she asked. “If we should have pushed Dominique to come out and worked on spinning that, instead of having her retreat back into the closet. Set an example. If not us, in alliance with someone as powerful as her, who else will make this country a place where your nieces—and my own nieces and nephews—can grow up unafraid?”
“We’re cowards,” Juliette blubbered.
“The hell we are.” Claire crouched down next to her. “You’ve never hidden who you are, not even from people like your father. But PR is our job, and we both know that the truth will not always work best for us professionally.”
“Maybe it’s not too late.” Despite her father’s attempts at changing that, Juliette had never been ashamed of who she loved. “We should talk to Steph.”
“Are you serious?” Claire was still hugging her.
Juliette shrugged. “I don’t know, but lately, I’ve come to realise that, perhaps, I’ve been attaching too much importance to the wrong things.” The next thought jarred her. “Maybe I’m more like my father than I care to believe.”
Juliette felt the tension in Claire’s muscles as she shook her head, the movement vibrating through her entire body. “You’re nothing like that man.”
“Then I must take after my mother.” In unguarded moments, Juliette wondered which one of her parents she loathed most. At least her father had taken care of her after her mother left. Was she still married to that ANF guy? That wolf who didn’t even bother to wear sheep’s clothing. “I share their genes, Claire. I must have something of that inside of me.”
“Nuh-huh.” Claire hugged her tighter. “You were the lucky one, Jules. You only inherited their good qualities. All the bigotry went to François.”
“Which good qualities? How to stop loving your daughter when she doesn’t turn out to be what you expected?”
Claire let go of Juliette’s shoulder and sank through her knees so she could face her. “I bet they have nothing but regrets now.”
“Maybe my dad, because he’s flirting with death. What about my mother? What are the odds of having two parents who disown you, after they get divorced?” Juliette didn’t know if François was still in contact with their mother. And if she wanted to become a mother herself, should she not find some way to make peace with her own family, if only in her heart?
“And look how you’ve come out on the other side, Jules?” An unprecedented tenderness had taken over Claire’s face. Claire had witnessed first hand how Juliette’s parents had rejected her. It had cemented their friendship, laid the foundation for the deep companionship they still shared now.
“Let’s talk to Steph as soon as we can.” Juliette started to get a pretty clear vision of what she and Claire had to do.
NADIA
Claire had better get her act together, Nadia thought, if this woman is planning to go after Margot. Doctor Dievart had called her office earlier and proposed they have lunch so they could clear the air before she officially started next week. Nadia had thought it a good idea at the time, but now, as she sat staring into Dievart’s almond-shaped eyes, memories of that night she had long banned to the recesses of her brain came back to her in quick, vivid color splashes.
The fact was that Doctor Marie Dievart was not only an enormously skilled neurosurgeon—one that Saint-Vincent was very lucky to count among its staff—but she was also terribly good-looking, what with those alpine cheekbones, those clear eyes looking straight into your soul, and, most of all, those hands. The things those hands could do. Nadia had said to Juliette that she didn’t remember, because she had desperately wanted to forget. But she remembered now as Dievart’s long fingers curled around her fork as she stabbed it resolutely into a chunk of salmon. She remembered what those fingers had done to her.
“I want us to be friends, Nadia,” Dievart said in her Belgian accent. “We can start our own club in Saint-Vincent, so it seems.” When she smiled it broke her face in a way that softened her features.
“We’ll see.” Nadia sipped from her mineral water. “But just to be absolutely clear. What happened between us was a one-off. I’m engaged now.” Nadia wiggled the ring finger of her left hand. The weight it carried soothed her.
Dievart dropped her fork and displayed her palms—a gesture of peace. “Understood.” She squeezed her eyes into slits. “Did you tell your partner about us?”
“I did.” And it nearly destroyed us, Nadia thought. “It’s all out in the open. Still, discretion would be appreciated.”
“That goes without saying.” Marie made a gesture with her hand as if to indicate that she didn’t need to be told. “I’d love to meet your fiancée at some point.”
Sure, Nadia thought, maybe we can have a threesome. Or an orgy, with Margot and Claire. Might as well invite Steph along for the ride. Perhaps Doctor Dievart had the best of intentions, but this conversation was making Nadia very uncomfortable. Mainly because she was angry at herself for needing to have it at all.
“All in good time,” Nadia replied, with no intention of introducing her new colleague to Juliette any time soon.
“You came across as very protective of Doctor de Hay when I asked you about her the other day.” Dievart tilted her head and scrunched her lips together. “May I ask why?”
“She’s a good friend who’s dating another good friend.” Nadia hoped Dievart would take the hint.
“I respect that.” She curled her lips into a smile. She didn’t pick up her fork again, although her plate was still half-full. “Do you happen to have any single friends?”
Nadia chuckled and shook her head. “God, you’re straightforward.”
“Very un-Belgian of me. I know. I spent a lot of time in the States. The directness rubbed off on me, I find it so much easier than endlessly beating about the bush.” When Nadia relaxed, and forgot about what happened between them, Marie Dievart seemed like a perfectly likeable woman. She wouldn’t have slept with her in the first place if she wasn’t.
“I don’t know.” Nadia was adamant to finish the rest of her food. “What are you looking for?” Perhaps Dievart could be a new challenge for Steph. More of a rebound person than the anonymous women she slept with to forget about Dominique. Then again, Nadia could do without the hassle.
“Someone fun. First and foremost, I just want to have a good time. I’m not looking to settle down.” Sounded right up Steph’s alley.
“Let me think on it.” Nadia thought it best to remain noncommittal.
“Thanks. Appreciate it.” Dievart said it as though Nadia was going to recommend her a hairdresser in the neighbourhood. “Now tell me, is there anyone I need to look out for in this hospital?”
Nadia chewed the last morsel of steak and, satisfied, leaned back in her chair. “I hear Doctor Andres already has the hots for you. He’s a big fan.”
“I can deal with admirers.” Dievart looked as though she was never short of those. “What about the politics? Anything I should know?” Doctor Dievart brushed a stray strand of dark hair behind her ear.
Nadia considered what she should and should not divulge to Dievart. Then her phone rang. Automatically, she peeked at the screen. Juliette’s name came up.
“Sorry,” she absentmindedly said to Dievart, wondering if she was in for another scolding from her partner.
“Don’t worry about it.” Dievart grabbed the opportunity to check her own messages.
“Hello.” Juliette had been very frosty with Nadia for days, and Nadia had to try very hard to sound sweet. She’d tried to apologise, but Juliette had rejected every one of her attempts.
“Hey, babe.” Nadia was surprised by the obvious conciliatory tone in Juliette’s voice. “Can you talk?” Nadia glanced at Marie Dievart. If Juliette knew who she was having lunch with, she would soon be adopting a different kind of tone again—the one that Nadia was getting used to.
“Not really, but I can call you back in five.” Nadia rubbed her palm against her thigh. Dievart shot her a quick glance. Maybe she should introduce them, attempt to suck all the tension out of the air between the three of them, because this was not a pleasant situation to be in.
“Okay. Please do.” There was a hint of disappointment in Juliette’s voice before she hung up.
“The fiancée?” Dievart painted a crooked smirk on her face, and Nadia detested herself so much in that moment. It would be easier if Dievart weren’t the cocky person that she so obviously was. But Nadia had no choice but to get over herself and make this all work.
Nadia gave a quick nod. “I’d better get back to it.” She rose from her chair, the feet scraping over the linoleum of the hospital cafeteria floor.
“Sure,” Dievart said with an understanding glint in her eyes. “Thanks for lunch.”
Nadia said her goodbyes, shaking the new Chief of Neurosurgery’s hand quickly and evasively, and rushed to her office. On the way, the memory washed over her like a cold shower. That night with Dievart, when she’d been so low she had allowed herself to be picked up by the brazen doctor, had been spectacular. And Dievart knew it. Because Nadia had given it all up to the surgeon. She’d let her take her to her room in the hotel a block away from the hospital. She’d let her strip Nadia of her clothes, as though she had no will power of her own anymore. She had done things to her that Juliette could never, ever do.
A shiver of something ran up her spine. Guilt? Remorse? Lust? Nadia shut her office door and sank into the soft leather of her chair, frustration building in her gut. She had absolutely no desire left for Dievart, that was not what the frustration was about. It was all the feelings that had led her to make her go along with it, and how, despite becoming engaged, and making big promises like working less and spending more time together, so far, absolutely nothing had changed between her and Juliette.
Juliette was waiting for her call at Barbier & Cyr, possibly with less of a chip on her shoulder than before—otherwise she wouldn’t have called—and although she was entitled to have a strong reaction to the news about Dievart and Nadia’s comments about seeing her father, it was how she had reacted to it in the exact same manner she always did. By shutting Nadia out. By coming home late at night and shrouding herself in silence, nothing but accusations in her glance. As though all that went wrong in her life was Nadia’s fault. And her only option was to keep all lines of communications firmly closed.
Limitless understanding hadn’t brought Nadia very far in the past, which was why she had suggested Juliette take action in the first place. But, of course, her timing had been rather off. Nadia had no problem being the bigger person in their relationship, not simply because if she didn’t there wouldn’t be a relationship—or an engagement—but because that was how she was raised, how she was. And she firmly believed that Juliette needed someone like her in her life. That, together, they were more than the sum of their parts. It was the distinct lack of that feeling that had driven her into Dievart’s arms that night. And today was a brusque reminder.
She punched in Juliette’s number, hoping they could work things out.
“Sorry, babe,” Juliette said. “Can we talk tonight? Steph just walked in and we have a bit of an emergency going on.”
“Oh jesus christ.” Because this was how it always was between them. Something else was always more important.
“I know. I know.” There was only an absent hint of apology in Juliette’s voice. “I’ll be home at seven on the dot. I promise. I’m sorry.”
“Fine.” Nadia hung up, determined to make Juliette wait at least an hour for her tonight—no matter how petty that was.
STEPH
“Did you have lunch with Margot?” Claire eyed Steph with a funny look on her face, eyebrows half-drawn up, lips squeezed together.
“Just ran into her in the hallway. Had a coffee and a chat.” In spite of herself, Margot’s words had made Steph think.
“Oh really?” Claire’s eyebrows shot all the way up.
“She’s your girl, Boss. Just getting to know her a bit better.” Steph lowered herself into the sofa in Juliette’s office.
“Did she say anything?” Claire asked.
Steph glanced at Juliette who stood talking into her phone in the corner by the window. “About you, you mean?” Steph smirked at Claire. “Many interesting things.”
“Okay.” Juliette approaching redirected Steph’s attention. “Sorry about that. Nadia on the phone,” she said.
“What’s up?” Steph hoped she wasn’t about to be quizzed on her progress with Sybille. Did Claire even know how Margot felt about how she conducted business? Although it was hardly fair to pin that on Claire. The whole thing had been entirely Steph’s idea. Perhaps, now that she had thought about it more at Margot’s insistence, she would have expected her bosses—and friends—to protest a bit more vocally.
“Have you, huh, approached Sybille at all?” Juliette’s voice dipped down when she spoke Sybille’s name, making it sound like a dirty word that shouldn’t be said out loud. She positioned herself next to Steph in the sofa.
“Not yet, but—” Steph started.
“Good.” Juliette cut her off immediately.
“What’s going on?” Steph feared another attack on her personality. Claire said nothing, indicating this was Juliette’s plan. Or perhaps she was still trying to figure out what Margot had said about her.
“I know we acted in Dominique’s best interest when we advised her to deny the affair. It’s how it’s done. Classic PR tactics. By the book.” Juliette shuffled around a bit. “But, what if there were another way? This is the year 2014. Maybe it doesn’t have to be like that anymore.”
“What are you talking about?” Steph had no clue where her boss was going with this.
“Aren’t you sick of those hypocritical bastards of Tous Ensemble getting thousands of people out of their homes on Sundays, protesting against our rights?” Juliette shook her head. “This country has taken such a big swing to the right. It’s not funny anymore. I feel personally assaulted.”
“Erm, MLR isn’t exactly the left either, Jules.”
“They’re not, but perhaps how they position themselves is exactly where we need to be, to be taken seriously.”
Steph narrowed her eyes, trying to understand the point Juliette was attempting to get across. “Back up a bit, please.”
“This happened twenty-five years ago, of course, but my own father told me, with no choice words, that I should never bring a female lover home.” There was not a hint of pain in Juliette’s voice, only determination. “Isn’t it time we tried to change that? We are a lesbian-owned firm, representing a female politician who had an affair with another woman. What if we threw away the chance to do something good? To seize the opportunity for change?”
Steph looked at Claire to check if she was on board with this ludicrous idea. Clearly, Juliette was hit much harder by her brother turning up the other day than she let on, and was allowing her personal feelings to influence her professional decisions. Understandable, but not acceptable.
“What? You want Dominique to come out, maybe hold my hand on national TV, expect the country to embrace us, and vote for her to become the next president? What are you on, Jules?”
“Don’t you want something better for yourself?” Juliette was adamant.
“What Jules is trying to say,” Claire chimed in, “is that we don’t have to adhere to the status-quo. We have the power. Not to change how everyone in this country thinks, but to at least show them there’s nothing wrong with being gay.”
“As I said to Claire,” Juliette’s voice jumped up with excitement, “if we don’t, who will do it for us?”
“Jesus.” Steph sagged against the backrest of the sofa. “I step out for an hour and this is what happens?”
“You stepped out for much longer than that, Steph. And we all know why. Don’t you wish you didn’t have to?”
“Don’t try to emotionally blackmail me into supporting this idea.” Steph squared her shoulders, sat upright. “Don’t you think I lie awake at night for hours on end dreaming of a better way for this to play out? For a way to—”
“Let me stop you right there.” Juliette turned her body, fully facing Steph. “I have no doubt you made the decision that you believed was right, but there’s no denying you made it fast.”
Steph huffed out a breath. “I don’t believe this. Is my work being questioned here?” Had she not sacrificed the most? And wasn’t that enough?
“No. No.” Claire again. “That’s not what we’re trying to suggest. We all thought it was the best decision at the time.” Dominique hadn’t. Steph knew that much. She’d never forget how her face had gone from warm to icy in a split second, as though she had to shut Steph out immediately for any chance of survival. “And as far as logical decisions in our business go, it’s flawless. But we’re not talking just business here, Steph. We’re talking about so much more.”
“You want to counter the dark ideas of the extreme-right with love and peace?” It wasn’t so much Juliette and Claire’s lofty ideals Steph was protesting against, but the repercussions on her personal life. Had it all been for nothing? The pain she’d suffered through with only her cat as a witness.
“No, but we can at least try to make a difference.” Juliette’s shoulders had slumped a bit.
“Why don’t you ask me the question really burning on your lips, Jules?” Steph pinned her eyes on her friend. She wasn’t a complete fool.
At least Juliette hesitated. Perhaps respectfully, perhaps because she really found it difficult to ask. “Do you think Dominique would be amenable?”
Bam. There it was. Steph knew no other way than immediate defence. “You’re asking me? She’s your client now. Why don’t you ask her yourself.” She witnessed how Juliette exchanged a quick glance with Claire.
“You know her best, Steph,” Claire said. “If we go to her with this, we need a plan. We can’t just show up and hope for the best.”
Steph thought about the last time she had seen Dominique, only a few days ago. How excruciating it had been to have to send her away again. How the heat had engulfed her all over again, the desire she had for this woman she couldn’t possibly be with anymore.
“Additionally,” Juliette just couldn’t stop talking. “If Dominique tells the truth about you and her, no one can leak any more dirty secrets to the press.”
Steph uttered a lame chuckle. “Sure, because she’d be committing political suicide and it wouldn’t matter anymore.”
“I know this is a lot to think about and we’re bombarding you with this. Think about it.” Claire tried to be the voice of reason, but it didn’t make their outrageous plan sound any more plausible.
“But do consider the possibility that you might be wrong. That people can surprise you. This isn’t the dark ages anymore, despite what Tous Ensemble would like us to believe,” Juliette said. “And that…” She hesitated.
“Don’t.” Steph stopped her. “Don’t say it. Don’t cross that line.”
Because no matter how they played it—and if Dominique were to actually come out—Steph would always be a liability. The dirt that could be dug up on her. The life she lived was the exact opposite of what right-wing extremists like the ANF and that despicable organisation Tous Ensemble, supposedly fighting for ‘core family values’, tried to promote. Maybe it would be different if Dominique had fallen for a good girl who only coloured between the lines, not someone like Steph, who loved blurring boundaries and crossing them. No matter what happened, there was no happy ending for her and Dominique. She could imagine Le Matin interviewing a cross section of her past lovers. Exposing Le Noir. Judging her and the choices she made on the front page.
“I think it’s a bad idea. One I can’t possibly be on board with.”
Next to her, Juliette sighed. “But…,” she started to say, but Claire stopped her by holding up her hand.
“Sleep on it,” Claire said. “This is just the beginning of an idea. Nothing concrete.”
“Just stay away from Sybille, because that could seriously backfire,” Juliette added.
Steph looked from Juliette to Claire and back. “Fine, as long as the pair of you have a good think about this as well.”
MARGOT
Margot couldn’t stop glancing at her watch. It was past seven and Claire still hadn’t shown up. After how she’d left her in her office earlier, it could really only mean one thing. She was done. Margot’s last play hadn’t worked. They were done. If Claire didn’t show up at hers tonight, desperate for release, their relationship was beyond repair. She checked her phone for the umpteenth time, hoping for news and at the same time fearing that a message of dismissal might appear. Outside, traffic honked and stuttered. Perhaps Claire was stuck somewhere in a taxi, cursing what a little bit of rain did to drivers in Paris, her phone drained of battery power. Margot could still give her the benefit of the doubt. She hadn’t given up just yet.
The conversation she’d had with Stéphanie was still fresh on her mind. Margot gazed through the rain-spattered window of her flat, at the rush hour chaos outside. Obviously, the girl was lost. Did no one at Barbier & Cyr notice? Or were they all just too much up in each other’s business to see when someone was suffering so much they were making stupid decisions. But if Margot knew how to do something well, it was not to stick her nose where it didn’t belong. She wouldn’t breathe a word about her conversation with Steph to Claire. If the latter ever showed up. Or was this a power play as well? Had their relationship been reduced to a string of games? Margot was a big fan of game play inside the bedroom, but she preferred things as straightforward as possible outside of it.
A wall clock that had been in her family for ages ticked loudly behind her, as if taunting her. They hadn’t set a definite time, but Margot had hoped that her words as well as her actions had conveyed successfully to Claire that she shouldn’t come over too late. Unless this was payback for the night before. When Margot had only shown up at Claire’s after she was fast asleep. Whereas Margot used to pride herself on possessing endless reservoirs of patience, she was quickly running out now. They were going to hash this out once and for all tonight. Make a decision. Yes or no. Either Claire still wanted to be with her, or she didn’t. Simple.
The loud chime of the bell startled Margot out of her spiralling thoughts. Instantly, relief and anxiety flared in her gut. She buzzed Claire in and waited. The elevator was probably crowded at this time of the evening, and Claire was not the kind to take the stairs. Margot left the front door ajar and poured herself a glass of wine, but, repulsed by the smell of alcohol after last night’s bender, pushed it away. She sat down in the sofa and waited.
“Hey.” The sound of Claire’s voice undid at least one knot coiling in the pit of her stomach. “Sorry I’m so late.” Margot heard the front door fall into the lock as Claire rushed into the living room, already shrugging off her overcoat, dropping her bag in the corner next to the cabinet where she always left it.
“I love you,” Margot heard herself say out of the blue. She figured she really must have wanted to say that. Claire froze for an instant, her arms going limp next to her, then shot her a smile and came for her.
“And I love it when you come to my office and spank me.” Claire planted her knees on either side of Margot and folded at the waist to kiss her. Margot twisted her face to the side, her lips out of reach for Claire.
“I’m serious, Claire. I’m done fucking around here.”
“What?” Claire straightened her torso, peering down at Margot in what was quickly becoming an awkward position. “What’s going on? Is it because I’m so late? We had stuff going on—”
“It’s not about that.” Margot shuffled her knees against each other, hoping Claire would get the hint and slide off her. “It’s about us. About how it makes me feel. I love you, and I need to know how you feel.”
“How about…” Claire painted that irresistible grin on her lips. “I show you instead of telling you?” She bent down, bringing her face inches away from Margot’s.
“I need you to look me in the eye and tell me that you want to be with me.” Margot could feel an iciness settling in her chest. She was steeling herself for the worst case scenario. “No reservations.”
“I do. I do want to be with you.” Claire cupped Margot’s chin in her palms. “I’m trying my very hardest.”
“That’s just it. It shouldn’t feel as though you have to try so hard.”
Claire sank down on her lap, her bottom connecting with Margot’s knees. Inadvertently, it made Margot think about how she had treated Claire’s behind at noon, and it stirred something between her legs.
“We need to talk about this. Really talk.” Margot tried to straighten her posture, an action she always derived strength from, but it was hard with Claire still half-crouched on top of her.
“Okay.” Claire retreated and sat next to her, eyeing the glass of wine on the coffee table.
“You can have that,” Margot said, her resolve rapidly splintering because of the premonition building inside of her gut.
Claire sighed and turned to her. “That’s all right.” She pinned her eyes on Margot. “Best to keep things sober for this.”
“I mean it. I love you. But I can’t keep doing what we’ve been doing the past month. Either we move this relationship forward, or we don’t. But I need some sense of security. I need to know that this is going somewhere instead of around in circles.”
“Look,” Claire started, fiddling with a button of her blouse. “I want nothing more than to feel the way I did before, but I think it’s only normal that it’s hard for me. I want this to work, more than anything.”
“So you keep saying.” Margot felt herself crumbling.
Claire shook her head. “I know that the way I’m dealing with this is not easy on you, but you just said you loved me, so don’t you think we ought to keep on trying?”
Until when? Margot thought. Until there’s nothing left of me? Again. “Do you love me?” she asked instead.
“I do. I hope you know that I do. Would I even be here if I didn’t?” Something broke in Claire’s voice. “But I’m not like you. I don’t need for things to be so clear cut. And I do feel as though we’ve been making progress. I mean, today…” A tiny smile broke through the sadness on her face.
“It’s not about sex, Claire. In the end, it’s not about that at all.”
“Don’t you think I know that?” The first hint of impatience. Another sign that they were not operating on the same wavelength. That the gap between what they both wanted from their relationship might be too wide.
“Take this conversation as an example. Don’t you think it’s so indicative of what we have become as a couple. Are we even a couple?” Margot asked.
“Yes. We are.” No sign of hesitation in Claire’s voice. “We may not be the perfect couple you want us to be. We may not be living up to all the expectations you have of us, but yes, we are a couple. We’re struggling, because sometimes that’s what it takes. You go the extra mile for love.”
“Then let me ask you this.” Margot wanted so much to believe in Claire’s words, but it wasn’t in her nature. Love, for her, was something to be felt coursing through her veins, colouring her day brighter, not this mess endlessly dragging her down. “When do you think you’ll be able to forgive me?” Pure fear bunched up in her throat as she asked the question, as though their entire future depended on the answer. Maybe it did.
Claire’s fists tightened. “Perhaps only when you realise that I may never be able to. That it’s not required.”
The last words Margot wanted to hear. She had no reply.
“Hey.” Unexpectedly, Claire shuffled closer. “I’m not perfect. You’re not perfect. Doesn’t mean we’re not perfect for each other.”
“I just—” Margot struggled to find the words. “I’m not good at these half-way situations, Claire. I need commitment. Or at the very least something more than what we have now.”
“Okay.” Claire set her jaw. “Do you have something specific in mind.”
“No. I don’t have a clue.” Margot shrugged. “And that’s probably what scares me the most.” Because how do you save a relationship that never had the chance to become one in the first place?
Claire reached for Margot’s hands, took them in hers. “Let me take you out this weekend. On a date. We never went on enough dates. You tied me to the bed, and that was it.” Claire tilted her head and glared at her from under her lashes. “Let’s start again.”
“Okay.” Margot’s hesitant nod quickly transformed into a determined one. “Maybe somewhere around the Eiffel Tower.”
“Don’t you worry about a thing. I’ll take care of everything.” Claire scooted closer as she brought Margot’s hands to her mouth, kissed her on the knuckles, before redirecting her lips to her ear. “And the Eiffel Tower is so cliché, baby.”
“Oh really,” Margot chuckled, feeling freed of most of her anguish because of the sudden lighter atmosphere. “Because it seemed to work just fine on you when I first took you there.”
“Stop arguing and kiss me,” Claire said, and Margot happily followed her command.
JULIETTE
“How was your day, babe?” Juliette asked Nadia, careful not to show any signs of irritation because of Nadia arriving home this late.
“Fine. Yours?” Nadia went straight for the half-finished bottle of red that stood next to the fridge and poured herself a generous helping.
Juliette was buzzing too hard to pay much attention to Nadia’s tone. “Hey. Come here.” She rose from the chair where she sat researching Tous Ensemble on her laptop, adamant to bring them down—despite Steph’s skepticism. She pulled Nadia close, not caring that it made her spill some of her wine. “I’m sorry for being so Juliette Barbier about the whole neurosurgeon thing. I shouldn’t have shut you out like that.” She brushed away a strand of hair from Nadia’s face. “I was jealous.”
“I know, and you had every right to be.” The crooked smile Nadia shot her warmed Juliette to the core. “I’m sorry for pushing you to see Bertrand. It was not my place.”
“It was. It is. You’re going to be my wife. I could probably do with listening to you a bit more.” Juliette planted a quick kiss on Nadia’s neck. The conversations she’d had today had galvanised her, and just smelling Nadia made her want to kiss her for a few hours.
“What’s up with you tonight?” Nadia pushed her shoulders back and scanned Juliette’s face. “New big fish client?”
“No. It’s all about our current big fish.” Juliette bit her lip, bursting with excitement. “Let me have some of that.” She held out her hand for Nadia’s wine glass, who happily handed it over. Juliette took a big gulp. “I made spaghetti. Why don’t I tell you all about it while we eat?”
Nadia arched up her eyebrows. “You made spaghetti?”
Was that really so unusual? Juliette wondered. “Well, not from scratch.” Admittedly, she’d been too busy gathering information on the NFA and Tous Ensemble to spend a lot of time perfecting her sauce.
“Thanks.” Nadia pulled her close and kissed her on the cheek.
“It’s just spaghetti.” Juliette inhaled her wife-to-be’s scent, hoping this evening would have a happy ending.
While they ate, Juliette told Nadia about her thoughts on the Dominique Laroche situation, not leaving anything out—least of all Steph’s doubts—because Nadia was her fiancée, and she needed to get her honest opinion on the matter.
“You’d be risking a lot.” Nadia had finished her plate and twirled a refilled glass of wine by the stem between her fingers. “But I admire the idea.”
“I think we can get Dominique on board. I never got the impression that she wanted to remain in the closet.” Juliette tapped her foot nervously onto the floorboards. Then an idea came into her mind. “Will you talk to Steph? She listens to you and you don’t work with her. She respects your views.”
“I could, but Steph is Steph. We both know that.” Nadia slanted her head. “And before I talk to anyone, we should talk about…”
“I know.” Juliette sat up a bit straighter. “I know I have to deal with Bertrand, but I just, for once, would like to turn a negative into a positive, Nadz. So that what I went through can at least be beneficial to other people.”
“That’s not what I was going to say, babe.” Nadia took a quick sip, deposited her glass with what could easily be interpreted as a slightly impatient bang on the table.
“Oh,” was all Juliette said.
“Regardless of what you feel you should do or not do, for Dominique, for Barbier & Cyr, for yourself…” Nadia paused to clear her throat. “What about us? What happened to the Juliette who told me she was going to work less? The woman who told me that she wouldn’t let it all consume her so much? From where I’m sitting, I’m looking at the exact opposite of the person who said that.”
Again, that crushing feeling that Nadia was not on her side. Not fully, anyway. Not as committed as Juliette would like her to be.
“Really?” Juliette dropped her cutlery. “That’s what you have to say about all this?” Deep in her heart, she knew she was—automatically, instinctively—indulging in the wrong reaction again, but, try as she might, she couldn’t stop herself.
“Yes.” All warmth seemed to drain from Nadia’s expression. “Because it seems to me that I’ll be the one playing second fiddle once again.”
“So much for standing behind your future wife.” Juliette was so riled up, she didn’t care about avoiding hurtful words anymore.
“It’s not about not standing behind you, and you know it.” It seemed as though Nadia wasn’t going to let her have this one. But did she not see Juliette’s passion? Did it not come across loud and clear?
“So what do you propose? I stay at home to cook your dinners while everything else—all the things I genuinely feel we have a chance of changing, even if only a tiny bit—stays the same. Because otherwise you’d feel wronged?” In the back of her mind, Juliette knew she was being deliberately antagonising, but damn it, why did everything they talked about have to turn into a fight? She was on the verge of making a big decision. Was a modicum of support really so much to ask for from her better half?
Nadia sat shaking her head, inhaling exasperated breaths that infuriated Juliette even more. “Since when have you ever been interested in changing the world, anyway?”
“You have no idea.” Juliette’s gut burned with rage. Of all the times she needed Nadia’s support, this one suddenly seemed so crucial. “You with your perfect family. With your mom and dad who’ve never said a wrong word about you being a lesbian. Do you have any idea of the things I’ve had to hear?”
Nadia pulled up her upper lip, baring teeth, a sure sign she wasn’t going to back down. Not this time. Juliette was hardly playing fair, but in this case, she thought she had the right. She’d earned it by being chased from her childhood home, by being vilified by her own flesh and blood.
“Maybe if you’d talk to me about it. Maybe if you’d let me in a bit more instead of coming up with grand schemes for other people’s lives.” Nadia’s shoulders sagged a fraction. “Ever since your brother showed up, you’ve barely spoken to me.”
“I’ve apologised for that.”
“I know you so well, Jules. Don’t you think I see what you’re trying to do?”
“I’m trying to prove a fucking point.” The sudden kindness in Nadia’s voice took Juliette by surprise, made her sit up a bit less straight—holes being punched in her armour.
“You’re hurt. It’s only human that you are. And you’re trying so very hard to not have to face your family, you’re redirecting your energy. Just like you always do.” Nadia leaned over the table, extending her hand. “You don’t need to be the country’s LGBT hero, babe. You need to heal.” Nadia’s hand had reached Juliette’s wrist. “The last thing you need is to bury yourself in more work. Not now.”
Juliette shook her head, but couldn’t stop herself from latching onto Nadia’s arm. She needed the support, the physical connection between them. “You’re wrong. This is how I want to deal with it. It’s the only way for me.” She interlaced her fingers with Nadia’s. “Do you really think I’m going to go see my dad in hospital and forgive him? Will that make me feel better? Fill that bloody gaping hole in my heart?”
“I don’t know, Jules, but it just might.”
“How can you even consider forgiveness?” A tear slid down Juliette’s cheek. Embarrassed, she ripped her hand from Nadia’s hold and wiped it away.
“I’m not saying you have to forgive him. But just talk to him.”
“Whether you support me or not, this is what I intend to do. And I’ll make damn sure both my father and my brother know who’s behind Laroche’s success.”
“Oh, babe.” Nadia folded her facial features into a solemn, understanding expression. Juliette wasn’t sure she could handle looking at that. “You always have my support.” Juliette waited for the ‘but’; Nadia took her time to deliver it. “Just… consider checking your motivations.”
“Will you talk to Steph or not?” Juliette chose to focus her attention on the first part of Nadia’s statement.
“I will. I’ve been meaning to check in with her, anyway. See how she’s holding up now that she’s back at work.”
Ideally, Juliette would be able to tell Nadia about Steph’s initial plan to approach Sybille, but she didn’t want to speak her name in their flat, not after what had happened here. She could also do without Nadia’s judgement in that area. And anyway, if it was up to her—and it largely was—Steph’s flawed plan would become totally unnecessary.
“Thanks,” was all Juliette said.
“I know you have a lot on your plate.” Nadia reached for her arm again. “Promise you’ll talk to me. You don’t have to do this on your own.”
“I promise.” Juliette grabbed hold of Nadia’s hand. “Just give me a bit more time to get my act together.”
“You have time, babe. And you have me. But if you want that spring wedding, we have to start planning sooner rather than later.”
“I know.” As much as Juliette wanted to be married to Nadia, there was not an inch of space left in her troubled, busy brain to think about that shindig.
CLAIRE
Claire met Nadia for a long overdue conversation about their loved ones at a café around the corner of the hospital.
“I’m worried about Jules,” she said, staring into Nadia’s tired face. “And from the look of it, so are you.”
“The confrontation with her family was bound to happen at some point. It’s crushing her, but she can’t talk about it.” Nadia had only ordered coffee for lunch, claiming she wasn’t hungry.
“What can I do?” Claire was desperate to help her friend.
“You know Juliette just as well as I do. There’s no steering her, unless it’s in such a subtle manner she doesn’t realise it.” Nadia rubbed her eyes.
“You look exhausted, Nadz.” Claire stabbed at her turkey salad.
“I have my own shit to deal with as well.”
“Aah. I think I might know what—or should I say who?—you’re referring to.”
Nadia drew her lips into a pout, dimpling her cheeks. “I think that with all the rest she’s got going on, Juliette can accept that nothing will ever happen between me and Dievart again. That she knows that what went on between us was more a silent cry for help than anything else. It’s just that her impending daily presence at the hospital is such a reminder of how and what went wrong between Juliette and me, and there’s always something standing in the way of fixing things in a way that feels more permanent.” A deep inhalation of breath. “And then there’s the small fact that it also reminds me of how easily I gave in to her. I’m not proud of what happened and I fully realise it nearly was our undoing, or at least the trigger for it. But I can’t talk about it with Juliette. Definitely not now, but really, not ever.”
Claire was certain that Juliette had absolutely no idea of the shape her wife-to-be was in. As usual, she had her head way too far up her own ass to see—with good reason, but still. “I’m so sorry, Nadz. I didn’t realise you were having such a hard time.”
“I’m fine, really.” Nadia waved off her comment. “I know we’ll be fine. If only Juliette wasn’t so bloody stubborn.” Nadia narrowed her eyes in concentration. “What do you think about her grand idea of Laroche coming out?”
Claire had hoped to run the idea by Margot last night but the circumstances had prevented that. Besides, work was not often discussed between them. Claire had been dead-on when she’d said they’d never properly dated. That they should probably talk more. Get to know each other better in other places than the bedroom.
“I don’t think it’s a bad idea.” She nodded pensively. “We’re at a crossroads in this country. And Laroche could make such an impact.” She played with a chunk of tomato on her plate. “But, of course, it’s all easier said than done. And Steph is not a fan of the idea, so…”
“I’ll talk to Steph. I’m meeting her after work.”
“Frankly, I think what Steph needs more than anything is a shoulder to cry on.” Claire remembered their journey back from Gordes, and how different Steph had been. How utterly happy her holiday with Dominique had left her. Claire had known Steph for a very long time and she’d never seen her more content.
“Is she really ready to go back to work? Or just looking for distraction, because if she is, she only learned from the best.” Claire knew Nadia was referring to Juliette.
“I don’t know if Jules told you, but, erm, Steph offered to get in touch with Sybille. Feel her out on what else she has on Laroche. To find out whose payroll she’s really on.”
The mention of Sybille’s name made Nadia flinch visibly, but she quickly got her bearings back. “Are you kidding me?” Nadia shook her head. “Isn’t that the clearest sign possible that she’s not ready to come back to Barbier & Cyr?”
“Perhaps.” Claire shrugged. “We’ve all had a lot on our mind lately.”
Nadia nodded sympathetically. “I know. I’m not judging, just… poor Steph. I haven’t exactly been there for her, either.”
“Speaking of heart ache and all that…” Claire hesitated, but, in the end, blurted out the words anyway. “Margot and I are still sort of on the rocks. Does she talk to you at all about us, or does she keep it all to herself the way I would expect her to?” She held up her hands. “I’m not prying, Nadz. I just want to know how she’s coping. We had another argument last night…” At least last night’s argument had ended well.
Nadia took a sip of the water that came with her coffee before slumping against the backrest of her chair. “Remember that night when Juliette proposed to me? We were all so happy then. When did it all turn to shit again?”
“You still have that ring on your finger.” Claire fixed her eyes on Nadia’s left hand.
“I know. I never believed it would, but it feels different now.” She touched her ringed finger with the index finger of her other hand. “If we ever find the time to get married.” Nadia rested her eyes on Claire. “But to answer your question: Margot has talked to me about you. I know things have been more difficult than expected.”
Claire’s attention was snagged by a woman walking up to them. She looked vaguely familiar. “Nadia? Mais, alors,” the woman said. Claire witnessed how Nadia momentarily froze in her seat.
“Doctor Dievart.” Nadia turned to greet the woman, painting a rather forced-looking smile on her face.
“And who have we here?” Dievart pinned all her attention on Claire for an instant. Jesus. Those eyes. So eery and clear.
“Doctor Dievart, this is my good friend Claire. Claire…” Nadia just tilted her head.
Almost instinctively, Claire wanted to say she’d heard so much about the neurosurgeon, but realised her potential mistake before the words left her mouth. “Enchantée,” she said instead. Clearly, Doctor Dievart was a woman on the prowl, the way she gazed into Claire’s eyes as she squeezed her fingers in a firm handshake.
“Please, call me Marie.”
“Can’t stay away from the hospital?” Nadia asked. Claire couldn’t help but wonder what Margot really thought about this new addition to Saint-Vincent. The short conversation they’d had about Dievart hadn’t exactly been enlightening.
“Self-confessed workaholic.” Dievart tapped a hand against her chest, drawing attention to a very low cut blouse. If Juliette ever met this woman, she’d go off the deep end. “I just want to be as much up to speed as possible before I start next week.”
“Admirable,” Nadia said.
Claire cringed as she watched her make small talk. She hadn’t fully grasped before, but this must be agony for Nadia. Exactly how it had been for Margot when Inez had returned. Seeing the effects of the return of a former lover in action, in the cold light of day, her own emotions removed from the equation, changed her perspective somewhat.
“Well, I’d best get going. I sure hope to see you again, Claire.” Out of the blue, Dievart addressed Claire again, fixing those pale eyes on her.
Claire nodded and, unexpectedly amused, watched how Doctor Dievart raised her hand briefly for a wave before heading towards the hospital.
“Damn,” Claire said, when she was out of earshot.
“Tell me about it,” Nadia replied.
“Such overt sexual aggression.”
Nadia scrunched her lips into a pensive pout. “She says it’s because of the time she spent in the US.”
Claire eyed Nadia quizzically for a few moments too long, lost in a thought she shouldn’t be having.
“What?” Nadia asked.
Claire shook her head, hoping to convey that they should end their conversation about Dievart, but, at the same time, too intrigued to stop herself completely.
“Go on. Out with it,” Nadia insisted.
“It’s just… you and… her, Nadz? I don’t really see it.” She was definitely more Claire’s type, what with the obvious bossy attitude.
Nadia shook her head. “If you don’t mind, I would really rather not talk about it.”
“Understood.” Claire was quite convinced that Juliette had nothing to worry about anymore. “Has she been introduced to Margot?”
“Oh yes,” Nadia was quick to say.
Margot hadn’t breathed a word about this introduction. “What does that mean?” Claire had lost all interest in her salad.
Nadia leaned over the table in a conspiratorial manner. “The woman is a predator. She’ll go after anyone who looks half-way decent and pings her gaydar.”
Claire’s eyes widened. “Did she make a pass at Margot?”
“She didn’t really get the chance, but she did enquire about her afterwards. Don’t worry. I set her straight.” Nadia sighed. “I have no doubt she’ll subject me to the same questionnaire about you when I see her at Saint-Vincent later. And I’ll have to disappoint her all over again.” This put a smile on Nadia’s face. “Don’t get me wrong. She’s all right, just a bit too out there, I guess. And not displaying the best social skills. You can so easily tell she’s used to getting what and who she wants exactly when she wants.”
“She’s very striking,” Claire remarked, still half-musing on what Nadia had just said.
“Half the hospital staff is going gaga over her already.” Nadia locked her eyes on Claire’s. “But weren’t we talking about another striking doctor before this one turned up?”
Claire nodded, but found herself unable to refocus her thoughts on Margot completely.
NADIA
Nadia couldn’t stand the fact that Claire had seen her with Dievart. Why did that woman turn up everywhere she went, anyway? She supposed she had better get used to it. Now that Claire had met Dievart, though, she was bound to pop up in conversation with Juliette, and this could never work in Nadia’s favour.
Luckily she’d been able to avoid her for the rest of the afternoon, but, as she exited the Hotel de Ville Métro station on her way to meet Steph, Nadia was half expecting to find Dievart strolling through Le Marais, scanning for prey. She didn’t come across as a woman who went without attention for too long stretches of time.
Nadia found Steph seated outside L’Univers next to a terrace heater. She kissed her on both cheeks and threw in a stiff hug for good measure. A half-empty bottle of beer stood on the table in front of her. The way Steph looked in that moment, Dievart would eat her alive. Nadia couldn’t believe she’d even entertained the notion—no matter how briefly—of introducing her to Steph. It also struck her that she’d been spending too much time thinking about the neurosurgeon. With her bravado and forwardness, she got under her skin so easily.
“Good to see you, Nadz.” Steph painted one of her trademark crooked smiles on her lips. Steph’s smirk contrasted heavily with the rest of her exterior—slumped, defeated, sunglasses covering her eyes—and Nadia knew Steph would have to put up a show first before allowing herself to talk about what mattered. Especially in a place like this. Nadia should have arranged to meet her somewhere else, somewhere more private.
Nadia cozied up to the heater, scooting close to Steph. “There’s not a ray of sun in sight, Steph, why hide those beautiful eyes?”
“Trying to protect my cover.” Another grin. “I’m a celebrity now, albeit quite a notorious one.”
Nadia couldn’t help but chuckle. “I’m sure everyone recognises you here either way.”
Steph shrugged and grabbed her beer.
“I hear you’re back at work.”
Steph nodded, drank, and didn’t say anything. A waiter came outside to take Nadia’s order. She asked for a glass of rosé.
“You’re in a talkative mood.” Nadia nudged Steph’s knee with hers. “Talk to me, Steph.”
Steph pulled up her shoulders. “What’s there to say? Your fiancée wants Dominique to come out so she can prove to her daddy that being gay is okay. I think it’s the most stupid idea anyone in PR ever came up with, but who am I?”
Nadia arched up her eyebrows. “I meant talk to me about how you are doing. We don’t need to talk about work.”
“Work. Drama. Friends. Love. In our lives, it’s all related.” Steph brought the bottle back to her lips. “And don’t tell me Juliette didn’t ask you to meet up with me. I’ve worked for her for a very long time. I know how she operates.”
“Jesus, Steph. What’s with the paranoia?” Even though what Steph had said was partially true, Nadia was here as her friend first and foremost.
“Are you trying to make me believe she didn’t send you?” Steph deposited the empty bottle on the metal table with an unnecessary bang.
“Like I need an excuse to see you?” Nadia was quickly becoming too stubborn to confirm Steph’s suspicions. She also wondered how many beers Steph had had.
“I’m sorry, Nadz. I just don’t know what to say. Everything is so fucked up.”
“You choose the subject of our conversation, but, before you do: full disclosure.” Nadia needed that glass of wine to arrive pronto. “I have talked to both Juliette and Claire. I know about their plans for Dominique. And they have asked me to talk to you, but I’m only here to find out how you are. Nothing else.”
Steph sighed. A bearded man walking past waved at her, momentarily distracting her. “I just didn’t think that going back to work would be all about her so quickly. We do have other clients.”
Nadia nodded, encouraging Steph to continue.
“Dominique came to see me, and I had to send her away. I had no choice. And then Jules asks me if I would be okay with her delirious plan? What’s all that about, anyway?”
The waiter exited the bar and brought Nadia’s wine as well as another, not asked for, beer for Steph. A silent agreement, Nadia guessed.
“You have to understand what Juliette is going through.” Nadia greedily drank from her glass.
“Oh, I understand. I know exactly what it’s like to be judged for who you love.” She played with the beer bottle. “I had to call my own mother and tell her it wasn’t true. That Le Matin is a sleazy paper selling lies. I mean, it is a sleazy rag, but it wasn’t exactly a lie, was it?”
“Oh, Steph.” Nadia put her hand on Steph’s knee.
“I don’t need sympathy, Nadz. It’s my own damn fault. I shouldn’t have been so stupid.” She took a few long draughts from the new bottle.
“You fell in love. There’s nothing stupid about that.”
“If only that were true.” Steph’s voice regained a bit of strength. “Additionally, what Jules fails to understand is that, even if she goes through with her big plan of making France a gay-loving nation, I’m not exactly a person anyone on the right, with their hypocritical family values bullshit, will ever embrace.” She shook her head. “There is no happy ending here. Not for me, anyway.” Her breath hitched in her throat, her arm swaying as she brought the bottle back to the table. “Not that I would ever want or need any extremists to embrace me, mind you.”
“How about we hop into a taxi and I take you home?” Nadia could already tell this evening would not end well.
Steph leaned towards her in a rather wobbly manner. “Have you ever heard of a place called Le Noir?”
“What?” As a matter of fact, Nadia had heard of it, but Steph mentioning it on the terrace of L’Univers was all the more reason to insist on taking her home. “I’m going in to pay your bill, then we’re going home, okay?”
“Don’t worry about it. I have a tab.” Steph picked up her beer again. “And I don’t feel like going home. It’s fucking depressing there. I’m going to Le—”
“Come on.” Nadia rose and dragged Steph up with her. She held her by the hand with a firm grip, made a detour to the door to hand the waiter a twenty, and pulled Steph towards the Avenue de Rivoli, hoping a taxi wouldn’t be too hard to flag down.
Steph was silent on the ride to her Père Lachaise flat, her eyes opening and falling shut. No one took care of her, Nadia thought. She must feel so alone.
After hoisting her into the ramshackle elevator in her building, Nadia realised she hadn’t been to Steph’s place in years. The instant Steph opened the door, her cat came running, begging for food. Steph picked him up and held him tightly against her chest, murmuring pet words. Nadia looked in the kitchen cupboards and found a box with kibble for Pierrot. Once the food was in his bowl, the cat wriggled its way out of Steph’s arms and she made for the fridge, removing two bottles of beer.
“I’m all out of wine, Nadz,” she said. “So sorry.”
“That’s fine.” Nadia knew she probably shouldn’t, but she could do with the release that came with another drink. They sat down in a threadbare sofa. Nadia couldn’t imagine someone like Dominique in this place. Steph never invited her friends over, and Nadia now saw why.
“I’m not ashamed of who I am,” Steph said after they’d sat drinking in silence for a while. “But I don’t need all this shit.”
Nadia knew approximately what Steph meant, but she didn’t press her for more information. Then she remembered Claire’s words from earlier that day. About what Steph really needed. Nadia got rid of her beer and shuffled closer to Steph.
“Come here,” she said.
“What the hell, Nadz? Are you coming on to me?” She finally took off her sunglasses, revealing dark circles under her eyes that could only be the result of at least a few weeks of interrupted sleep.
“You’d be hard pressed to find a softer bosom than mine to cry on.” Nadia looked her friend in the eyes. “Come on.”
She witnessed how the resolve on Steph’s face broke, how she gave in to all the pain she’d been keeping inside for weeks. Steph moved closer, her face disappearing from Nadia’s field of vision as she put her head on her shoulder. Nadia wrapped her arm around Steph and squeezed tight.
It didn’t take long for Steph to burst out in heaving sobs against her neck, tears raining down Nadia’s blouse.
Nadia patted her hair. “It’s okay, sweetheart. Just let it out.” Nadia sat like that with Steph for a while, only interrupted by Pierrot who hopped onto her lap after he had finished his food.
“Oh fuck,” Steph said, when she finally pushed herself away from Nadia, automatically reaching for a box of tissues on the coffee table. Nadia didn’t think the presence of the box so close to the sofa was a coincidence.
Steph hid her face in a tissue for a few seconds. “I’m sorry,” she said, after blowing her nose, making Pierrot look up briefly.
“I’m sorry you had to go through this.” Nadia scratched Pierrot behind the ears and he promptly started to purr. “Can I ask you something?”
“Of course.” Steph had dropped the defensive act completely.
“If you could choose any possible outcome, which one would you pick?”
Steph pulled another tissue from the box. “The fuck if I know. It’s not as if there was ever even a remote possibility of us living happily ever after, was there?” She dabbed at her eyes. “It’s better this way. It hurts now, but I’ll get over it.”
“Perhaps you should take some more time off?” Nadia didn’t care if doing so would conflict with her own wishes. She only cared about Steph not being this sad.
“No. I can’t stay home any longer. I need to work.” She blew her nose again. “I just need to get Jules to drop her stupid idea. Don’t you think it’s ludicrous?” She turned to face Nadia head-on, her skin blotched and her eyes red-rimmed.
Nadia took a deep breath, stalling for time. “I surely think Juliette is pursuing the idea for all the wrong reasons. She’s out to prove something. And she’s running from the situation with her family. But some high profile politician will have to come out at some point…” Truth be told, Nadia hadn’t given Juliette and Claire’s idea that much thought, what with everything she had on her mind, and the extra strain it could possibly put on their relationship, but, objectively speaking, it was a bold, brave plan. She couldn’t in good faith speak against it.
“So what should I do?” A new desperation clung to Steph’s voice. “Advise Dominique to come out, but keep on pretending I never existed?”
“No.” Nadia’s voice rose. “You have nothing to be ashamed of. You just said so yourself. And, ultimately, it’s up to Dominique.” Nadia shoved Pierrot to the side and grabbed her purse off the floor, unearthing her phone.
“What are you doing?” Steph asked.
“Texting Jules that I’m not coming home tonight. I’m staying with you.”





