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Chapter 1: Carine




The waiter comes to my table and puts my plate in front of me. “One Golden Sunrise omelet with a club sandwich on the side?” 

I smile up at him. “Thank you. This looks delicious.”

“Let me know if you need anything else.” He smiles back and walks away balancing seven other plates all up his left arm.

He crosses the café to another table of five and starts handing out each plate to the patrons while he rattles off each person’s order from memory. Now that’s what I call a good waiter.

I pick up my knife and fork and bend over my plate. I’m just about to cut into my omelet when I spot flecks of red scattered through all that fluffy yellow goodness.

I hesitate. The waiter is just passing me on his way back to the service window for his next order.

I pick up the menu I just looked at to order this food. The menu sticks up between the salt and pepper shakers on one side and the napkin holder on the other. I just put the menu there after I finished reading it.

I flip to the Golden Sunrise omelet menu item listing. The listing states that the omelet includes parmesan cheese, parsley, chives, salt and pepper, grated carrot, and corn. The listing doesn’t say anything about any red flecks.

I put down my knife and fork, stand up, and turn around to go talk to the waiter. I take one step, and as I’m turning, I collide with a young waitress just coming out from behind the counter.

She’s carrying a giant service tray loaded with at least ten plates, drinks, and cutlery wrapped in napkins.

We bounce off each other and all the plates, glasses full of various liquids, and other stuff land on top of me. I wince, shut my eyes, and hunch my head down between my shoulders until the avalanche subsides.

I wait for the sound of breaking glass and china to die down before I dare to open my eyes. The girl stands in front of me gaping at me in horror. “Oh, my gosh!” she chokes. “Are you okay? I am so sorry! I didn’t see you there! I wasn’t looking where I was going! I’m so sorry! I’ll pay to replace your clothes! Do we need to call an ambulance?”

I don’t have a chance to move before a man sitting at a nearby table stands up, comes over, and starts picking up all the broken crockery and shattered glasses off the floor. The tray is still intact. He straightens it out on the floor and starts stacking everything on it.

The girl springs back to the counter and comes back just as fast with a handful of bar towels. She starts trying to dry me off. “I’m so sorry!” she quavers. “This is all my fault! Oh, what am I going to do? I’m such a klutz! I wasn’t watching where I was going! I’ll pay for all of this! I swear!”

“It’s okay,” I murmur. “It was my fault. I’m the one who wasn’t watching where I was going. I should have been more careful.”

“Are you sure?” Her lip trembles like she’s going to cry. “I’ll replace everything! I swear it.”

The manager comes out of the back just then. He’s an older guy with grey hair that needs a trim, thick glasses, and a thick grey mustache.

He’s bone skinny with a greying five o’clock shadow. He wears a dirty apron over baggy clothes.

The man from the next table hasn’t gotten off his knees. He kneels right there at my feet picking everything up. He’s the only person trying to clean up the mess.

“What’s going on?” the manager snaps.

I cut the girl off before she can say anything. “It was my fault. I stood up and turned around too fast without checking if anyone was behind me. I bumped into her. It wasn’t her fault. I’ll pay for all the food and stuff. I’m really sorry.”

The manager looks down at the man kneeling on the floor. “Is this your boyfriend or something?”

“Huh?” I glance down just as the man looks up. 

He’s probably about thirty-five with curly jet-black hair shaved on the sides and back, piercing black eyes, and olive skin. He wears a black leather jacket over a black T-shirt, faded jeans, and black biker boots. 

“I’ve never seen him before,” I tell the manager. “He was sitting over there.”

“I was just trying to help out.” The other patron stands up and lifts the fully loaded tray with all the broken plates and everything on it. He’s even scooped all the destroyed food back onto the tray.

He’s left nothing but a film of mayonnaise and spilled ice water on the floor. All the girl has to do is mop the area and it will look as though the accident never happened.

My clothes and hair are a completely different story. I’m soaked from head to foot with smeared sauces and drinks all over my clothes and hair.

The girl steps forward and tries to dry off my blazer, but her efforts only push the goo deeper into the fabric. I try to take the towels out of her hand to stop her by doing it myself.

“Go into the back and start getting these people’s order up again, Sally,” the manager snaps a little too harshly.

She tucks her chin and hurries away into the back where I can’t see her. The dark-haired man carries the loaded tray back there. He acts like he owns the place and knows exactly where to take the tray.

He comes back with the mop. Does he work here after all? He starts mopping all the goo off the floor.

“It really wasn’t her fault,” I try to tell the manager again. “I was sitting here and I stood up to go back to the counter to tell the waiter something was wrong with my order. I wasn’t looking where I was going and I ran straight into her.”

