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	Chapter 1

	Napoléon’s Hand

	Honora’s troubles started years ago. The exact date was July 5, 2014, at precisely 2:10 p.m. How could she ever forget it? She was blindsided.

	The fifth of July was the national day of reckoning for all high school graduates in France. Test results were released for the French national baccalaureate examination—most people called it “le Bac.” Honora Favre sat for the very long, arduous, gut-wrenching exam the month before, along with hundreds of thousands of other young French graduates around the world. More than 80 percent of those taking le Bac passed. Honora was not particularly worried and assumed that she would perform well on the exam. Then life happened. She did not pass—not even close.

	Failing le Bac once was terrible enough. But when Honora failed the exam a second time in June 2015, the private and public humiliation came crashing down on her pretty, soft, white shoulders. Instantly and permanently, it made Honora a second-class citizen socially and academically.

	The expensive, strict, daily tutors that had drilled Honora to prepare for the second Bac gave favorable reports to Jacques and Chantal Favre, Honora’s concerned parents. The tutors were sure that the Favres’ daughter knew the exam material, and there was every reason to expect that she would pass on the second try—her last chance to take le Bac.

	“Pas de problème, pas de souci.” All three tutors—literacy, mathematics, and sciences—assured everyone that there would be “no problem, no worries” with Honora’s success the next time.

	Despite all her preparations, Honora froze from head to toe when she took her seat at the second Bac that fateful June 5, 2015. Walking into the huge examination hall that morning and taking her assigned seat, she didn’t feel particularly afraid or nervous. She simply went catatonic when the proctor handed her the exam booklets; the months of knowledge drilled into her young, pretty head congealed like slush. She could not even sense that three and a half hours had passed while she just sat in her seat without even reading the questions. It was all over by lunchtime. She didn’t bother to return for the afternoon session.

	Honora’s beloved Maman et Papa were avocats à la Cour, litigation lawyers. They were busy, exacting, disciplined, positive-thinking people who never imagined that anyone of their flesh, blood, and bone could fail—not at anything as important as le Bac. After the second fail, Honora could feel a sharp, acidic, uncomfortable change in how her parents treated her, looked at her, and talked about her to others. She was their only child. They failed as parents, they thought.

	Never before had Honora felt so wounded, like she was kicked in the gut. The embarrassing news about her second flunk spread fast in her circle of friends and their parents. Almost overnight, she became a pariah.

	I’ve got to buck up and get over this. It’s not like I am dead, pregnant, or hooked on crack or some other disgraceful shit. It’s just a test. There is a lot of other stuff out there that I will be able to do. Going to university is not everything. I’ll show‘em. She always thought more clearly while soaking in her oval, white marble bathtub. She was waiting for the hair conditioner to work. A big mop of wet hair was twisted on top of her head. Honora’s cerebrum was ticking very well indeed while she soaped her long, smooth, bronze legs and inspected the pink polish on her toes for chipping.

	She was part of a small, intellectual clique of girls and boys who took more or less the same senior classes. These were her best amis at the private Lycée Albert de Mun, and each one of her friends passed le Bac. Except Honora. Many in her circle passed with mention très bien—very high honors. Honora didn’t flinch when they told her. She instantly flashed a smile of congratulations, well-rehearsed in advance. At least while her friends were around, Honora tried hard to mask the shame and envy she could feel blistering inside her.

	The group met one final time in the quadrangle of the lycée after the test results were released. It was a casual goodbye reunion. Once she was alone outside the lycée and everyone went their separate ways, Honora regained her composure. Thank God, they left. Honora tried to stop the stinging thoughts darting through her head. But she couldn’t. All this stinking class—100 percent—passed, and some of them with very high honors! What in the hell is wrong with me? I’ll feel better when I get home.

	She kicked off her brown, lace-up school shoes and collapsed on her canopy bed’s fluffy, silk, peach-colored duvet. Her bedroom windows looked out on the front street—the rue de Constantine, 7th Arrondissement. Home to Honora was her parents’ palatial apartment—part of a six-story, residential, Haussman-style period building constructed with natural stone, slate and wood. 

