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“May the best man win.”


A traditional French saying originating in Normandy


“Politics is almost as exciting as war, and quite as dangerous.”


Winston Churchill


“Even paranoids have enemies.”
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Prologue


Sunday 9th May 2010, morning


I’m an apparatchik.


I always have been. I’ve never fancied myself a politician. Many have tried to cross the divide. Some of them have even succeeded. But not many, and I don’t like the ones who have. People end up in my world for reasons that have little to do with talent: there are women, because there must be; cowards because they’re everywhere; and flatterers because they represent nothing—and “nothing” tends to be less harmful than “something” when it comes to politics. I’ve learned to live with all of them.


What I cannot stand, are apparatchiks who take themselves for politicians. In my world, politicians and apparatchiks feed off each other. Neither can survive without the other. Anyone who doesn’t know their place, is a disaster waiting to happen.


Apparatchiks are used to taking blow after blow for their bosses. They are mechanics. Organizers. Advisors. Enablers. They are the heart, the soul, and sometimes the brain of a politician.


Politicians are a different breed altogether. Their empathy can be fierce and their energy unfailing. They know how to touch people when they want to. They convince voters that they are one of a kind.


Politicians want to be seen and heard by an audience. To feel confirmed in their opinions, the fairness of their ideas, to hear that they’re the best, the strongest, or the funniest, to be told that they’ll make a difference. They don’t doubt themselves by definition; let alone envisage that anyone else might do the job better. Better than them simply doesn’t exist.


Being elected put aside, I have done it all. I’ve composed and corrected hundreds of speeches, attended at least as many campaign meetings, and have travelled the world to lunch with established top dogs only to dine with young hotshots vying to replace them. I’ve fixed things for men I despise and taken out people I hold in high esteem—and vice versa.


I know the intense joy this world can bring. The waves of adrenaline, the rare loyal friendships, the bond that develops between people who want the same thing. I know the gratification of dizzying discussions about making the world a better place. And the fervour that drives those who are foolish enough to believe they’ve made a difference in drafting an agenda.


In short, I know precisely how exhilarating it can be to live alongside those in power—particularly if you are the one who got them there.


That said, I am also familiar with the less glorious aspects. The everyday betrayals. The messy compromises. The pathetic resignations.


I have spent the last thirty years in a world that is as vile as it is cunning; and I have done so by choice. There is a flipside to every coin, and this is the price I pay to do a job I love.


I got my start in this field because I was passionate about politics. But I stayed because I was infatuated with my boss. The Boss. I still am. Twenty-five years of battling side by side in the trenches of world politics have fostered a strong bond between us.


No one else knows him better than I do.


The Boss is a true politician. The real deal. He trusts me ­because I’ve never taken advantage of an opportunity to betray him. And God knows, I could have! Some say he couldn’t cope without me. That I must know him inside out, given how long I’ve been holding the fort for him.


There may be some truth in this, but one thing is for sure: it never has, and never will, cross my mind to betray him.


I’ve spent the last twenty-five years of my life slaving away to make sure he becomes president someday. And now he has a real shot. Two years ago, no one believed it could happen. Only a handful of people—those part of his inner circle.


Today is election day, and I hope against hope that he will succeed. Just two weeks ago I wasn’t sure about a damn thing. Not sure about his chances, about him, or even about myself. For just two weeks ago, the beautiful political machine I had helped build collapsed.


It all started on a sunny day in Lille. Or maybe it was on that sunny day in Lille that it all ended.




PART ONE
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Tuesday 16th February, 10:15 a.m.


It was a lovely day. Exceptional weather for February. The sun was shining all over France, even in the north. Every cloud has a silver lining and for once, climate change was no exception. It’s hard to explain that we must make sacrifices to fight global warming when late winter in the North feels like spring in Madrid.


The Boss was on a delicate and important mission visiting the home turf of Marie-France Trémeau, who had been his main adversary in the race for the party’s nomination in our American-style primary.


Every MP in the area, including Trémeau—well, all those on our side, and they were a minority in those parts—attended the breakfast. The very fact that they had come, when the previous year they had been at each other’s throats and would undoubtedly return to that state of affairs the following year, was a remarkable success in and of itself. The local party officials, who were more enthusiastic and less jaded, were present as well. An intimate, face-to-face meeting with the Boss was a rare opportunity for them. The kind of event that would be relived at party meetings for years to come.


I was with the Boss for once, despite my profound disgust for the groupies who live to follow him around on the campaign trail. They seem to imagine that the fact of sleeping in the same hotel for a night will forge some special bond with the Boss. Repulsive behaviour. I’m far too familiar with the petty in-fighting, the vying for a place in the Boss’s car, the privilege of sitting behind him at events, or the collecting of files passed to him while watching him exercise his legendary people skills.


The nice thing about the Boss is that he never asks me to accompany him. If I’m there, that’s fine, and if I’m not, that’s fine, too. Sometimes when I join him, he seems surprised to see me. Most of the time, when I don’t, he seems surprised that I wasn’t there. In fact, it’s irrelevant to him if a mission is well organized.


That day, the trip was a sensitive one: all major political journalists had come to watch the Boss and Trémeau side by side after the violent clash that had opposed them just six months earlier. The day had to go well to create the appearance of a unified front. Not a single poorly chosen word could be allowed to derail our efforts.


I used to do everything for the Boss. And I used to do it alone, or nearly. But over the years, the team had grown. Now everyone had a role to play. Despite being responsible for everything, I was in charge of nothing, which was both liberating and worrying, as I am a stickler for details.


The lovely Marilyn was managing the press as usual, and doing one hell of a job. The Valkyrie, our head organizer, had handled every detail of this trip, and all the others, and was keeping a watchful eye on the proceedings. Schumacher was ready to pull out at a second’s notice to get the Boss to the next location in a flash. As for the Cowboy, he was never more than a few steps away, ready to pounce at the slightest hint of danger.


