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I love a good romance story, and seeing as you’re here, I’m assuming you do too. 

What I like best, is being able to try on a new life without having to go to the trouble of getting a divorce and finding a new man.

I can live vicariously through the heroine, without worrying about who’s turn it is to wash the dishes, or do the laundry, or take care of the dog deposits.

Fancy being a high-powered New York lawyer whose car breaks down and meets the cutest country bumpkin who arrives to tows her car back to town?

Or a London chef who lives in an athlete’s super bachelor pad so she can cook nutritional meals to help him perform at his best, and helps herself to him at the same time?

Or a Melbourne socialite who meets her match in the construction tycoon who wants to tear down the property she’s marked for social housing?

It’s all good – you don’t need to go back to University, lose a bunch of weight or a decade or two.

You can just enjoy your heroine’s struggle against herself before she sinks into love. Or lust.

And reminisce about the days you used to wear clothes that were too tight, and didn’t need to dye your hair.

And the darker and more miserable it is out there in the real world, the more I want to curl up with something I know where it’s going, even if I don’t know how it’s going to get there.

There’s nothing better than a romance when your boss had words with you, your train was delayed, or you had an uncomfortable day at the hospital.

Romance is pretty much the perfect read whenever you’ve had a shitty day.

Or have to spend a lot of time waiting for appointments, and can’t be dealing with long or complicated plots.

With romance, you know the couple will end up together, but not knowing how they’ll get there is always exciting.

There is nothing quite as satisfying as closing the book on a happy ending, wiping the tears from your eyes, and getting back to the laundry.

So, here are five of my favourite short romances, (that I’ve written): 

• Cosima meets Fabian, the wannabe Opera Singer on her working holiday.

• Jennifer has business back in her home town, but the only business she’s interested in is Jason, the one who got away.

• Sandra works as a scheduler in a movie studio, and Dan, the CEO hopes she’ll schedule time for him.

• Christy’s a photographer who has a crush on her subject, while Hunter will do just about anything to meet his idol.

• Jessica’s a writer, and Jason, the actor hired to play her main character, looks exactly as she imagined him.

So, I’ll leave you in their capable hands.

Alexandria Blaelock

Melbourne, Australia

April, 2021
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SECRET SINGER
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Cosima avoided the old clanky lift and skipped down the long circling flight of stairs instead.

It had to be said that the elegantly imposing stairwell was one of two reasons she’d booked into the hotel in the first place.

The stairs climbed from the ground floor, round and around in marble circles to the fifth floor.

And unlike other old and once-imposing family homes converted into small boutique hotels, this one maintained the same high-quality finishes from the ground to the roof.

No slumming servants in this once prosperous household.

At least not in the main house. 

As you descended the stairs (or ascended if you were that way inclined) the light from the glass light well dimmed and brightened as clouds obscured the sun.

Now and again, the light cast the silhouette of a bird against the white plastered wall. Seeming to fly by your side, keeping you company on your long journey to wherever.

Happily, being old stairs, the engineering ensured the smell of cooking stayed beneath them. Only fresh or at least freshly air-conditioned air was sucked upwards.

With a slight hint of some kind of perfuming agent, probably the large fiery bright floral arrangement placed in the centre of a table in the centre of the open ground floor space beneath them.

And as you walked down (or up), leaning over the balustrade, the arrangement provided an incredible, if somewhat dizzying, kaleidoscopic view.

The thick, deep purple plush stair runner was stunning in its plain simplicity, secured against the stair treads with slightly tarnished chrome rods.

It went some way towards containing the echoes, but without other distractions, you could still hear the whispers of other guests waiting for the lifts.

Must have been a fun place for a bit of espionage activity in the house’s heyday.

It was also the perfect place to indulge all kinds of fantasies involving tiaras, masked balls, and holiday romances.

Though circular stairs are notoriously difficult to vacuum, and the carpet was in need of a good going over.

From an artistic point of view, Cosima appreciated the variety of refuse that decorated the stairway. Including sparkling paper-lined aluminium foil chewing gum wrappers, glistening pieces of thick, clear cellophane from some kind of packaged snack, and when the sun hit it, a glowing gold coin.

Though the coin was not from a country where she was likely to spend it. 