	The apartments in this rarefied edifice were not common “apartments” that ordinary people live in, but rather cavernous, light-filled residences adorned with handcrafted marble and parquet floors, crystal chandeliers, fancy fireplace mantels, and floor-to- ceiling windows that opened wide to some of the most spectacular views in Paris. Like most Haussman period buildings, this one had a huge, curved, marble- and-brass staircase next to the small elevator that accessed all residences. 

	The residences shared a common entry of tall, solid, oak double doors opening into a cobblestone courtyard originally designed for the fancy, horse-drawn carriages that transported the Paris bourgeoisie of la Belle Époque throughout the city. Only the Paris elite lived there, along with a few rich foreigners who only used their apartment for short visits.

	Jacques and Chantal Favre were not looking for an extravagant residence so early in their marriage, but the opportunity literally walked into their office one day. When Honora was barely three years old and her parents were struggling to build their law firm or cabinet, a new client walked through their office doors. Wasif Mansour was an Egyptian billionaire. He hired them to liquidate a sizable property. Quickly. He had inherited it and didn’t want another place in Paris. Price negotiable. “Yes, of course, Monsieur Mansour. Leave everything with us. Our cabinet has the full resources to put the property on the market with the best agents, negotiate terms favorable to you, and execute the sale—all without undue delay.” Jacques Favre gave his assurances to the client as he saw him to the door. The couple gasped as they read the client’s dossier together and saw the address—no. 11 rue de Constantine. It was next to the Hôtel des Invalides, commonly known as Napoléon’s Tomb. Apartments like this one were like rare, priceless jewels; they almost never went on the market. With about three thousand square feet of interior space plus wide balconies off each principal room, it boasted a breathtaking view of the Esplanade des Invalides across the street.

	The apartment was situated in a place of awe and wonder. The Esplanade was a sumptuous park in front of Napoléon’s Tomb—a collection of museums and monuments glorifying the military history of France. It encompassed nearly one and a half million square feet of emerald-green turf filled with dozens of finely trimmed and shaped evergreen hedges and trees stretching from Napoléon’s Tomb all the way to the Tsar Alexander III Bridge at the Seine River. To honor the Russian Tsar for his alliance of peace with France in the late 1880s, the French government built the most extravagant and ornate bridge in Paris—with statuary literally covered in brilliant gold leaf at its four corners. A structure so picturesque that professional haute couture video and photo shoots were often observed by pedestrians crossing the imperial bridge.

	Jacques and Chantal did not hesitate to make a decision. Within a few short weeks, the transfer documents were signed, and at the Banque Société Générale, Monsieur Maffei approved a sufficient amount of funding from the Favre Trust for the young family to purchase the apartment.

	This was the only home Honora had ever known, and this was where she returned, feeling every bit a failure, after leaving her triumphant friends. It was her sanctuary. She was in a funk, reclining on a stack of goose down pillows on her canopy-covered bed. She loosened her ponytail of thick, wavy, chestnut- colored hair and shut her cat-like, green eyes, trying to make the outside world disappear. The rays of sunlight streaming through her windows highlighted the gold in her eyebrows and on the tips of her lashes. Her breathing was slow and deep. 

	Her face resembled a predatory animal in peaceful repose, ready to pounce on its prey at any moment. Paris was Honora’s entire world for as long as she could remember. She existed in a cozy, gilded cocoon where everything was perfect and predictable. Until now.

	Honora was oblivious to the fact that she had been competing for most of her short life in a tightly regulated, strict private school system. There were no students at Lycée Albert de Mun who were not from the upper classes of French society. Those classes were comprised of bankers, chiefs of industry, lawyers, doctors, and large landowners who emerged in a new stratosphere after the French Revolution of 1789. Socially, such people ranked below French royalty and nobility. However, they controlled the wealth and power of France from the early 1800s, known as la Période Napoléonienne. It was the same socio- economic class of people that governed France that fateful, miserable day when Honora found out she flunked le Bac . . . for the second time.