I was in a corner with Caligny, where we were trying to find a way to make ourselves useful—him because he had yet to prove himself, me because I was supposed to be overseeing people who had clearly learned how to get on without me.


The kid was excited: this was his first time accompanying the Boss. His eyes were bright. First times are always stirring; you never forget them. And it’s not every day a twenty-something gets so close to a man who might become president. In his mannerisms and features, the kid looked just like his father, a former minister who had passed away ten years ­earlier. The same unkempt mass of hair, the same dark eyes, the same smile, and the same way of emphasizing his words with a firm gesture from his right hand. He didn’t suffer from the awkward, overdressed elegance of young men who lack self-assurance in their oversized suit jackets, short trousers, and worn shoes. The kid dressed simply, casually, in a velvet jacket, white shirt, and dark-blue jeans. Professional, but relaxed. He had an innate quality, a form of poise and humble confidence I had rarely witnessed in someone his age.


I didn’t really know why the Boss had hired him to join the campaign team. Caligny had no experience and nothing to offer. But since joining us, he had shown that he could keep out of the way and even make himself useful. That was already a major improvement over all those candidates with bags of experience and even more ambition.


We stood off to one side to observe the scene. The first step on our tour was General Charles de Gaulle’s childhood home and everything was perfect: the line of cars, the party members who had spontaneously turned up to offer their support, and the press area for the journalists, who were following in a bus.


With its flag flying in the bright sunshine, the house on the Rue Princesse would have been quite ordinary, were it not for the illustrious infant who was born inside. But for any candidate wishing to align themselves with Gaullism in any shape or form, it was a mandatory stop on the campaign trail. Smiles, handshakes, waves, pictures with adoring fans, and on he goes. Nothing in his hands, nothing in his pockets, a natural smile; he knows he can never look like he’s in a hurry.


I was watching the Boss, as though for the first time. Sixty-three looked good on him: he’d stayed trim (a fact people almost seemed to hold against him since nothing said bonhomie like a few extra pounds) and had never lost his hair, though it had gone quite grey rather quickly over the past few months. We had to help him dress properly. His wife wasn’t up for it any more and he couldn’t care less, but the French people wanted to vote for someone elegant, so he wore what we chose for him. On that beautiful February day, it was an unobtrusive grey suit, a light-blue shirt, a red tie, and a lightweight black raincoat to ward off any unexpected showers. Far from original, but nothing anyone could criticize either.


I was listening, almost as though it was the first time, too. His pleasant, unique, instantly recognizable voice, which had become his trademark, paired with his kind, benevolent, almost sincere smile. His sentences were short and simple, his questions warm, and his attitude noble but not arrogant. He was good. He was in his element. I watched him, tired but high on the campaign, dutifully carrying out all his obligations, determined not to leave anything to chance.


After a few minutes, I gave Caligny a mission: to ensure Marie-France Trémeau was always by the Boss’s side and to never let her stray, no matter how much she might like to. Healing the wounds from the primary had been so difficult that now the press would put every detail under the microscope. The tension was still palpable, and it had to be imperceptible.


It was obvious that she would have preferred to be elsewhere, as is often the case with high-ranking politicians. We all hated her, but had to admit she didn’t look her age, which was well past fifty-five. The way she held herself, like a queen, inspired respect. She looked perfect in one of her iconic trouser suits. I imagined she had an on-call personal stylist. Unhappily married and childless, she was tirelessly driven, making her a formidable political adversary: the heart of a man in the body of a woman, the ideal combination for politics, though admittedly not for everyday life.


Since she had no choice but to welcome to her constituency the man who had defeated her, she wore a warm smile, but when she looked at the Boss, there was resentment and hatred in her eyes that maybe only I could see. She kept trying to move away, and I smiled as I watched the kid’s desperate efforts to keep her in the right place for the cameras and photographers, while several intruders jockeyed for her abandoned position.


The other MPs were only too happy to tag along. They all longed to be photographed next to the Boss and were eager to proclaim to whoever would listen that they were loyal and doing their utmost to make sure that he won, that they were behind him because if he won, he would defend our ideas and take our country in a better direction. The fact that the legislative elections would take place just six weeks after the second round of the presidential election wasn’t totally unrelated to their sudden enthusiasm, though. By campaigning for the Boss, they were really campaigning for themselves. I couldn’t hold that against them. I had decided not to be angry with the MPs during the campaign. Not until the Boss was elected.


This was why the MPs were now not just polite with me, but spoke to me quite naturally and directly. This was only true for the cleverest among them though; the mediocre politicians had just become terribly obsequious.


Jean Texier, Trémeau’s right-hand man and an MP in his own right whose constituency was in another region altogether, had even made the trip here, confirming the importance of the event with his presence. He and I provided the same things for our respective bosses: we were the brain power and the men behind the coups and the political banter. But he had decided to run for office to gain independence, an independence which he didn’t actually use. Today he had come to watch, feed some sound bites to the press, and accompany his boss, who had undoubtedly felt rather lonely since her defeat.


I have mixed feelings about Texier.


I hate him, for a whole slew of reasons. First, for having so often tried to (politically) take out my boss, my employees, and on a few occasions, me. But above all else, I hate him because I despise what he is: a fake politician and a real apparatchik. I hate Texier, but I respect him. We share the kind of bond that sometimes unites men who do the same job but back different causes. We would smile at each other’s blows with a blend of annoyance and admiration. But I also feared Texier: he was unscrupulous, and though people thought as much of me, I knew I would never cross the line he had blithely hopped over.


He’s a real bastard, but he has at least one valuable talent: he’s a cut above the rest when it comes to crafting caustic but funny remarks that are ambiguous enough to pass for praise. When he’d been a simple apparatchik, we had had a cordial relationship: we helped our bosses take each other out but never attacked one another directly. We talked. We laughed together. It’s important to laugh with your political adversaries. If you can’t have a good laugh with them, you’re either blinkered, anxious, or a pain in the arse. Whatever the explanation, it’s a bad sign.