He frowns at me. “What was wrong with your order?”

I pick up my plate and show it to him. “See these red things? What are they?”

“It’s red pepper flakes. It’s supposed to give the omelet flavor.”

“I’m allergic to red pepper flakes. I wouldn’t have ordered this if I had known these were in it. You really ought to list that on the menu. You could give someone a deadly allergic reaction and they could sue you for wrongful death. You should change your menu to protect yourself.”

He scowls at the omelet, then at me, and then at the man still running the mop around our feet. The manager and I have to move out of the way so the guy can finish cleaning up.

He takes the mop away into the back, comes out, and sits down at his table like nothing ever happened. His behavior confuses the manager into paying more attention to the guy than to me.

“Well….” the manager finally mumbles when nothing else happens. “I guess I better just let it go….”

“I’ll pay for all the broken plates and extra food if you want me to…..”

“No, no,” he murmurs. “That isn’t necessary.”

“Don’t take it out on Sally, okay? It really wasn’t her fault.”

He grunts something and walks away. That leaves me with my clothes and hair soaked and no breakfast to eat. I guess I could finish my club sandwich, but I don’t want to sit here eating it in wet clothes and with soggy mayonnaise dripping out of my hair.

I pick up my purse and turn away to leave the café. I plan to go home, change my clothes, and then go eat somewhere else. I don’t want to come back here.

I make a note to myself to sit facing the room from now on—or at least with my back to the wall so I can see everyone coming and going. I really ought to be more careful.

I’m just about to walk out of the café when the same guy jumps out of his seat and comes after me. “Hey!” he calls. “Wait a minute.”

I turn around. He has a strange accent. I can’t place it.

He looks like he could come from any of a hundred different countries all over the world. He could be Latino, South American, European, Middle Eastern, Greek, or maybe even from somewhere in the Caucusus.

He’s stunningly handsome in a mysterious, exotic, almost movie-star way. He carries himself like he knows how good-looking he is and is used to turning the ladies’ heads.

“Thanks for helping out,” I tell him. “I don’t see people helping others so selflessly. It was really gentlemanly of you.”

He smiles at me and his whole face lights up. His eyes glitter with a strange kind of light—almost like he sees more than normal people.

His smile doesn’t look predatory or wolfish. He looks kind—almost soothing. “You don’t have to leave,” he tells me. “My breakfast doesn’t have red pepper flakes in it. We could swap. You can still eat your food.”

“Thank you. That’s very generous of you…..”

“It isn’t generous of me at all. I would still eat—and you would still eat. We both paid for our food. We should both eat.”

“Thank you, but I don’t want to eat in wet clothes. I was just going to go home and change…..”

“Then I’ll keep your plate on my table and wait for you to come back. I’ll make sure no one eats it—except for me, of course.” He laughs.

He has a warm, easygoing laugh like he doesn’t have a care in the world. He’s like no one I’ve ever met before.

I frown at him. “Why are you doing this? You already did your good deed for the day. You don’t have to go out of your way to help me, too.”

“You went out of your way to help Sally. You didn’t have to do that. You could have treated her and that manager like a total Karen. You could have blamed the whole thing on her, gotten her fired, and he probably would have docked her pay to cover all the damage. You saved her from all of that. You must be a good person.”

I make a face. “That was nothing. I just said a few words to him. You did much more by cleaning up all that mess.”

He waves that away, but he won’t stop smiling. “Let’s not stand here competing for who’s the better person. Go home, change your clothes, and then come back and have breakfast with me. I’ll wait.”

I nod. “Oh, I get it. You’re using this as a pretext to ask me to have breakfast with you.”

“Is that so wrong? What did you plan to do after you changed your clothes—go out for breakfast somewhere else—alone?”

I open my mouth, but I stop myself from answering. That’s exactly what I planned to do. How does he know so much? He acts like a Sherlock-Holmes-level student of human nature.

He holds out his hand. “My name is César. What’s yours?”

“Carine,” I tell him. “Carine Thibodeaux.”

His eyebrows shoot up. “Thibodeaux! That’s an old French name. I’ve heard it in connection with the Cajun from the Southern United States…..”

“I’m Canadian,” I tell him. “French Canadian from Quebec.”

His eyes fly wide open and he immediately switches to speaking fluent French. “Then you will understand what I’m saying when I speak French to you. Do you? I haven’t been to Quebec before, but I have always wanted to go there.”

I switch to French, too, but my French is different from his. He speaks continental French like he learned it in France.

“I understand you perfectly,” I tell him. “You should go there. I’m sure it would be very educational for you.”