	Nobody outside of the elite groups of society ever passed through the heavy oak portals of the lycée facing the protected and guarded rue d’Olivet, 7th Arrondissement. This was a sacrosanct area nestled in the exclusive Rive Gauche of Paris. It was flanked by Napoleon’s Tomb and the ancient private gardens of Queen Marie de Medici, known as les Jardins du Luxembourg. Young Honora Favre was of this world by virtue of her birth and upbringing.

	Like Jacques and Chantal Favre, their parents, and their grandparents before them, the French knew all about their rigid educational machine and accepted its inevitable consequences—good or bad. In 1804, a minor, uppity noble from a barren, remote little island known as Corsica pushed, prodded, and schemed to crown himself emperor of France at age thirty-five. His name was Napoléon Bonaparte. The Corsican, as the old French establishment called him, immediately launched into a barrage of wars, edicts, and grand construction projects that would transform his adopted country. Forever.

	For starters, Napoléon was adamant that his Great French Empire must produce educated, skilled, disciplined, and sophisticated young minds. His dream was to create a new class of young people from within the working classes of the French population. Their life purpose would be to conquer and own all of Europe and the Middle East, the French global empire that Napoléon was determined to forge. To do this, he decided to create a modern, aggressive, and scientific system of education that would be compulsory for all French children from ages three to eighteen. 

	The new education apparatus created a do-or-die comprehensive oral and written examination, mandatory for all French graduating students. It made no allowance for failure. Students failing the new examination, twice, were cut out of the educational system of advancement nationwide. Cut out for life. His new subjects and the Parisian newspapers were aghast when Bonaparte decided to even include girls in his scandalous experiment. Formal education had been almost exclusively for boys before Napoléon’s new-fangled plan.

	The emperor knew how to marshal his assets. Voilà. For the first time in its history, France came to have a homegrown, educated, and productive middle class.

	More than two hundred years later, as Honora reposed on her bed, gazing up at the big hand-knotted rose motif in the center of the silk canopy, Napoléon’s hand continued to steer the direction of France and its people. Bonaparte’s system had made her a lifetime failure at the tender age of eighteen and hit her a second time at nineteen years old. To add insult to injury, Napoléon’s casket lay just across the street from Honora’s home—in a place of honor inside the Hôtel des Invalides.

	True enough, Honora flunked le Bac—twice—and most likely could never present herself at the famous Sorbonne or any prestigious university. Recently, the Bac system had been reformed to provide the two-time failures with different ways to university. But such alternatives were not for people like Honora Favre. The truth was that she was branded an academic loser in her own country. But Honora knew that it was possible to change her future . . . if she acted quickly.

	Maître Jacques Antoine Favre was the typical French paterfamilias. He was of average height among les hommes français—five feet, ten inches—yet he was more imposing than taller men. Honora’s father possessed (and expressed) strong and definite opinions, not only pertaining to his business or family but to France in general. And he was usually right. His broad shoulders held up a large, square head of straight, black hair parted on the left side, dark-blue eyes, and the aquiline, pointed nose of his Celt ancestors. 

	Honora rarely saw her father in anything but his dark-blue or gray light-weight wool suits worn with a starched, white, wing-collar shirt, finished with a bordeaux or gold Hermès cravat. He liked looking the part of a top Parisian avocat for the simple reason that he was one. His regular, fifteen-hour-long days and nights of law practice had not allowed him to expand his girth like his old schoolmates. He was relentless with his diet. To Jacques Favre, meals were a necessary distraction and social gesture. No more.

	It didn’t take Honora long before she built up enough courage to ask her father for a job. Le petit déjeuner was a hurried affair at chez Favre. It lasted precisely twenty minutes, from 8 to 8:20 a.m., in which time her parents hurriedly ate a café au lait with a small brioche spread with orange marmalade. It was mid-July 2015, and Honora decided to wait until the middle of the week, Wednesday, to take her shot. Mondays, Honora recalled, were stressful mornings for Papa. 