Texier is exceptionally gifted for making people believe he’s the exact opposite of what he actually is. His physique fools everyone. People say he’s elegant and believe he’s young, when he’s actually in his sixties. His trim figure, jolly demeanour, and his luck at having lost all his hair in his forties (which means no one ever got to see him go grey) almost make him look like he’s just turned fifty. People think he’s calm when he’s hysterical. They say he’s loyal, but I know that he does the most for his friends when they don’t actually need his help.


If you listen to him, you might take him for a humanist poet and a rebel. But that image is miles from the truth. Whenever Trémeau had something unpleasant to say, she would send Texier to say it for her. Whenever she was working on a low blow, Texier designed and executed it. If Trémeau had won, he would have become a minister. He had to be furious as he watched the train pull out of the station, realizing he was on the wrong platform.


During the primary, Trémeau and the Boss had put on a good show: a cordial campaign “between friends and may the best candidate win”. But behind the façade it was a merciless battle fuelled by an enduring mutual hatred. As for Texier and myself, we were engaged in a never-ending war: we fought to get our hands on new party members’ details before the other, to visit swing seats in the best possible conditions, and to leak unflattering information to the press about our adversary.


Now that the primary was behind us, we had swapped roles. Our bosses hated each other, and it was up to us to grease the wheels. Despite the resentment of Texier and his boss, which was all the more acute given the unexpected nature of her defeat and the small margin that had sealed it, we had to talk and get along. Not an easy feat for two men like us, who had always been in the same party but never in the same camp . . .


Texier was there, and I had to handle him, since I knew he would seize any opportunity to claim his boss had been “mistreated”.


“It’s an honour to have you with us!” I said. I tried to erase any irony from my voice but knew perfectly well that the result would be passable at best.


“I wouldn’t have missed it for the world,” Texier replied. “Look at them, the best of friends.”


“And look at us!” I added with a smile.


“Yes, peace and harmony reign.”


He seemed to be in a good mood, which was rarely a good thing.


“You know,” I continued, “this is a big day for us. For the party.”


“Yes, Marie-France is doing her part to make sure every­thing goes to plan.”


“As are we, I believe.”


“Hmm,” Texier grumbled sceptically.


“I hope you’re not planning to play the martyr!”


Texier smiled. “Have you ever noticed that it’s always the victor who asks that question?”


When we were alone, we always pestered one another, but it was rare for things to get out of hand bar a few exceptions. The primary had been one such occasion, and it had left its mark.


“Come on,” I offered with a smile and a pat on his shoulder. “Let’s go and see the room where the Great Man was born.”


Though great de Gaulle may have been, we couldn’t afford to spend a whole half-day admiring a typical bourgeois home from the late nineteenth century in French Flanders two months from the first round of a presidential election. In just over half an hour, the Boss had briskly toured the place, signed the visitors’ book where all of those who aspired to reincarnate the General had confessed their admiration, shaken quite a few hands, and reminded the press of the importance and modernity of the Gaullist message. Following a nod from the Valkyrie, he had taken his leave and climbed into the car, which sped off towards the medical imaging research laboratory we were scheduled to visit as part of this trip devoted to “Innovation: a solution to the challenges of globalization”, if I remember rightly.


The drive would take a little over twenty minutes. In our rush, young Caligny had ended up in the Cowboy’s usual spot—the passenger seat in the Boss’s car—leaving the body­guard no choice but to join the Valkyrie and Marilyn in the second car. The Cowboy had to be furious to find himself so far from the man he was supposed to protect. He would have to console himself with Marilyn’s presence. I bet he would have jumped at the chance to protect her if only she had expressed any interest. As for the Valkyrie, she was clearly not in need of his services. In hand-to-hand combat against the Cowboy, I would put my money on her.


I was in the back seat with the Boss, who seemed relaxed. Schumacher was driving fast but the ride was smooth.


Trémeau and Texier, who were joining the Boss for the whole day, had got into another car. It would have been better for the Boss to invite Trémeau to ride with him for the short trip, but that was more than either one of them could manage. I was certain a Parisian journalist would notice.


Caligny was listening to his voicemail. The Boss was watching the city as we drove past. His face was impassive; only his eyes moved to take in the scene outside. He was thinking about something. These daydreaming episodes, stolen minutes in the frenzied schedule of the campaign, gave him time to settle for a moment and reflect. I left him to his silence, knowing full well how important it was and how brief it would be. The Boss generally put a stop to his daydreaming by asking his entourage a twisted question. I love his twisted questions. The way they leave most people in a state of confusion is enough to brighten my day.


I think I first realized we’d hit a snag when I locked eyes with Caligny, who had turned around to face us.


There was something strange in his gaze. Not fear, not surprise either, definitely not indifference. Something indescribable, like a blend of incomprehension and foreboding. In any case, he wasn’t trying to get the Boss’s attention; he wanted mine. Which meant that whatever was bothering him was either trivial or extremely important. And since, despite his young age, the kid wasn’t the sort to worry about trivial things, it meant something serious was afoot. I immediately shifted into “protection” mode. Don’t stress the Boss, don’t weigh him down with things that aren’t his responsibility. Wait to know more and have an action plan ready before telling him.


Caligny must have read in my eyes that this wasn’t the time to talk about it. He stared straight at me and waited.


That’s when the Boss decided to exit his daydream.


“I’ve always wondered why Napoleon decided to invade Russia when he knew his army wouldn’t be able to advance or obtain supplies by the usual methods. There’s no victory without supplies.”


How’s that for a random and difficult question . . .


“Pride, maybe?” suggested the kid, who still didn’t understand that the Boss’s questions could be rhetorical.


The Boss smiled.
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Tuesday 16th February, 11:15 a.m.


“Pinguet knows who rigged the 15th September vote. Pinguet could talk. But Pinguet is dead. A rather interesting coincidence, don’t you think?”


Interesting wasn’t the right word.