EPISODE NINE
STEPH
Steph’s hand shook as she turned the doorknob. Her stomach collapsed when she saw Dominique standing in the doorframe. She wore one of those skirts that were tight around the knees, and memories of how damn difficult it was to hike those up flooded her mind.
“Bonsoir,” Dominique said, a sweet smile on her face. “I’m so glad you called.”
“Come in.” If Steph had really wanted to keep this meeting business-like, she would have invited Dominique to her office at Barbier & Cyr instead of her home. She had no well-defined plan, just a bunch of unfocused thoughts swirling through her brain.
“Love what you’ve done to the place,” Dominique joked. She sounded nervous.
“Still shabby chic, I’m afraid.” Steph rummaged around in the kitchenette to hide her discomfort and poured them each a glass of wine without asking.
“How about your promotion?”
This sort of borderline small talk was driving Steph insane. “Soon.” Steph shuffled around on her feet awkwardly, fully aware that her studio was too small for the two of them when things were like this. “Please, sit.”
Dominique shrugged off her coat and draped it over the one chair Steph had room for, revealing a blouse so tightly tucked into her skirt it made Steph’s mouth go dry. Steph thought she looked skinnier. She’d had a lot to deal with on top of the heartache. At least Steph had been able to take a time-out, but there was no rest for Dominique. Where did she get the energy to be on full-go mode all the time?
Dominique didn’t sit. “Why am I here?” As usual, Pierrot was rubbing himself against her shins like crazy. “Because if you’re about to ask me if we can ‘be just friends’, I’ll need to stop you right now.”
Steph shook her head. “Trust me, you’ll want to sit for this.”
A smile flitted along Dominique’s lips. She was always at her most beautiful when she broke out into a genuine smile. Her face changed, from the politician to the woman hiding beneath. “I’ll take your word for it.” She padded towards the sofa and crashed into the cushions, only momentarily throwing Pierrot and his seduction manoeuvres off guard. Damn, that cat loved her. “Come on, kitty. You can sit on my lap for a bit.” Dominique patted her knees and Pierrot jumped on top of her instantly.
The sight of Dominique petting Pierrot hit Steph so hard in the gut she had to suck in a few shallow breaths. She was so different from the woman on TV.
Steph brought the wine glasses over to where Dominique was sitting. She handed her one and almost clinked their rims together, but they had nothing to toast to. Not yet, anyway.
“We have a new plan,” Steph said. Somehow, she needed to find it in herself to sell this idea with confidence, despite not fully believing in it herself. Nevertheless, after Nadia had stayed with her last night, she’d talked with Claire and Juliette for almost the entire day, and their enthusiasm, as well as Nadia’s, had started to rub off on her. “I needed to talk to you in private before we can officially pitch it to you.”
“I’m intrigued.” Dominique drank and, after she set the glass down, her face mellowed even more. Pierrot purred in her lap.
“We, huh,…” Steph had trouble finding the words. “Well, Juliette, actually—because she’s going through this thing with her father…”
Dominique tilted her head, scratched her temple.
Steph knew she wasn’t making any sense. “I guess, basically, we want to ask you how you would feel about coming out.” There. She’d said it. She counted a million knots tightening in the pit of her stomach.
Dominique’s eyes grew wide, cracking that half-fake smile she sported often in newspaper pictures. “Seriously?”
Steph nodded. “Just putting out some feelers.”
Dominique burst out laughing, not fully, but enough to imply that she thought the entire idea was perhaps one of the most unintelligent she had ever heard. “Some feelers?” she said, after a few seconds, shaking her head.
“Just for the record, I’m largely against this.”
“Largely?”
Steph wished Dominique would stop replying to everything she said with a question. It made her feel like the biggest PR newbie ever. She knew better. She had known better. What was she doing asking Dominique this question? Why hadn’t she trusted her gut instinct?
“Just forget it.” Steph sipped from her wine, wishing Pierrot would come to lie on her lap. Deflation added to heart-break was not a pleasant combination of emotions.
“I’m not dismissing the idea, Stéphanie.” Dominique played with the hem of her skirt. “I’m just… utterly shocked by it.”
“Yeah. I know.” A tiny burst of hope flared in her chest, although Steph didn’t really know what she was actually hoping for.
“Tell me more.” Dominique fixed her green eyes on Steph. They both knew this was about much more than Dominique coming out.
Steph tried to explain Juliette’s plan as best she could, ending with, “You coming out could make a very powerful statement.”
Dominique sat in silence for what seemed like hours, which was so unlike her, as Steph’s level of discomfort grew even higher.
“Given the speech you gave me when I was last here, I can see why you would be largely against it,” Dominique said, breaking the silence. “I also think this would have been an excellent idea five weeks ago. Now, I’m not so sure.”
“Hm.” Steph’s eyes focused on Dominique’s fingers.
“Tell me what you really think.”
“I just did.” Steph’s attention snapped back to Dominique’s face.
“No.” Dominique shifted her weight around, disturbing Pierrot’s nap. “You didn’t.”
“I’m just the messenger here.” Words so hollow Steph couldn’t believe she’d actually said them.
“Come on, Stéphanie. After all we’ve been through? Just be frank with me.” Dominique’s voice was harsh with impatience.
“I’m simply not in a good position to judge this. I’m too involved. And you’re right, we’ve already done the work to get you back on track. There are hardly any media mentions of ‘us’, erm, ‘it’ anymore. Why rack things up now?”
“There are two considerations here.” Dominique started shifting into politician mode, straightening her posture and not caring about the pet in her lap. “Personal and political.” She tapped her fingertips against each other. “If it were just personal, I wouldn’t have any doubts.” She narrowed her eyes, making sure she had Steph’s full attention. “I need you to know that.” She said it as though it was a question.
“Yeah.” Steph couldn’t say any more, out of fear she may start crying.
“But backtracking on my previous statement now will make me look like a pillock.” She reached for her wine again, took a gulp. “Not that I wouldn’t do it for you, but well, things haven’t been exactly easy for me after we made Le Matin’s front page. I have Marechal breathing down my neck. The party is divided because of me, and I have my father blowing hot and cold, scrambling for support in public while not hiding his disapproval in private.”
“Since when do you care what your father thinks?” Steph asked.
“He’s not only my father though, is he? And his political clout has taken a beating because of this as well.”
I fucking hate politics, Steph wanted to say, but knew better. “How about your mother?” Steph remembered the heartwarming text message Dominique’s mother had sent her after she’d so defiantly voted for same-sex marriage.
“She has urged me to talk about it, but denial is denial. If I’m going to deny what we had in public, I need to do the same in private, otherwise it doesn’t work. Not with this. Not with something so…” Her breath stalled for a moment. “I bloody miss you, you know that?” She looked away from Steph, casting her eyes at Pierrot. “I even miss this fat, lazy cat.”
“Pierrot is very lovable.”
“I’m serious. What we had was real. It may have started as something illicit and thrilling because it was impossible, but then it turned into so much more. I’m not some stone cold bitch who can just turn off her feelings. Do you have any idea how hard it was for me to tell the press that there was nothing between us? That we just worked together? That it was just a vicious rumour spread by someone with ill intentions?” Dominique’s voice shot up. Even Pierrot lifted his head, undoubtedly having caught the change of vibe.
“And I made you do it,” Steph whispered.
“That’s not what I’m saying. You did what any PR professional would have done under those circumstances.”
“But I wasn’t just your PR advisor. I was your girlfriend, and I still made you do it.”
Dominique shook her head. “That’s irrelevant, Stéphanie.”
Steph longed for Dominique to call her sweetheart. To take her in her arms, the way Nadia had done the night before, when she’d broken down—really broken down—for the very first time. “Not to me.” And she knew Juliette had played it smart by sending Nadia to meet her. Good old, sweet Nadia, who probably didn’t realise that she was being played by her own partner. Because of course Nadia was never going to give Steph a speech, but Juliette knew that Steph needed Nadia, that she was the only one with enough professional distance while still being a close friend to pull off breaking through Steph’s wall. Mission accomplished. Here she sat, facing Dominique, her heart thumping wildly, her thoughts growing even more out of focus as her eyes zoomed in on Dominique’s lips again.
“What?” Dominique asked, in a way that made clear she knew exactly what Steph was thinking. Perhaps she was thinking the same thing.
Steph didn’t say anything. Instead, she moved forward on the sofa, in Dominique’s direction, until she was a mere inch removed from her. “I’m sick and tired of talking about the consequences, about politics, and strategy, and coming out and the sodding Tous Ensemble. I just want to kiss you.”
“Yeah?” Dominique’s voice had gone all hoarse. “Then what’s stopping you?”
“All the things that I just summed up, I guess.” Steph started shooing Pierrot from Dominique’s lap.
“Then let me do it for you.” Dominique grabbed Steph by the back of the head and pulled her close, their lips crashing together.
Steph put her hands on Dominique’s neck, and let it all fall away. The weeks of hurt. The empty sexual encounters which had given her nothing but more despair. What Juliette and Claire wanted out of this. The idea she’d had to lure Sybille out of hiding and get her to talk. And, most of all, the façade she’d drawn up at the same time she’d written that wretched press release.
“Fuck them all,” she whispered when they broke for air, just before Dominique started to push her down, the way she always did.
“I’ll fuck you first,” Dominique said, that smirk on her lips Steph had missed the most. The one that said it all.
The hell you will, Steph wanted to say, but she wasn’t that person with Dominique. Perhaps that was why she’d been such a wreck without her.
They kissed again and Steph didn’t care about anything anymore except that moment in which they reconnected. No one’s lips had ever felt so right on hers than Dominique’s. She was already trailing one hand down, wriggling it between their bodies.
“I need to feel you,” Dominique hissed, and flipped open the button of Steph’s trousers.
In response, Steph brought her hands to her hips and started shoving her clothes off her, underwear included. There was no need for coy decorum between them. Dominique moved off her for the time it took to discard the trousers and panties, hiking her skirt up in the process, baring her stockinged thighs. Steph made a play for them, but Dominique swatted her hand away playfully.
“Best spread your legs,” she said, and Steph did. Hot blood ran riot in her veins, lust riding through her flesh at high velocity. Nothing else mattered. Every woman that had touched her—or tried to—before this moment disappeared in a black hole in her brain.
The sofa was narrow and Dominique had to lie half on top of her, balancing herself so she wouldn’t tumble off. But when she glanced at Steph, any sign of discomfort fled her face. Steph looked at her, at how her features softened, at how it wasn’t always all dominance and swagger with Dominique. And when Dominique traced her pulsing pussy lips with a feathery lightness to her fingers, she knew that she loved her—and that she was done sacrificing.
Dominique’s soft touch didn’t last. She flicked her head up, fixing her gaze on Steph as she slipped two fingers inside of her, biting her bottom lip as she did.
“It’s good to be back, baby,” she said, and delivered the first thrust.
“Oh christ,” Steph said, and found Dominique’s arm with her hands so she could sink her nails into her flesh.
JULIETTE
“She’s up for it?” Juliette tapped her foot nervously against the side of her desk.
“She’s open to it,” Steph said.
“How about you?” Claire asked.
Steph sighed, but it wasn’t a sigh of the doomed, like the ones Juliette had witnessed her becoming rather good at since her break-up with Dominique. This was a satisfied sigh. A Steph sigh. “Whatever she wants,” Steph said. “I’m good with it.”
“You’ve changed your tune,” Claire said. Juliette wished she wouldn’t question Steph like that. They had her approval and, thus, a way in with Dominique. They should start concocting plans. Although, truth be told, Juliette also found it hard to suppress her curiosity.
“Oh, come on. That’s almost offensive,” Steph said. “You both send Nadia to talk to me and then act as if this is a surprise.”
Nadia? Juliette had secretly cheered when Nadia had texted her two nights ago to say she’d be staying over at Steph’s, but had she really accomplished this? This would require a reward of some sorts. A quiet night in, perhaps. Or a spa weekend—no phones allowed. Nadia would love that.
“Nadia can only say so much,” Juliette said.
“Not a whole lot is required. You know me, I’m a simple girl.” Steph pinned her eyes on Juliette. “And she’s a wise woman.”
“That she is.” Juliette had to agree, although a brand new set of conflicts of interest was being born just by the three of them having this conversation. Nadia had a soft spot for Steph, and she, undoubtedly, wanted what was best for her, for her to be happy—in this case: a reunion with Dominique—but she must have also known, when talking to Steph, that it would come at a price. Perhaps that spa weekend would have to wait.
“Dominique and I talked and, huh, well, did some other things.” Steph actually chuckled. She was back. Juliette had known from the moment she’d walked into her office with renewed confidence in her gait. “Saving her political career will not be the only challenge. I haven’t exactly been a virgin choir girl all my life, and I refuse to have my name dragged through the mud.”
“I don’t suppose we should ask you to draw up a list of all your conquests?” Claire joked. “Contact them and politely ask for their discretion?”
“I’m just saying that you can’t have Dominique come out without considering my past. It’s how it is. And just for the record, I will never apologise for anything I’ve done.”
“We can make it a feminist issue,” Juliette offered. “Draw attention to the double standard when it comes to women and having a multitude of sexual partners.”
“Jesus, Jules. Let’s fight one battle at a time, shall we?” Steph straightened her posture. “I have no desire to be a poster child for anything. I’m just me.”
“Fair enough,” Juliette said, but wrote down the word ‘feminism’ on her notepad anyway.
“The first thing we should do is get Dominique in. Discuss the steps to be taken. I presume both of you will need to have some conversations with family members as a first point of action?”
“My mother will be fine with anything I tell her. Just like she always is,” Steph said. “As long as I’m being ‘true to myself’.”
And just like that, an image of her own mother came to life in Juliette’s brain. At least when she was focusing on work—particularly on getting Dominique Laroche accepted by a nation—she didn’t have to think about her own estranged family. Over the years, her mother had reached out, but Juliette had always, categorically, binned every letter and deleted every e-mail under the motto: too little, too late. Then there was her father, that proud man with his booming voice, whose life was currently, she assumed, at the mercy of doctors and medical equipment.
“I don’t need to talk to anyone else. I have no siblings or father to inform about my new relationship status. Easy peasy,” Steph continued. “Dominique, on the other hand, has quite a handful of people to appease.” Steph sighed a real exasperated sigh now. “Not easy after you’ve denied everything first—to most people’s huge relief.”
Claire shook her head. “We don’t have to do this, you know? If it’s too hard.”
“Says the person who first came up with the whole idea.” Juliette had no patience for Claire’s hesitations.
“That’s all it was though, Jules.” Claire turned to her. “Just something I said, and then you ran with it.”
“I thought we’d all overcome our doubts?” Juliette looked at Steph pointedly, hoping she would back her up.
“Let’s be honest with each other here, Jules.” Steph tilted her head a bit. “We all know why you’re so dead-set on doing this.” She held up her hands. “Which is fine, but we’re all friends here, so let’s respect each other enough to tell it like it is.”
That really was a different person sitting in front of her. Juliette decided to ignore the comment because she had no idea what to do with it, let alone respond to it. “I’ll take point on this. I think it’s better if I’m Dominique’s official advisor.”
“Whatever you say, Boss.” Steph’s tone dripped with sarcasm.
“We should promote you soon,” Juliette said, to take the heat off herself.
“I don’t think that’s a good idea.” Steph swung one leg over the other. “By all means, promote me unofficially, as in give me a raise.” She tried a careful smile. “But it would look bad if I got promoted just before Dominique decides to come out of the closet.”
“Smart thinking,” Claire said. “It’s Friday afternoon and I have a date to prepare for. Let’s take the weekend to think on this, reconvene on Monday. Invite Dominique for a talk next week.”
“Hot date, huh?” Steph asked.
“If you can successfully get back with your woman, then so can I,” Claire said. The conviction was there in her tone, yet Juliette wasn’t entirely swayed by her friend’s words. “I’m taking her out tonight. It’s a bit cold for a re-run of our alfresco first date, but I can be inventive.”
“I have no doubts,” Steph said. “And I believe I owe the fair doctor an apology.”
“You do?” Claire asked. “Why?”
“For walking out on her the other day, while all she was doing was giving me some good advice. Advice I asked for in the first place.” Steph shuffled around nervously in her chair. “She didn’t say?”
“Not a word,” Claire said.
Juliette was intrigued but at the same time annoyed by this conversation. She had things to finish before her weekend could start.
“Kudos to her.” Finally, Steph rose. “She’s a keeper, okay?” She pointed her finger admonishingly at Claire. “I know you have some shit to work through, but make the effort. She’s worth it.”
“She is.” Claire nodded.
“Anyone for happy hour drinks?” Steph asked, glancing at Juliette.
“I wish I could, but I really don’t have time.” Was Juliette the only one working overtime? Again?
“If you say so.” Steph planted both her palms on Juliette’s desk. “But don’t forget, you, too, have a lovely woman waiting for you. Don’t keep her waiting too long.” When Steph said it like that, as though Juliette really needed to be told, it made her blood boil.
“Just bugger off already.” Juliette made a dismissive gesture with her hand.
After they’d both left her office, Juliette assessed the number of e-mails that had come in during the meeting. Doable for a late Friday afternoon. And she’d rather stay in the office than go home to Nadia and tackle the long list of things they had to thoroughly discuss, like their wedding, her father, and the arrival of that neurosurgeon.
She glanced at her phone, which contained two more messages from her brother, both of them urging her to go see her father. Juliette refocused her attention on her computer screen, ignoring the ball of anxiety sitting in the pit of her stomach. If she immersed herself in work deeply enough, it wouldn’t disappear, but at least she wouldn’t feel its presence for a while.
CLAIRE
“Steph sends her apologies,” Claire said as she watched Margot swallow an oyster. Apparently, Margot’s idea of dressing up was wearing a faded grey blazer on top of her jeans, instead of that eternal leather jacket. It wasn’t that she didn’t look scrumptious in it, but more that their surroundings didn’t agree with it. Claire’d had to call in a massive favour to get them this table at Le Grand Tour, which was—as she had been told in a rather rude tone—always booked at least two weeks in advance, but she’d made it work, both for the romance that came with eating inside the Eiffel Tower, and the significance of the spot for them as a couple.
Margot chuckled. “That’s really not necessary.”
“What happened?” Claire had trouble hiding her annoyance, and then there was that other thought sneaking up on her from the recesses of her brain: she was sure Doctor Dievart would scrub up nicely. That she would fit right in if asked to dress up—and asking wouldn’t even be necessary.
“I ran into her at Barbier & Cyr after I visited you the other day.” Margot casually eyed another oyster. Instant guilt brewed in Claire’s gut. “We haven’t really talked a lot since then.” Steph had told Claire about her encounter with Margot in the hallways of their office, and had teased Claire about the conversation she’d had with Margot, not divulging any of the details. Admittedly, circumstances being what they were, the fact had slipped Claire’s mind.
“Steph said you gave her advice?” Claire was just curious, and didn’t pay much attention to the glorious platter of seafood standing in between them.
“I really think it would be better to drop the subject.” Margot deposited an oyster on her plate, getting ready to squirt some lemon juice into its shell.
“Why?”
“Trust me. Let’s drop it.” The oyster was back in Margot’s hand. The atmosphere on this date couldn’t be further removed from the casual, easy-romantic, promising one of their first rendezvous.
“Trust you?” Claire was adamant to not lose decorum in this posh restaurant. “Just tell me already. I have no clue what you’re referring to.”
With slow, agonising movements, Margot let the oyster slip into her mouth and deposited its empty shell on the provided plate. “This was not a topic I wanted to address tonight, but if you insist.” Margot wiped her mouth discreetly. At least she did that right, Claire thought, chastising herself for letting her level of irritation get so high. “Steph told me about her plan to sleep with Sybille for information.” Margot shook her head, an incredulous look on her face. “And that you agreed to that ludicrous idea.”
“I wouldn’t say I agreed.” Claire felt her cheeks burn bright red. “And I hoped it would never have to come to that.”
“Are you serious?” Margot appeared to not care for decorum as much. Her pitch rose dangerously high. “You hoped?”
“It was her idea. I know Steph. When she gets an idea like that in her head, you can’t reason with her.”
“It didn’t occur to you that it might have been a cry for help? That she wanted you to firmly say no?”
“Steph is her own person. She doesn’t need my or Juliette’s permission to do anything.”
“She was hurting, Claire. Did you not see?” The indignation in Margot’s voice was almost too much to take. On top of everything else, Claire now had accusations coming her way.
“I did. But Steph is a grown woman who makes her own decisions.” Claire drank from the hundred euro bottle of wine she had ordered. “And it didn’t even happen. It’s off the table. The problem solved itself.”
“But that’s not the point.” Margot was like a pit bull about this.
“Perhaps the point should be that this is none of your business.”
“This is exactly why I said we shouldn’t talk about this, but you had—”
“I had to trust you. Right.” That was as good a conversation stopper as Claire had ever come up with.
Opposite her, Margot inhaled deeply. She came across as not only looking, but also desperately feeling out of place, as though she’d rather be anywhere else—least of all looking into Claire’s eyes.
“You’re on edge, babe,” Claire tried, because she felt she had to.
“Maybe because I would expect you to know that I don’t care for restaurants like this. If you knew how many meals I had to sit through in places like this when I was a child, constantly being shushed, you would have thought twice. But you don’t know, because, when push comes to shove, you really don’t know that much about me.”
“Rectifying that was the whole point of this date.” Claire drummed her fingertips onto the tabletop.
“Okay. Time-out.” Margot’s features softened. “We’re here now and I fully realise you probably had to move heaven and earth to get us in here on such short notice. Let’s make the most of it.”
Claire scanned the restaurant. They’d scored a table by the window and the view of Paris outside was stunning, a million lights glittering in the dark October sky. The view alone should have been enough to make her feel… more than she was feeling now, when actually sitting across from the woman she loved.
“Okay,” she acquiesced, or at least tried to, turning her face back to Margot. “We keep having these false starts, for some reason.” For some reason? The reason started dawning on Claire more clearly with every minute that passed. “I hear you have an admirer at work?” It was more than just a change of subject. She wanted to hear more about Marie Dievart.
“Who? Dievart?” Margot reached for an extra large langoustine and started dismantling it with surgical precision. “She can admire me all she wants.”
“I met her. The other day when I had lunch with Nadia.”
“You did?” This tidbit of information didn’t really seem to bother Margot. “Did she come on to you?” She smiled before chewing the seafood.
“We only met briefly.” Claire felt a blush creep up her neck again. “It made Nadia very uncomfortable.”
“Understandable, I guess.” Margot cleaned her fingers in the finger bowl. Claire realised she’d barely touched the food. She’d polished off half of the wine though, a waiter refilling her glass after every few sips.
“Will you be working closely with her?” Maybe Claire should be directing these questions at Nadia, but she was on a collision course. An uneasiness was resting under her skin, and she couldn’t just sit here and pretend everything was peachy, least of all to herself.
“Sometimes. Yes.”
“So you’ll have to find a way to get along.” Claire finally reached for a shrimp.
“I don’t have a problem with that.” Margot pinned her eyes on Claire. It made Claire feel caught out. She tried to nod thoughtfully and refocus her attention on Margot.
“Laroche is going to come out.” Another change of subject was required. “At least, that’s the plan.”
Margot arched up her eyebrows. “Really?”
“Is that so surprising?” Claire couldn’t shake the impression that she was on a bad first date, instead of sitting across from the woman she’d fallen so head over heels in love with. Maybe that was why it was called head over heels.
“After all the trouble you went through to cover up her affair, it rather is. Yes.” Margot showed no more interest in the food. Perhaps she was feeling it too. Perhaps she had been right when she’d said to Claire that it shouldn’t be this hard.
A waiter passed by to refill their glasses again. They’d polished off that bottle quite quickly. “Would you like to order another, mes dames?” he asked.
Claire exchanged a quick glance with Margot and it was as though, in that instant, because of the trivial, meaningless question the waiter had asked them—a question that had nothing to do with their lives—she knew. Because for Claire, he might as well have asked: are you sure you still want this?
“No,” she said.
The waiter sauntered off discreetly. Claire put her fork next to her plate and asked, ”Tell me honestly. Do you want to get out of here?”
Margot sat in stunned silence for a moment. “Are you serious?”
“Deadly.”
“If you’re sure.” Claire witnessed how Margot’s glance changed, how the dark of her eyes transformed into something else. She probably thought Claire wanted to be taken home. To be spanked by her again. While that had been a very exciting experience, breaking their exhausting pattern of failure in the bedroom—perhaps because it had taken place in Claire’s office—it hadn’t changed anything. It had just been dress-up. Another desperate attempt to salvage something that couldn’t be saved, because it wasn’t there in the first place. Sexual compatibility isn’t everything, Claire thought, as she asked for the check.
Whether it was a fault in her character that she could never see Margot again the way she did before Inez, or it was all down to the fatal decision Margot had made, didn’t matter anymore. It was a mix of everything. A deadly cocktail of desire, betrayal and heart-break. And it was over.
MARGOT
Relief washed over Margot as Claire paid the bill. This dinner had been a disaster from the start. If Claire believed they would just go back to her place and tie each other up, she was in for a surprise. Margot had rarely experienced less desire to chain someone to her bed. All this evening—their supposed romantic, re-acquaintance date—had done was proven that she’d been right in following her instinct. Too much had been broken between them. They’d tried—oh, they had. But it wasn’t working anymore. Whereas only a few weeks earlier what they had between them was still considered something that had to be saved, repaired, fixed at all costs—because how could they not? A love like that? Earth-shattering sex like that? But now, it all appeared too flimsy. Margot wasn’t even sure she and Claire would make for suitable friends.
And there they stood, under the lit-up, blinking Eiffel Tower, feeling as unromantic as at a beloved’s wake. The wind blew harshly on Margot’s face, almost drawing tears from her eyes, but she faced it anyway. If only so Claire could face away from it and have it crash into her backside, which was at least protected by a heavy overcoat.
“Are we done?” Margot asked, as a wave of iciness blasted through her flesh.
“It’s just… too…” Claire paused.
“Unpleasant?”
Claire nodded. “I’m sorry. I never wanted for things to end like this.”
“You don’t feel it anymore.” Margot managed to keep her tone level, while inside, she was going to pieces. Because, despite having had a gut feeling about it all along, having to actually go through it still hurt, still made her feel like the world’s worst participant in all things love. This was on her alone. Love had not won.
“I want to, but…” A noisy gang of elderly women walked past. They made Margot think of her mother. She’d never even gotten the chance to introduce Claire. That Sunday she was supposed to take Claire to her parents’ home, she’d been too hungover to even think about it, after which Claire had so gently made love to her, and Margot had been thinking about Inez throughout.
“You don’t have to explain.” A sudden urge to hug Claire, to hold her close one more time, overtook her. Margot reached for Claire’s hands, curled her fingers around hers.
“Fuck, this is so sad.” The cold had turned Claire’s nose pink.
“I know.” Claire’s fingers were chilly against hers. “But it’s better this way,” Margot said.
“I did… do love you.” The first tear rained down Claire’s face. She couldn’t brush it away because Margot was holding her hands.
“I know that too.” Margot pulled her close. “I’m sorry for fucking up.”
They stood in their embrace for long, freezing, devastating minutes, neither one of them wanting to let go.
“We should probably not see each other for a while. Try to stay out of each other’s way,” Claire’s voice croaked in her ears.
“Whatever you want.” Margot had trouble removing her arms from around Claire’s waist. Trouble breaking free from that scent she would never have waft into her nostrils again. When at last, their bodies separated, Claire’s face was wet with tears. Instinctively, Margot reached for a handkerchief in her pocket.
“I’ve got my own,” Claire said, making Margot feel completely obsolete.
“Come on, I’ll put you in a taxi.”
Claire shook her head. “I think I’ll walk home. It’s not that far.”
“Okay.” Margot wondered what she would do. She had the weekend off. Two days of absolute nothingness looming, not a minute of them filled. Perhaps she should check in at Saint-Vincent, see if she could be of use.
“Bye Doctor de Hay,” Claire said, leaning in for a kiss, aiming at Margot’s cheek.
After the kiss—cold and quick—Margot watched Claire totter off in the direction of Trocadéro. This is it then, she thought. And deep inside, in that place that had no room for lies or deluding oneself, she had known from the start. Some mistakes cannot be undone.
Margot wanted desperately to call Nadia, but she didn’t want to disturb her on a Friday evening after nine. Nadia had her own issues to deal with. Perhaps she should call Steph, make that awkward conversation right. But she was probably back with the politician now, and Margot didn’t even have her number.
So, there she stood, underneath the bloody Eiffel Tower, in the treacherously frosty winds of October, with no one to hold and nowhere to go. She started walking towards the Quai Branly, hoping for a taxi. On a lovely summer night, her flat could be borderline walking distance, but not tonight.
Then her phone rang. She wasn’t on call so it was unlikely that it would be the hospital. It was Nadia. Of course.
“Hey,” Nadia said. “I just heard.” Margot pictured Claire walking the streets of Paris, her phone glued to her ear, telling her best friend that it had finally happened. After weeks of dilly-dallying, they’d broken up for real. Juliette then mouthing the news to Nadia, who immediately reached for her phone. It was a touching, comforting thought to have.
“That was fast.” It wasn’t a joke, just an acknowledgement of the fact.
“Would you like me to come over?” Nadia’s voice sounded tender, concerned.
Margot pondered this for an instant.
“Screw it,” Nadia said, not waiting for a reply. “Claire will be here soon. They’ll get drunk. Our weekend plans will all have to be changed again. Not that there was a whole lot of private time planned anyway. I’m coming over. Where are you?”
“How about we go to Les Pêches?” Margot asked. Silence on the other end of the line.
“You got it,” Nadia said with determination. “I’ll be there in forty-five minutes.”
   