While it is perfectly possible to imagine staid middle-aged astrophysicists, molecular biologists and chemical whatsists named Cosima, our Cosima was almost exactly what you would think to look for if someone said, “hey look; there’s Cosima!”

A tiny, dark-haired, impfaced pixie. Except, perhaps, a little more plumptious, probably due to too much time spent dreaming.

Because, of course, she worked in the creative arts, and spent entirely too much time in her imagination.

As you would.

The second reason she was staying in this particular hotel was the glorious, as well as enormous mural painted in the ground floor Salon.

That the family who owned the hotel hosted free drinks for guests on a Friday night in that very Salon was an added bonus!

However.

Cosima was not actually on vacation, though she would not decline a holiday romance should one be offered.

She was, in fact, part of a gallery exchange programme - a couple of weeks doing someone else’s job in Rome, while that person did hers back home in Australia.

Working holiday! 

Best of both worlds.

Having arrived the day before, Cosima was headed downstairs for a spot of breakfast before heading off to her first day of work.

So very exciting.

She might be a bit jet-lagged and close to worn out, but nonetheless, it was all a big adventure.

And she happily imagined hours spent restoring artwork, and designing publicity flyers, and maybe guiding small groups of English-speaking visitors around the gallery.

Half the fun was not knowing what might happen.

And, of course, she also happily imagined the placement as a moody Fellini film, La Dolce Vita for example.

Which was why she’d packed a number of slim black dresses for her travel wardrobe. And suitably flat shoes for walking.

Because you just never knew what might come your way.

Breakfast was a wonderfully continental selection of bread, and cheese, and thinly sliced meats, with deliciously sweet, milky coffee.

But by the time she realised there was a selection of cakes and pastries through a side door, it was too late. She was already full of fresh, tasty mozzarella, lightly seasoned and drizzled with olive oil.

It was a short walk to her place of work, or it would have been if she hadn’t boldly strode out in entirely the wrong direction and had to take a hair-raising cab ride to get there in time.  

No problem. First full day in a big city on the other side of the planet.

That wasn’t overflowing with native English speakers.

And sadly, her first day of work was not exactly the Roman holiday she’d been hoping for either. There was some sweeping up after the unboxing of new art, which she was not permitted to touch and barely to look at.

There was some stuffing and stamping of envelopes of promotional materials.

And some fetching and carrying for her new boss and colleagues.

Though it might have been easier had she learned a bit more Italian before she left home.

Despite being told by Vincenzo to throw herself into hamming up the accent, it wasn’t quite enough to communicate effectively.

And she felt like a condescending idiot when she did.

The plate of fresh seafood pasta in a light tomato sauce she ate at a sidewalk cafe on the walk back to her hotel helped her mood a great deal.

As did the first and second cold, crisp glasses of Pinot Grigio she drank with it.

Relaxing a little to the recorded background of some kind of opera. Something vaguely familiar. Familiar enough to hum along with, perhaps Così Fan Tutte.  

Thinking perhaps a show at the Teatro dell'Opera di Roma might not go amiss. A cheap seat at a matinee.

Because it was Rome, after all. And she could no more skip the opera than the Trevi Fountain, the Colleseum, or the Piazza di Spagna.

She greeted Domenico at reception on her way back in, slipped through to the bar and ordered a lovely bitter Campari.

Then took it into a little nook under the stairs to drink while she used the guest computer to check her email.

Which was a lot cheaper (free) than using her phone data (nowhere near free) for the same job.

And seeing as she was there, a couple of searches to confirm the opera at the cafe was Così Fan Tutte. She plugged her earbuds into the machine and listed for a while as she sipped her drink.

And as you always do, slipped down a net-rabbit hole and listened to more and more opera. A bit more Mozart, a bit of Puccini, and some Bizet.

She finished her drink, though not her emails, and the tiniest bit drunk, decided it was time for bed anyway.

Naturally, living in her imagination, she took the stairs.

Which turned out to have the perfect rise for a slow, steady and more importantly, elegant upward glide.

Most likely even in a long skirt with an extortionate sweep.

Halfway up, she heard a man singing.

In a mesmerising voice - the light, sweet freshness of a tenor, combined with the depth and drama of a baritone.

Like a slightly bitter, dark chocolate brownie. 

He took her breath away.