The message was short. I didn’t recognize the voice. A man with an unidentifiable accent, speaking slowly. It was a private number and the kid had no idea who it could be.


When we had arrived and the Boss had left the car, Caligny had handed me his mobile and I had listened to the message. I put on the calmest of faces, but I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.


The 15th September vote was the vote in which the Boss had been chosen to represent the party in the presidential race. Our primary.


The Boss’s victory had caught everyone off-guard; everyone had thought he was finished a few weeks before. But Trémeau, the favourite, had made a few blunders in the home stretch, and the Boss had successfully played the role of peace-maker to unite all the camps opposed to his adversary and her controversial personality. The years the Boss had spent carefully and quietly laying the groundwork seemed to have finally paid off.


This surprise defeat only heightened the hatred Marie-France Trémeau and her entourage felt for the Boss and me, and ever since, we had been spending as much time fending off blows from our friends as from our adversaries. Though Trémeau never said as much, she hoped the Boss would lose, so she could run the next time.


The Boss’s victory had been close, less than five hundred votes out of 230,000, but until this mysterious phone call, no one had questioned it.


As for the name Pinguet, I knew only one. A senator from Isère, in the south-east of France. Like most senators, he was old, but I hadn’t heard that he had died. And I really didn’t see what he had to do with the current situation.


Caligny stared worriedly at me. I was still trying to put on a show, but I could see in his eyes that I was failing.


We’re most scared in life when we don’t understand.


And I definitely didn’t understand what was going on.


In different circumstances, I probably would have listened calmly to the message, feigned indifference, and shrugged. But just two months from the presidential election, I couldn’t shrug: nothing was trivial any more.


“Pinguet who? The senator?” he asked.


“You’ve heard of him? I’m impressed, kid!”


“I’ve come across his name in articles about my father.”


I kept forgetting that Caligny had been born into politics. Knowing that things had happened before he became interested in the field gave him an important advantage: the kid knew his political map and recognized the importance of ­history. The Boss had brought him into the inner circle for reasons I still didn’t quite comprehend, but they must have been well founded. In any case, he was a part of the Boss’s en­tourage, so I might as well treat him accordingly.


“That’s the only Pinguet I know. He’s been the senator from Isère for nearly twenty years. No one will remember him, for either good reasons or bad. He’s a decent man who got into politics rather late, after a successful career in business. He’s far from loyal: he’s changed parliamentary groups at least twice and backed nearly all of his camp’s candidates for president, at least any who had a plausible chance at success. Not particularly clever, but rich, I believe. That said, in politics, money doesn’t make much of a difference.”


“But what does he have to do with the primary?”


That was the question.


I would have preferred everyone to forget about the prim­ary. Bloody battles within the same family always leave their mark, and everyone knew that it was now in our camp’s best interest to focus exclusively on the upcoming election.


“I have no idea, kid, and I’m too old to chase after riddles with imbeciles who have nothing better to do with their time than leave cryptic messages. Unfortunately though, something tells me that the chap who reached out to you isn’t finished. I’ll have a think. In the meantime, you’ll need to stick a sock in it and keep your mouth firmly shut. Not a word. Understood?”


“Yes. But there is one thing that is definitely going to be a problem.”


“What’s that?”


“You’re going to have to stop calling me ‘kid’. My name is Louis.”


I liked him. He had potential. But everyone on the team had a nickname. He wasn’t going to escape that easily.
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Tuesday 16th February, 11:45 a.m.


The Boss looked focused and fascinated. He was barely ­capable of using a computer to check his email but appeared to be completely absorbed in the discussion of medical imaging innovations. He asked questions. He listened to the answers and then knew exactly what to say to each person in the room, as if he was there just for them. These regional trips created opportunities for him to touch people, both physically and emotionally. For a moment, he shared in their lives, their struggles, and their concerns.


Marilyn seemed relaxed. She wasn’t. I could tell from the way she nervously ran her thumbs across the joints of her other fingers. A discreet but systematic coping mechanism. I walked over slowly.


Of course, Marilyn wasn’t her real name, but it suited her so well. She was a real pro, always in a good mood, at least with the journalists, and she knew her audience and her boss like the back of her hand. When she knew the answer, she was precise. And when she didn’t know, she admitted it, which was always the best option. When she wanted to get a message across, she knew how to express it in such a way that the journalists quoted her at length. And when she wanted to muddy the waters, she used her doe eyes and her gift for doublespeak to pull one over on even the most ferocious Parisian reporter. Boop-boop-bee-doo!


Well into her forties with dark, shoulder-length hair, olive skin, and a figure that had filled out gracefully over the years, she still attracted plenty of men in their thirties and already appealed to those in their fifties. I could attest to that. The thing that had always impressed me about her was her ability to charm men without annoying women. When you think about it, it’s a rare skill. Take me for example, I charm next to no one and annoy most people. Women who know how to charm people not by their looks but by casting an inescapable spell on whomever they’re talking to have my undying admiration. Marilyn is particularly gifted in that department. She’s truly interested in others, and the way she spontaneously offers up her talents and intelligence makes it hard for the person she’s talking to to believe that such a beautiful woman could also be so accessible. It’s not Marilyn’s physique that does it; it’s what she does with the mind attached to said physique. As a result, she’s not one of the many women in politics who, as many are so fond of saying, will lose their influence as they get older. No risk there.


Of course, my impression of Marilyn has become less objective over the years. Nevertheless, I can’t help but notice that everyone who has ever underestimated her has regretted it.


“All good?” I asked, unsure whether it was a question or a statement.


“Mm-hm. He’s perfect,” she replied. “The journalists are happy, they’re getting pictures. He was excellent on research policy and solid regarding funding. Besides, political journalists don’t know anything about the technical aspects . . . Another twenty minutes and we can head for lunch at the racecourse.”


“Okay.” I was silent for a moment as I looked around. Then I continued in a tone that I hoped sounded casual. “Have you had any questions about the primary recently? Or about anything relating to it?”