“Fancy meeting you here,” Nadia said as she bumped her hip into Margot’s.
Margot had found a taxi easily and had been parked on a bar stool at Les Pêches for the better part of half an hour. She was on her second beer. “Thanks for coming.”
“Any excuse to drag my old bones to this place.” Nadia regarded her with focus. “Do you need a hug?”
“Beer will do,” Margot said, wondering if she had ever before in her life spoken those words.
Nadia installed herself on a stool next to her and asked the bartender for a beer as well. “Jesus,” she said. ‘“It’s bloody loud in here. What’s with kids’ hearing these days?”
They burst out laughing. Apart from that one time with the entire gang, after she’d just met Claire, Margot had only set foot in this club once before.
“Medically, it’s not very responsible,” Margot continued their pointless conversation, because she didn’t really know what else to say.
“Claire arrived just as I was leaving. She looked pretty cut up about it.” Nadia swivelled her body so she could take in Margot’s face. “Was it your decision?”
Margot shrugged. “I guess it was mutual.”
“I guess it’s not always a fairy tale then,” Nadia said, before tipping her head back to drink, exposing her neck. From the other side of the bar, a pair of youngsters eyed them. Margot ignored them.
“Not for me, anyway.” Margot turned her back to the youngsters. “Did you hear about Dominique Laroche? Claire just told me she wants to come out.”
“It’s all I hear about. Juliette’s obsessed with the whole idea. She believes that if a high-profile, good-looking politician comes out, at least fifty percent of our fellow compatriots with homophobic tendencies will change their mind.”
“You disagree?” Margot was keen to explore the subject, to talk about anything that kept her mind off the long, empty night ahead. And off that moment when she would wake up in the morning, most likely with a pounding head, and realise all over again that she had failed. She was hoping a sense of relief—after all the hurtful words that had been exchanged, and the opportunities they’d failed to grab—would sneak in at some point, but perhaps it was too early for that. Margot was no stranger to the whole heartbreak routine. She knew the drill. Knew it would have to crush her for a while before things could get better.
“It’s not so much that I disagree. It’s more that I would prefer Juliette to deal with her own issues instead of someone else’s.” Nadia paused to drink more. “I know what she’s like. It will consume her. There will be no room in her mind for anything else. Not for me, and not for our wedding. She’ll burn herself out again, and who will have to pick up the pieces?”
“Ah. It’s like that.” Margot had hoped for a conversation about politics, not more relationship troubles.
“It’s okay,” Nadia said, as though reading her mind, “let’s talk about something else. Why did you want to come here?” She leaned her body closer to Margot’s. “To forget?” She followed up with a saucy wink.
“A rebound fuck, you mean?” Not really Margot’s style, but she dreaded going home alone tonight more than anything.
Nadia chuckled in reply. “If it were anyone else, I’d be encouraging them, but I know you better than that.”
“I wouldn’t rule it out completely.” Margot couldn’t look Nadia in the eyes.
“Oh, Margot.” Nadia put a hand on her arm. “How about if I go home with you? I’ve got nowhere else to be.”
Margot let her head hang low. “It hurts, you know? It’s not as if this break-up is a huge surprise and that I didn’t see it coming from a mile away, but it hurts nonetheless. All the more so because it’s my fault.”
“I know it hurts.” Nadia squeezed her fingers tightly around her arm. “But I’m not sure this is the best place for you to start feeling better. It’s more someone like Steph’s scene.” She flashed her a smile. “I hate to say it, but I think we’re too old for this shit.”
Margot looked up, and straight into the face of a girl who seemed too young to be allowed into a night club. The music thudded aggressively in her ears, speeding up her heart rate. A place like this had never been her scene.
“You’re right,” she said. “Take me home, Nadz. I’ve had enough.”
NADIA
When Nadia arrived home on Saturday morning, her brain drumming against her skull after emptying an entire bottle of whiskey at Margot’s, she found Claire in bed with Juliette.
“Hey babe,” Juliette said, blinking against the light. Claire lay fully dressed on top of the duvet. Only her shoes stuck out from underneath the bed. The room smelled of half-digested alcohol. Nadia felt exactly like the tableau she was witnessing, and all she wanted to do was crawl into bed with Juliette and Claire, sleep through the hangover, and let the day pass.
“Hey.” She shot Juliette a half-smile.
Claire woke with a start, gripping her head in the process. “Oh, shit.” She looked around in a disoriented fashion. Gave herself, and her fully-dressed state, a quick once-over—for reassurance, Nadia presumed. “Sorry Nadz, must have fallen asleep.” Claire pushed herself up a bit more and looked at Nadia intently. “How is she?”
“Same as you, I guess.” Nadia wanted to cross the small distance from the doorframe to the bed and give Claire a big hug, because, after all, she’d introduced her to Margot, and she’d allowed for Inez to join the Saint-Vincent staff. “I’m so sorry,” she said instead.
Last night, to Nadia’s surprise, Margot had easily kept up with Nadia’s more practiced pace of knocking back shots of whiskey, leaving her with a much more severe hangover than anticipated.
“I’d best get going.” Claire turned to Juliette. “Thanks, Jules,” she said.
“I can make us some breakfast,” Nadia offered, even though frying eggs was the last thing she felt like doing.
“That’s all right. Really.” Claire started looking around for her shoes. Nadia had never seen her so disheveled. “I’ll call you later, yeah? I need to be on my own for a bit.”
“Call me any time,” Juliette said. As self-centred as her fiancée could be, Nadia knew she would drop everything to offer her best friend the support she needed.
Claire nodded, slipped into her shoes and patted Nadia on the shoulder as she walked past her. Before opening the front door, she turned back and found Nadia’s eyes. “Tell her I’m very sorry I couldn’t get past it.”
“I will.” Nadia watched the door fall into the lock and re-focused her attention on Juliette.
“Come here.” Juliette tilted her head. “I missed you.”
“Oh really?” Nadia hopped on to the bed.
“There’s nothing like someone else’s relationship falling apart to make you realise what you’ve got… and when I say you I do mean me.” Juliette stretched out her arm, her warm hand slipping underneath the jacket Nadia was still wearing.
“I feel so bad about this, Jules. I know it’s silly, but I feel responsible in a way.”
“That’s because you’re too good-hearted for this world.” Juliette snuck her hand underneath Nadia’s blouse.
Nadia started shouldering off her coat and kicking off her shoes. “Keep going,” she said, after stretching herself out on the bed, facing Juliette, whose hand now cupped her chin. “You’re on the right track.”
“I know I’ve been a bad fiancée, babe. After Claire passed out, I couldn’t sleep because all I could think of was how much I’ve neglected you since we got engaged.” She shook her head. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this.”
Pangs of heat shot through Nadia’s flesh, warming her from the inside. Juliette’s words made her feel better, even though they had been inspired by their friends’ break-up. Still, Nadia wasn’t going to ruin the moment with a snide remark.
“We have the rest of our lives together,” she said, cradling Juliette’s hand in hers. “We have time.”
Juliette shook her head. “No.” She let her hand drop away from Nadia’s face, intertwining her fingers with Nadia’s. “My father had a heart attack. If nothing else, it at least makes me very aware of my own mortality. With my stressful lifestyle… what if I have a weak heart like him…”
“Oh, babe.” Nadia pulled her closer. “Don’t put thoughts like that into your head. You’re healthy. You’re in the prime of your life.”
“Doesn’t mean I don’t need to start thinking about what’s most important to me.” Juliette’s voice broke a little.
“You need more balance, that’s all.” Nadia kissed Juliette on the forehead.
“I need you.” Juliette pushed herself away from Nadia, finding her eyes. “I’ve had a thought… perhaps a silly one.”
“Yes?” Nadia’s stomach tingled with curiosity.
“Instead of talking about it, and planning it in between leading our hectic lives, why don’t we just do it? Why don’t we just go to la mairie, sort the paper work, and get married?” Juliette painted that irresistible, loopy smile on her lips. “The only people we need to be there are Claire and Steph…” A brief pause. “And Margot, of course. And your parents…”
“And my brother,” Nadia added. “And his children. And I’d need to invite some of the board, and I’m sure Claire’s parents would want to be there—”
“No.” Juliette shook her head. “Just us. It can just be you and me for all I care, Nadz. I don’t need anyone else.”
“Are you serious?” Perhaps because of how weddings were always portrayed as big affairs, Nadia had never considered the possibility of a small, intimate do. Truth be told, out of principle, she hadn’t put that much thought into the practicalities of the whole matter, as long as Juliette was working like a maniac.
“Why not?” Juliette squeezed her hand a little tighter. “In the end, it’s only about you and me, anyway. About our life together.”
Nadia broke out into a smile. “I guess I never pictured you as an intimate wedding kind of woman.”
“Until recently, I wasn’t even the marrying kind. All I know is that I want to be your wife. I can’t really be fussed with all the rest… all that pomp and circumstance… Let’s just do it.”
Nadia started nodding. “Okay,” she said, “but I have one condition.”
“Anything.” Juliette smiled.
“Every little step, even sorting the tiniest silly piece of paperwork, we take together.”
“Deal.”
“You say that now,” Nadia joked, “but we live in a country with possibly the most amount of red tape on the planet.”
“How hard can it be to get hitched?” Juliette fell onto her back. “And when I want something done swiftly, no civil servant is going to stand in my way.”
Nadia chuckled. “For some reason that sounds very arousing.”
“Oh yeah?” Juliette narrowed her eyes. “What are you going to do about that?”
Nadia pretended to think for a few long seconds. “You should take a shower.”
Juliette’s lips scrunched into a pout.
“No need for that,” Nadia said. “I’ll join you.”
Juliette rushed off the bed and stripped out of her pyjamas. Before heading into the en-suite she spun back around and blew Nadia a kiss. Nadia got rid of her clothes as quickly as possible while thinking that when she left Margot’s place earlier, this was the least expected welcome home she could have anticipated. Butterflies fluttered all over the place in her belly. She caught a glimpse of herself in the full-length mirror flanking the door to the bathroom and grinned at her reflection.
The bathroom was filled with steam already. Juliette liked her showers as hot as possible, the scalding water turning her delicate skin deep pink. About as pink as when my hand lands on her ass, Nadia thought, although a spanking might be a bit too acrobatic in the space their tiny shower cubicle allowed. She probably couldn’t make it hurt enough.
Nadia flinched under the hot stream of water, but her body soon got used to it. Juliette had lathered most of her skin with soap already and stood next to her with dollops of white foam scattered over her body. Nadia couldn’t remember the last time they’d taken a shower together. It was one of these romantic activities that, as they grew older, turned out to be more impractical than arousing. But today was different. Today they had taken their engagement to a different level. They had made it more real. Nadia had absolutely no idea how long it would take to get a wedding date, but setting the date would be enough. A definite step in the right direction.
“Back against the wall,” Juliette instructed while grabbing Nadia by the hands.
Nadia slanted her head, giving Juliette an are-you-sure? look. But Juliette wasn’t having any of it and, too impatient to wait for Nadia to acquiesce of her own accord, pushed her against the tiled wall.
“What’s gotten into you?” Nadia asked, more out of habit than out of desire to get an answer.
“You.” Juliette stared into her eyes, water cascading down her face. “Fuck, Nadz. I love you so much. I need you to know that.”
“I do.” With that, Nadia shook her hand loose from Juliette’s grip and curled her own fingers around Juliette’s wrist. Without further ado, she brought Juliette’s hand between her legs. “See how wet I am for you already?”
Juliette brought her face close to Nadia’s, keeping eye contact. Slowly, she pushed two fingers inside of Nadia, making her breath hitch in her throat.
“So much for foreplay,” Nadia barely managed to say.
“Planning our wedding is all the foreplay we need,” Juliette said with a focused grin on her face. She was right.
“Oh christ.” Nadia had to steady herself, pressing her back hard against the wall. She’d loosened her grip on Juliette’s wrist and let the back of her head fall against the wall.
“No.” Juliette halted the motion of her fingers. “Look at me.”
Nadia’s eyes met Juliette’s and it was as though she could actually see how much her partner loved her in that wet glance of hers. How sorry she was for slipping into old patterns. For all the late nights and only listening to what Nadia said with half of her attention. So Nadia looked into Juliette’s eyes, and at her face, and that maddening mouth of hers, her lips twitching with the effort she made. Because she was increasing the pace of her fingers now, delving deeper, stealing more and more of Nadia’s breath. Nadia swallowed hard, meeting Juliette’s thrusts with her pelvis, demanding more, faster.
Juliette got the hint, because how could she not? They may not have regular sex in showers anymore, but after ten years together she knew exactly what made Nadia tip over the edge. So Juliette flicked her thumb over Nadia’s swollen clit, once, twice, and then in quick succession, while pushing hard inside of her, until Nadia’s knees buckled. She threw her arms around Juliette’s glistening wet shoulders and dug her nails into her flesh.
“Oh fuck,” she said, “I’m coming.” As if it needed to be said.
STEPH
Mere weeks ago, Steph had given up all hope of spending any Sunday of her life like this, waking up and looking straight at Dominique’s smiling face, the day stretching out lazily ahead of them. They’d spent the better part of Saturday in bed, and had both agreed to switch off their phones at eight o’clock last night.
“Morning,” Dominique said and, not waiting for Steph to say anything back, dragged the covers over her head and started making her way down. Down Steph’s belly. Positioning herself between Steph’s legs after spreading them wide.
Couldn’t be further removed from Le Noir, Steph thought, as Dominique pressed a first gentle kiss onto her inner thigh. Because now she didn’t have to imagine Dominique’s face anymore while someone else was going down on her, or try her hardest to push any memories of the sexy députée away, because Dominique’s tongue was approaching her pussy swiftly on this Sunday morning. Steph had no idea of the time. No idea of anything that had happened in the world outside of Dominique’s apartment since she’d set foot in it the day before. Her world only consisted of the two of them and, at the moment, Dominique’s expert tongue skirting her clit.
The first flick sent a tremor up her spine, and Steph couldn’t possibly imagine how she had willingly denied herself this pleasure, this love. For what? But, of course, everything had changed now, and they were, still, safely locked away in their bubble of reunion, and can’t-get-enough-of-each-other sex, hormones raging and having lost track of the orgasm count long ago.
Dominique teased, and dragged her tongue all the way along Steph’s pussy lips. Moments ago, while still half asleep, she’d been day-dreaming of a scenario like this, and now it was actually happening. In what world could anyone ever deny me this? Steph thought.
Under the duvet, she found Dominique’s head, and twirled a few fingers through her hair. It didn’t change anything about what Dominique was doing. The woman was an endless tease. She flicked her tongue over Steph’s clit briefly, before letting it slide through her wet pussy lips again. It didn’t matter to Steph how long Dominique made her wait for it, how long she spun out this session of early morning lovemaking… The only thing that mattered was that they were back together. And yes, it was messy. Juliette’s big plan still had large holes in it, and everything could backfire greatly, but the second Steph had allowed herself the tiniest flicker of doubt about her own rigid, but necessary, stance it hadn’t taken long before she’d fully caved. Because, in the end, no matter which route she took, it was always going to be hard, gut-wrenching and heartbreaking, and at least on this road, Dominique was by her side.
Because she had made herself forget. During those cold autumnal weeks without Dominique, she had successfully imagined a life without her—in theory, it hadn’t even been that hard. She had tried to stay away from newspapers, but a headline would catch her eye from time to time, and even in these moments when she was confronted with a picture of a broadly smiling Dominique Laroche, she had been able to make herself believe that a life by the side of a politician was inconceivable for the likes of her.
She had found a strange sort of solace at Le Noir. Mainly because of what it represented for someone like her: absolute freedom and zero judgement. She’d come close to finding her old self again. The one who didn’t negotiate about love and relationships, but steered clear. The first real crack had only come when Dominique had turned up at her doorstep. But Steph would have held on if it hadn’t been for the conversation with her bosses about, foolishly, wanting to make their country a friendlier, more welcoming place to live, followed by Nadia’s arms around her, and how the warmth of her friend’s body so close by had made her realise what it was she actually missed. The one thing she’d always consciously denied herself. The love of another woman.
That woman was applying excellent pressure to her clit right now, and Steph didn’t even care about the tears stinging behind her eyes. Despite it never being a clear cut matter of right and wrong—there were too many factors to take into consideration for that—she knew she had been wrong. If she had to suffer for Dominique, she should have chosen to do it by her side in the first place, not alone in her dingy studio, or on the dark, wet streets of Paris, chasing a thrill that, in the end, would never really satisfy her. Because, the truth was that Dominique Laroche had changed her forever.
“What’s wrong?” Dominique’s face appeared from underneath the covers.
“What?”
“Are you crying?” Dominique pushed herself towards Steph’s chest.
Steph brought her hands to her face and found her cheeks dotted with tears. She wiped away some of the moisture and shook her head.
“Was I doing it wrong, baby?” Dominique curved her lips into a soft grin.
“I—” Steph found herself almost unable to speak. “I’ve been holding on for so long.”
“Not just you.” Dominique climbed high enough to stroke Steph’s hair. “I was there too.”
“I never thought I’d think love was the most important thing in my life. That it would change me so much.” Any time before her reunion with Dominique, Steph would have snickered at words like that being uttered. “And to think that I was willing to let you go.” She snuck a hand up Dominique’s back and caressed her skin.
Dominique didn’t say anything for a few seconds, just looked into Steph’s eyes. “There’s so much more to you than meets the eye, Stéphanie.”
“Oh yes.” The sentimental atmosphere was starting to get to Steph. “Like a dozen women I’ve slept with who would happily collect a paycheque in return for a juicy tale in Le Matin.”
“So what?” Dominique shrugged. “The French have proven again and again that they don’t care who their leaders sleep with.”
“Speaking of…” Steph painted a grin on her face. “I know I was distracted before, but I think I’m ready for my morning climax now.”
“Are you sure, Stéphanie?” Dominique grinned back. “I wouldn’t want to reduce you to tears again just by using my tongue.”
“If it were to happen again, don’t let it distract you from the task at hand.” Steph hugged Dominique close to her and planted a kiss on her hair. “Je t’aime.”
“Let me tell you something.” Dominique pushed herself up the better to look Steph in the eyes. “That day we first met I could never have guessed we’d end up here, in bed together, and in this situation. This thing between us has changed us both, and I don’t want to go back to being who I was before I met you. I know I’m a good politician, and ultimately, I only want to be judged on that. Even though it’s an illusion to think my private life is nobody else’s business, and I’m hardly naive, but really, at the very core of things, what could someone really have against me being happy?
“Because you make me happy, Stéphanie. You make me feel a fire inside that hasn’t been there for years. You make me want to be better, and stand up against all these over-privileged men in the Assemblée. As a woman, I’ve had to fight hard in that world all my life, and I’m never one to choose the easy way out if I think the hard way is the right way, so I can deal with this. In my heart of hearts, I know that. Because, at the end of the day, I get to come home to you, and how can that not make me a better person and, hence, a better politician?”
“You had my vote already.” Steph didn’t immediately know how to translate the warmth engulfing her into an adequate facial expression. “I’d be proud to be your first lady,” was all she could say.
“Are you ready to come for me now?” Dominique wasn’t the overly sentimental type either, and was already making her way back underneath the covers. She didn’t need to wait for Steph’s reply.
Within seconds, Dominique’s tongue was skating over Steph’s most intimate parts again, instigating the same sort of fire in Steph’s belly she had just talked about in her impromptu speech.
   