For the duration of the song, she was spellbound.

Hand on the balustrade, one foot on one step, the other on the step above.

Eyes closed, swaying slightly in line with his dramatic interpretation.

Cosima couldn’t help wondering why he was hanging out in the hotel and not singing on a stage somewhere.

But of course, competition for places in opera companies must be intense.

Because surely, everyone in Italy must sing opera.

After a moment, she realised he’d stopped singing.

As the echoes dissipated, she heard a slight scuff that suggested he was about to leave.

“Wait!” she cried.

The noise ceased, and she thought perhaps he was indeed waiting.

“Who are you?”

He chuckled, “I am no one Signorina,” he said in perfect, but lightly accented English.

As of course, he would if he worked in the hotel. 

“You sing beautifully.”

After a short pause, he said, “grazie,” and with the slightest whoosh was gone.

Cosima remained where she was, unable for a moment to free herself from his spell.

Even his speaking voice resonated in her rib cage!

If he asked her nicely, she’d walk through hell for him without hesitation.

In fact, he didn’t need to ask nicely, she’d probably do it anyway.

Even though she had no idea who he was or what he looked like.

A man of mystery - her Secret Singer - what’s not to like?

She challenged herself to figure out who he was, even if it was the only thing she achieved before she went home.

«« • »»

Fabian smiled as he returned to the reception desk.

He knew who Cosima was because she’d charmed Domenico so thoroughly, he’d mentioned her several times during handover.

Domenico thought she was so sweet he wanted to swap his own, less sweet adult daughter for her.

But Fabian hadn’t realised she’d taken the stairs instead of the lift when he started singing.

And once he’d realised, he felt obliged to finish the song and retreat until later.

His audition wasn’t far off now, and he wanted to focus his rehearsal energy on the passages that didn’t come easily to him.

In private.

If you could call the foyer of an international hotel at midnight private. 

But Domenico was right, she was sweet and charming.

He cheated and looked her up in the booking system.

Here for a little over a week more.

He called up a copy of her passport page and was pleasantly surprised.

She was cute too.

And when he thought about it, he recalled seeing her at breakfast as he ate before leaving work. When he’d been busy flirting with Gabriella.

He hummed a few scales as he shuffled papers around, trying to look busy.

And after a while, he thought it might be fun to play with her a little bit.

If she was game.

And he reckoned, that if she was there the next night, then she was game. 

«« • »»

The next day, after a selection of cakes for breakfast, Cosima greeted Domenico on her way out.

She managed to find her way to work, on foot, without getting lost.

Arriving with coffee, her new colleagues greeted her like a long-lost friend.

She enjoyed putting together a small promotional flyer.

It was a great day!

On her way back to the hotel, she stopped at a cafe with a view over the Colleseum. Savouring a plate of antipasto on the pavement, with a light, dry Lambrusco, she let the swirl of tourist conversation roll over her.

Ordinary people may have felt lonely at a table for one within a multitude. Astrophysicist Cosima may have buried her face in an academic journal and pretended she didn’t mind eating alone.

But our Cosima lived in her imagination.

And at that moment, she was happy to be alone, watching the sky darken.

Because her imagination was trying to put a face on her Secret Singer.

Her location and the fluency of his singing language suggested Italian.

Though his spoken English suggested he either was or had learned from an American.

She hoped he was tall, dark and handsome.

Preferably around her age, slim and well built.

Not older, fatter, uglier.

She was fairly sure he was a hotel employee, not one of the guests, and definitely not Domenico with his raspy smoker’s voice.

The singer was sufficiently at ease in his surroundings to sing out loud, taking full advantage of the acoustic conditions. It didn’t seem likely a guest would sing so confidently in a strange place.

Or have such a strong operatic presentation.

Plus, he was sober, no slurring his words or losing his diaphragmatic control.

She’d heard him late at night, suggesting night staff.

From the ground floor, so perhaps reception, porter, waiter, bartender.

And at that point, imagination failed her.

She had no idea which of those jobs might make a more attractive man.

Or which might produce the better singer.

Would a porter have the largest lung capacity?

Would a waiter have better voice control?

Someone at reception would be there for the duration of their shift. If any lifting and carrying needed to be done, he’d call someone else to do it, so plenty of time to sing.
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