Marilyn was no fool. She knew I was asking for a reason. A potentially important reason.


“No, why? Is there something I should know?”


“I don’t think so, not yet. Let me know if you hear anything like that, though.”


I had tried to play it cool, but I realized as I said it that she would never be satisfied with such an evasive reply. Since she didn’t want the journalists to see us in an animated discussion, she smiled broadly and gently touched my shoulder as though I’d just said the kindest thing she’d ever heard. From afar, it must have looked like we were the best of friends. Maybe even lovers.


“Are you fucking kidding me?” she said, a big smile still plastered on her face. “You know what will happen if you don’t tell me about a potential story, right? Someday soon, one of those journalists you can see over there, the ones with the big camera crews, will ask the Boss a question without any warning. And from there, we have two possibilities: either he knows how to answer, and maybe he comes out with something we would have preferred to keep quiet, at least for the moment; or he doesn’t know how to answer or, worse still, he’s embarrassed by the question, and we end up with bad footage playing on a loop on every news channel and online, too. So, if there’s a problem, you tell me right now what to tell the Boss to answer if someone asks the question, and you tell me what to feed the press.”


All this was said in the same calm voice with an unfaltering smile, as if she were asking about old friends we had in common. As if I still had friends . . . That said, she wasn’t wrong. Of course, I didn’t have anything to tell her. I didn’t know then if the message was going to turn into a real problem. Or when. I didn’t know if it would be a big deal, or how to frame it. To be safe, I swore her to secrecy and told her about the message Caligny had received. I promised to keep her updated.


She nodded. There was a funny look on her face. I couldn’t tell if she was wondering why I had tried to hide something important from her, or if she could already tell back then that this mess was a slippery slope.


It may all be in my head, but I felt right then like I’d disappointed her. Yet again.
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Tuesday 16th February, 12:15 p.m.


The Boss had just made a triumphant entrance at the racecourse banquet hall in Marcq-en-Baroeul. The atmosphere was festive, the beer was flowing, and the people of northern France were giving us a characteristically warm welcome. Under different circumstances, I might even have enjoyed myself. The Boss had said a few well-chosen words upon arriving. After enjoying his lunch, he got up to visit each of the tables. After thirty years of experience and several terms at the head of various ministries, he still visited every single table at every banquet he attended. Everyone found this habit delightful, but few understood how much energy it took.


The Valkyrie was standing discreetly in a corner, as usual. She was a mysterious woman who had always had our trust, though she had never become a member of the inner circle, a real confidant. When she spoke, it was because there was a problem, and she rarely spoke. A fit bottle blonde with short hair who was always dressed in cargo trousers, a T-shirt, and Converse trainers, she undoubtedly appealed to men (and women) looking for an authority figure. She had worked at an event management agency for ten years before walking out to knock on our door, much to our relief: once she joined us, I no longer had to worry about our trips, which were always perfectly planned to the second, or our rallies, which she also organized. It’s amazing how easy organizing major events seems when professionals or Germans are running the show. For her, a banquet with a thousand guests was hardly a challenge, but her real strength lay in the fact that, whatever the event, she handled it with the same energy and devotion to detail.


We smiled at one another, and I gave her a thumbs-up.


With all these people, it was hard for me to begin a thorough investigation into the anonymous phone call. I managed to get away for a minute to call the Major.


“I’ve got three questions for you when you get back,” he said straight off the bat.


The Major excels at what he does. I don’t know where he learned to do it, but he always tells you the number of topics he wants to discuss before he starts speaking. That’s the only flourish he allows himself in a conversation, particularly on the phone—indeed, he’s the overall world champion for the shortest phone conversations in history. In our job, that defies even the most basic laws of physics.


I had decided to let the Major run the Boss’s campaign. It came with too much hassle and too many restrictions for me. In all honesty, it was better to be the Boss’s real right-hand man without having to manage everything at HQ which could include anything from printing documents and finding campaign funding to planning rallies and meetings with unions and all the other lobbies. I had happily handed all of that over to the Major, knowing full well that people would still come to me with any truly important questions. The Major knew it too but didn’t care. That’s why I chose him. I had the most enviable position: I was a drudgery-free confidant. I had kept the best for myself and could choose my fights. I went where I wanted and handled what I liked, leaving the obligations to the rest of them. After twenty-five years, I deserved it.


“And I’ll be delighted to answer them as soon as I get back,” I replied. “In the meantime, I have an emergency. I need you to look into something for me. Quickly. It doesn’t look good, but I can’t tell you more on the phone. Organize a meeting at HQ with the party’s IT manager, you, and me first thing tomorrow morning. It’s about the vote in the primary. And I want you to find out whatever you can about Senator Pinguet. Discreetly if possible.”


“Is that all?”


Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Texier watching me. If he could lip-read, I was in trouble.


“No, I’d like to take advantage of this call to discuss the reasons that may have pushed Napoleon to invade Russia in the middle of winter. Any ideas?” I asked jokingly.


“No,” the Major replied unfazed. “I’ll call when I have something on Pinguet. Meeting tomorrow morning at seven thirty in my office with the IT guy.”


The Major was both concise and an early bird. He beat me in both areas. In his defence, I must admit that running a campaign is a shit job. You spend your time juggling important party names, material concerns, strategic decisions, the hesitations of those who are afraid of losing, and the pipe dreams of those who hope to win. In short, you are responsible for a political machine which, despite what most people think, is always on the verge of veering off course.


I liked the Major. He was efficient. Clear. He was sen­sible and blessed with good intuition—two qualities that don’t always go together. I didn’t like many people, but I had to admit I liked him. I’m not certain it was reciprocal, but I didn’t care.


Noticing I’d hung up, a visibly concerned Texier came over slowly. “Can I ask you something?” he asked. “I’ve just received a surprising message.”


Oh, bloody hell. Our anonymous caller was apparently branching out.


“A message?” I asked as nonchalantly as possible.


“Yes, I’m very angry.”