After another hour of lazy love-making, the phones had to come on. In the life of a politician, reunion sex could only go uninterrupted for so long. Steph’s phone—a newer model—booted up fastest, and it lit up instantly with a message from Juliette.
Claire and Margot broke up, for real this time.
When she turned to Dominique to show her the message, she was greeted with an ashen face, Dominique’s hands trembling lightly as she gripped her fingers around her phone.
“What?” Steph asked.
“Séverine Marechal has made her next move,” Dominique said, her voice slightly wavering. “By telling lies to the Sunday paper.”
“What has she said?” Steph was anxious to see and opened the internet browser on her phone.
“That the MLR leadership will be officially nominating her as their presidential candidate for the next elections very soon.”
The webpage of Le Matin loaded on the small screen of Steph’s phone and she read the headline: ‘OUR COUNTRY NEEDS SOMEONE WITH STRONG VALUES’
CLAIRE
“Are you all right?” Steph asked Claire.
“I will be if everyone stops asking me that question,” she replied. “I’m fine. Let’s focus on work, because we have a lot of that.”
“Before we begin,” Juliette said, straightening her back, a love-sick smile on her face, “I’d like you both to know that, first thing tomorrow, Nadia and I are going to city hall to schedule our wedding. We hope to be married within four weeks. It will be a small do and we’d like you to be our witnesses.”
“That’s great, Jules.” Claire tried to put as much enthusiasm in her voice as possible, but celebrating love wasn’t very high on her agenda today. “I’d be honoured to be your witness.”
“I take it I’ll be giving away the lovely Nadia?” Steph stood there beaming, obviously luxuriating in re-ignited love as well. Her and Dominique’s reunion clearly hadn’t suffered from the same issues as Claire and Margot’s.
“It’s not exactly giving away, Steph.” Claire couldn’t mask the snideness in her tone. “You just have to sign a piece of paper.” Claire could feel Juliette’s glance, filled with pity, on her. She didn’t need pity. In fact, Claire knew exactly what she needed, but she could hardly tell Juliette.
“Let’s leave it at that and focus on the business at hand,” Juliette said. “I just wanted you to know.”
Steph’s good spirits seemed unbreakable; she didn’t pay any mind to Claire’s harsh tone. Claire could talk to her about what—and who—she wanted. Steph would understand. Steph always understood.
“What Marechal is saying is a blatant lie,” Steph said. “Which is no surprise considering the very earnest reputation of the newspaper that published the article.” She huffed out a giggle. “Dominique is coming in later today to discuss our strategy, so we’d better come up with something good.”
“Glad to have you fully on board,” Juliette said.
Claire found it hard to cope with the triumphant smile Juliette obviously couldn’t hide, but she was adamant not to let it show. But what if she never encountered someone like Margot again? What if she had wasted their chance of a life together on being jealous of an ex who was long gone. Or would Inez be coming back once the news spread that Margot was single again?
“I have an idea,” Steph said.
“Let’s hear it.” Juliette’s smile grew even wider.
Steph steepled her fingers, as though she was about to make an important announcement. “Dominique and I can’t hide any longer. We need to come out soon. We could choose to do it the old-fashioned way with a traditional tell-all interview in L’Observateur, or the pair of us going on Giselle Dubois’s show, all solemn faces, and expressing regret about retreating back into the closet and how we managed that headline.” She paused for effect. “But this is the age of social media. Of going viral. Of shaping your own story. And I think we should consider these options. Fight for the young vote. Give them someone to really root for. Someone who communicates with them through their chosen channels. Let’s face it, the older generation will either be for or against us, and a television appearance is probably not going to change that. The statement we’re about to make—and our coming out will be a statement more than anything else—needs a different, fresh approach.”
Juliette nodded. Claire followed her example. She’d thought a crisis at work would take her mind off things, off that excruciating moment underneath the Eiffel Tower when they’d said goodbye, and it probably would have worked if the crisis hadn’t involved love, and lesbians, and beating the odds. Dominique Laroche was willing to sacrifice so much for love—despite the number of people Steph had slept with during their break. Her entire career was at stake, while all Claire had to do was find it in her heart to forgive Margot. But she couldn’t do it. Once the epitome of pureness, Margot was no longer pure in her eyes. The whole Inez business had tainted her, and ruined her for Claire. And perhaps it was true that Claire wanted things that weren’t realistic, and that was the real reason why she’d been single most of her adult life, but she knew she didn’t want this. To be discarded at the first glimpse of a former lover—no matter how much regret was expressed after the fact.
“What do you think, Claire?” Juliette asked.
“Yeah. Good.” Claire hadn’t heard the words Steph and Juliette had exchanged after Steph had presented her plan.
“Anything else?” Steph insisted.
“There’s no master plan here. Our options are limited. So your approach is probably the best, Steph. You deserve your promotion.”
Steph sighed. “This isn’t about a promotion, Claire. I understand your mind might be elsewhere, but this is the most important campaign Barbier & Cyr has embarked on in a long time. Please try to focus.”
Claire looked at Steph and Juliette, turning her head from one to the other. She didn’t feel the embers that stoked their fire to do this job within her. Not today, and perhaps not in a long time.
“I think I may need to take a personal day.” She glared at Juliette. “And please don’t say I told you so.”
“Claire, come on. We’re here for you. We know this is hard.” That look of compassion in Juliette’s eyes again. It drove Claire insane. “You can sit this one out if it’s too difficult.”
“Oh great, so you don’t need me here anymore either.” Claire knew her reactions were all wrong. That she was being extra harsh on her friends to elicit an equally harsh reaction, because she needed to be told. To be told off, even. “I’ll just fuck off, shall I?”
She watched Steph exchange a quick glance with Juliette. “Come on.” Steph rose and extended her hand.
Claire just looked at her quizzically. If she was going to get up she’d do it of her own accord.
“I’m taking you to Le Comptoir for a much needed drink.” Steph turned to Juliette who gave her a quick nod.
Claire saw the opportunity in that. Steph was the only one she could involve in her rebound plan, and Juliette wasn’t displaying any signs of wanting to join them at Le Comptoir.
“You know what?” Claire accepted Steph’s hand. “I think I’ll take you up on that offer.”
   
Claire had ordered a cosmo and it only made her think of that time when Margot had barged into the bar looking for Juliette, and the reluctant, but, in the end, surprising conversation they’d had sitting at the counter.
“Here’s the deal,” she said to Steph, who was, understandably on a Monday before noon, sticking to coffee. “I’m interested in someone, but it may upset some people.”
Steph arched up her eyebrows. Claire wondered what exactly Margot had said to Steph when they’d come here together on an impromptu rendezvous, after Margot had left her with a sore bottom. Her head was still so full of Margot, which only spurred her on more to say the thing she was about to say. To blot out just a little bit of the pain. A desperate attempt to forget. To kickstart the process of moving on.
“I’m intrigued,” Steph said.
Claire cleared her throat, suddenly nervous. “I only met her briefly, but I was very charmed by Saint-Vincent’s new Chief of Neurosurgery.”
Steph tilted her head, as though she didn’t immediately understand who Claire was referring to.
“Doctor Marie Dievart,” Claire specified.
Steph’s first reaction came in the shape of an incredulous chuckle. “You can’t be serious.”
“Why not?” Claire shrugged. “No one needs to know.”
“Come on, Claire. I know you’re hurting, but Juliette is your best friend.”
“This has nothing to do with Juliette.”
Steph ignored her remark. “Not to mention that Dievart and Margot are colleagues now.”
“Safeguarding Margot’s happiness and well-being is no longer my prime concern.” Saying Margot’s name out loud sent a cold chill up her spine nonetheless.
“So it would merely be an impulsive, destructive act of revenge?”
Claire shook her head. “Has it never happened to you that you met someone and they stirred something in you? That the introduction left you wanting more? Wanting to meet them again?” Claire didn’t want to point out the obvious and say Dominique’s name out loud.
“That’s hardly the point. What do you want, Claire? Do you want me to give you my blessing to court the woman Nadia cheated on your best friend with?”
Claire huffed out a breath. “I don’t need anyone’s blessing. And I don’t need anyone’s righteous indignation either. Least of all yours, Steph.”
Steph held up her hands, displaying her palms. Claire was sure that if Steph hadn’t just gotten back together with Dominique her reaction would have been much more amenable. She sipped twice from her cosmopolitan, the alcohol hitting her bloodstream hard on an empty stomach.
“So one day you’ll just walk into the office, a satisfied smile on your face, and your best friend Juliette, who knows you through and through, will ask you ‘hot date, Claire?’ and you’ll say what? ‘Oh yes, I had the night of my life with Marie Dievart.’”
“I just wish you wouldn’t make this about Jules.” To survive certain crises a one-track mind is required, Claire wanted to say, don’t you see that? But she didn’t want to go as low as exploiting Steph’s own grief, and, of course, Steph did have a point.
“I’m just exploring all your options.” Steph wrapped her fingers around the tabletop. “What if it becomes more than a one-night stand? From what I’ve heard about the woman, I know it’s highly unlikely, but you just never know. Who will you choose? Your best friend of more than twenty years or the woman who nearly destroyed that best friend’s marriage?”
“I think you’re getting slightly ahead of yourself—” Steph didn’t let Claire finish.
“If it’s some comfort in the arms of another woman you’re after, I can help. Or you can call that hot pilot you used to have fun with. There’s really no need to betray Juliette.”
“You don’t get it, Steph.” Claire took another sip. “There are not a lot of women who make my heart beat faster. Dievart did. And please try to remember that I grieved for Margot once already. I don’t feel like doing it again. I just need…” A deep sigh. Tears pricking behind her eyes. “Something.”
“I get it, Claire, I do. I just can’t get over the fact that it’s her you’re interested in. Of all the women in Paris…”
“Oh fuck. I know.” Claire had trouble holding back the tears. “But what am I going to do? This pain. This failure. This emptiness here”—she tapped her chest—“I don’t know how to deal with it.” The first drop landed just next to her cosmo glass. “If I’d known I would have to go through the hurt all over again, I would never—” Steph reached for Claire’s hand over the table.
“You took a risk. That’s what we do for love. Sadly, sometimes it doesn’t work out. But you had to try. It will be easier this time around, Claire. Because you gave it your best shot, and as you said, you grieved for her and your relationship already.”
“Did I, though?” The tears started streaming now. Steph and Claire were the only patrons in the bar and Tony knew better than to disturb them. “Did I give it my best shot? I’m not sure.”
“Of course you did.” Steph squeezed her hand. “Don’t ever doubt that.”
“Sometimes I just feel as though it’s all my fault. That if I could just be a bit of a bigger person, we could be happy.”
Steph shook her head. “No. You tried, Claire. Despite the fact that she hurt you so badly, you took her back and you gave it a go. I think that in your heart of hearts you know things played out like this for the right reason. Even though it hurts like a motherfucker.” Steph locked her eyes on hers. “It’s not your fault.”
“Thanks.” It was all Claire could say in between the tears.
“I know it sounds like a terrible cliché but, over time, it will hurt less.”
The door of Le Comptoir swung open, making Claire feel very self-conscious. She blew her nose in the napkin her cosmo glass stood on, and tried to put herself back together. “You should probably get back to the office.”
“You’re still the boss.” Steph grinned. “What are you going to do?”
“Not sure.” Claire pulled up her shoulders. “I may just call my mother.”
“Keep your evening free though.” Steph smiled. “I’m coming over tonight.”
JULIETTE
Juliette hadn’t told anyone—not even Nadia—but every morning, when she first set foot in her office, the image of François standing in front of her desk and delivering the news about her father, flitted through her mind. It was an image she couldn’t shake. A thought that snuck up on her when she least expected it to—and despite her deepest wish to not reflect on her estranged family more than they deserved.
It was no different now that she sat here alone, finishing up the last e-mails of the day, anxious to go home to Nadia and tell her about Steph’s plan to orchestrate Dominique’s coming out.
Realising that, no matter how hard she tried or how much she wanted to, she would never have her parents’ full approval for who she was, was a crushing blow. Especially as an early twenty-something who was still making her way in the world. Juliette couldn’t get rid of the feeling that she might just have a chance now. That she could show her father that he’d been wrong for the best part of his life. It didn’t mean she had to forgive him.
A knock on the door, and Véro snuck her head into the opening. “Do you need anything else, Juliette?”
“God no. Please go home to that husband of yours.” Véro didn’t remind her in the slightest of Sybille, and that pleased Juliette enormously. In itself, it was already the best reason to give her a long-term contract, but, despite being new, she’d also been a massive help during the weeks that Steph had been missing in action. “And I haven’t forgotten about that dinner invitation. Things just need to settle down a bit first.”
“Fully understood.” Véro smiled. “Good night, and don’t stay too late.” She followed the smile with a wink before leaving.
Juliette needed an assistant who wasn’t afraid to order her to go home. She was sure Nadia would approve as well. When she returned her attention back to her computer screen, two new e-mails had come in. One from her gynaecologist, who, behind Nadia’s back, Juliette had asked for information on fertility in women over the age of forty. The other from an e-mail address she didn’t recognise. It was just a name, without any mention of a company. A personal e-mail address. The name read ‘Elizabeth Liege’. Juliette clicked the e-mail open.
Dear Juliette,

I know we’ve never met, and for that I’m deeply sorry. I’ve been together with your father for fifteen years and I know better than anyone that he’s a stubborn man. Please understand that I wouldn’t try to contact you behind his back without good reason. Although his operation went well and the prognosis is good, we’re all much more aware of his—and our own, perhaps—mortality and the mistakes we’ve made.
To say it in your father’s words: facing death puts things into perspective.
I don’t have many claims to make, not on his nor on my behalf, I can just tell you this: he is dreadfully sorry for the way he has treated you, but even more so, he’s terribly ashamed.
His doctor says it’s not uncommon for people who’ve survived a heart attack to suffer from bouts of depression afterwards. This is certainly the case with your father. He reaches for the phone several times a day, and punches in the number for your office, always hanging up straight away, because the shame and guilt are so crushing.
I can well imagine that you have no desire to give an old man some peace of mind. This old man in particular certainly doesn’t deserve it. Still, I’m asking you to consider it. Additionally, I, for one, would be delighted to meet you. Contrary to what you might believe, I have heard many wonderful things about you.
I hope you don’t think I’m speaking out of turn by sending you this e-mail. And I hope you can find it in your heart to get in touch, either with me, François or Bertrand himself.

Love,
Betty
Juliette blinked a few times. She couldn’t believe what she was reading. Would they have her nieces e-mail her next with a dramatic adolescent plea to meet their aunt? She closed the e-mail and shut off her computer. Yet, she couldn’t bring herself to rise from her chair and go home. Instead, she let her head fall back and, for the first time in many years, allowed her mind to relive that day. The day Bertrand had kicked her out. Already, Juliette’s tears had been born much more of rage than of hurt—although she would later understand that the two were inextricably linked.
And this woman, this Elizabeth, or Betty, or whatever she called herself, she couldn’t have been the best influence either. Juliette could only imagine what kind of person she was if she could love someone who turned away his daughter for being a lesbian. She wanted nothing to do with someone like that.
Suddenly, she rose. She had to talk to Nadia. They needed to address everything they’d danced around. If they were going to city hall tomorrow to set their wedding date, they needed to cover everything beforehand. Juliette’s family. Her wish to have a child. Marie Dievart. Working too much. Everything. Juliette had avoided it long enough.
   
“How’s Claire?” Nadia asked when Juliette walked over to kiss her hello.
“Not good. She had to take the day off. Steph took her to Le Comptoir in the middle of the day to calm her down a bit. She’s going over there tonight to keep her company.” Juliette kissed her fiancée on the lips for a long time.
“Nice to see you too,” Nadia said, and clasped her arms around Juliette’s neck. “And the Laroche situation?” Nadia asked after they broke from their kiss.
“Nuh-uh.” Juliette wiggled her index finger from left to right. “Let’s not talk about work. We need to talk about us. I’m so excited about tomorrow. No second thoughts, I hope?”
“Hell no.” Nadia pulled her close again. “Can’t wait.” She nuzzled her nose against Juliette’s neck.
Juliette couldn’t help but smile. She let Nadia kiss her way upward, until her lips met her jaw, then her cheeks and, ultimately, her mouth.
“We need to talk about a few things, babe,” Juliette said, after they broke for air.
“That we do.”
“I received an e-mail from Bertrand’s compagne just before I left the office.”
Nadia tilted her head. “More begging?”
Juliette nodded and dug her phone out of her purse so she could show Nadia the e-mail. She stared at her intently while she read it.
“They’re persistent,” Nadia said. “Let’s sit down, babe.”
“I know I haven’t really been eager to talk about it. Do you still think I should go see him?” Juliette fidgeted with her phone after Nadia handed it back to her.
Nadia covered Juliette’s hands with hers and took the phone from them. She put it on the coffee table before speaking. “Only you can really answer that question, Jules. I was wrong to suggest that you should. I see that now.”
“But what would you do?” Juliette played with Nadia’s fingers instead of her phone.
“It’s very hard for me to put myself in your position in this case. But I have thought about it, and, honestly, I’m not sure if I would go see him. Not after his blatant refusal to acknowledge you as his daughter, and to act the way a father should. He failed every test in that respect. And if you feel it’s too little too late now, I fully understand that. And I will support you.” She paused. “You don’t need him, Jules. He needs you. And where was he when it was the other way around?”
“You changed your mind?” Juliette was surprised by Nadia’s opinion.
“First I thought I got lucky with my parents, you know? Because they’re so liberal and supportive and nonjudgmental, until I realised it’s not a matter of luck. It’s a matter of common sense and decency. Of doing what is right. Of doing what every parent should do. But I know we don’t live in an ideal world, and children get shunned for being gay, or simply for being a little different, every single day. But, regret or not, if a parent can’t accept a gay child, what right do they ever have of being forgiven? None.” Nadia’s tone of voice grew louder, harsher. “I talked about it on the phone with my mother the other day. I figured she could offer a different perspective, and she basically told me the same. She said that if she’d ever treated me in the way that your parents have, she would surely be ashamed, and have regrets when she came to her senses, but she would never burden me with the choice of having to forgive her or not. She would know she screwed up that chance a long time ago. We’re not talking about a few months, or even a few years of not talking to each other here, Jules. Bertrand hasn’t tried to contact you for twenty-five years. Oh, and now he had a scrape with death and sees the error of his ways. Well, tough for him. Let him regret it for the time he has left.”
“Damn, babe.” Juliette stared at Nadia in disbelief. “I wasn’t expecting that.”
“I have a right to revise my opinion.” Nadia shuffled closer a bit. “But as I said, ultimately, it’s only up to you.”
“I just wish they’d stop pestering me.”
“So far you’ve been ignoring François’s messages, haven’t you? You could just reply and, curtly, tell him to leave you alone. And do the same with this e-mail.”
Juliette nodded but, to her big surprise, a small part of her wanted to argue with Nadia’s words, wanted to argue in favour of her father. Perhaps her family’s non-stop words of apology were starting to have an effect on her. Or, just maybe, she and Nadia hadn’t fully agreed on something for such a long time, it felt odd now. Out of the ordinary—or the ordinary they’d come to expect.
“I’ll need to sleep on it,” Juliette said. “I received another e-mail today. One I didn’t have the energy to read anymore after my father’s concubine’s e-mail. From Doctor Dupuis.”
“The ob-gyn at Saint-Vincent?” Nadia asked.
NADIA
Here we go, Nadia thought. About time.
“Yes.” Juliette nodded, but she didn’t have the same look of determination on her face she usually had when she started a conversation about having children. “I haven’t read the e-mail yet. Partly because I was afraid of what it might say, and partly because after that Betty’s e-mail I just wanted to come home to you.”
Nadia had been a reserved, but supportive partner throughout Juliette’s monologues about what it would be like to have a child. Now was the time to speak up, especially because Juliette wasn’t in her usual destroyed state after a long day at work. From the instant she’d walked in, Nadia had sensed a genuine willingness to talk. So talk they would.
“Did you have tests done at Saint-Vincent?” She didn’t add ‘behind my back’.
“No, of course not,” Juliette said. “I just requested some data I couldn’t find on the internet. I wanted information from a reliable source.”
“Do you want to read the e-mail together?” Nadia stared at Juliette’s phone, because she didn’t really know where else to look. To her surprise, Juliette just shrugged.
“Not right now. This whole business with Bertrand has made me think. It’s not really procreation as such that I crave. What with my genes and both my mother and my father—and my brother!—being total assholes, I’m not sure that’s a chance I should take. Plus, we both know I’m not exactly the easiest person to be around either.”
“Don’t say that, Jules. Inherited traits only make up for such a small part of someone’s personality, if any at all.” Nadia said it with a small voice because she was scared of what Juliette might suggest next. That Nadia carry a child she didn’t even want.
“Maybe not.” Juliette shuffled in her seat. “But I’ve been thinking about my nieces, and how there are so many children on this planet already. Children in desperate need of a better home.”
They really hadn’t been talking enough. Now Juliette was going all Mother Theresa on her. “You want to adopt?” Perhaps Nadia should have made her feelings very clear from the beginning.
“No, Nadz, I want to know what you think.”
“Okay.” Nadia wouldn’t have minded a glass of wine at this point. “Well.” She stalled. “I think our lives are way too packed to even fit in the notion of having children. You’ve brought up the subject a few times, but really, this is the first real conversation we’re even having about it. No matter how you twist or turn it, and regardless of whether you cut down on your hours at Barbier & Cyr, you live for your work, Jules. I don’t see you making room for anything or anyone else.”
“That wasn’t my question, though.” Juliette eyed her like a hawk. “Perhaps I should rephrase it. Surely, after all my mentions of considering having children, you’ve had a chance to think about it. What do you want?”
Nadia was worried that now they were actually having a real conversation, she was in danger of breaking her fiancée’s heart with what she was about to say. “I don’t want kids, Jules. I’ve never had that yearning. You know that.”
“I guess I do,” was all Juliette said. Then they sat in silence for a few long seconds. Nadia found it a hard silence not to fill, but she let Juliette think, find her words. “Look,” she continued, “I know I practically sprung the idea on you in one of the most chaotic times in our relationship. Of course, I’ve picked up on your reluctance to discuss the subject further. Which speaks volumes. I also know we made the decision to choose our careers above anything else years ago. All of that, I know.” Juliette rubbed her palms on her skirt. “As per usual, my way of communicating with you about this has been somewhat sub par, but I have truly been thinking about it a lot because… I just can’t help myself. The wish is there. I can literally feel my clock ticking. I’ll be forty-five next year. It really is now or never.”
“Well then.” Nadia sighed. “I suppose this is a case of very conflicting desires.”
Juliette nodded. “It is. And I’m fully aware that in this case there’s no other option than for the No-vote to win. There’s no compromise.”
“You’ve been happy all this time without a child, Jules,” Nadia said. “What changed?”
“Have I, though? That’s what I’ve been wondering.” Juliette turned her face away from Nadia. “We have both slept with other people, Nadz. That’s how happy we’ve been.”
Once again, it all boils down to this, Nadia thought. “With the emphasis on have been, babe. No relationship is always smooth sailing. We’re past that now. We’re happy. At least, I am.”
“I’m happy with you too. We’ll always have our quarrels, but that’s just who we are. I can’t imagine my life without you, which is why I asked you to marry me.” Juliette looked at Nadia again. “And I do, sincerely, want to work less. I’ve given Barbier & Cyr the best years of my life, neglecting you in the process, but sometimes I wonder if I’m not missing out on an entirely different level of personal fulfilment.”
“Oh, Jules.” Nadia scooted a little closer. “Are you sure you’re not confusing things? That perhaps you’re scared to death of no longer having your life filled to the brim with other people’s PR crises? Of no longer thinking about everyone else but yourself?”
“No.” Juliette shook her head. “I’m serious.” Juliette’s eyes said it all. “I want to be a mother.” She held up her hands. “But I’m not giving you an ultimatum here. Please don’t think that. I just would like you to… open yourself up to the thought. To not dismiss it from the get-go.”
Jesus Christ, Nadia thought. This is serious. “What do you want me to say, Jules?”
“I don’t know.” Juliette sighed a deep sigh. “At this point, just that you’ll think about it again.”
“This is a human life we’re talking about. Not something you can think yourself into wanting.” Perhaps this was the real reason why Juliette had been coming home late, to avoid having this conversation. To avoid having to face reality.
“I know. I know.” Nadia was glad Juliette didn’t employ her usual defensive tone. “I fully realise I’m asking a lot. I’m just saying that people change. A year ago, the thought had barely crossed my mind, but with everything we’ve been going through, my perspective on a few things has changed. All I’m asking is that you don’t immediately rule out the possibility of this happening to you as well.”
“What if it doesn’t? What if I just stay little old me. The same old Nadia Abadi who doesn’t want children?”
“Then that’s how it is.” Juliette still sounded as if she had some fighting spirit left in her soul. “Then I’ll have to accept that.” Her voice grew louder. “Please don’t think this is a case of you and me versus me and a child, Nadz. You will always be my first priority.”
That’s good to know, Nadia thought, but didn’t consider the moment opportune for sarcasm. “Fine.” Nadia was ready to abandon this subject. “I can at least promise you that I’ll give it some more thought, but that’s really all I can promise. Nothing more.”
“I know.” Juliette reached out her hand. “Will you still go to the mairie with me in the morning?”
Nadia took Juliette’s hand in hers and brought it to her mouth. “Try to stop me.” She kissed Juliette’s knuckles one by one, as though that would miraculously solve everything.
STEPH
“So, about this YouTube video you want me to record,” Dominique said. “I think we should practice. You know, get comfortable in front of the camera.” Her lips were pressed just below Steph’s ear. They were waiting for Philippe to drop off Lisa and Didier. Steph knew Dominique was nervous about telling her children about their relationship.
“A sex tape is not a scandal we can handle, Madame Députée,” Steph replied, getting distracted by Dominique’s heavy breathing in her ear.
“Oh, but I’m not talking about me, Stéphanie. I have plenty of experience in front of the camera. I was thinking about you.”
“Oh really?” Steph grabbed Dominique by the neck and pulled her face with its distracting lips away from her neck. “What did you have in mind?”
“Remember that time we Skyped?” Dominique winked at her, then looked at the clock above the fireplace.
Steph just shook her head, nerves tearing through her belly as well. “Are you sure you want me to be here?”
“They adore you. You know that.”
Steph shrugged. “But I broke their mother’s heart.”
“And then you put it back together.” Dominique came for her again, but was interrupted mid-movement by the piercing chime of the bell. Dominique broke free from Steph’s haphazard embrace and buzzed her ex-husband and children in.
Steph hadn’t seen Lisa and Didier in a long time. She wondered if they were up to gaining yet another stepmother, not that Steph herself was keen on taking up any parental roles. Nevertheless, the kids had to know what was going on before the story broke. From what Steph had heard, Dominique and Philippe had sat them down after the Le Matin front page and tried to explain in children’s terms what dirty politics were, but they were young and had the attention span of ants and soon their questions had stopped revolving around ‘Mommy’s friend’.
Sadly, the likes of Sybille and Séverine Marechal and the hacks who called themselves journalists at Le Matin didn’t consider the effect of their actions on the offspring and loved ones of the people they viciously attacked in their newspaper.
Lisa and Didier raced into their mother’s arms as soon as the front door opened. When they caught eye of Steph they broke out in shy smiles for a bit, until Steph crouched down and high-fived them. The title of cool aunt would suit her infinitely better than the one of stepmom.
Steph let Dominique do the bulk of the talking. No PR advice was required here. Philippe sat fidgeting in his chair nervously throughout the conversation, and Steph even felt a bit sorry for him. Does he ever think about getting her back? Steph wondered. How do you even cheat on a woman like Dominique? How do you bring yourself to divorce her? But, then again, she’d done the same. She’d broken up with Dominique herself.
“You know how daddy is together with Angelique now?” Dominique spoke to them in a chirpy voice. “Well, the same goes for mommy.” A short pause. “I’m together with Stéphanie now. She makes me very happy, just like Angelique makes daddy happy.”
“But…” Didier started.
Here it comes, Steph thought. The muscles in Philippe’s forearms tensed.
“Where will she live?” he continued. “Here with us?”
Steph couldn’t help but chuckle.
“Will she pick me up from hockey like Angelique does?” Lisa asked immediately after.
“If you want her to, honey,” Dominique addressed Lisa, then turned to Didier. “As for living with us, well, she’ll certainly be around a lot.” Dominique glanced sideways at Steph. “Do you have any other questions?”
The conversation continued along the same lines for a while, amusing and at the same time surprising Steph. Kids these days, even children of MLR party members, were raised with a much broader spectrum of relationships.
Steph tuned back in fully once Dominique broached the subject of the public exposure of their affair.
“Because I will be running in the elections, people are going to ask me questions about my relationship with Stéphanie,” she started. “You may hear things about me. Kids at school may say things to you about it.”
“Like a few weeks ago?” Lisa asked.
“Yes.” Dominique nodded. “But back then, Stéphanie and I weren’t ready to make it public yet. We hadn’t even told you. Sometimes it takes a little while before people are sure of something.”
Steph cleared her throat. “Can I say something?”
“Of course.” Dominique sent her an encouraging smile.
“I’m very fond of your mother.” Under the table Dominique’s hand found Steph’s knee. “And you are the best kids, okay? No matter what anyone says, as long as we’re all happy, and honest with each other, everything will be cool.” Steph gave them a lopsided grin. “No one can touch us.” She closed with a wink.
“Do you want to play hockey with us on the Xbox?” Lisa asked.
“Do I?” Steph retorted. “Try to beat me, more like!”
“I can beat you,” Didier shrieked. “I beat Lisa all the time, and she plays hockey in real life.”
“Best get your game face on, little man. Get ready for some serious competition.” Steph had no idea what she was talking about. She spent her free evenings in bars, not playing video games.
“Go on,” Philippe said. “I need to speak with your mom for a minute.”
Lisa and Didier hopped into the lounge room without further ado.
“Maybe you should stay, Stéphanie,” he said when Steph got up to join them. She sat back down promptly.
“I think it’s very brave what you’re doing, Domi.” Steph hadn’t expected that, but people could surprise you. That was one thing she’d learned over the past few weeks. “If you need any help—anything at all—I’ll be there.”
“That’s very nice of you,” Dominique said in a very subdued un-Laroche like manner. She was clearly touched.
“That doesn’t mean I don’t think you’re facing an uphill battle.” He smiled sheepishly. “Have you told Xavier?” His eyebrows quirked up.
“Nope.” She turned to Steph. “What do you think? Are you up for an impromptu dinner at a stately manor in Neuilly? Let’s shake the place up a bit. God knows that old-fashioned, uptight district could use it.”
Nerves tightened Steph’s muscles. She’d only met Xavier Laroche once and, apart from causing a major fight between her and Dominique, he’d also come across as a man you would prefer to agree with. “Now?”
“Yes.” Dominique nodded determinedly. “No time like the present. We’ll take the kids.”
“I’d need to go home and change first.” Steph didn’t know what else to say.
“You don’t have to change your appearance for my father, Stéphanie. You’re perfectly fine the way you are now.” Dominique scooted closer. “In fact, you—”
“Ahum.” Philippe cleared his throat.
“Sorry.” Dominique shot him a smile that didn’t convey apologies at all.
“It will be fine,” Philippe said, trying hard to look unfazed by Steph and Dominique’s overt closeness. “I’d best get on.” He pushed his chair back. “I’ll pick them up on Thursday evening.”
“Philippe.” Dominique stood and faced him. “Merci.”
   