	After taking her usual chair at the table, Honora watched her father closely until he was about halfway finished with his café. “If you will allow me, I want to work in your office, Papa. I am tired of feeling like a failure.” There. She said it. It was a relief to get it out, and Honora exhaled. When he looked up at her with his dark, raised eyebrows, almost frowning, Honora quickly added, “Maybe you think that I am too young and silly, but I promise to apply myself wherever I am placed, learn my duties quickly, and work hard.”

	Papa looked down at his Figaro newspaper and methodically folded it in three parts, per his habit. After a few moments and a long, measured breath which was almost a sigh, he raised his head and looked inquisitively at his only child. His sapphire- blue eyes made a deliberate, piercing connection with her green eyes while Jacques Favre’s razor-sharp mind crafted his answer. Then he finally spoke.

	“I’ll be proud—fière—to have you working as our office receptionist, my darling girl!” Papa’s tone was warm and loving, although there was a hint of circumspection in his voice.

	“But it’s to be Maître or Monsieur le Maître when we are at my cabinet, Honora. I will not be Papa while we are there. The same for your mother. We are les patrons at the office. Understood, ma belle?”

	During the exchange, Chantal Favre quietly entered the dining room and took her customary place at the right hand of her husband. That was her way. She never interrupted the head of the household while family business was being discussed. Honora’s mother got on with her breakfast as usual. The only thing that Honora noticed was different with her was that before leaving for the office, she excused herself and headed back to her boudoir. The unexpected tears welling up in Chantal’s eyes smudged her mascara.

	And so began a career for Honora. The following Monday morning, Honora entered the breakfast dining room dressed in a navy-blue pencil skirt and a cream, silk blouse. Like proper French young ladies, she wore only translucent face powder and pink lipstick. Both were from the House of Guerlain, the only maquillage she knew how to buy. Her thick hair was pulled loosely into a chignon banane. To soften her French twist, she pulled out a small tuft of virgin hair in front of each ear and hand curled it. Ça va. Honora knew the finishing touch to her coiffure would work. She looked at the image in her dressing room’s full-length mirror with a smile of satisfaction.

	Bravo, très bien, chérie! Chantal Favre was impressed and pleased after inspecting her beautiful, grown gamine. Feeling pride for her girl, she took a small drink of her café au lait and a tiny bite of her brioche. Her emerald green, almond-shaped eyes focused on her sumptuous surroundings and her family. She witnessed a little part of her destiny unfold that morning.

	C’est vrai? Chantal Louise Riaux Favre asked herself if it were really true. Was she this elegant, meticulous, forty-four-year-old wife, mother, daughter, and lawyer ensconced in her magnificent apartment overlooking the most beautiful city in the world? Lately, the odd gray strand had started to creep into her natural, reddish-blonde mane. But Chantal was still a size eight, five feet, six inches tall belle femme. She took comfort in that and vowed to do whatever it took to keep her lean, straight silhouette for a long time. No way. She would not follow those women avocats who had discreetly begun letting out their black court robes to conceal the creeping obesity. That was not an option for la Mâitre Favre, as the busy clerks at the Tribunals liked to call her.

	 


Chapter 2

	Pleasing Important People

	 

	The Favre law firm had always been situated on the Avenue d’Iéna off the Arc de Triomphe or the Étoile, as Parisians called it. In the early 1990s, Jacques and Chantal had met, studied together, and fallen in love at the Sorbonne School of Law. On their romantic Sunday afternoon strolls along the Champs d’Élysées, they dreamed about how they would build their law business as well as their family. 

	When an À Vendre sign suddenly appeared shortly after their graduation at a small, dilapidated hôtel particulier at no. 15 avenue d’Iéna, Jacques knew it would be perfect for his future cabinet. With his parents’ blessing, the following week he put on his only “lawyer’s suit” and marched into the old Banque Société Générale behind the place de l’Opéra. Jacques’s appointment was precisely at 10 a.m., and Monsieur Maffei, the senior director responsible for the Favre Trust, greeted him with a quick nod. “Follow me into my bureau, Jacques,” he said in a courtly tone.