“Oh, hey, let’s not get carried away, all right? We don’t even know who—”


“Carried away? Carried away? Your HQ just informed me that your boss still doesn’t have a date for his visit to my district, and you don’t want me to get carried away?”


That was all!


“Don’t get upset. I promise I’ll talk to him about it again,” I said, relieved.


“I don’t want you to talk to him about it. I want you to decide he’s coming. You can decide that sort of thing, can’t you?”


“I said I’d talk to him.”


Texier walked off grumbling to himself.


I had been so close to giving it all away. It was a bad sign for me to be getting flustered over something so trivial . . .
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Tuesday 16th February, 10:28 p.m.


The rest of the day had gone well. We were running a bit behind schedule towards the end, but that was to be expected and no one was bothered. At the Université Catholique in Lille, the lecture theatre was packed and the atmosphere was electric. Events like this one, with students, who were rarely big fans, were always sure to energize the Boss. He knew how to talk to students, and more importantly, how to change their minds. I loved watching him do it. All those young people so full of certainty when they arrived, convinced they would be hearing from either a genius or a monster. He made confirming positive impressions while simultaneously overturning negative ones into an artform.


He had such a good time in the lecture theatre that afterwards he made us all stay for a drink at the university café, taking up an invitation from a group of students. Great photo op and excellent interviews with young people saying how surprised they had been to have the chance to speak so freely with him. The radio stations picked up a few lines from an enthusiastic young woman who explained that the Boss “was really charming and amazing because he talks to young people like they’re adults.” The syntax was approximate at best, but the political message was excellent and the young woman attractive. It was perfect.


Nevertheless, I was ready for the day to be over. The Boss had said he wanted a campaign full of relatable images. The Major had decided that meant that, whenever possible, he should travel by train. And it was easy enough to take the train home from Lille. The trip afforded me an hour during which I could tackle all the important topics I needed to go over with the Boss. In fact, it was almost for that hour alone that I had really decided to come along that day; one whole hour for conversation, decision-making, and planning.


The journalists were at the far end of the train, where Marilyn was commenting on that day’s newswire stories. I had made it clear to her that none of them should be allowed to make the trip sitting next to the Boss. Such a coveted opportunity generally helped the lucky journalist to get a scoop, something off the record, or material for a puff piece. The Boss was typically happy to grant them and would undoubtedly have agreed to it then if I hadn’t explained to Marilyn that he was tired and that it was best not to put him in a situation where he might slip up. I know the Boss well, and, at the end of the day, when the pressure starts to let up, because he’s fatigued or maybe just because things went well, he stops scrutinizing his every word and becomes a little too authentic. These are the moments when he might insult one of his colleagues with a snipe that’s as elegant as it is useless coming in the middle of a campaign which is supposed to bring people together.


The Boss, Caligny and I were alone in an empty carriage on the 10:09 p.m. train. The Boss was in a good mood. He was chatting with Caligny. Or rather, he was talking and the kid was listening. I distractedly heard him explain why the people of Lille had suffered more under the first German occupation, during World War One, than they had under the second. Caligny was just about to ask a question when I put down the file I was studying and joined in.


“Sorry to interrupt your discussion of a topic so crucial to the campaign at hand, but I have a few questions we need to discuss before the train reaches Paris. I think it’s time for our young friend to go study how Marilyn handles a pack of ravenous journalists without getting bitten.”


Caligny got the message right away. I was finally alone with the Boss.


“I like that kid. He learns fast,” I offered. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but we have several difficult issues to cover.”


“You’re still wondering why I asked Louis to join us, aren’t you?”


“I do sometimes wonder, yes. He’s smart, but that doesn’t necessarily make him useful to the campaign . . .”


“A fresh eye is always useful . . . I liked his father, you know. And when a son is interested in learning more about a field in which his father excelled, it pays to encourage him. The end result could be well worth it. Think of Randolph and Winston Churchill . . .”


“I’m sorry?”


“Winston Churchill was the son of Lord Randolph Churchill, a brilliant mind who became an MP at twenty-six, and finance minister at thirty-six. Unfortunately, he died at forty-six. He could have become prime minister, you know. He should have done, really, if he hadn’t gone mad. Though madness isn’t necessarily prohibitive . . . In his final years, he was still an MP and he delivered delirious tirades when Parliament was in session. His father’s madness and especially his fall left their mark on Winston. You can’t really understand Winston unless you know that he always believed he would die young. Caligny’s death may have left its mark on Louis, too. If we’re helping to train a French Churchill, we’re not wasting our time, are we?”


I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. This had to be the first time a presidential campaign had ever turned into an internship for a potential future head of state. One thing I loved about the Boss was the fact that he could still surprise me after twenty-five years together.


“I see you’re sceptical,” he continued. “But let’s not forget: I’m sixty-three years old, and you’re barely ten years younger. Do you really think we can forgo having a more youthful voice on the team? He’s an intelligent young man who’s eager to get to work. He seems loyal and he understands teenagers.”


I had received the message loud and clear: the kid was non-negotiable. But the Boss wasn’t about to stop there.


“For example, if I’m ever asked about my favourite contemporary singer, who should I choose?” he asked.


“There’s only one option: Bruce Springsteen. The rest isn’t even music. If he needs to be French, uh . . . Cabrel?”


“Cabrel? Cabrel? You’re even more out of touch than me! I mean, I like Cabrel, but if I cite him as a contemporary singer, the eighteen- to thirty-year-olds will laugh me off the stage. You see, that’s why we need Caligny.”


“All right. Okay,” I conceded, eager to move on to more serious subjects. We couldn’t waste the whole hour talking about the kid. “So, Texier is demanding that you visit his district, where you’ll tour the naval repair yard and hold a rally. He mentioned it again today and he’s starting to make subtle threats . . .”


“Really? Texier? Trémeau’s minion who spent the entire primary tarnishing my reputation? And now I should go pay tribute? He does know I beat her, doesn’t he? What’s he going to do? Use the navy to score political points against me? Is it my fault he doesn’t understand that there’s no sense in building twenty-five frigates when our soldiers are late to the theatre of operations because we lack transport planes, and we don’t have enough heavy artillery ammunition?”