Steph didn’t really have much opportunity to give in to the crushing ball of nerves sitting in her stomach, in between answering Lisa’s incessant questions and keeping an eye on Didier. She’d spent time with the children in the south of France, and they’d been full on, bursting with energy, but everything had been contained within the boundaries of Xavier Laroche’s summer house. Carting them off in a car to Neuilly and keeping them occupied now seemed like an entirely different matter.
Still, they stood in front of Dominique’s parents’ house way too quickly for Steph’s comfort. Despite approaching her mid-thirties, she’d never been formally introduced to the family of a girlfriend before. As first times went, this one was quite overwhelming.
The front door opened and the kids stormed into the house, in search of Jack the labrador. Dominique’s mother spread her arms and embraced Dominique as though she hadn’t seen her in weeks. Perhaps she hadn’t. Steph didn’t know.
She was a regal woman, standing a few inches taller than her daughter, with dark brown hair sprayed into a perfectly sculpted coiffure, lips painted a subtle red, and dressed as though she were ready to go to a fancy restaurant. Or the opera. Or a much-anticipated MLR event.
“And who have we here?” Eléonore asked. “Ah, I think I recognise that pretty face.”
“Maman,” Dominique started, but her mother didn’t give her a chance to finish.
“Stéphanie, your PR advisor and partner,” she said, and dragged Steph into a tight embrace. As she stood in Eléonore Laroche’s arms, Steph was alarmed by the public display of affection. This was Neuilly. The strong-hold of the MLR. You never knew who was cruising the streets for juicy tidbits of news. For all she knew, Le Matin staked out the mighty Xavier Laroche’s house so as to not miss anything of the comings and goings at his place.
“How did you…” Dominique started again.
“I’m your mother. You can deny things all you want. The truth doesn’t escape me.” Eléonore let go of Steph and regarded her. “You’re a pretty young thing, aren’t you?”
Steph stood there flabbergasted, no longer concerning herself with possible PR disasters. Of all the ways she had envisioned meeting Dominique’s mother would go, the manner in which things were actually unfolding had never crossed her mind.
“Not so bad yourself,” Steph found herself stammering, then immediately regretted it. Not that it wasn’t true, just extremely inappropriate. That flirty reflex of hers would never really go away.
To her relief, Eléonore burst out laughing, while Dominique’s face contorted into a what-the-hell? expression.
“Let’s go inside, for crying out loud,” Eléonore said. “Your father will be delighted to see you.”
A fan of dark humour as well, Steph thought, still a little mortified, as they filed into the long hallway together.
Xavier Laroche sat with Lisa on one knee and Didier on the other, regaling them with a story about how Jack had caught a fox the other day.
“Don’t tell them that, Papa,” Dominique said. “They’re far too young for tales of animals killing each other.”
“It’s nature,” Xavier Laroche balked in his booming voice. “They can’t learn about it soon enough.” He patted the children on the back, indicating they should slide off his lap.
“Chérie.” He took Dominique’s right hand in his two hands. “What brings you here on an ordinary Tuesday evening? Not that I’m not pleased to see you.” He focused all his attention on Dominique, seemingly avoiding eye contact with Steph.
“Salut, Papa.” Dominique kissed her father quickly on both cheeks. If she was nervous at all, she didn’t show it. But she was good at that. It was a basic skill in her profession. “I believe you’ve met Stéphanie before.”
CLAIRE
Claire could hardly hang out at Saint-Vincent in the hopes of running into Doctor Marie Dievart. What she could do, though, was refuse to feel guilty about this unrelenting desire to get to know the neurosurgeon better. Had she not proven how loyal a friend she was over and over again? Could she, just this once, simply think about herself? Because another thing she couldn’t do was stay home alone and face the emptiness. The remnants of Margot in her flat. That drawer full of toys. The memory of her leather jacket draped carefully over the back of a chair. The way she could eye Claire—before Inez had come back—and Claire would know exactly, in the split second of their glances crossing, what that determined stare meant. That glare had never had the same effect on Claire after their reunion. How could it have? If all Claire could think of was how Margot had quite possibly looked at Inez in the exact same way?
It was truly over between them and, strangely, that was the only thought Claire could find real comfort in. Because at least now she knew. The decision had been made. No more crushing doubt and endless guilt trips because she wanted to be with Margot but then, when push came to shove, she realised that, no, she didn’t. She couldn’t.
So who was going to deny her a short bout of fun? Because Claire had seen it in Dievart’s eyes. All she’d needed was a brief moment to know how things stood, how she operated. And Nadia had only confirmed Claire’s suspicions about Saint-Vincent’s brand new Chief of Neuro’s proclivities in the bedroom.
Steph was being introduced to Dominique’s children as her partner tonight, and this very morning, Nadia and Juliette had applied for a marriage license at city hall. Who were they to judge her, with all their happy endings and opinions coloured by, ultimately, getting what they wanted?
So, Claire opened her laptop and surfed to Saint-Vincent’s website. On the front page a news alert blinked the arrival of Doctor Marie Dievart into attention. Claire clicked the link and looked straight into Dievart’s pale eyes. She was skinny, the hollow of her neck deep and inviting, her cheekbones sharp. Claire wanted her. It really was as simple as that. She wanted the surgeon to do the things to her that haughty look in her eyes promised.
She clicked through to the webpage with the doctor’s contact details. To her relief, an e-mail address was displayed. Most likely it wouldn’t put her in direct contact with Dievart, but if she inserted a personal message in her e-mail, perhaps it would be brought to her attention. Because Claire was no fool. That woman was a hunter, and Claire had clearly felt herself being preyed upon when Nadia had introduced them. The hand, as well as the gaze, had lingered. It all came down to crafting a cryptic message that was enticing enough. Luckily, Claire had written enough PR copy in her time to sell the person she knew best. Herself.
Doctor Dievart,

This is not an emergency of medical nature, but I do feel the urgent need to see you soon. Please find my contact details below.

Claire (N.’s friend)
She didn’t type Nadia’s name in full, hoping just the first letter would be enough of a clue to inform Dievart of who was contacting her. Game play was written all over Dievart’s face, anyway. If she ever got to see this e-mail, which Claire sent from a personal account especially created—years ago—for the purpose of internet dating and, now, contacting Doctor Dievart, she would get the message.
Sending this e-mail reminded Claire of that time she’d let Steph convince her to go on a date with a woman she’d encountered via a dating app. Sarah. What a disaster that had been. Things were different now, though. She was by no means over Margot, but she knew, deep down in her bones, that they’d made the correct decision. Right now, in the aftermath of what had happened with Inez, she and Margot could not be together. Tried, tested, and failed.
And perhaps Claire was not enlightened enough, but so what if she wasn’t? She believed in other things, such as, on this very evening, extreme distraction. TV wasn’t going to do the trick. She wasn’t expecting a reply to her e-mail any time before the next day’s office hours. So she found herself actually thinking of contacting Captain Jennifer, the sexy pilot, but the odds of her being in Paris were very slim. Additionally, her encounters with Jennifer were always planned days in advance, so the foreplay could already begin in their head, accompanied by steamy text messages sent back and forth, so their eventual meeting was always a frenzy of releasing pent-up lust, of groping at one another until their energy ran out.
What a contrast with the controlled manner in which she and Margot had made love. It had been passionate, no doubt, but Claire was fairly certain Margot hardly ever acted on a whim and orchestrated their sex sessions before they took place. Perhaps not into minute detail, but the things she did were thought through, because that was how someone like Margot went about things. Which made her transgression with Inez all the much harder to stomach.
The personality traits that had caused Claire to fall so head over heels in love with Margot in the first place—her strong morals, her unspoken but clearly unwavering stance on loyalty, her straightforwardness, and purity—had been the death knell for them in the end. Any other person, Claire could perhaps have absolved, but she couldn’t forgive Margot for straying so far from herself for another woman.
But Claire didn’t text Jennifer. Before she even finished her thought, an e-mail notification appeared on her laptop screen. She couldn’t help it. It was probably nothing, or spam, or another undesired message that secret e-mail addresses seemed to attract, but her heart beat faster nonetheless.
‘Dr. Marie Dievart’ the ‘From’ field read. Claire could have sworn she felt something twitch in her nether regions just by glancing at that name. Frantically, she clicked the e-mail open.
Feeling lonely tonight, Claire?
Oh shit. Almost immediately, Claire felt as though she was in over her head. As though she had overplayed some invisible hand of cards. Thoughts raced through her brain, making it impossible for her to think clearly. Because, of course, the mere thought of engaging in any activity at all with Marie Dievart had distracted her, but now the prospect of it becoming real frightened her.
Then, her phone started ringing. An unknown number. As she picked up, it dawned on her that she’d given the doctor all her contact information, including her mobile number.
“Allo,” she said, an audible tremor in her voice.
“Claire.” Dievart’s voice sounded confident, indicating no trembling at all on the other end of the line. “Please correct me if I’m wrong, but have you and Doctor de Hay split up?”
“We have.” Sadness and excitement warred inside Claire’s heart, resulting in more tremors in her voice.
“I’m sorry to hear that.” A display of sympathy Claire had not anticipated. “But this works in my advantage, of course.” A short-lived one, Claire thought. But she knew what this would be like, which was one of the main reasons she’d craved this sort of no-nonsense transaction.
“Of course,” Claire stammered.
“I’m not one for a lot of banter over the phone, Claire.” Dievart paused. Hearing her say her name like that made Claire feel glad she was sitting down. Already Dievart made her weak at the knees. “Yours or mine?”
“Yours,” Claire quickly said. She didn’t want to be around Margot’s lingering presence. Didn’t want Dievart going through that drawer looking for something to use on Claire that Margot had bought.
“I’m still in a hotel. Along the Canal Saint-Martin. Le Figaro. Do you know it?”
“I’ll find it.” Claire’s heart hammered in her throat.
“Room 306. I’ll be expecting you. You have my number if anything comes up.” With that, Marie Dievart hung up, leaving Claire shaking in her chair. The sheer confidence of the woman was enough to make her blood beat thickly in her veins. How could she be so supremely sure of herself? The thought of being in bed with someone like that spurred Claire on to get over her trepidation and quickly head to the bathroom to take a shower.
Ideally, at this point, she would have called Steph or Juliette, but that was out of the question now. Fifteen minutes later, she was out the door, wearing her nicest underwear and smelling so seductive, the taxi driver kept glancing back at her in his rearview mirror.
MARGOT
Margot, a woman of logic and science, who knew exactly what finishing this bottle of wine would do to her body, found herself not caring one bit. She’d flirted with alcohol abuse—because in Margot’s book drinking an entire bottle of wine on her own constituted abuse—before, briefly, after Inez had left to save the world, but she had quickly come back to her senses. Which was why she hardly ever drank, except in the past few months, during which her intake had gradually increased. Now, in the face of having screwed up so royally, moderation was a faraway notion, a word invented by physicians like herself to protect people’s livers from too much damage. But Margot didn’t care about her liver. She only cared about forgetting about that last moment with Claire, underneath the Eiffel Tower, and how, perhaps, she could have said something to make a difference, although she knew all too well it would have been inadequate.
Margot was not a woman of big words anyway. She made her most important statements through actions. Claire knew that just as well as she did. Breaking up with Claire to protect her from further heartbreak was one thing, but Margot hadn’t anticipated that going to Inez’s apartment would have such repercussions. She’d been so transfixed by Inez’s return, so confused by emotions she couldn’t deal with, that she hadn’t considered that giving in to that increasing desire for Inez would backfire so spectacularly. While, clearly, she should have known. Because it went against all her own beliefs of letting the past be the past, and not betraying someone she loved, even in a moment of weakness.
If only she hadn’t fucked Inez in her sparse, barely lived-in apartment along the canal that afternoon. If only she’d been a little bit stronger.
She knocked back a few large gulps, barely tasting the wine, which had been expensive—she couldn’t afford the nasty headache a cheap bottle would leave her with in the morning—and considered which one of her mistakes was the biggest: not going with Inez when she’d left for Africa, or allowing herself to become so enthralled by her all over again. It didn’t matter. She’d screwed up in both cases, and had lost two people she fiercely loved.
“And now what?” she asked herself, looking at the miserable expression of her face in the reflection of the wide-bellied wine glass. Because going back to the state of harmonious peace and quiet she’d found in between getting over Inez and falling for Claire didn’t seem like an option anymore. Back to the ascetic lifestyle of the top trauma surgeon who had no time for indulgences like love? Back to daily kickboxing sessions to ward off her frustrations? To pretending to everyone around her that everything was just dandy?
If anything, for a woman like herself, this could at least be a learning experience. She looked into the dark red liquid in her glass and shook her head. Everything she believed she had learned had proven to be utter bullshit. So she wasn’t perfect, and she needed to be forgiven, except Claire couldn’t forgive her.
She drank again until the glass was empty. When she grabbed the bottle for a refill she noticed it was near-empty. She poured the remaining drops into her glass and gulped them down as though she was suffering from severe dehydration. She knew better. Margot always knew better. That was her biggest problem.
She let her head fall back onto the sofa, closed her eyes, but immediately, as though her they were still open, the room started spinning on the back of her eyelids. It turned and turned into an unrecognisable spiral of muted tones of brown and beige.
“Fuck it,” she said, in the determined tone of voice she might use to instruct a colleague on how to treat a patient after Margot’s initial emergency treatment was done. “I’m trying one more time.”
Margot ignored the wobbliness in her legs and headed for the door. With an automatic gesture, she grabbed her helmet from its place on the hallway cabinet, paused for an instant, then tucked it under her arm. It was late. The roads would be quiet. She was always a careful driver, and she would pay extra attention to her surroundings tonight. All she wanted was to get to Claire fast. To take advantage of the confidence that glowed inside of her. To deliver the emotional speech that had been brewing in her mind for days—the one she hadn’t been able to conjure up when they’d stood under the Eiffel Tower.
Once on her bike, Margot couldn’t believe she had actually hesitated to take it out. A night drive through the streets of her beautiful city always made her feel better, cleared her head. Right now, it was filled to the brim with the words she wanted Claire to hear so desperately. “I love you,” she would say. “I was wrong to let you walk away. We owe it to this love between us to try again. One more time. But let’s do it properly this time. Let’s approach each other with the cautious respect of people who have just met. No sleepovers before their time. Let’s take it slow, the way I had always intended things to evolve between us.”
Underneath her helmet, Margot broke out into a smile, as though she knew for certain this was going to work. And this was no time for hesitation. Only confidence could get her what she wanted. She wanted Claire. Because Claire brought something out in her that previously only Inez had been able to excavate. A zest for a life she’d always believed was not for her. This was more than love. This was her life. Bone-deep, she knew that, despite this being her very last chance, if she fought hard enough, she could get Claire back. That the two of them together made much more sense in this world than them living separate lives, their path only briefly crossing on occasions when Nadia wanted her there, reminding them both, with bitterness, of what they had lost. No. Margot had to do this. Heat shimmered underneath her skin and her belly was warm with a tingling sensation. She’d done it before. She could make Claire Cyr fall in love with her again.
She took a right onto the Boulevard Gouvion-Saint-Cyr, Claire’s street—so close now—and, without giving it much thought, ramped up the speed of her bike. She’d just passed Nadia and Juliette’s building and could see Claire’s already. She strained her eyes to check if the light was on in the living room. Then, she was blinded. A sound much louder than she’d ever heard tore through her eardrums, and then, she felt as though she was flying. Until she landed with a hard bang onto the cold street, and everything went black.
JULIETTE
“Did you hear that?” Juliette asked.
“Jesus.” Nadia leaped out of the sofa. They both headed to the window. Juliette got there first. She craned her neck, but saw nothing out of the ordinary.
“I don’t see anything.” Their living room window only provided a lookout in one direction, towards the Boulevard des Ternes. From that particular vantage point, they couldn’t see what had happened further down the street.
“Must have been around the corner.” Nadia opened the window. “Let’s see.”
Cold air rushed into the warm coziness of their apartment. The double glazed windows blocked out most of the outside noise, but now that it was opened to a crack loud voices rose up from the pavement.
“I called an ambulance.” Juliette heard someone yell with agitation in their voice.
“She’s not moving,” someone else said.
Even when twisting her neck as far as it could go, Juliette couldn’t see far enough to find out what exactly was happening.
“Must have been an accident,” she said. “I’m going downstairs to have a look.”
Nadia shook her head. “Let the medics do their job, babe. You’ll only be in the way.”
Was Nadia so jaded by working in a hospital that she remained unfazed when an accident happened on their street? “No. I need to know what’s going on.”
“Fine. Just don’t go crowding anyone.” Nadia walked towards the door as well and unhooked both their coats from the rack.
By the time they made it downstairs in the slow elevator, an ambulance sped past them, blocking most of their view of the scene. Juliette could only make out the wreck of a motorcycle. One side of it had been completely crushed by the impact. A white van stood half-way emerged from the little side street that crossed the boulevard, its crumpled front providing a horrid clue to what had happened.
“Good lord,” Juliette said, and huddled a little closer to Nadia.
“It’s a Saint-Vincent ambulance,” Nadia said. ”They’ll take good care of them.”
“What wreckage.” Juliette let her eyes roam towards the bike again, and noticed the small white sticker with the red-and-blue circle in the middle near the burst fuel tank. “Oh my god.” She started making her way to the ambulance. “Oh no.”
“What?” Nadia followed close behind her.
Juliette had noticed that sticker of the Korean flag when Margot had driven her from Le Comptoir to her flat in Saint-Germain-des-Prés to reconcile with Nadia. “I think it’s Margot,” she said, her voice barely audible. They reached the ambulance just as the victim was being wheeled in slowly, just in time to recognise Margot’s dark hair and her face, covered in blood.
Nadia grabbed Juliette’s hand. “Fuck,” she hissed.
Juliette held her tight, her brain trying to process what was happening in front of her. The ambulance doors were shut securely, and seconds later, it drove off into the night, its sirens wailing urgently.
The driver of the van sat in the back of another ambulance. He seemed to have gotten off light, although he clearly appeared to be in shock. Juliette gently steered Nadia away from the scene.
“Do you have your phone on you?” Nadia asked.
“Yes.” Juliette reached for it in her pocket. “I’ll call a taxi straight away.”
“No need. There’s one over there.” Nadia was already flagging it down.
“Don’t you want to get some things from upstairs first?”
Nadia sighed. The taxi stopped right in front of them. “No time. I need to know how she’s doing.”
They hopped into the relative calmness of the taxi and told the driver their destination. What she’d just witnessed suddenly hit Juliette hard. “Should I call Claire?”
Nadia looked at her while wiping away a tear. “I don’t know.”
“She would want to know.” Juliette was sure of that.
“Okay. Call her.” Nadia looked straight ahead again, her face anaemic.
With trembling hands, Juliette hit the speed dial button for Claire’s number. It rang, and kept on ringing, until voice mail took over. Juliette left a message. “Claire, it’s Jules. Please call me back as soon as you get this. It’s really urgent, okay?”
“She’s not picking up.”
“It’s after ten on a Tuesday. Maybe she had an early night.”
“That wouldn’t stop her from answering her phone when I call.” Juliette had absolutely no idea what her best friend was up to tonight, but Margot being hit by a car on their street, so close to Claire’s apartment, was no coincidence. If Claire was home, she would have heard, and would have been out there on the pavement with them. “Margot was probably on her way to see Claire,” Juliette stammered.
“Try her again. Maybe she didn’t hear the first time.”
Juliette dialled again, the arm she was supporting her phone with now starting to shake. Still nothing.
“Keep your phone close. I’m sure she’ll call back soon. Hopefully, by then we’ll know more.” Nadia’s voice was tight. She was probably thinking the same thing Juliette was. Their minds inadvertently drifting to that one unthinkable thought. Juliette tucked her phone in the pocket of her jeans and took Nadia’s hand. Then, despite having so many better subjects to occupy her mind with, she thought of her father. She pictured an older, greyer version of the man she once knew, pale and exhausted in a hospital bed in Lille. And she bargained. She didn’t know with whom she could possibly strike up a bargain, but she vowed to some unknown presence in which she didn’t really believe that if Margot made it, she would go see Bertrand. When it came to life and death, certain sentiments needed to be set aside. She knew that now.
When they arrived at the hospital, Nadia went into work mode, although there wasn’t that much she could do.
“Is Dievart on call?” she asked a guy wearing a pair of salmon pink scrubs.
“No. It’s Andres tonight.”
“Call her in anyway. Tell her I asked for her specifically. Tell her Doctor de Hay has been in an accident and we may need her.”
Juliette stood overlooking the scene, but didn’t really see much. Nadia was talking to someone else now. Everyone was walking around in a fast but controlled and organised manner. Juliette studied Nadia’s face for signs of being informed about the worst case scenario, but Nadia just stood there nodding thoughtfully.
“Dievart is coming in,” the guy from earlier yelled at Nadia. “She’ll be here in five minutes.”
Juliette didn’t care that the woman Nadia had cheated on her with would stand in front of her within a few minutes. In that instant, it didn’t matter. All that mattered was saving Margot.
CLAIRE
Claire had been sitting in a chair across from Marie Dievart in room 306 at the Le Figaro hotel for exactly four minutes when the doctor’s phone rang. She knew it had been four minutes because a ridiculously large faux-retro digital clock stood on the mantle behind where Dievart was sitting and Claire had trouble maintaining eye contact, so her glance kept straying to the clock and its giant numbers. The last digit just turned from 18 to 19 when the phone rang and its chime sucked a little bit of tension out of the room.
Claire recognised the urgency with which Dievart reached for her phone. It seemed to be universal among doctors. “You just never know,” Margot had once said to her.
“I’ll be there in five,” she heard Dievart say into the phone, and it reminded her so much of her first date with Margot—when she’d been called away because her dad had taken a nasty fall—she was actually glad this evening wouldn’t be going according to plan.
“I’m sorry, Claire.” It was funny to see Dievart’s demeanour shift so abruptly from seductive to professional. Suddenly, she was all business. Her spine straightened in an entirely different manner than when she had greeted Claire earlier, leaning against the doorframe, her features folded into an expression promising nothing but pleasure. “It was the hospital.” Dievart took a step towards her and put a hand on Claire’s arm. “Doctor de Hay has been in an accident.”
Claire opened her mouth to speak but nothing came out. What did Dievart just say? Had she heard that correctly?
“Do you want to come with me?” Dievart squeezed her arm a bit harder.
Claire’s body felt frozen, her limbs seemingly having been cut off from her heart’s blood supply. Finally, she nodded, her brain still trying to process what she’d just heard.
“Come on.” The doctor handed Claire her jacket and slipped into her own before pulling Claire, whose feet still seemed to be nailed to the floor, towards the door.
The hospital was only a few minutes away on foot from where Marie Dievart was staying. All they had to do was cross a bridge over the canal, turn a corner and there Saint-Vincent’s wide, grey building loomed, its entrance lit up with activity, but most of its windows on the upper levels already darkened for the fast approaching night.
“Nadia’s there. She asked me to come in,” Dievart said, all the while keeping an arm hooked into Claire’s, tugging her along. “I don’t know the details yet, Claire, but I promise to keep you posted.”
Claire hadn’t been able to speak one word during the walk from Le Figaro, that hotel where she had no valid reason to be, and the hospital, her throat too closed up, her brain too afraid to do anything but allow her to carefully set one foot in front of the other.
The first person Claire saw when she walked into the E.R.’s waiting room was Juliette, sat in one of the chairs lining the wall. Dievart immediately started talking to Nadia who pointed her in the direction of a treatment room further down the hall.
“What happened?” Claire stuttered, still not fully grasping the situation, and how she had ended up here while mere minutes ago she’d been sitting in Doctor Dievart’s hotel room, eager to forget about everything that troubled her.
Juliette rushed towards her and hugged her tightly. “It happened on our street, Claire. A van came out of the Rue Ruhmkorff and hit her. We don’t know how bad it is yet.” Juliette let go of her and held her by the shoulders. “I tried to call you.”
“I had my phone on silent.”
Juliette looked puzzled. “How did you know to come here?”
Claire just shook her head. “It doesn’t matter, Jules. Honestly, it really doesn’t matter.” Claire sank down into the chair behind her. Perhaps she should be about to collapse with shame, but all she could think about was Margot in one of the rooms beyond where she could see. Margot, who she couldn’t forgive, and who she was going to try to get over by sleeping with Marie Dievart. As far as low points went in her life, Claire couldn’t imagine hitting rock bottom more than this very moment.
“You and her?” Juliette asked. “But how…” Her voice trailed off. She sat down next to Claire, falling silent.
“We’ll talk about it later,” Claire said, mortified. Then she spotted Nadia rounding a corner and pinning her glance on them. She walked purposefully towards them. Claire reached for Juliette’s hand, her stomach tightening. Dievart followed closely on Nadia’s heels. They both stopped in front of Claire and Juliette, who rose from their seats.
“She’s stable,” Dievart said. “No apparent brain damage. Some internal bleeding and her right leg is broken in several places, but she’ll live.”
“Oh my goodness.” Claire exhaled the breath she’d been holding since she’d stood up. Juliette squeezed her hand hard.
Just then, two elderly people walked into the waiting room, looking very scared and forlorn.
“Her parents are here,” Nadia said.
“I’ll deal with them.” Doctor Dievart didn’t wait for anyone to reply and headed towards Margot’s mother and father who appeared to be wearing quickly thrown-on overcoats and scarves.
Claire cast a glance at the people she’d never had the chance to meet, but her mind was too restless, her brain too amped up on adrenalin and relief and fear to pay them much attention.
“Jules, come here.” Claire tugged Juliette towards her, fell into her arms and started to sob. She heard Dievart say the same words to Margot’s parents that she’d just said to her while she cried in Juliette’s arms. Juliette, who wouldn’t speak to her for weeks, perhaps even months, once it really dawned on her how Claire had been able to make it to the hospital so quickly.
She had some explaining to do, but it could wait. Because Margot was stable. She was alive.
After Claire had shed most of her tears, Nadia put a hand on her back and said, “You won’t be able to see her until the morning. Jules, why don’t you take Claire back to our place?”
Claire freed herself from her best friend’s embrace and wiped the wetness from her cheeks. “No. I want to stay.”
“I understand.” Nadia was still stroking her back. “But there’s really nothing you can do here except get yourself into a state. I’ll stay. As soon as I have more news, I’ll let you know.”
“It’s for the best, Claire,” Juliette added.
Claire looked around and spotted Mr and Mrs de Hay again. Dievart was done talking to them and they were fumbling with an old school cell phone.
“Should I introduce myself?” Claire asked when she turned back to Nadia and Juliette.
“Maybe later,” Juliette said. “They have a lot to deal with right now.”
“I know, I just—”
“It’s okay. I’ll talk to them,” Nadia said. “I’ll stay with them.”
Dievart was walking from where Margot’s parents were standing and, in passing, stopped long enough to briefly caress Claire’s arm and say, “It will be all right.” Claire watched her walk away. Not because she wanted to look at Dievart a while longer but because she couldn’t face Juliette’s glance, nor Nadia’s for that matter. When she did finally dare to face her friends again, it seemed as though their eyes were glued to the spot on her arm where Dievart had brushed a few fingers against her, as though the puzzle pieces that had been scrambled up in their mind had come together and they could clearly see the picture for the first time.
Nadia was the first one who was able to regroup. “Stay at our place, Claire. You shouldn’t be alone tonight.”
“You’d better call me when you have news, Nadz,” Juliette said. “Claire’s phone is on silent.”
“Jules, don’t start. Not tonight.” Claire knew it looked every bit as bad as it was, but Margot was being treated for severe injuries, and could Juliette, just for tonight, get past herself and her own endless woes, and focus on that?
“Come on.” Juliette touched her lightly on the back. “Let’s go home.” They all hugged and a little while later Claire and Juliette sat in the back of a taxi.
“Jules—” Claire started.
“I think she was on her way to see you,” Juliette said at the same time.
“Oh my god.” Claire let her head fall forwards into her cupped hands.
“It’s not your fault, Claire. It really, really isn’t.” Juliette turned her body a few degrees so she could face Claire better. “Before you arrived at the hospital, I heard something being mentioned about too much alcohol in her blood.”
“Of course it’s my fault.” Claire freed her face from her hands. “I couldn’t find it in my heart to forgive her.”
“That doesn’t mean you poured booze down her throat and made her get on her bike inebriated.”
“Fuck, Jules.” Claire let her head fall back, tears stinging her eyelids again. “I’ve made such a mess.” Margot didn’t even get on her bike after two beers, Claire knew that much. If she’d ridden her motorcycle to Claire’s flat in a drunken stupor, it was entirely Claire’s fault. Because Claire had allowed the mild annoyance she’d felt during their date night, the very night that was meant to kick start their new beginning once again, to develop into a pissed-off feeling she couldn’t shake. She’d been thinking about Marie Dievart when she’d sat opposite Margot, and re-focused her energy on the neurosurgeon instead of harnessing it towards coming up with solutions to save their relationship. Juliette had no idea. She’d been there, her shoulder ready and warm to cry on afterwards, but she simply had no idea.
Now Margot was lying in a hospital bed, perhaps she was in surgery at this very moment… and could Claire forgive her now? She’d need to forgive herself first.
“Listen to me,” Juliette said. “I mean it, Claire. You need to understand this. What happened to Margot was an accident. Something you had absolutely no control over. You broke up. It was a mutual decision and, from what you’ve told me, it was for the best.”
Claire needed a few minutes of silence to put her thoughts in order before she could say what she was about to say. She looked out of the car window, at the lights gliding by in the cold Paris night. “I’m sorry you had to see me walk in with her, Jules. I—I can explain. I—” But Claire couldn’t explain how she had ended up being with Marie Dievart when the doctor got the call about Margot, not to Juliette. Not now. Possibly not ever.
“We’ll talk about that later.” Juliette turned away from her and aimed her gaze at the driver’s head in front of her. “I have a trip to Lille to plan next weekend. I’m going to see my father.”