	Precisely ninety minutes later, Jacques Antoine Favre, newly graduated avocat à la Cour Paris, walked out of the bank’s fifteen-foot-high, glass- and-iron double doors with fifty-thousand euros deposited in his new business checking account. At twenty-five years old, he had taken the first portion of his deceased grandmother’s largesse. 

	She would be proud and happy, Jacques mused as he walked past the place de l’Opéra and onto the rue de Rivoli, swarming with tourists. He was going to meet Chantal for a celebration coffee at the Café de Louvre inside the magnificent Pyramide du Louvre. It was an exciting, hectic time for the young lovers; their civil and religious wedding ceremonies were held the following week.

	It did not take Jacques long to find the absentee owner of the stately old house, buy it with the trust fund down payment and a hefty mortgage, and transform it into the place of legal business for the exuberant, ambitious couple. They never looked back.

	A baby girl made her début at the Clinique Sainte Thérèse Paris in spring 1996—just as the final touches were being made to the dramatic transformation of the Belle Époque structure that was to be the Favre cabinet. The new parents were thrilled and excited to begin their family and their law business at the same time. But neither slowed down the frenetic pace of their work. They were growing a stable of well-paying clientele at a steady, fast pace now; lucrative new cases seemed to walk in the door every week. There was way too much work to do.

	Decades later, Mademoiselle Honora Blanche Favre, nineteen years old, would ring the doorbell at no. 15 avenue d’Iéna. She was coming to work for Papa. In France, it was understood and accepted that Maître Jacques Favre was le patron, or the boss, of the Favre law firm. Yes, his wife was also a fully licensed, practicing partner of the firm. The other lawyers and staff always addressed her as Maître, of course. But she was only the wife, or la femme, not le patron.

	Honora walked in, beaming with anticipation at her new and very first job. Right off the bat, she saw that the staff was already aware of her new position.

	“Bonjour Madame Paul, je suis prête.” Honora was proud to report “ready” on her first day of work. She stood facing a five-foot, eight-inches tall, angular, fifty-five-year-old, white-haired woman. She was her parents’ longest-serving employee. Christine Paul knew it all. She had been with them from the get-go. She was the administrative director of the firm, and her face showed it. She had deep furrows across her forehead, and her skin reminded Honora of the camel-hued leather seats of Papa’s sparkling, new Peugeot 5008.

	Le Cabinet Favre was Madame Paul’s whole life, or so it seemed to her office minions. No one knew exactly what Paul did after hours. She worked 8:30 a.m. to 9 p.m., Monday through Friday, although she did observe the de rigueur two-hour lunch break taken by everyone else. Vacations were two weeks at Christmas and New Year and the first three weeks of August when Paris shut down for the summer break. The Favres cherished Christine Paul, and they never intruded on her private life. Although not an avocat, she was the bulwark of their law business.

	Of course, Honora knew about Madame Paul. What jolted her that first day of work was how much discretionary power she wielded inside the law firm— power over all the staff, including Honora, and over the everyday business operations of the cabinet, including the purchase of supplies and other daily expenditures. And Paul, surprisingly, also had clout and influence over the other lawyers who needed her on accounting, billing, and other things indispensable to manage their client files.

	“Très bienvenue, Honora.” Paul crisply uttered the typical welcome greeting as she quickly glanced at her old wristwatch. Yes, Madame still wore a wristwatch, a faded, metal wristband à la mode Michel Herbellin, and it said something about her. That glance jolted Honora’s recollection of her new boss—of her obsession with punctuality. Growing up listening to her parents talk shop during their time en famille, Honora had heard weird stories about la Paul, as some employees called her in private. The most ominous was that la Paul had slivers of eyes in the back of her head, concealed by her white hair. It was said that Paul saw and heard everything that went on in the cabinet during work hours.

	As a little girl, Honora could not understand if these silly stories about the notorious Madame Paul were jokes, insults, or the truth. Even now, on her first day of work, it still scared her a little that her new supervisor could be so vigilant. Could Madame Paul really be this menacing? It was this thought that Honora couldn’t keep out of her head.
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