“I know all that,” I replied. “And Texier is insufferable. But he’s important within the party. He’s Trémeau’s right-hand man and a symbolic gesture like this could help heal the wound. Plus, he needs your support because his next election is far from a done deal.”


“But his district has always been in our pocket!”


“Yes, but it’s changed. A lot of new people are moving to the area. Different voter profiles. Polls are showing the opposition in the lead. Since Texier has been spending time on the national stage, he isn’t around as much, and the other side has a solid candidate.”


“Fine. Yet another reason not to go. Tell him that I’m not coming. Not now anyway. Tell him I said that MPs who want my support for their elections need to back me in mine. Unconditionally and enthusiastically. What’s next?”


The Boss was tense now, wound up like a spring. He was right, too. When you win your party’s nomination and become a presidential candidate, you have to change tactics to avoid being pulled down to the level of those who used to be your equals. He was right not to give in to Texier’s pathetic threats. He would be eating out of our palms when the time came no matter what.


In the meantime, I was going to have to explain that the Boss wasn’t coming and make it clear that he needed to start campaigning for him. And all without provoking a fight. The Boss could hold his ground, but I had to be careful not to provide the other camp with any excuse not to comply. That’s the problem when your election victory is both a surprise and slim. The losers wanted revenge above all else and we couldn’t give them a reason to throw themselves back into the fray. The meeting promised to be anything but simple. I couldn’t do it on the phone; I would have to invite him to lunch. When you have unpleasant things to say, it’s always better to do it over lunch.


“I’ll handle Texier,” I said. “One other question though. I have a bad feeling about some rumours circulating regarding the primary. I’m not sure where it’s coming from yet, but someone seems to be trying to undermine you. The future French Churchill got a call this morning, which he shared with me.”


The Boss, who had just opened a file containing his schedule for the next day, looked up. He said nothing as he tried to understand the implications of this new piece of information.


“What do we know exactly?” he asked calmly.


“For now, next to nothing. But I’ve already started my investigation. A stranger left a message on the kid’s mobile about the supposedly rigged results of the primary and the death of a certain Pinguet.”


“The senator?”


“Maybe, but I would be surprised. We would have heard if he had died. I’m on it now. I have an early morning meeting to find out more tomorrow. I’m handling it.”


The Boss nodded. There wasn’t much else to do. He knew that when I said I was handling something, it was handled. In theory. Both of us just sat there for a moment, staring blankly into the distance. I couldn’t help but find the silence a little awkward. Caligny, who had clearly been watching us from the corner of his eye, realized I was done. He came nearer, looking at me to ask if he could sit down with us again.


The Boss called him over before I could answer. “Come here, Louis,” he said, “let me tell you about Churchill.”


At least something good had come out of this trip: I had finally found a nickname for the kid.
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Wednesday 17th February, 3:50 a.m.


It doesn’t take much to give me a bad case of insomnia. The slightest hitch in the evening—and few evenings were without a hitch of late—was enough. It didn’t keep me from falling asleep but always woke me up somewhere between three and five in the morning.


The night after our return from Lille was one of those nights.


Resigned to the fact that I would not be falling back asleep, I stretched. In the dark, in that big, empty bed, I took stock of my impersonal bedroom—a sad sample of my pitiful bachelor pad. I got up, put on a T-shirt and a pair of boxers, and stopped in the bathroom to splash cool water on my face. In the mirror, I saw a man who was older and craggier than I expected. I made my way to the lounge, where I turned on the television to serve as my only source of light for a while, and selected the end of an NBA game.


I made myself a big cup of milky coffee and some toast. I turned on my computer to scan the news sites and read everything that was being written about the campaign. If I wasn’t going to sleep, I might as well get an early start on my day.


There didn’t seem to be any bad news. The articles on the day in Lille were mostly positive, or at least not negative, which was really the same thing. Over the years, I had learned to settle for neutral.


Another article caught my eye. The deadline for all presidential hopefuls to register was now a month away and the piece was about the list of likely candidates.


The political landscape was fairly traditional: two heavy­weights, the Boss and his main rival, Vital, a social demo­crat. I would gladly have described the Boss as a social democrat, but in this election, he represented the right and the centre, and if we didn’t act accordingly, he might not even make it to the second round. Of course, that wouldn’t prevent him from pushing the political agenda of his choice once elected . . .


The left had been at the helm for too long. The country’s current president, a wily old socialist, wasn’t running, and his support for Vital was lukewarm, leaving the field wide open: there was no favourite, and a handful of votes would determine the victor in the second round between Vital and the Boss.


Vital was at a political disadvantage because the French people would most likely opt for change. But he had an administrative advantage because his friends were in power and held the reins of the country’s institutions during the election. The Minister of the Interior, the Prefects, the intelligence community, and the police were all unofficially at his service.


Several candidates intended to throw their hats in the ring for the first round to publicize their ideas and try to throw a spanner in the works for the two main contestants. But not all of them would be able to garner the five hundred signatures from elected officials required for an official candidacy.


In the end, Vital would have to contend with the Green Giant, a hardcore environmentalist who stood nearly two metres tall, and the Lefty, a ruthless crypto-communist who had managed to unite the far left behind a candidate for once. I was also helping a new leftist to garner enough signatures to qualify. The journalist called him a troublemaker, who could marginally impact Vital’s numbers. Marginally. Everything would be marginal in this election, so I was leaving no detail untended.


In his camp, the Boss would have to manage the Centrist—a centre-right candidate who believed in God and the independence of the centre (as long as both God and the centre continued to lean to the right)—and the Radical, also from the centre-right, but who abhorred the Centrist and Catholicism in general. Vercingetorix was also in the running, but only for the opportunity to condemn the European Union and defend the idea of a Frexit. The Boss and I had also encouraged the candidacy of a right-wing environmentalist to keep all environmentalist votes from going to the left. We hoped she would manage to grab a few points. I was handling her signatures personally. The article reminded readers that her candidacy was, if not encouraged, at least seen in a positive light by the Boss. If the author only knew.