EPISODE TEN
STEPH
Xavier Laroche sat shooting daggers at Steph, as though it was all down to her. As though her existence was the sole reason the three of them were sitting in his lounge right now, portraits of his forebears covering the walls—the Laroches were an eminent, extensively decorated family of politicians—seemingly in support of the claim he kept repeating: under no circumstances could Dominique, his daughter, his flesh and blood, raised in this house by the principles that made the MLR such an outstanding party, come out with the news she had just imparted to him. It was absolutely out of the question, he had said, time and time again.
“It was bad enough that you had to issue that press release six weeks ago. Your vote for same-sex marriage, I could marginally comprehend. Having your picture printed on the front page of Le Matin, that was seriously pushing the boundaries already.” He stroked his chin. “But this. No. If you’re after my support—and I have supported you greatly through this mess, Dominique, more than you’ll likely ever know—you don’t have it.”
“Papa—” Dominique started, but Xavier held up his hand and Dominique promptly shut her mouth. Maybe Steph ought to try that move on her some time. But this was no time for such thoughts. This was a serious conversation. Had Dominique really expected it to go any differently? She was high on hormones triggered by their reunion, and the intoxicating prospect of doing something meaningful. Xavier Laroche was decidedly not.
Steph could hear the children in the kitchen, chattering to their granny, and chasing the dog. The sounds approached, slaps of feet on the hallway tiles, and the door of the lounge, where they’d been sitting for the past half hour in isolation, flew open.
“Chérie, I think the children should sleep here tonight. I’ll put them to bed and take them to school in the morning,” Eléonore said.
“They’ll love that.” Dominique appeared relieved to see her mother. “Merci, Mamy.”
“After that,” Eléonore addressed her husband, “I’m going to talk some sense into your father.”
Dominique gave a sheepish smile, and soon all the tension that had been building in the room was sucked out by the arrival of Lisa and Didier, followed by the chocolate labrador they adored.
“Granny said we can sleep here.” Lisa’s voice was coated in high-pitched excitement.
Xavier Laroche sat shaking his head, no doubt contemplating the fate of his grandchildren now that their mother had decided to sleep with women. “Come here,” he beckoned Didier. “Give your old granddad a kiss goodnight.”
“I’m too old for that,” Didier said, hesitation in his tone.
“I’m seven times older than you and I’m not,” Xavier said and opened his arms. A man who joked around with his grandchildren like that couldn’t be all bad, Steph concluded. Maybe he just needed some time. They had sort of sprung it on him. Had driven over to his house in a mad dash without discussing a strategy to deliver a piece of news the man never wanted to hear.
The children kissed everyone goodnight—Steph included—and Eléonore took them upstairs.
“No matter what your mother says,” Xavier straightened his posture, “and we’ve had this conversation before so I know precisely what she’s going to say, you have to understand that, for purely political reasons, I have to stand firm on this. I can’t budge because you’re my daughter, Dominique. I wouldn’t do it for anyone else in the party, so I can’t offer you my support either.”
“Well, I’m not going to lie any longer, so it looks like we have a problem.”
“Even if I wanted to stand by you.” Laroche Senior’s voice seemed to carry less and less weight. “The leadership would crucify me. Most likely behind my back.”
“We all know there’s only one true leader in the MLR.” Dominique looked her father straight in the face. “The ‘L’ in the party name may as well stand for Laroche.”
Good one, Steph thought, but perhaps not helping much. She felt for Dominique, for whom going through this must be pure agony, but she had trouble feeling like anything more than a spectator in this verbal sparring match between father and daughter. Steph had broken up with Dominique in the first place to avoid the sort of situation they found themselves in at the moment. Not that she regretted how things had turned out in the end. One glance at Dominique was all it took to re-convince her of that. It was never going to be easy. Nothing worthwhile ever was.
Xavier Laroche might be powerful, but he’d been grooming Dominique as heir to his MLR throne for a reason. The man was an old crocodile, his real glory days behind him. Perhaps he was just trying to hold on to the last scrap. He must know his days at the top were numbered.
“Not for much longer if it were up to you,” Xavier said. “I can’t sit around and witness how you destroy everything I’ve built. I’ve made a lot of sacrifices to get us both where we are now, and you want to erase them all by… posting a video on the internet?” He rubbed two fingers over his forehead.
“This is not about you,” Dominique tried.
“The hell it’s not.” Xavier slapped the palm of his hand hard against the leather of his club chair. Steph could picture him sitting in it under different circumstances, a cigar in one hand, a glass of century-old cognac in the other, thinking of ways to enhance his power in the political landscape of France. He didn’t look very powerful now.
The door swung open again and Eléonore walked in. “How are we doing?” she asked.
She walked over to where Steph was sitting and took the spot next to her in the sofa. A whiff of her perfume caught in Steph’s nostrils and Steph was humiliatingly reminded of what she’d said to Dominique’s mother when they’d just arrived. But the time for questioning her character had passed now. She and Dominique had chosen each other, again—firmly. And anyway, Steph might have a questionable past in the eyes of conservative people, but at least she was photogenic, and she wasn’t short of charm either. Steph hadn’t come up with this herself, but Dominique had recently listed all her politically advantageous qualities, and those were in the top two.
“Dismally.” Dominique turned to her mother for support. “But as good as can be expected, I guess.”
“Here’s what’s going to happen.” Despite sitting in a slouchy sofa, Eléonore’s spine remained straight as a plank, her ankles crossed and her hands resting gracefully on her knees. Dominique looked so much like her mother, it was uncanny. They had the same eyes, and the same elegant manner, but perhaps the latter was required when you grew up in a house—and a party—where appearances mattered most. “Your father is going to sleep on this. Perhaps it will take more than one night, but he will come around in the end.”
Xavier suddenly appeared meek as a lamb. Possibly, he knew there was no point in arguing about this with his wife.
“The MLR is a family party,” Eléonore continued. “We are a family. We have gotten where we are as a family. That’s not going to change now. We’ve had the good fortune of agreeing on most important matters in our lives so far. None of us has had to employ great flexibility to understand the other’s point of view. I say we’ve been lucky.” She eyed her husband now. “Dominique has been more than an exemplary daughter, Xavier. There’s no contesting that. She still is. On top of that, she’s brave. Like you were, like you have been all your life. How can you hold that against her now?” She paused to look him in the eyes a bit longer. “She tried the route you preferred. Denied everything. And it made her miserable. Do you really want your child to be miserable?”
When Eléonore paused the room was dead quiet. Perhaps Dominique got her oratory talents from her mother as well.
“Moreover, this is another time. Everything is different now, and thank goodness that it is. Imagine, for just one second, the impact of the great Xavier Laroche standing by his daughter’s side when she comes out.”
Even Steph had trouble picturing that, but damn, it sure could make for a powerful image. One that would stick it to Le Matin easily.
“I, for one, will be there when she comes out. And my heart will burst with pride.”
A sniffle came from Dominique’s side and she fished for a handkerchief in her pocket. When she couldn’t find one, her mother handed her one from a box on the side table next to her. After she blew her nose Dominique looked at her mother incredulously.
“De rien, Chérie,” Eléonore said.
“Your grand speeches are all well and good, Ellie.” There was an audible croak to Xavier’s voice. “But you’re not the one who has to justify all of this to the likes of Gilbert and Rousseau. The latter is already firmly in Marechal’s camp.”
“Then let him. His vote won’t be crucial,” Eléonore said. “Invite the others over for dinner. I’ll talk to them.”
Was Steph witnessing in action the age-old expression of every great man having an even greater woman standing behind him? Because it looked very much like Eléonore was calling all the shots in this family. And a good chunk of the MLR as well.
“The only thing you really need to do is convince the leadership that Dominique is still a viable, strong candidate to bring the elections home for the MLR.” Eléonore shook her head. “Séverine is too much of a hardliner. People who are into her brand of conservatism will vote ANF, anyway. Surely, anyone with a head on their shoulders already knows that.”
Steph hadn’t said a word since Dominique had introduced her to her father officially in her capacity of lesbian lover. Perhaps now that the speeches were over, it would be a good time for her to contribute.
“I belong to an age group of people who, mostly, don’t bother to vote. The percentage of people actually voting has gone down with every election because people are sick and tired of the same old faces promising the same old things and never delivering.” She held up her hands. “Admittedly, I didn’t vote in the last election either because, really, what was the point?” She didn’t add that she would surely have voted for the Socialists, no matter what a pillock Goffin was and how he had royally screwed up. “What this country needs is an exciting, radically different candidate. It would be difficult for Dominique to prevent people from falling for the lure of the far-right just by being her ordinary, mildly conservative self. No offence.” She glanced at Dominique. “But coming out as a lesbian, and making a clear stand against Tous Ensemble and the sourness of the ANF, may sway a lot of traditionally left-wing voters.”
“Not without alienating a lot of loyal MLR voters,” Xavier interjected in a surprisingly reasonable tone.
“Who might just have swung a little further down the right already and plan to give their vote to the ANF, though. A vote Marechal is trying to go for, but if you’re going to vote right, then you might as well go all out and vote for the ANF. The things Marechal has been saying lean much closer towards their party politics than the MLR’s, anyway.”
Laroche Senior shook his head. “There are still a whole lot of centre-right voters left, Mademoiselle Mathis.”
Mademoiselle Mathis? What the hell?
“And where were they during the last elections? There may be many, but there aren’t enough,” Dominique said. “And please call her Stéphanie.” Dominique looked at Steph and smiled at her.
Xavier held up his hands in temporary supplication.
“I think what Stéphanie and Dominique are trying to say, Xav, is that this whole business could end up being a blessing in disguise,” Eléonore said.
“Yes, well, we’ll have to see about that.” Xavier pushed himself up to sit a bit straighter in his chair. “But, as per your mother’s instructions, I will sleep on it.”
“Merci, Papa,” Dominique said.
Would there be a hug fest now? Steph wondered. Steph had grown up without a father and had been raised by the most liberal mother imaginable. A woman who never judged, didn’t care one bit about politics, and whom Steph had gravely neglected throughout all of this. Then again, this would barely be a blip on her mother’s radar. She’d say in that ever-casual tone of hers, “So what, Steph baby? As long as you know who you are, that’s all that matters.”
“The little rascals will be up early. I’d better turn in.” Xavier rose, waited for Dominique to stand as well, and pressed a quick kiss on her cheek while holding her at a safe distance by the elbow.
Perhaps this was the bourgeois version of a hug, Steph pondered, then suddenly asked herself if she should be standing as well, and accept Xavier Laroche’s tiny display of affection, if it were to be extended to her. She shuffled around nervously until Eléonore patted her knee a few times, which calmed her down.
Then Steph saw that it was a moment, however brief, between Dominique and her father. A small opening towards middle ground. So she happily sat back and waited for Xavier Laroche to leave the room.
NADIA
Nadia stared into the down-beat, ashen faces of both Claire and Juliette. She imagined she looked about the same as they did.
“Can I see her today?” Claire asked.
“She’s still in the recovery unit and only direct family is allowed during the strict visiting hours they have. But I’ll go see her later and tell her you were there, if you want.” Nadia drank from the strong coffee Juliette had made. “And I will keep you posted on her condition, of course.”
“I can’t get over the fact that she was drunk-driving.” Claire shook her head. “It’s so unlike her it seems impossible. Are you sure?”
Nadia exchanged a quick glance with Juliette. “Yes.” What else could she say? It was the truth. Margot had been supremely lucky that no one else had been severely injured, or worse. Nadia knew for a fact that Margot might forgive herself for sleeping with her ex, and breaking up with Claire, but she would never, ever forgive herself for getting on her motorcycle under the influence. Moreover, there would be professional consequences. The board would be informed; it would be inevitable. It would all be one big mess.
Claire wiped a tear from her cheek and looked at Juliette. “One of us should probably go to work today.”
Juliette put a hand on Claire’s back. “Me, of course. Try to get some rest. You can stay here as long as you like.”
Claire bit her bottom lip and shook her head again. “I’ll go home to freshen up and come in later. I’ll go mad sitting at home.”
“Whatever you prefer.” Juliette kept her hand on Claire’s back.
Claire rose, and Juliette’s hand fell abruptly on the sofa behind her. “I’ll see you both soon.”
They all hugged and after Claire had left Nadia wanted nothing more than to fall apart in Juliette’s arms, but, as it turned out, there was a huge elephant in the room and Nadia didn’t really know how to address it. Juliette was not someone who would just ignore having Dievart thrust in her face like that, no matter the circumstances.
They looked at each other in a silent stand-off. Neither one of them had gotten any sleep. Emotions were raw. All the wisdom Nadia had gathered over the years pointed towards postponing the inevitable conversation to a time when they were both more rested, both more able to empathise with the other’s feelings.
“I’d best call Steph and Véro,” was all Juliette said. “Let them know Claire and I will be late.”
“Sure.” Nadia craved human contact, though, if only for a second—just the briefest of touches, a quick reminder that, no matter what, everything would be okay—but she was afraid to instigate it, afraid of what it might lead to. “I’m going to take a shower and lie down for a bit.”
Juliette was already looking around for her phone. What was going through her head right now? Nadia could guess all she wanted, she wouldn’t know until they talked. But she knew Juliette, knew a thing or two about her thought processes and how volatile they could be.
She stood immobile for a few seconds, and listened to Juliette tell Steph about Margot. Poor, poor Margot. They should focus on her instead of on their own dramas. Claire was right about one thing. For Margot to have taken the wheel with too much alcohol in her blood could only mean one thing: she’d been suffering immeasurably. Another something Nadia ought to feel guilty about. She’d gotten past the fact of introducing her to Claire—and not fighting tenacious board member Leclerq harder when he wanted to hire his niece Inez—and feeling responsible for their breakup, because people were people and she could not be held accountable for what happened between them and how they went about their lives, but perhaps she should have checked in with her friend last night. A quick phone call could have made the difference. A text message even. But, yesterday morning, Nadia and Juliette had gone to city hall to arrange their wedding date. They would be married four and a half weeks from now, and they’d celebrated with a night in, after which their happy news had been completely drowned out by the evening’s events. And that was before her soon-to-be-wife had come face to face with the woman Nadia had cheated on her with.
“Steph’s got things covered this morning and Véro is moving my appointments,” Juliette said after she finished her phone calls. “I’ll go in this afternoon.”
“We should probably try to get some sleep, if only a few hours.”
“When are you going back to the hospital?”
What fazed Nadia most was how completely unaffected Juliette seemed by the whole Marie Dievart business. From experience she knew it could only mean that it was stewing inside of her, leading up to an inevitable explosion later.
“After lunch, I think. They’ll call me if there’s any change in Margot’s condition.”
“Did you get to speak to her at all during the night?”
“No.” Nadia remembered how utterly vulnerable her friend had appeared. “They operated on her leg and she wasn’t awake when I left. Her sister and brother-in-law arrived soon after you and Claire left. They all stayed, waiting for her to wake up. She has the support of her family, so at least she’s not alone.”
“What about, erm, the neurosurgeon, did she stay long?” Juliette leaned her hip against the backrest of the sofa.
“No. She wasn’t on call and Margot’s brain scans didn’t show anything, thank goodness.”
“Yeah, I guess, all things considered, it could have been much worse.”
“I guess.” Nadia approached the sofa cautiously. “Sorry you had to meet her that way, Jules.” Nadia tried to keep her eyes on Juliette but failed.
“I just don’t really understand how she ended up with her claws in Claire, you know? How on earth did they meet?” Juliette’s voice still appeared calm, with no signs of imminent combustion.
“I don’t really understand, either, but I do know when they met. Last week I had lunch with Claire not far from Saint-Vincent and Dievart happened to pass by so I had no choice but to introduce them.”
“They met through you?” The first edge to Juliette’s voice. “You never said.”
“I didn’t think it important enough to upset you with.” Nadia now leaned against the other end of the sofa, the piece of furniture lodged between them like a barrier that needed to be crossed. “They only met for a minute or so, and certainly no numbers or anything were exchanged.” Nadia was dying of awkwardness. At least Claire hadn’t said anything to Juliette about meeting Dievart, not that it mattered one bit now.
“How could she do that? She’s supposed to be my best friend.” Apparently, Juliette’s budding rage would be aimed at Claire to start with. “And I couldn’t even give her an earful because her ex was in an accident.”
“I’m sure there’s an explanation.” Nadia felt like the biggest coward that ever walked the earth.
“What good’s an explanation going to do me?”
“I don’t know, babe. I’m so sorry.”
“And fuck, that woman is gorgeous, Nadz.” Juliette’s voice was starting to break. “The thought of you and her, and then Claire not being able to resist her either. What does that make me? Do I even matter to the people who love me? I already don’t fucking matter a whole lot to my own family, and now Claire goes and screws me over as well? I can’t stand for that. I can’t have her do that to me. Not her. Not after all we’ve been through.”
“Oh, honey.” Nadia couldn’t bridge the sofa-sized gap between them quickly enough. She knew everything she said now wouldn’t be heard because Juliette had reached that headspace where she felt the entire world was against her and only time passing would help her snap out of that. For once, Nadia totally understood why she would feel that way. She folded her arms around her fiancée and let her cry on her shoulder.
“Oh jesus christ,” Juliette said after a sort while, “I don’t want to cry because of that putasse.” She pushed herself away from Nadia’s shoulder. “She has done enough damage.” She wiped some of the wetness off her reddened cheeks. “There’s something more important we should talk about.”
There is? Nadia thought, but couldn’t possibly say out loud.
“You know I’m not a religious person, Nadz, not even a spiritual one for that matter, but in the taxi to the hospital, when we were still fearing the worst, I struck a deal with… I don’t know who with… with something or someone out there.” She huffed out a weird chuckle while curling her fingers around Nadia’s wrists. “I promised to visit Bertrand if Margot made it out of the crash alive.”
Nadia nodded. “Okay.” She pulled Juliette closer again. “If that’s what you want I’ll be there every step of the way.”
MARGOT
Margot woke to strangely familiar surroundings. She fluttered her eyelashes and spotted her sister on her left. She blinked again and her parents were huddled in two chairs on her right. Her head felt like someone had taken a hammer to her skull, and what was that unbearable tightness in her leg?
“Margot?” Sophie asked. “Are you awake?” Her sister hurried to her side. She was definitely in the hospital, she knew that much. At Saint-Vincent, her home away from home.
Margot tried to speak but her mouth was as dry as sandpaper, and then it all came flooding back, in waves of the most frightening images, the stuff her nightmares were made of. The bottle of wine. Scooping her helmet off the cabinet. The speech she was going to deliver to Claire. The Boulevard Gouvion-Saint-Cyr. A blur of white followed by blackness. Oh fuck, what on earth had she done?
“Don’t try to speak, honey,” her mother said. Margot looked at her father, a frail old man who could barely walk without his crutches. “Here.” Her mother handed her a sippy cup with water. The tepid liquid slid down her throat but Margot had trouble swallowing. She was a doctor, she should be able to assess her own situation without asking too many questions.
“Knock, knock.” Someone in a white coat rapped their knuckles against the door. “Damn, Doctor de Hay, you gave us all a good scare.” Doctor Dievart nodded at Margot’s family as though they were all acquainted by now. Had she treated her? Was her brain all right? “Doctor Stavos will be in soon. He performed the surgery on your leg. Your other injuries should mend on their own given time.” Dievart tilted her head. “Not to worry, everything is fine up there.” She tapped two fingers against her right temple. “I checked thoroughly. Thank goodness for excellent helmets, eh?” Was this her usual bedside manner with patients? Margot cringed and wanted to pull the covers over her head. “We’ll move you to a private room on the third floor soon. Technically speaking, your family wouldn’t have been allowed to wait in here, but there are some perks to working in this hospital.” She actually winked at Margot, who didn’t want special treatment. She hardly deserved it.
“Was anyone…” She tried to speak again. No matter how much her throat worked against her, she needed to know.
As if reading her mind, Dievart shook her head. “The driver of the van that hit you only has a mild concussion and some flesh wounds from the shattered glass. The impact mainly occurred on the passenger’s side, which was empty.” The van that hit her? Margot could have sworn she was the one who’d done the reckless driving and slammed her motorcycle into another person’s car.
“Don’t worry about that now, Margot,” her mother was quick to say. “Everything will be sorted and no one was fatally injured.”
That intolerable thought again. What had she done? Of course having killed someone would have been infinitely worse, but the fact that she had drunkenly driven her motorcycle into someone else’s vehicle would be forever inexcusable, leaving a permanent stain on her soul.
“Just for your information.” Dievart lowered her voice and leaned towards Margot a fraction. “Nadia and Juliette and Claire were all here during the night. I’m sure Nadia will be back soon.”
Claire? She had come? Margot couldn’t immediately decide if that was a good or bad thing.
Too exhausted to speak, she just nodded at Dievart, who turned to her family, gave them a quick nod and headed towards the door. “She’s in excellent hands,” she said, and left the room.
“We should probably let you rest,” Sophie said.
“We could do with some food,” her mother agreed. “But we’ll be back soon.”
Margot just wanted to close her eyes and sleep for days; and wake up to find out it had all been but a horrible dream.
“I’ll stay with her,” her father said. “I’m not hungry.” Margot glared at him from under her lashes. The tiniest movement she made caused the pain in her right leg to flare up, but she didn’t mind. She knew she deserved far worse than what she was getting.
“I’ll bring you something,” her mother said to her father. Her father just nodded absentmindedly.
“I’m sorry,” Margot tried to say as soon as her sister and mother had left the room, but it sounded more like some vowels strung together at random, with no real meaning.
Her father turned his face away from the window he’d been looking out of since she’d woken up.
“It should be me lying there,” he said, his eyes wet with tears. “I have the age for it. You… you’re so young and smart. You still have so much to do.” He usually wasn’t a man of many words, but these ones had apparently been brewing. “When we got the call.” He hung his head, and Margot was glad she couldn’t see his eyes anymore. “That’s something I hope I never have to go through again.”
I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, Margot screamed in her head. She could probably find a few reasonable sounding explanations for the stupidity she had committed, if only to placate herself, but Margot had never been the rationalising kind. She needed to be punished for this. Suspended at the very least; perhaps even fired. It would be on her hospital record forever. Drunk driving. The results of which she had treated in this very hospital numerous times. On top of that, Saint-Vincent was Margot’s place of work. The news would spread quickly amongst her colleagues. How could they ever respect her again? Or trust her for that matter, if she was stupid enough to drive under the influence?
Yet, she’d been so lucky. It could have been far, far worse, and the fact that it wasn’t, that she was lying here able to ruminate on these thoughts, to see the pain in her father’s eyes, was a twisted sort of blessing.
“Try to get some more sleep. You need to rest.” Her father put his hand on the bed, but didn’t try to find hers. He was probably afraid of hurting her.
Margot stopped straining her neck to catch a better glimpse of him and let her head fall back into the pillows. If she asked for it, a nurse would give her something stronger for the pain, but she needed to endure it. Instead of trying to make things better on a silly whim, she had made things so much worse. She had basically destroyed her professional career. At least Claire had been here. Claire. What must she be thinking? Margot blinked twice and slipped back into sleep.
CLAIRE
“I was with her when she got the call, Steph,” Claire said. “I was literally minutes away from jumping into bed with Marie Dievart when the hospital called with the news about Margot.”
“Fuck.” Steph sat in the sofa in Claire’s office.
Claire wanted Steph to scold her. She needed someone to yell at her for what she’d done. Poor Jules, she’d had to take Claire home with her, while the news sunk in about her best friend and Dievart, and comfort her on top of that. Juliette had to put it all aside to make Claire feel better, as if that was even a possibility.
“Is that all you’re going to say?” she asked.
“I don’t know. In light of what happened to Margot, it seems sort of insignificant.”
Claire huffed out a breath. “Maybe you’re right, but I doubt Jules will feel that way about it.”
“Nothing happened, right?” Steph asked in all earnestness.
Claire had to stop herself from bursting out into the most inappropriate giggle. “It’s hardly about what actually happened, more about the intention and what was about to happen.” And the only reason why it didn’t happen in the end, she thought.
“And Jules didn’t say anything?” Steph scratched her eyebrow.
“She was upset, of course, but then again, so was everyone. The accident happened on our street. She heard the crash. It must have been such a shock.” Claire wanted to bury her face in her hands and cry for a few hours. “And to have me walk in with Dievart. I’m so ashamed.”
“Do you mind if I play devil’s advocate for a minute?”
“Be my guest.” Claire leaned back.
“Do you still want to sleep with her?”
Claire couldn’t suppress the chuckle that followed. It was more a giggle expressing how utterly ridiculous she felt. “I doubt she could still offer me the sort of comfort I was looking for. Everything is different now.”
“Everyone has met her. I’m quite curious myself.” That old-Steph grin appeared on her face.
“She’d probably hit on you as well. The woman makes a pass at everyone. I know she was not subtle about it when she and Margot were first introduced. Obviously, she successfully seduced Nadia. Who knows, maybe she’ll try to get her claws into Jules at some point as well.”
“She must be quite something.” Steph knitted her eyebrows together. She still had that sneer on her face.
“She’s highly attractive and doesn’t lack in confidence. What can I say?”
Steph sighed. “You and Jules have been through a lot worse. She’ll get over it. She’s getting married soon. She can focus on that.”
“I doubt she’ll still want me as her witness.” Claire shook her head. “After the conversation you and I had about Dievart, I did have second thoughts, but when I was home alone after, I was so easily able to convince myself of the fact that meeting up with her wouldn’t be that bad.” She puffed some air out of her cheeks. “Well, that has seriously backfired. But if only that was the worst of my sins. I know full well that I didn’t pour the wine down Margot’s throat and instruct her to mount her bike, but she was on her way to see me, to tell me something she couldn’t say over the phone, and she must have been feeling like hell if she’d been drinking so much that all her good judgement went out of the window. How do you think that makes me feel?” She shrugged helplessly. “But my current situation, no matter how guilty and ashamed I feel, is not half as dire as Margot’s.”
“Are we comparing grief now?” Steph sounded unexpectedly stern. “Yes, this is a shit place to be in, both for you and her, but you broke up. The decision had been made.” If both Steph and Juliette were telling her the same thing, there must be some truth to it.
“I feel so sorry for her. If they’d let me, I’d go to Saint-Vincent now and take back all the things I did and said. I was so mean to her towards the end.”
“Because it wasn’t working.” Steph shuffled a little closer. “Please, Claire, do check your motives before you make any hasty decisions. You can’t give Margot false hope. I imagine it’s the last thing she needs.”
“I was getting even.” With everything that had happened, Claire hadn’t realised fully yet. “We broke up and I was going to sleep with someone else. If she’d found out I’d slept with Dievart she’d surely have been upset. Not half as much as I was when I found out she’d fucked Inez, but still. It would have made a dent.” Claire finally let her head drop into her cupped hands. “I’m an awful, awful person.”
“You’ve got to stop thinking like that, Claire.” Steph’s hand found her knee. “We all fuck up. It comes with being human. Life’s mainly about rectifying our mistakes. Some are forgivable, some aren’t. It’s all part of the deal.”
“How did your evening go?” Claire suddenly remembered that Steph had had a big night planned. “Kids okay with it?”
“The children are hardly the problem. Dominique drove us over to her parents on a whim and decided to officially come out to Xavier Laroche.”
“Seriously?” Claire sat up a bit straighter. “What did the godfather of the MLR have to say about that?”
“Oh, the man is pussy-whipped for sure.” Steph snickered. “There’s only one boss in that marriage, and it isn’t Mister Laroche.” Her lips curved into a wide smile. “Dominique’s mother is quite the formidable force.”
“How did she react?” Claire’s attention was piqued.
“Like you would fantasise when you first start thinking about being introduced to your girlfriend’s parents. She was amazing. She already knew, of course, and then she told her husband in no uncertain terms that he had no choice but to accept it and go along with the plan.”
“Someone has been charmed.” Claire teased.
“There’s nothing wrong with being fond of your future mother-in-law.”
“True.” Claire was brusquely reminded of last night again. “I saw Margot’s parents last night. They arrived at the hospital when I was still there.”
“What were they like?”
“Old. Much older than my parents, at least they looked it. And very pale.” An image of Margot’s ochre skin against her white bedsheets jumped into her head.
“Let’s go for a drink after work, okay?” Steph looked like she wouldn’t take no for an answer.
“Don’t you have to go play happy families with Dominique?”
“She has the kids so we try to behave.”
“Does that mean you go out drinking instead?” Maybe they should all drink a bit less, Claire thought—not for the first time in her life, and, she knew, totally in vain.
“Do we have a date?” Steph insisted, ignoring Claire’s question.
“Depends. Nadia might call to let me know I can see Margot.”
“Okay.” The silence that followed was interrupted by the ringing of a phone. Claire jumped, hoping it would be Nadia. If she could just see Margot briefly, to assess the damage in person, to just say hello, and to let her know she was thinking about her. But it was Steph’s phone doing the ringing.
“Speaking of,” Steph said. “I’d better take this outside.”
After Steph had left, Claire sat pondering the devilish question Steph had asked her earlier. Did she, after all that had happened in the past twenty-four hours, still want to sleep with Dievart? The fact that she couldn’t reply to that question with a resounding ‘no’ made her stomach ache.
STEPH
Madame Moreau regarded Steph with aggression in her glance. “Just here for some PR advice,” she’d said when she’d arrived at the Palais Bourbon. “It might not be on the schedule. Madame Laroche just called me for an emergency meeting.” She’d tried her widest smile but the woman was hardly born yesterday.
“I’m sure she did,” Dominique’s secretary said, her tone laced with sarcasm. “Please wait a moment.”
Sitting in one of the chairs in the hallway outside of Dominique’s office reminded Steph of that first time she had sat there, before that first solo meeting with Dominique. The memory made her pulse quicken.
“Madame Laroche will see you now.” Steph couldn’t look past the distinct pout on Madame Moreau’s lips. Old school MLR then, she guessed.
She nodded at her in an exaggerated fashion before entering Dominique’s office.
“What’s the emergency, Madame Députée?” Steph asked. “Your secretary seemed none too pleased to see me. I’m not sure we should ever tell her.”
Dominique sat behind her impressive desk, her palms planted on the surface, arms spread wide. It only took one glimpse for Steph to know why she’d been called here.
“Don’t worry about her. She’ll get over it.” Dominique paused to pin her eyes on Steph. “My mother just called. She adores you.”
“Although this is good news, you could have told me that over the phone.” Steph stood with her back against the door.
“Why don’t you put off Madame Moreau a bit more and lock the door.”
Steph rolled her eyes. “These are your office hours. Is this really how you want to spend the taxpayers’ money?” She turned around and locked the door without further protest.
“Why don’t we spend your tax money today then? If it makes you feel any better.”
“That’s certainly not how I would want my funds to be used.”
“Oh really? You think I won’t make it worth your while, Stéphanie?”
“I’m just not in the habit of paying for it.”
Dominique still sat in the exact same position, exuding extreme power. “Come here already, before I change my mind.”
Steph pretended to sigh reluctantly, but hurried to Dominique’s side of the desk anyway.
Dominique swivelled her chair so she faced Steph. “You can start by taking off your clothes.”
“Are you for real?” Steph shook her head. “I refuse to be naked in the Palais Bourbon.”
Dominique leaned back, an amused smile on her face. “Don’t argue, baby, you know you won’t win.”
“The nerve of some politicians. It’s bad enough that you call me over here in the middle of the day.” Steph brought her hands to her side, hoping to take a non-compliant stance. “If you want me naked, you’ll have to undress me.”
“Fair enough.” Dominique rose. “I’m not wholly unreasonable.” She pushed Steph’s blazer off her shoulders and let it drop to the floor.
“Hey, that’s a designer brand.”
“No, it’s not.” Dominique slipped a finger underneath a button of Steph’s blouse. She started opening it, and Steph fell silent. Dominique found her eyes and Steph felt her blood speed up in her veins. Air met her skin as Dominique progressed downwards and parted the sides of her blouse. Only after she’d escorted all of Steph’s upper body garments to the floor did she lean in to kiss her. “Thanks for coming,” she whispered in Steph’s ear after they broke from the kiss. “I’ve been thinking about this all day. So I guess I’ve spent more than just your share of taxes already.” She pressed her lips to Steph’s neck and the entire expanse of her exposed skin broke out in goosebumps.
Dominique went for the button of her jeans next. “Give me a hand, will you?” she instructed more than asked. Steph quickly stepped out of her shoes and pushed her trousers down—underwear and all. And then there she stood. As naked as Dominique had first demanded.
Dominique took a step backwards and admired her handiwork. “Hop on the desk,” she said, as though it were just an everyday request.
Steph could protest, but she didn’t really feel like it. She walked towards the desk and jumped on without qualms.
“Spread your legs.” Dominique rolled her chair closer. “Put your feet on the seat. I want to see you.”
Steph leaned back on her hands, and did as she was told, exposing her entire self in the process.
Dominique squinted, as though she were about to lay eyes on something she’d never seen before. Then a loud ringing coming from just behind Steph startled them both.
“De merde,” Dominique cursed. She reached for the phone, listened for a fraction of a second, and said, “hold all my calls until after this meeting. All of them.”
Steph tried to look unfazed and continued to lean back on her hands, but her legs were starting to push together of their own accord.
“You must have really rubbed her up the wrong way.” Dominique pulled at Steph’s knees. “Madame Moreau usually knows not to interrupt unless it’s an extreme emergency.”
“Speaking of emergencies,” Steph said, letting her knees fall to either side again.
“Let me through.” Dominique tapped against her thigh and Steph lifted her leg so Dominique could sit in her fancy politician’s chair, in between Steph’s spread legs. This was starting to resemble an ob-gyn appointment more than anything else.
“Are you going to examine me next?” Steph asked.
Dominique shook her head and reached for a drawer in her desk. “I bought this.” She presented Steph with a rather run-of-the-mill vibrator.
“Congratulations,” Steph said. “Special office delivery, was it? Maybe that’s why Madame Moreau is in such a sour mood today.”
“I want you to use it on yourself while I watch.”
“Is this for the YouTube video?”
“Just for the one in my head.” Dominique’s voice indicated she was in no mood for banter. She held the toy suggestively in her hand, rubbing along its length.
Steph wasn’t sure she was up for this. “I may need a bit more incentive than just your desire.” She slanted her head. “I came all this way and you’re not even going to touch me?”
“I will. After.” Dominique came a little closer. “Let me bring this to body temperature for you.” She sat close enough for Steph to smell her perfume, but there was enough room between them for the vibrator, a simple off-white ridged model—from a starter kit, Steph thought. Dominique brought it to her lips and sucked it in her mouth. Steph didn’t feel the tiny pangs of cramp in her wrists anymore, only heat in her blood and a twitch in her exposed pussy.
“Here you go.” Dominique tried to hand her the vibrator.
Steph shook her head. “I don’t think you thought this through, Madame Députée. How am I supposed to hold it without back support?”
“I may have let my excitement get the better of me.” Dominique chewed her bottom lip for an instant.
“Either you use it on me or I sit in your chair,” Steph said. It wasn’t very like Dominique to be so unprepared. “Or we talk about what’s bothering you.”
A sparkle returned to Dominique’s eyes. “I’ll drive, then,” she said. She turned the base of the vibrator a fraction. The light whir brought a smile to her lips. “Enjoy the ride, Stéphanie.”
Once they had the flat to themselves again, Steph would show her how it was really done. Dominique moved back and lowered the toy between Steph’s legs. She couldn’t feel it yet, but just the thought of it approaching her clit made her breath catch in her throat.
A smile broke on Steph’s face when the tip made contact with her pussy lips. Dominique let it slide through the wetness that had pooled there during Steph’s undressing, and her sitting naked in front of Dominique on her official députée desk.
“Let’s see how long you’ll last.” Dominique’s voice had dropped into the huskier range.
Steph wasn’t a big aficionado of toys of the vibrating kind, although she knew full well that they rarely missed their effect. She just preferred to use her tongue. But, once again, Dominique was turning her world—and life-long preferences—upside down.
Dominique dragged the tip up to Steph’s clit and the first contact was electric, zapping her blood with a fresh shot of endorphins. Dominique looked away from between Steph’s legs and found her eyes. How had she gotten Steph in this position so easily again? Dominique was still fully dressed, not a hair out of place, while Steph’s legs were spread on her desk and the buzzing of the vibrator combined with the look in Dominique’s eyes, was wreaking havoc in her flesh.
Dominique made tiny circular movements with the vibrator and let her eyes roam over Steph’s body. Steph noticed her glance halting on her breasts. They heaved with the shortness of breath the toy was creating between her legs, and then it all came together. Dominique’s glare, the vibrations against her clit, the sheer nakedness of her skin covered in gooseflesh while her insides turned to hot liquid.
“Oh fuck,” Steph hissed. “Oh.” She fell clumsily on her elbows. The tendons in her wrists burned from holding up her weight in an awkward position, and she knocked the phone off the desk with her arm in the process.
“No need to destroy my office, baby.” Dominique stood and leaned over her. She didn’t let her recover, but pushed Steph further down onto the desk so the back of her head hit a stack of papers. Dominique tossed the vibrator on the chair behind her and slipped two fingers inside of Steph.
“Oh damn,” Steph howled.
Dominique stroked her deep from the beginning, probably figuring Steph was warmed up enough. She was warm, all right, and also highly sensitive. At last, Dominique locked her lips around Steph’s nipple, her teeth grazing the taut bud. When she broke free she pinned her eyes on Steph and tilted her head as though asking, “Is this enough touching for you?” She didn’t say anything, however, but instead, shot Steph the warmest, most loving smile—one that cut right through her, and reached every tiny cell of her body that hadn’t succumbed yet.
Steph’s feet had slipped from the chair long ago and she tried to find purchase with her heels against the front of the desk—against the drawer out of which a vibrator had magically appeared. She liked to give some push-back when she was being fucked by Dominique, to at least have the impression she was a tiny bit in control of events. It was just an illusion, she knew, but still. She managed to shove her pelvis up, to meet Dominique’s strokes.
“Come for me, Stéphanie,” Dominique whispered, and Steph knew that once she started with the talk, it would only be a matter of minutes. There was something about that voice that she had initially only associated with televised speeches and political debates that was now aimed at her, in this intimate setting, that made fireworks pop in her blood. “I know you can. I know you want to. For me.”
It was the ‘for me’ specifically that tipped Steph over the edge this time. She flung her arm towards her head, knocking an unidentified object off of Dominique’s desk.
“Aah,” she moaned, and she didn’t care how loud it was, or about the passive-aggressive shuffling of feet outside the door.
Dominique kept her fingers inside a few seconds longer than necessary, just because she could, Steph knew that much. Just as bossy as her mother, Steph thought.
“What will Madame Moreau think of this mess, baby?” Dominique asked after Steph had pushed herself up. “You’ll have to try very hard to get back into her good books now.”
JULIETTE
Juliette sat in her office, toying with her phone. Who should she call? François? She could call the hospital in Lille but wasn’t sure if her father was still admitted. If Margot wasn’t in hospital herself, she could have called her and asked to inquire about how long someone needs to stay hospitalised after having open heart surgery, but Margot being a patient at Saint-Vincent was the only reason Juliette was even considering contacting her family.
She thought back at that moment when she’d realised it had been Margot riding the crashed motorcycle, and the pure dread that had rushed through her blood. Perhaps that was why she hadn’t shouted at anyone yet about Marie Dievart and the ways—all of them highly unpleasant—she kept materialising in her life.
Claire was probably in her office right now, waiting for Juliette to barge in and give her an earful. But instead of being engulfed by anger about witnessing Dievart and Claire arrive at the hospital together—and the conclusions she had quickly drawn—she was consumed by what-ifs. What if Margot hadn’t been so lucky? What if the van had been driving faster? What if her helmet hadn’t protected her the way it had? What if she hadn’t survived? What would it have mattered then that Claire had somehow ended up in bed with Dievart?
Juliette was the one who had known first, the one to absorb the news first-hand, and she still hadn’t been able to fully recover from that shock. The thoughts that played in her head in that moment had shed a different light on her own issues, a light that hadn’t gone out yet.
If she postponed contacting her relatives, it would only get harder. Now was the time. Now, when she hadn’t fully returned to every day life yet, and still lingered in that post-shock haze. But she didn’t want to call François. Perhaps because she blamed him more and if any forgiveness would come into play at some point—which was definitely not a given—he would not be on the receiving end of it.
So, Juliette pulled up the e-mail from her father’s partner Elizabeth, and read it again. Her phone number was written in the signature.
“Oh, sod it,” Juliette said to no one in particular, reached for her phone, and punched in the number. Someone picked up after three rings—three rings during which Juliette’s heart rate skyrocketed to alarming heights.
“Hello. Betty speaking,” a voice said.
“This is Juliette Barbier. Bertrand’s daughter.” Juliette hadn’t referred to herself like that in years and she instantly regretted it.
“I’m so happy you called.” The voice on the other end of the line remained calm. “Bertrand will be over the moon.”
“I’d like to see him. The coming weekend if it’s convenient.” Juliette kept it matter-of-fact. After all, she didn’t know this woman. She didn’t even know what she looked like.
“Definitely. He’s being discharged later this week. Whenever suits you. Shall I send you the address?”
How odd, Juliette thought, that some stranger needs to give me the address to my own father’s house. “Sure. You have my e-mail address.”
“Consider it done,” Betty said. “Erm, Juliette, just one thing…” The first hint of hesitation. “Your father has had a very invasive surgery and needs to keep very calm. He shouldn’t be subjected to conflict too much. I’m not saying that—”
“Understood,” Juliette cut her off, because she didn’t feel like being lectured. “I’ll come on Saturday. My fiancée Nadia will be joining me. Perhaps tell him that already so he doesn’t need to get all worked up when we arrive.” Juliette couldn’t help herself.
“Of course. I look forward to meeting you both.”
“One more thing,” Juliette said. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t inform François. I’ll deal with him some other time.” Or never, she added in thought.
“You got it.” Juliette heard Betty take a deep breath. “Thank you so much for calling, Juliette.”
“Yes,” was all Juliette said before she hung up. After ringing off she needed to suck in a few deep breaths to steady her nerves. She guessed her blood pressure was the highest it had ever been.
A knock on the door snapped her out of it.
“Is this a good time?” Claire asked. Juliette had never heard her ask that before.
“Sure.”
Claire shut the door and leaned against it. “Nadia called. Margot is being moved to a private room. Visiting hours have started. I’m going to pop over there in a bit.”
“That’s great.” It was strange how Juliette, who had never been extremely close with Margot—she was Nadia’s friend and Claire’s on-and-off girlfriend—was so shaken by the doctor’s fate. This morning, when she’d tried to get some sleep, every time she closed her eyes and everything went black, all she saw was that tiny sticker of the Korean flag that had clued her in on who the victim being wheeled into an ambulance was. “Give her my love. I’ll visit her soon. I imagine she’ll be swamped with visitors.”
Claire took a hesitant step towards Juliette’s desk. “Jules, erm, do we need to talk?”
“I suppose at some point we should.”
“Can I sit?” Another first. Claire was definitely not in the habit of asking for permission to sit.
“Of course, and please just act normal. This grovelling act is getting on my nerves already.”
Claire pulled up a chair and sighed. “I can say I’m sorry a million times, but it won’t change anything and I think you know how sorry I am,” she started.
“Actually, I’m not sure I do know, Claire. I mean, what went through your head when you decided to betray me like that?” Juliette’s good intentions were soon flying out of the window. She didn’t consider this her fault in the slightest. “How did it happen, anyway? Please, enlighten me.”
Claire didn’t immediately reply. Of course, Juliette could easily see how utterly guilt-ridden she was, but what should her response be? To feel sorry for her?
“I instigated it. I met her last week when I had lunch with Nadia and I was, erm, intrigued by her, I guess. Then things went south with Margot and I contacted her through the hospital.”
“What I don’t understand, Claire, is that you usually tell me everything, to the tiniest, most intimate detail of your sex life at times, but you didn’t mention that you met Dievart.”
“I can’t explain it.”
“Nadia didn’t tell me either,” Juliette blurted out. “Nobody tells me fucking anything.” She puffed out air through her nostrils. “And why can’t you explain? Are you going to tell me next that you were so mesmerised by her appearance that you broke up with Margot and went after her instead? Despite the fact that the woman’s sheer existence nearly cost me my relationship?”
“I’m—” Claire started, but Juliette was on a roll now.
“She’s good-looking, sure, but since when does that come before everything else? My partner fell for her advances, Claire. How did you think it would make me feel when the exact same thing happened to my best friend of many, many years?”
“Admittedly, I wasn’t thinking about you, Jules. It was a completely self-centred act on my part. But, just for the record, nothing happened.”
“That makes me feel so much better.” Juliette narrowed her eyes. “I bet that was only because your ex’s motorcycle accident interrupted your sleazy rendezvous. If Dievart hadn’t been called away, it would have happened, I assume?”
Claire actually hung her head. Juliette couldn’t recall her ever doing that before. Then again, she’d never betrayed her best friend like that, either. Juliette could barely stand the sight.
“I can’t predict how this will affect our friendship in the long run, but the fact is that we’re business partners and, well, I need you, Claire. With everything that’s going on, I can’t lose my best friend right now.”
“Neither can I,” Claire sniffled.
“I just made arrangements to visit Bertrand this weekend.” It was strange to pronounce a sentence Juliette had been convinced she would never utter.
Claire’s moistened eyes grew wide. “You did?”
“I swore to myself that if Margot made it, I would at least try to approach him.”
“You’re something else, Jules.” Claire grew more relaxed. “I admire you, you know that?”
Then admiration must equal betrayal in your world, Juliette thought. “Oh, fuck off.”
“I mean it.” Claire looked like she did. “I’ve loved you for more than half of my life. First as my girlfriend, then as someone akin to a sister, I guess. Although I think I enjoy your company much more than my own sibling’s.” She threw in a half-chuckle. “Through it all, there’s always been you and me, Jules. And I hope I haven’t fucked that up by doing something stupid in the wake of a broken relationship.”
“What’s with all the sentimentality?” Juliette knew it was a stupid, lame question, but she was just putting up a front. Claire was more family to her than any of her relatives by blood.
“Just—” Claire appeared ready to burst out into sniffles again. “Thanks for being so understanding.”
Juliette waved her off. As far as she was concerned she wasn’t being particularly understanding, but she just didn’t have room in her troubled mind to bestow a lot of attention on Claire’s transgression. Deep down, she knew Claire would never mean her harm, and that whatever had spurred her on to decide to sleep with Dievart wasn’t any ill will she might harbour towards Juliette.
“I just, I have no idea what I’m going to say to him.”
“Why don’t you let him do the talking.” Claire inched to the edge of her chair. She was probably anxious to get to the hospital. “Is Nadia going with you?”
“She doesn’t know yet, but yes.”
“No matter what happens, I’ll be around if you need to talk.”
“I know you will.” Claire may have used up a big chunk of the credit she had with Juliette, but, over the years, she’d banked a lot of it, and there was still plenty left.
MARGOT
All of this was more exhausting than a double shift, Margot thought, even though she was lying down. She’d barely said goodbye to her family, having been assured they would come back tomorrow, when Nadia had stuck her head in the door, asking if she could let Claire know how she was doing and if she was up to having her as a visitor.
Margot had smiled at her friend and nodded. As far as Margot’s groggy mind could remember, Nadia had popped round every hour to check up on her and sped up the process of moving her to a more comfortable, private room.
All things considered, she wasn’t nearly as banged up as she ought to be. The orthopaedic surgeon who had operated on her leg had explained about the double displaced fracture of her shinbone, both the tibial shaft and fibula in her right leg had been broken, and surgery had been necessary. It would take about five months to heal completely, so she wouldn’t be kickboxing for a while. This was all information Margot didn’t need to be told, but she let the doctors do their job, because this entire situation was awkward enough already.
She had a minor concussion, and from what she could glean, the right side of her body was covered in bruises, but the internal bleeding in her spleen caused by the collision had quickly stopped of its own accord, and, basically, Margot was fine. She probably wouldn’t even have to stay in hospital for very long. Another twenty-four hours for observation, possibly prolonged to forty-eight because Nadia would force it on her, but then she’d go home, her leg in a cast, and her ego and heart more wounded than anything. Unfortunately, no surgery existed to mend those.
Her parents would insist she stay with them, at least for the first weeks—she’d heard them discuss it with her sister when she woke from another slumber—because how could she take care of herself if she couldn’t put weight on one leg? And what was with the drinking?
What it would come down to was that Margot would have way too many hours in the day to reflect on what had happened, with no real distraction apart from the occasional visitor, because, even if the board let her resume her duties after a while—and that was still a big if and a subject no one had broached yet—a trauma surgeon could not work while using crutches.
And now, Claire was on her way over. What the hell was she going to say to her?
   