We were aware ahead of time, barring any major blunders, who each of those candidates would endorse for the second round: everyone would stay on their side of the aisle. Their support had a price, but everyone would get what they paid for.


One candidate remained uncategorizable and unpredict­able: the Fascist, the far-right candidate who refused the ­label but did everything to earn it.


In short, under a dozen candidates and two big favourites, one of whom was the Boss. The most recent polls predicted it would be neck and neck.


I closed my computer to watch the television news at six o’clock. I felt my mind drift off and my eyes close. That’s when my alarm went off.
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Wednesday 17th February, 7:20 a.m.


At this time, the streets of Paris are nearly deserted. I’ve always found this difference between Paris and the rest of the country rather striking. A hundred miles from the capital, people start work at eight o’clock and eat lunch at noon. In Paris, you have to have a compelling reason to get to work that early, and suggesting a lunch at noon makes you look like a magnificently backward country bumpkin. No one but engineers and campaign managers get up early in Paris. ­Before, there were factory workers, too, but they’ve all been pushed outside the city limits now.


I wondered why I had let the Major schedule the meeting. It’s not that I don’t like to get up early—it’s rather nice to enjoy a longer day by waking up in the small hours. And there’s something magical about Paris in the morning. The air is purer and the water in the gutters is cleaner. Walking alone through a place that will soon be filled with noise, movement, and faces has always given me an absurd sense of power.


I work best in the morning, too. I’m productive, attentive, and responsive. After two in the afternoon, my body reminds me how little I slept the night before. I’ve made plenty of mistakes in my life, and I made most of them in the early afternoon. Over the years, I learned not to make decisions during those hours when my mind was dulled.


* * *


The taxi driver had already glanced at me three times in his oversized rear-view mirror. He was trying to place me. He must have seen me on TV or in the newspaper, but he couldn’t put a name to my tired face. It seemed to annoy him. And since I had no desire to speak to him, I conspicuously turned away. With taxi drivers, as with women, it was simple: either I knew right away that we were going to get on, and I asked them lots of questions, imitating the Boss during a campaign event; or they provoked a cool indifference in me that even I found surprising. This one fell squarely into the second category. Maybe it was the way he had called me “sir”.


Seven twenty. No one in the streets, but there was that pair of eyes on me. I shouldn’t have even had to think about the driver. I should have been going over my to-do list or making calls or shouting at employees, asking them why I still didn’t have the daily press round-up, just to see who would dare to tell me that I didn’t have it yet because I wasn’t at the office. I’d like to find someone who’d answer me like that. I’d promote them on the spot. But none of them would dare. I was too close to the Boss. Many of them thought annoying me meant displeasing him.


The huge rear-view was hypnotizing. I could see my reflection in it. It’s always strange to see yourself in a rear-view mirror, especially when you’re sitting in the back and off to the side. I didn’t look great.


“I think I’ve seen you on TV,” the driver said finally. “On the news.”


“That would surprise me. In a late-night adult film, sure, but not on the news. Unless it was a porn news site. Besides, it’s been quite a while since I’ve been on camera. Well, at least not my face. But I’m glad to get a little recognition out in the world, in a taxi, because usually it’s not my face that gets people’s attention if you catch my drift . . .”


The guy gaped at me. He wasn’t sure what to believe. I played it cool, didn’t even smile. I pretended to be thinking about something else. We were about to reach HQ anyway. The campaign paid the bill, but before getting out, I gave him a generous 50 cent tip.


“Well, off to work, then. Lots to do . . .”


I was pleased with myself. Seven twenty-five and I was almost smiling. I pulled myself together before going inside, though: I hadn’t smiled entering HQ for a while now.


The previous winter, I had started looking for a campaign HQ.


The Boss had asked for the impossible: an easily acces­sible, secure location with parking places in a neighbourhood that was neither too wealthy nor too depressing. He wanted a big, functional but welcoming space in a street that was busy but not too busy. A place with about a hundred desks and a large meeting room—all available for short-term lease. Oh, and I had to be discreet about my inquiries. Right . . .


Once we gave up on the impossible, I made an imperfect choice: a modern, three-storey building in the 9th arrondissement near Saint-Lazare Station. We had moved in at the beginning of January.


The offices were nice. I had seen what I could do with them right away. The main thing was that everyone would fit. Because everyone was quite a lot of people. Between the publication of campaign documents, the team in charge of organizing trips for the Boss and his supporters, those who worked on rallies, the press relations department, the small legal and finance hub, the team who answered mail and put together leaflets, those who managed relationships with MPs and local officials, and security, there were at least a hundred full-time employees.


We had hung large signs outside to make sure everyone knew what was going on inside, without completely blocking the view into the building, so anyone curious could see we were really working, while also ensuring the privacy and safety of the occupants. Politics: the art of reconciling the irreconcilable.


The lobby was guarded twenty-four seven by thoroughly dissuasive security guards. There was also a reception desk with a combination of pretty young assistants—because ­seduction is a big part of any campaign—and experienced older women who knew everyone, because we had to sort the useful volunteers from the leeches who came more for what they could get than for what they could give. That’s the problem with a presidential campaign: if you win, you’re in a position to obtain a lot of things for a lot of people. So, people who need things tend to turn up and offer their help. Even when they don’t know how to do anything that could possibly be qualified as “helpful”.


That morning, the lobby was empty. The teams often preferred to work late rather than get an early start. At least those who had a life outside of work.


I took a minute to get a coffee. I had decided to put in a free coffee shop for our full-time workers, like in a Silicon Valley start-up. Everyone was delighted, and it had improved productivity. As for the leeches, they still had to pay for their coffee and sandwiches—making it harder for them to spend as much time in the building.
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