Margot must have fallen back asleep because when she opened her eyes again, Claire was sitting next to her bed.
“Hey,” she said. “I heard you took a tumble.”
Margot wanted to laugh and cry at the same time. “A pretty bad one.”
“How are you feeling?” Claire sat wringing her hands together.
“I’m guessing how I look on the outside must give you a pretty good idea.” At least her voice had come back in the course of the day.
“Nadia said you should make a speedy recovery.”
“Yes, that seems to be what everyone is saying.” Her body might put itself together within a few months, but the guilt would never go away. Margot suddenly realised she had no idea what had happened to her motorcycle. Was it evidence? Or had it been towed to a junk yard for total loss vehicles? Either way, she wouldn’t be getting on it any time soon, not only because riding a bike would require her to be able to bend both legs, but also because she couldn’t imagine how she could ever, in her right mind, allow herself to be a hazard on the road again.
“Last time we spoke, we agreed we shouldn’t be seeing each other for a while.” Claire curled her lips into a smile. “Way to change things up, Doctor.”
Margot tried a smile, but using too much of her facial muscles made her head hurt. “At least I got your attention.” Jesus. Talk about a joke in bad taste. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.”
“It’s okay.” Claire’s face was all mush and sentimentality. “I’m just glad you’re going to be okay, Margot. All the rest is of lesser importance.”
“At least now I can still live with myself. I can’t bear to think of what… if the worst had happened…”
“Don’t.” Claire put her hand on the bed gently. “Don’t think about that. It was an accident. No one else got hurt.”
Margot tried to shake her head, but her trapezius muscle disagreed, sending a jolt of pain down her spine. “It’s all I’ve been thinking about since I woke up. I’m a doctor. I swore an oath to save lives, and instead I endangered someone else’s life by… by being reckless and foolish.”
Claire cleared her throat. Margot wasn’t sure how much longer she could cope with the obvious pity in her glance. “You, erm, were on your way to see me?”
All Margot could do was breathe heavily through her nostrils. She wondered what would happen if she tried to reach for Claire’s hand, which rested mere inches from hers. “I was.” Margot felt ambivalent about not suffering any memory loss. She could have done with the respite of not remembering what had driven her to mount her motorcycle, but, on the other hand, she craved the punishment the memory provided.
“Yeah. I clearly shouldn’t have done that.” Margot didn’t know what else to say. The speech she’d made up in her head on the way to Claire was hardly relevant any more now, in the cold, hard, sober, and very painful light of day.
“Look.” Claire moved her hand a fraction of an inch. “It’s not because we broke up that I won’t be here for you. Anything you need. I mean it.”
“You don’t owe me, Claire. And you know I don’t do well with pity.”
“It’s not pity. Maybe circumstances will force us to become friends sooner than we had expected, that’s all.”
Friends. Why did hearing that hurt more than her doubly fractured, freshly operated on leg?
“Hm.” Margot suddenly felt even less talkative than she usually did.
“What are you going to do when they send you home?” Claire removed her hand from the bed and inspected Margot’s elevated leg and cast. “And when can I sign that?”
“I’ll probably stay at my parents for a while, and be bored to tears.” Margot ignored the question about signing her cast. As if she needed a constant reminder like that. The cast in itself was enough already.
“All I’m hearing is that you could do with an extra friend.” Claire faced her again. “I spotted your parents in the emergency room last night, but thought it a bad time to introduce myself.”
“Yeah. They got quite the scare.” Margot had talked to many parents herself, often having to deliver much worse news than her parents had received last night. “Look, Claire, I hope you’re not feeling guilty about this. I need you to know this is not your fault. I’m an adult and the only one responsible for any fool’s errands I go on.”
“Yes. I know that.” She didn’t sound very convincing.
“I understand why you would feel that way, but you must realise that sentiments like that help neither one of us.”
“It seems like weeks ago that we sat in that pompous restaurant in the Eiffel Tower.” Claire put her hand back on the bed. “Like time has played a trick on us.”
“Regardless of dealing with this,” Margot paused, “have you been doing well… with it?”
Claire shrugged. “I don’t know what well would mean under the circumstances.”
What Margot really wanted to ask was whether she’d had any second thoughts, but didn’t think the timing was right for it. She wasn’t sure if it would ever be.
A knock on the door broke the moment and the opportunity to ask further questions, for which Margot was not entirely ungrateful. Until she noticed who had knocked.
“How’s the patient?” Dievart walked in. “I’m about to go off my shift.” She stopped when she spotted Claire. “Oh, hi, Claire.”
How did they get to be on first name basis already? Margot remembered Claire mentioning that she’d met Dievart while on a lunch date with Nadia. Perhaps they’d seen each other again in the waiting room last night.
“Hey.” Was Margot’s eyesight so affected or did Claire just break out into a blush? She stood up awkwardly.
“Just came to say goodnight. I’ll check in first thing in the morning.” What was with Dievart’s special interest in her, anyway? Was she planning on hitting on Margot again? She must have heard that she was back to being single. “Claire, could I see you in the hallway for a minute before I leave?”
“Sure.” Claire stood. “Be right back,” she said to Margot before following on Dievart’s heels.
“See you tomorrow, Doctor de Hay,” Dievart said in her Belgian accent.
Margot watched the door of her room fall shut behind the pair of them.
CLAIRE
“That was highly inappropriate,” Claire whispered. “What am I going to say when I go back in?”
“Whoa. What’s with the paranoia?” Dievart stood there as if asking Claire to follow her outside was a perfectly explicable request. “I didn’t even know you would be in there.”
“That’s not the point.” A nurse skulked past them and nodded at Dievart.
“Claire, come on.” Dievart painted that same smile on her face she had given Claire when she’d opened the door to her hotel room the night before. “We have unfinished business.” She lifted her arm and brushed the back of two fingers lightly against Claire’s biceps.
Claire looked at her own arm in disbelief, as though it didn’t belong to her.
“We sure as hell haven’t.” She jerked her arm away.
“Okay, fine, I’ll back off.” Dievart literally took a step back. “How was I to know you were getting back together?” She narrowed those beautiful pale eyes of hers. “And don’t forget, Claire, you contacted me. I just assumed—”
“You assumed wrong.”
Dievart held up her hands. “Apologies. My bad,” she said. “Nerves are obviously raw here. I should have been more sensitive.”
“We’re not getting back together…” Claire tried to say before her voice broke.
Dievart stepped closer again, but didn’t touch her. “How about dinner? Some time next week. Or this weekend? Call me. You have my number. No hard feelings if I don’t hear from you.”
Claire just shook her head. “I would appreciate discretion in front of Margot. I don’t want her to know. It’s bad enough everyone else does.”
“I’m usually not someone people are ashamed of, Claire.” Dievart’s lips curled into that über-confident leer. “We’re all adults.”
“Just, please don’t discuss it with anyone. Nothing even happened. It was bad judgement on my part.”
Dievart chuckled. “The compliments just keep on coming my way.” She sighed in an exaggerated fashion. “Fine. My lips are sealed.” Instead of walking off she huddled even closer, slanted her head and whispered, “but I saw it in your eyes, Claire. Our business is definitely unfinished.” She shot Claire a quick smile and turned on her heels.
Claire had to compose herself before she could go back into Margot’s room. She didn’t have much of a poker face she could rely on. But she could hardly tell Margot the truth in the condition she was in.
She inhaled deeply through her nose and pushed the air out through her parted lips, before turning the doorknob and re-joining Margot.
“Did she deploy her charm on you?” Margot had something resembling a smile on her lips.
“I wouldn’t call it charm.” Claire walked towards the window and stared out of it. She couldn’t look at Margot, couldn’t possibly tell her the reason she hadn’t been home last night, when Margot had had something so urgent to say to her she’d driven her motorcycle into a van.
“Don’t sweat it. I know what she’s like. She hits on everything in a skirt, basically.” Margot’s voice croaked. “She must have gotten the news of our break-up. You’re free to—”
“Look, Margot, I, erm, need to tell you something.” Claire couldn’t let this fester. She had to tell Margot. Dievart might have just promised her to be discreet but Claire didn’t trust her as far as she could throw her. Margot had to hear this from her. She pulled the chair away from Margot’s bed a little, to create a distance that felt safe. “Last night, I, erm, was on a sort of date with Dievart. I was with her when the hospital called.”
Margot didn’t say anything for what seemed to Claire like a really long while.
“I’m sorry.” Claire couldn’t stand the silence. “I know it was in poor taste.”
“I have no claims to make, Claire. We’re not together anymore.” Margot grimaced. Perhaps the pain in her leg had just flared up.
“Yeah, but still. It was disrespectful towards a lot of people.” Claire had to look away. “And they were all here when we arrived together.”
“At least I was out of it.” Was that a joke?
“It shouldn’t have happened. I was lonely. Hurting.” Claire locked her eyes on Margot’s again. “Looks like we both suffered from poor judgement last night, must have been the position of the moon or something.”
“I don’t hold it against you, Claire.” Margot’s voice was soft. “It hurts me, I’m not going to lie. It hurts more than breaking my shin bone in two places, I’ll tell you that, but what right do I have to admonish you after all that I’ve done?”
“Do you think we can still be friends?” Claire tried a crooked smile.
“Are you… interested in pursuing matters further with Dievart?” Margot clearly didn’t want to answer her question.
“God, no. Please don’t think that. Nothing even happened.” And all hell would break loose, Claire thought, but of course, for Margot it had already done so. “It was a mistake, that’s all.”
“Are we even now?” Margot pinned her dark eyes on Claire, showing a glimpse of her real, non-bedridden, unbroken self.
Claire shook her head. “I should never have said that. I shouldn’t have said so many things.”
“All water under the bridge.” That glint in Margot’s eyes had faded already.
A knock on the door interrupted them again.
“Doctor de Hay,” a nurse said. “We’ve already stretched visiting hours for you.” She smiled sheepishly.
“Understood, Doris,” Margot said.
“I’ll come back tomorrow.” Claire stood up. “If you want me to.”
Margot nodded. “I’d like that.”
On a whim, Claire leaned over her and pressed a soft kiss on Margot’s forehead. Then she had to rush out of the room because an onslaught of tears was about to overwhelm her.
Once outside, she looked around to check if Dievart had really gone. She took a deep breath and wiped the tears that had made it through from her eyes. She had one more errand to run in Saint-Vincent before she could go home and get some much-needed rest.
   
Nadia’s door was open when Claire arrived at her office.
“Good, you’re still here.” She leaned against the door.
Nadia dropped the pen she was writing with and looked at her with an odd glance. “We keep having women in common, Claire.” She motioned for Claire to come inside. “Close the door, please.”
Claire sat down. It felt a bit like being called to the headmistress’s office, even though she’d come here of her own accord.
“Nothing happened.” Claire hated herself for having to repeat that. She had all this apologising to do for something she hadn’t even derived the slightest pleasure from. She supposed it would teach her a valuable lesson in the end.
“I know. Jules told me.”
“I spoke to her before I came here. She seemed to take it okay.”
“I don’t have to tell you about the inner workings of Juliette Barbier’s mind, Claire. You know she doesn’t forget. She just has a lot to deal with at the moment.” Nadia rested her elbows on her desk and intertwined her fingers. “No matter what you do, just make sure she knows how much you value her. She’s about to go through all this stuff with her family and it’s sure to rack up a bunch of painful memories. And you know what she’s like.” Nadia cracked a smile. “But if she hasn’t shunned you yet, I’m sure you can work it out somehow.”
“Dievart just basically cornered me in Margot’s room.” A flush rushed up Claire’s neck and cheeks. “I was forced to come clean.”
“Jesus.” Nadia rolled her eyes. “Poor Margot.”
“She took it okay as well. Everyone seems to be taking this quite well.”
“This is Margot de Hay we’re talking about. She’s not one to burst out in an angry fit in any circumstance, and especially not while on heavy pain medication.”
“I know, but I thought she should hear it from me. I don’t trust Dievart to not drop any hints.”
Nadia sighed. “I would say I’d talk to her, but I’m not sure it wouldn’t have the opposite effect. Sometimes it seems the woman has a personality disorder. She must be convinced she’s the centre of the fucking universe. Or perhaps have been told one too many times how utterly gorgeous and brilliant she is that it went to her head.”
“She asked me to dinner. Outside Margot’s room.” Claire couldn’t suppress a giggle. “The set of balls she has on her.”
“It must work for her in the O.R., but outside, she’s not making many friends.”
Claire nodded in agreement. “When are you clocking off?”
“I’m about ready to get the hell out of here.”
“Share a cab?”
“Give me a minute to grab my stuff.”
“By the way, Nadz, congratulations on setting your wedding date.” Claire witnessed how Nadia’s demeanour changed from worn-out to uplifted at the mention of her upcoming nuptials to Juliette. She wondered if wedding bells would ever chime for her. It seemed highly unlikely.
STEPH
Steph felt rather ridiculous sitting in Dominique’s leather sofa with David’s camera aimed at her. She’d worked with the freelance cameraman a lot over the course of her career at Barbier & Cyr, but usually when they made videos together she was behind the camera with him, giving directions and putting people at ease. This time around, both Juliette and Claire’s eyes were trained on her, and that lens appeared so big in her face.
“Leave a small gap between the two of you,” Juliette said.
“But not too wide,” Claire said. “There needs to be some sense of intimacy.”
“Just not too in-your-face.” Juliette studied them as though Steph and Dominique were part of a famous painting that she was scrutinising on a museum wall.
Steph had actually let them convince her to have some make-up applied. She could hardly be a hypocrite now after having used the same line on other clients. Dominique looked good enough to eat with her understated red lipstick—but not too red, because that would have been too sensual for the purpose of this video. She hadn’t needed anyone to do it for her, either.
They had tried to practice the previous night, but Dominique had always ended up making fun of Steph’s ‘unnatural video voice’ and, ultimately, they’d spent most of their rehearsal time fooling around.
Dominique acted as if recording this video was no big deal. A fact Steph had reminded herself of numerous times as well, but her own words didn’t have the same effect on her peace of mind.
They’d record it today. David would edit and polish it the day after, after which they would show it to their families for a first-line approval—a premiere viewing to lessen the shock when it was scheduled to come out on Monday.
But first, Steph would have to find a natural, unforced tone in her voice—even though Dominique would be doing most of the talking, and she was mainly ‘just a pretty face’ as Dominique had teased her last night. “At least that comes natural to you, babe,” she had said, and kissed Steph profusely after.
“Don’t worry about pauses,” David repeated his usual spiel. “I can cut those out. If you misspeak, we’ll just do another take. No biggie.”
Although making this video had been Steph’s idea she was finding it hard to control her nerves.
“I wouldn’t mind a beer,” she whispered to Dominique, who was going over the notes she’d made, her shoulders relaxed and her demeanour calm.
“It’ll ruin your lipstick, baby,” she said, and put a hand on Steph’s knee.
“Although only your face and upper bodies are framed, it would be better not to touch during the recording. It shows,” David said. He smiled apologetically at Steph.
“Shall we do this then?” Dominique gave Steph’s knee one last squeeze. “All in a day’s work, right?” Her lips transformed into her killer politician smile, and that was how Steph already knew this video would be a winner. Not just because Dominique’s obvious talents lay in addressing people and effortlessly convincing them of her beliefs, if only in the moment she was talking to them, but also because of the sentiment between them. In her gut, Steph knew this was right. She didn’t know if PR gut instinct actually existed, but if it did, what they were about to do now made so much more sense than when she had previously believed she had followed her instincts. When she’d broken up with Dominique, drafted a press release, and had instructed her to deny their affair.
At first, she thought it had felt not entirely right because it just hurt so bloody much, but now, as they sat here ready and about to do this, she knew it was more than that. It had been a lie. Not that she’d suddenly started believing that the truth would get her anywhere, but when love came into play, it really was the only way. She believed people would respond to that. She hoped they would see what they had between them as something beautiful and honest as opposed to something threatening the family unit as the ‘very cornerstone of society’, as Tous Ensemble put it.
“Action,” David said.
Next to her, Steph could swear she felt Dominique’s energy change. As though when a camera’s lens was focused on her, a forcefield came alive around her and her smile gained in wattage, her words sounded more powerful, and even the biggest doubters would eat up anything she said. But, of course, Steph was head over heels in love with Dominique, and the likes of Séverine Marechal were not, nor was anyone at the ANF, or the people who marched the streets of Paris on Sunday afternoons, shouting that gay marriage was, basically, the beginning of the end of the world. Another demonstration was planned for this Sunday. How ironic, she thought, that on that very day they’d be uploading what she hoped would prove to be some sort of antidote against their hatred and foolishness.
“Bonjour,” Dominique started, and the ease with which she delivered the words had a relaxing effect on Steph. Because she knew that no matter what happened, from now on Dominique Laroche would have her back.
   
After they had shot the video, Dominique produced a bottle of Veuve Cliquot from the fridge and they broke out into an impromptu toast.
“To all or nothing,” she said, and pulled Steph close to her.
“Great job,” David said, stowing his gear in between taking a few minute sips because he was driving. “Some people just have it you know. It can’t be taught.” He shrugged at Steph apologetically, seemingly suggesting that she shouldn’t foster ambitions for a career in television.
“Yeah. Yeah.” But they’d known each other for a number of years, and Steph could also see something else in his glance. Respect, perhaps. Or awe even, because she’d only gone and bagged the nation’s hottest politician, and had convinced her to come out on camera.
“I’ll have this ready for you by tomorrow morning, ladies.” This statement filled Steph with a mixture of anticipation and dread. Once that video hit the internet, her life as she knew it would be over. No more visits to Le Noir. No more late night bar chats with Melanie at Les Pêches. Perhaps a paparazzo or two following her around, examining her every move because who was she to bring out the lesbian in the MLR’s candidate? If the video had the desired effect and actually managed to manoeuvre Dominique into that position. There were a lot of variables, and this was hardly an exact science. PR never was. And a lot hinged on the old-timers of the MLR, and how Laroche Senior would deal with it. If he turned against his daughter, there wouldn’t be a lot they could do. But, somehow, Steph gathered Eléonore had him in a tight grip.
“When can you get them out of here?” Dominique whispered in her ear. “I feel like a celebratory fuck. If this ruins my career next week, at least I will have had that.”
“The things politicians say when no one’s listening.” Steph broke out into a smile.
“But you’re listening, Stéphanie.” Dominique kissed her on the cheek in front of Juliette and Claire and David and, for Steph, it was a significant moment.
“Viewing party tomorrow afternoon at our office” Juliette said. “Then, if we are all okay with it, you can show it to your families.”
“I’m looking forward to that particular visit already,” Dominique joked.
After the bottle of champagne was finished, everyone left and Steph stayed behind, riding both an adrenalin and light alcohol buzz.
“No matter how this plays out, you and I are going to make history, baby,” Dominique said. “Who would ever have thought?”
NADIA
Nadia had just watched the Laroche video on Juliette’s laptop.
“Thank you for going to see Steph that night,” Juliette said. “I’m not sure we would be watching this now if you hadn’t.”
Nadia revelled in the warmth this bout of unexpected gratitude spread through her. “You’re welcome, babe,” she said. “As long as Steph’s happy, and she sure does look it, although she could have come across a tad more relaxed.” Nadia giggled. “I mean, when she says, ‘we are just normal human beings like every one else’, she does kind of look as if she has a huge stick up her ass.”
“That’s what makes it a great video though.” Juliette refilled their wine glasses generously. “Maybe it’s a bit cruel, but it’s really all about Dominique. She’s the one who’s supposed to shine.”
“You PR people are incorrigible. No kindness for your own if it can serve a purpose.” Nadia took the glass of wine from her.
Juliette shook her head. “You should have seen them. They’re really happy. Does that come across well?”
“In spades.”
Juliette stretched her arms over her head and yawned. “God, what a week.” She interlaced her fingers behind her neck. “And the worst is yet to come.”
“Nervous?” It was a stupid question. They were on their second bottle of wine already, and this time Nadia hadn’t been the one to open them.
“I just long for one quiet week. Some time for my mind to find some rest.” Juliette closed her eyes. “I’m so tired, but it’s just non-stop.”
Nadia inhaled deeply. This could so easily lead to another argument, but she figured that was the last thing Juliette needed the night before her family reunion. At least for another weekend Nadia would be amenable and supportive, and perhaps until after the Laroche video had been launched, and the subsequent campaign, and the elections next year… Nadia willingly stopped her mind from spinning out of control in that direction again. She couldn’t play the wronged wife-to-be now. Instead, she deposited her glass on the table and stepped behind Juliette’s back.
“Time for some of the Abadi magic,” she said, and moved Juliette’s hands away from her neck.
“Oh yes,” Juliette crooned. “I will be eternally grateful.”
“Take your blouse off first.” She let her hand wander down the front of Juliette’s neck.
Juliette quickly obliged and sat in just her bra in no time. Nadia swatted the straps down and went to work on Juliette’s shoulders. Her muscles were hard with knots, and it was no wonder, of course, but really, what were they doing to themselves living like this? Work, and more work, and then even a little bit more, was not the only way to go through life.
She pressed her thumbs in the tightness below Juliette’s neck, trying to knead it into a more supple mass, and thought back on the conversation they’d had the day before they went to city hall. How Juliette had said that there were no ultimatums between them, but oh that clock was ticking inside of her. Would it just pass with time? Or would she have a gnawing sense of having missed out on something for the rest of her life?
“That feels so good, babe.”
In response, Nadia let her thumbs crawl up along Juliette’s neck. All the way to the bottom of her skull.
While waiting by Margot’s bedside, to occupy her mind, Nadia had done some soul searching, like Juliette had asked her to do. But Nadia didn’t see an opening in her life for that ‘possibility of change’ Juliette had hinted at during their conversation. As far as she could remember, she’d just never even felt a twinge of that desire to have children—that desire claimed to be universal in women around the globe. As if it was the main purpose of a female human being to bear children.
Perhaps, if she’d been straight, it would have been different. It might have just happened, like it did for so many couples, for whom in the end, more often than not, the pressure of having children ended up being too much for their relationship; and the children, who weren’t even grown up enough to understand, found themselves the offspring of a broken home and all the hurt and bullshit that came with it.
Maybe what also played in Juliette’s mind was the desire to do better, to prove the point that a child whose parents had treated her with such utter disrespect could make a great mother nonetheless. Because Nadia had no doubt that Juliette would make an excellent parent. She would tackle it with the same zeal and enthusiasm as starting Barbier & Cyr, and then where would that leave Nadia? Second in line, again—or perhaps even third—that was where.
Maybe Nadia was too selfish. Maybe she was many things that society didn’t expect her to be, but she was who she was: content without needing to see her genes reproduced in a child of her own, perfectly happy without a son or daughter to clasp her eyes on at night when he or she lay sleeping peacefully, after all the chores of the day had been done—and they would multiply by a millionfold if they had a child—and all she could do was crawl into bed and sleep. Nadia was enough for herself. And she would choose herself over and over again.
“Good god, babe,” Juliette groaned, “this is better than sex.”
“Oh yeah?” Nadia gave her shoulders one last hard squeeze for good measure. “We’ll see about that.” She bent at the waist and kissed Juliette’s shoulders. “Your clothes are half off already, anyway.” She trailed her lips to Juliette’s neck. “Why don’t you take that skirt off as well.”
“I’m like putty in your hands tonight, babe.” Juliette wiggled her shoulders in satisfaction and stood to slide her skirt and underwear off her.
“Good.” Nadia unclasped her bra. “Go sit in the sofa.”
“Sofa, huh?” Juliette grinned. “That’s been a while.”
Nadia pushed all thoughts of children and becoming mothers and reconnecting with fathers to the deepest recesses of her brain and followed Juliette to the sofa.
“Sit back and spread your legs,” she said. “Wide.”
Juliette did as she was bid, an amused expression on her face.
Nadia looked her over. They’d had a hell of a few weeks again, and this wouldn’t make it all go away, but it would at least calibrate them, bring them closer together and, hopefully, release the last ounce of tension from Juliette’s body.
Nadia knelt between the coffee table and the sofa—Juliette as her altar. She started with dry kisses on her inner thigh, slowly working her way inwards. Always, when she did this, a feeling of homecoming washed over her. This was them reduced to their physical essence. Juliette with her legs spread wide, Nadia’s head buried between them. Something to always return to. And yes, that night with Dievart might have been satisfying in a completely different way, but the aftertaste was bitter, and the walk of shame out of that wretched hotel room doused in sentiments of regret and heartbreak. Nadia had slept with another woman, a fiercely dominant woman who had effortlessly coaxed her into a role she usually didn’t play in the bedroom, and it had aroused her, she wasn’t going to lie to herself about that, but nothing was more gratifying than coming home to this. Nothing. If she’d learned anything from that empty encounter, it was that.
Nadia had reached Juliette’s pussy lips. They glistened in the dim light of the living room. She could tell Juliette was fully de-stressed. She didn’t even grab onto Nadia’s hair. Nadia licked along her fiancée’s lips and soon became intoxicated by the taste and smell and the intimacy of it. She lapped at her wife-to-be’s cunt, avoiding her clit for a while, until she felt Juliette melt into the cushions a bit more. She brought a hand below Juliette’s behind and spread her cheeks.
When her tongue finally touched down on Juliette’s clit, she slid the tip of her forefinger between Juliette’s cheeks, not deep, just to apply some unexpected pressure and, as a result, Juliette did latch on to Nadia’s curls instantly.
“Oh fuck,” she groaned, and curved her legs around Nadia’s back, chaining the two of them together.
Nadia let her tongue go wild over and around Juliette’s clit, while increasing the pressure between her butt cheeks. She inhaled, and licked, and fingered, until she, too, felt the stress wash off her.
“Christ,” Juliette whispered, and unclasped her legs from around Nadia.
Nadia looked up at her, into the thin film of moistness covering her eyes, and the sated sneer on her lips. “What do you say now about the satisfaction level of a shoulder rub?” she asked.
Juliette pulled her lips downward and titled her head. “About the same as this,” she said with a giggle in her voice, before hoisting Nadia towards her and kissing her for a long time.
JULIETTE
“Oh shit,” Juliette said. They’d borrowed Nadia’s mother’s car and were parked outside a nondescript house in a quiet street in a Lille suburb. Everything around them appeared tinged with grey. The streets, the sidewalks, the façades, the leaden sky, and even the four trees spread out thinly along the length of the street, with just naked, brown-grey branches to show for during autumn. “What the fuck have I done?”
Beside her, Nadia gripped the steering wheel a little tighter, her knuckles nearly going white. “We can always turn back. There isn’t some script that says you have to go through with this. You don’t owe him anything. Remember that.”
“Why am I so nervous?” She looked at Nadia, who shot her a comforting smile.
“Probably not half as much as he is, babe.”
“I’m not sure someone recovering from a heart attack should go through this. What if I kill him? What if the shock’s too much?” Juliette was being overly dramatic, and looking for a valid last minute excuse.
“You know what I think?” Nadia turned towards her and brushed Juliette’s cheek with the back of her hand. “I think it won’t be half as bad as you’re probably thinking it’s going to be. We should put a stop to the thoughts going through your head and ring that bell. What’s the worst that could happen, Jules? He did his worst years ago.”
“You’re right.” Determination grew within Juliette, as something that needed to be grasped right now, before it was won over by doubts again. She reached for the car door. Juliette hadn’t been in Lille for years. She always avoided the place—and living in Paris, it was an easy city to neglect.
Together, they walked to the front door of number 42. Juliette took a deep breath and rang the bell. After that, she grabbed Nadia’s hand and held on for dear life. She was mainly afraid of what seeing her father after so many years would do to her. She wondered if it would strengthen the hate she had harboured for him for decades, or would chip away at the steely resolve she’d built around her heart. The latter frightened her the most.
It didn’t take long for the door to open. In front of them appeared a woman in her late sixties, Juliette guessed. Hair un-dyed, but styled meticulously into the sort of wavy coiffure ladies above sixty seemed to just age into.
“Juliette,” she exclaimed, her voice already breaking. She didn’t say anything for a while after uttering Juliette’s name, like this visit was entirely unplanned.
“Betty, I assume,” Juliette said.
“And this must be Nadia.” Betty opened her arms. Was she expecting a hug? How about that for jumping the gun?
Juliette extended her hand and allowed Betty to grab it. Nadia did the same.
“Please, come in. Thank you so much.”
The house they walked into was painstakingly clean, everything shiny and without everyday items lingering on surfaces, but about as characterless as the street outside. Betty led the way to a sunken lounge with plush carpet and a set of beige sofas. In one of them a man looking twenty years older than her father ought to look sat upright, back straight, wearing a long-sleeved shirt and a pressed pair of trousers. Juliette was surprised he wasn’t wearing a tie.
“Ma belle,” he mumbled, and pushed himself slowly out of his seat. He opened his arms as though an embrace was a possibility. It wasn’t. Not for Juliette. Bertrand looked like he had shrunk a few inches over the years, and his skin was grooved with deep wrinkles.
“Bonjour,” Juliette said, because it really was the only word she could think of.
“Hi, I’m Nadia.” Nadia extended her hand and Juliette watched how Bertrand took it meekly in both his own, as though meeting her was a great honour. It bloody well was.
“Un petit café?” Betty asked.
“Black for both of us,” Nadia said.
“Please, sit, ladies.” Bertrand set the example and lowered himself into the sofa.
Juliette took the spot next to Nadia in the two-seater to his right.
“I hear you’ve done very well for yourself.” Bertrand’s breath wheezed. “Even though I’ve been a shit father and I have nothing to do with your success, I’m very proud of you.”
Juliette just sat there, watching this old man speak, waiting to feel something, a pang of recognition perhaps, a twinge of nostalgia, or a memory of when she’d admired her father, but it was all gone. Still, she’d come all this way for a reason. She had to at least try.
“I don’t know if Betty told you, but Nadia and I are getting married four weeks from now.”
He nodded and stroked the stubble on his chin. “Wonderful news.”
“How are you doing, Monsieur Barbier?” Nadia asked. “Is your recovery going well?”
“Please, call me Bertrand.” He shot her a smile Juliette recognised from seeing it on her brother. “As well as can be expected, but I won’t be running marathons any time soon.”
Betty came in with a tray of cups, saucers and milk. She made a big display of distributing everything and making extra sure everyone was served exactly what they wanted—in Bertrand’s case, a cup of green tea because his doctor had instructed him to lay off the coffee.
“I can’t thank you enough for coming,” Bertrand said after taking a sip. “I know it’s difficult, but most of all it’s long overdue.” He hung his head a little. “I won’t be the stupid connard I was twenty-five years ago and expect you to ever forgive me for what I did, Juliette, but at least now, if my heart decides to give up on me tomorrow, or next week, or in a few months or years, I will have seen your face; and I will have the memory of you sitting here, in my house, and I will cherish it until my mind goes.” He clasped his hands together. “Thank you for giving me that. I know I don’t deserve it.” The last words seemed to get stuck in the back of his throat. “I’ve wasted the biggest part of my life condemning something so beautiful as the two of you together, but believe me, I’ve been punished for it.” He stopped his speech to dab away a few tears that sprouted from his droopy eyes.
“What your father means, Juliette, is that he had to suffer the pain of losing a daughter because of his own stupidity.”
Juliette felt Nadia shuffle in her seat, her thigh shifting against hers. After François had first showed up, she had pushed away the possibility of contacting her family entirely. It was water under the bridge. Why upheave her life now? Then, because Juliette was the bargaining kind, she’d struck a deal with herself to come here if Margot made it. As some sort of penance for all her own mistakes, perhaps. Because if Juliette knew one thing very clearly, it was that she was not free of mistakes herself. No one was. Not in her blood-related family, and not in her adopted family of friends in Paris.
Once she had made the decision to actually come here, though, her mind had blanked every time she’d tried to think of what to say. It was simply too much to even consider standing face-to-face with this man who had created her but with whom she had absolutely nothing in common except, perhaps, a tendency to make errors of judgement. She’d believed that on the day—today—the words would come when she needed them. She knew it would be an emotional affair, no matter how being confronted by her father would make her feel. More bitter, or maybe even relieved. But Juliette continued to feel nothing. She had done too good a job carving him out of her heart, expelling him from her emotions. It had been the only way for her to move forward, and now, there seemed no way back.
The man sitting to her left might as well be anyone, that was how much he felt like family. She didn’t know him, didn’t care about him. And she certainly didn’t need his blessing to get married. Whether he had suffered or not because of his mistake didn’t interest her in the least.
The only ones Juliette was remotely interested in were her nieces. Because she truly had nothing else to say, she asked, “How are Chloé and Iris?”
Betty was clearly taken aback by her lack of direct response after what she and Bertrand had just said, but recovered quickly, while her father sat stroking his bushy brow. “They’re just darling.” A light chuckle. “Well, they’re getting to that age now when they dare to be flippant, sometimes even a bit crass, I daresay, but they’re sweet girls. Smart as well. Both of them. Sharp as knives.”
“Do you have any pictures?”
“Oh, of course, dear.” Betty shot up out of her seat and retrieved an old-fashioned photo-album from a sideboard. “Here you go.” When she handed it to Juliette she let her gaze linger for a split second, but Juliette couldn’t decipher what she was trying to make clear by doing so. This was not the house she grew up in, and these people were strangers to her.
To buy herself some time from saving the faltering conversation, she opened the album and peered at carefully positioned pictures of two blonde girls. They looked in their early teens and one of them, the eldest Juliette guessed, was the spitting image of her. It was like looking in a mirror and having her teenage self staring back.
“I know what you’re thinking,” her father said. “She has your character as well.”
Juliette swallowed back the words rushing to the tip of her tongue. First of all, he had no idea what she was thinking, and second, if he meant she was stubborn, he should examine himself first because Bertrand Barbier certainly took the crown when it came to that particular personality trait.
No, what Juliette was thinking, as she stared at what could be a mini-version of herself, was that this very moment might become a rather defining one in her life after all. She didn’t want to adopt. She wanted a child of her own. And if that was selfish, then most of her fellow human beings were just as self-centred as she was.
It didn’t matter that she was sitting in her estranged father’s lounge, experiencing first-hand what parenting-gone-wrong could result in. Truth be told, she couldn’t get out of there fast enough. She’d kept her end of the bargain. She’d come here. She’d let him welcome her into his house, but the outcome wouldn’t be how he had perhaps hoped it would be—although Juliette had no idea what he had hoped for. If what he was saying was true, and just laying eyes on her was enough, then her job here was done. For herself, there were no benefits to be gotten from this visit, she’d known that from the instant she’d glanced at the old codger in his suit pants and starched shirt.
“I bet they’d love to meet their Aunt Juliette,” Betty chimed in.
Juliette remembered what Betty had said on the phone and she had no trouble believing her father’s compagne spoke the truth about Bertrand’s frail condition. So she didn’t say that she felt no connection to him. That any blood they might share had been watered down years ago. That she had no inclination to get to know him better. Instead, she stared at the pictures of her nieces a while longer, and let Nadia carry on the stunted, awkward conversation, until Betty started addressing her personally and Juliette had no choice but to give her an answer.
So she talked a bit about Barbier & Cyr, and how she’d met Nadia, but her sentences were never more than measured, and her tone almost formal, biding her time until it could be considered polite for them to make an exit.
“Juliette, erm,” her father started, when the conversation had reached a dead end, “do you think you might visit me again? Perhaps see your brother? Meet Chloé and Iris?”
She inhaled deeply, still clutching the now closed album in her hands. “Frankly, I don’t think so.”
Nadia put a hand on her knee and it gave Juliette at least a bit of satisfaction, having her do that in front of her father. Would his heart survive? She knew why the hand was really there. It served as a reminder to cage the sleeping beast inside of her that might now rear its head. But Juliette couldn’t leave without saying anything at all. She couldn’t give the impression that a clean slate was a possibility.
“Your cruelty towards me knew no bounds, and because of that, I lost all respect for you a long time ago. I have no time to spend on people whom I don’t respect. I’m glad you’re on the mend, and if you want, you can consider my visit as me granting you your dying wish, but I won’t be back. There’s no happy ending here. I know that now.”
Juliette stood and Nadia’s hand slipped off her knee. Nadia quickly rose as well, while Bertrand and Betty just sat there looking at them with their mouths slightly agape.
“Well,” Betty, the more alert one of the two, sprang up as well. “We really can’t thank you enough for coming, either way.”
How gracious of her, Juliette thought. Perhaps something of her had rubbed off on Bertrand, who still just sat there, a fresh bunch of tears gathering in his eyes. He possibly didn’t have the strength to get up for her twice.
More awkward handshakes were exchanged and when Juliette said goodbye to her father, he didn’t dare look her in the eye. Always a coward, was all she could think.
When she slid back in the passenger seat, a weight had lifted from her shoulders. This trip had not been in vain. She knew what she wanted now; she just didn’t know how to tell Nadia.
“How do you feel?” Nadia asked.
“When it comes to him, it’s all empty here.” She tapped a hand to her chest. “It’s just… gone.”
Nadia nodded, an understanding expression on her face. “You’re so brave to have come here.”
“I think we might come back to Lille sooner than you might think, babe.” Juliette pursed her lips. “I think it’s time Chloé and Iris met their aunty.” Because Juliette couldn’t be bothered spending any time with her father—or her brother for that matter—but she was dying to discover what these girls were like, and perhaps, in the process, make Nadia fall in love with a tiny version of her.
STEPH
Steph, Dominique, Juliette and Claire sat huddled around Steph’s desk. She hoped she would be upgraded to a larger office soon. Four people squeezed into what was really nothing more than a glorified cubicle should make that clear to her bosses.
“For the last time,” she inquired, “can everyone stand behind this two hundred percent? A hundred percent commitment is not enough in this case.”
“You were there when my father gave his approval, Stéphanie,” Dominique said.
“Your mother must be a sorceress or something,” Steph replied. “What she gets that man to do.”
“If you only knew the things she has done for him.” Dominique pinned her eyes on Steph. “Every relationship is give and take.”
“Yeah right,” Steph quipped, and considered how much Dominique loved to give. She looked at Juliette who sat next to her, coming across highly distracted. “Everything cool, Jules?” Steph elbowed her in the upper arm gently. “This was your grand idea, remember?”
“Yes.” She glanced at Dominique. “Nadia and I would like to invite you and your children to ours some time, Dominique,” she said, out of the blue.
Steph exchanged a glance with Claire, who rolled her eyes.
“Oh,” Dominique probably hadn’t expected that invitation. “Sure. If you have an Xbox they’ll be good as gold.”
Steph wisely didn’t inquire any further. She knew Juliette had visited her father the day before, but she would leave it entirely up to her boss to instigate a conversation about that. And they weren’t here to discuss long-lost families and playdates.
“Everything is ready for tomorrow?” Claire asked. Steph was glad she changed the subject back to where it mattered.
“It feels sort of like the early days, you know?” Dominique said. “When I first joined the MLR, heart filled with idealism and zest to really make a difference. I haven’t returned to that state of grace for a very long time.”
“That’s politics for you,” Steph said. “If I’ve learned one thing since I met you, it’s that it does not have a whole lot to do with idealism and trying to effect change, but everything with who you know, who you’re willing to screw and screw over, and compromising the hell out of your dreams and ideas.”
“How philosophical.” Dominique squeezed her shoulder. “Almost poetic, Stéphanie. Albeit a tad cynical.”
Steph shot her a yeah-yeah grin. “To answer your question, Claire. Yes. The press release is ready, I just need to add the direct link once this video has been approved, and update Dominique’s social media accounts.” She leaned back in her chair for a second. “We’re ready for all hell to break loose on us come tomorrow morning.”
“Thank you both for doing this.” Juliette had appeared to be moody at first, quiet and brooding the way she sometimes was, but now it seemed she was just being sentimental. “It means a lot to me personally. I hope you know that.” She looked at Claire next. “And thank you for planting the seed. Throughout our career we’ve spun disasters into easily digestible chunks of news for the public, made big corporations look small and friendly while they were anything but. But now, now we’re really going to make a difference.”
“Damn, Jules,” Steph joked, “if I had known there would be speeches I would have prepared one myself.”
“I’m rather good at them,” Dominique interjected, “and I think I speak for the both of us when I say this.” Dominique was going all solemn as well. “No matter the outcome, I know that we’re doing the right thing. Something that needs to be done. Some people won’t want to see it, that’s a given, but this video needs to be seen. And, well, this is politics, where nothing is ever set in stone—except perhaps a definite swing to the right after every socialist term in government. The way I see it, we have nothing to lose here, because if it’s my reputation that is at stake, I don’t want to be associated with the sort of person people consider me to be.”
“Maybe love does win,” Claire said in a small voice.
“Are you okay?” Steph asked.
She just smirked and pulled up her shoulders. “You know.”
A knock on the open door made them all look up. “Is it up yet?” Nadia asked. “Sorry I’m a bit late. Traffic was jammed because of the sodding Tous Ensemble march and I wanted to stop by Margot’s first.”
“About to click the button,” Steph said.
“How is she doing?” Dominique asked. If they kept chattering away like this the video would never make it online.
Nadia was standing next to Juliette. “She’ll be fine. I think the bruises on her ego will be the slowest to heal.”
Steph witnessed how Claire’s posture shrank a little. She wondered if she should visit the doctor. The last time they had spoken, they hadn’t exactly had the most riveting conversation, but Margot had, in the end, given her excellent advice. On the other hand, it would feel disloyal to Claire.
“Click it then, Steph,” Juliette said. “Now that we’re all here.” She pulled Nadia close to her and kissed her on the side of her head.
“Okay.” Steph manoeuvred the cursor over the upload button. “No turning back after this, ladies.” She was tying her life to Dominique’s in a way that wasn’t that different from marriage. It required a leap of faith, commitment and a whole lot of love.
All it took was one more click and the video was uploading. She watched its progression, all four of them standing behind her now, as the progress bar slowly turned from red to green.
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EPISODE ELEVEN (EXCERPT)
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.

<end of excerpt>
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