He bursts out in delighted laughter and his cheeks color. “Now you absolutely have to have breakfast with me,” he insists still speaking French. “Your accent is hilarious, by the way. Please don’t be offended that I find it funny. It just sounds so different. I don’t mean any offense by it.”

“I’m not offended. I’ve met people from Europe before who thought Québécois was ridiculous.” I frown at him. “Where are you from? Are you French originally?”

“Yes, originally, but I haven’t been back there in years. I’ve been gone for more than ten years.”

“What made you move to Australia of all places? It’s a little far from home, isn’t it?”

He laughs again and his eyes twinkle. “I’m on the run from the law.”

I make a face. “Cut it out.”

We both have to move out of the way when the waiter comes through with another table’s order. César pulls me closer to his table.

“Either sit down and eat with me or go home and change your clothes—and then come back and eat with me,” he insists. “Or you can take my breakfast, put it in a takeaway box, walk away, and never see me again.”

I can’t help but smile at him. He’s so personable and outgoing.

I throw caution to the wind. “All right. I’ll go change.” I point to the food on his plate. “Don’t touch my food until I get back.”

He bursts out laughing again. He’s still laughing when I stride out of the café on my way down the streets of Melbourne. 

I don’t know if he’ll still be there when I get back, but I have nothing to lose by trying. He’s one of the nicest, best-looking guys I’ve seen in a long time.

He is definitely the smoothest at asking me out. He’s a master.

I’m sure I’ll find out in the course of having breakfast with him if he’s just putting on an act and is really a player underneath.

He wasn’t playing an act by picking up all that stuff. He never once asked for thanks or recognition. He just did it to be helpful. Now that’s what I call a good person.








  
  
Chapter 2: César




Istand up and get a fluttering sensation in my stomach when Carine walks back into the café. She looks as stunning now as she did when I first spotted her sitting at the table next to me. 

She’s changed her clothes into another classy cream-colored blazer with a brightly floral-patterned blouse underneath. Her tan capri pants show off her toned calves leading down to delicate, beautiful feet in strappy sandals.

She’s washed and styled her thick, flowing black hair back to the way it was when I first noticed her. She wears it loose, down, and swept sideways from her forehead.

Her features have a strange, almost exotic look. She doesn’t look like she’s completely white—like most Cajuns.

She isn’t Cajun, but she might come from the same genetic stock. The Cajuns came from southeastern Canada originally, so I wouldn’t be surprised to find out she was one of those.

She looks like a mix of multiple races blended into the most magnificent combination. She has pale white skin, bright, deep, soft black eyes, and fine, noble features that remind me of Native Americans in a classical, almost statuesque way.

She smiles and blushes when I stand up to face her. “Hi,” she breathes.

“You look great. Please…..sit down.”

I wave to the chair opposite me. I’ve switched our plates around, put her omelet in front of me, and moved her sandwich to the plate with a different omelet I originally ordered.

She sits down, puts her purse on the floor, and tosses her head to throw her hair to one side. She looks almost regal when she does that. She must realize how attractive and appealing she is.

She’s fashionable in the softest, most feminine way I’ve seen in a long time. I can’t imagine a more beautiful face sitting across from me right now.

I pick up my knife and fork. She blushes again when she does the same thing.

I can’t stop myself from staring into her eyes as we both take the first bites of our food. Then we both burst out in nervous laughter because this is so stupid and childish.

She breaks the awkward silence—and she blows my mind again when she starts speaking French. Her accent charms me beyond anything I could have imagined. It distracts me. I have to concentrate on what she’s actually saying.

“So tell me why you really moved to Australia,” she begins.

I try to shrug that away and answer her in French. It’s so much more natural to talk to someone like this. I can hold my own in English, but French is my native tongue. It comes so much more easily. “Let’s just say I had a falling out with my family.”

“That’s too bad,” she remarks. “What happened?”

I shift in my seat. “My father…..got some ideas about me that weren’t true. The disagreement between us threatened to tear our whole family apart, so I left to spare everyone else.”

“That sucks,” she exclaims. “Wasn’t there any way to work it out? I like to think there’s always a compromise.”

“There was no way to work it out without destroying the family. I could have stayed, but I chose to bow out gracefully. I have three younger brothers and two younger sisters—actually two younger brothers. One of them died recently…..”

“That’s terrible. Did you go home for the funeral?”

“I couldn’t. I would have liked to. He was an exceptional man. I admired him even though he was so much younger than I am, but I couldn’t go. It was heartbreaking for me, but it was the best thing for the rest of the family. I have to do what’s best for my other brothers and my sisters. It would destroy them if I went back.”

She shakes her head. “That’s not good at all. Family conflicts are the worst.”

“What about you?” I ask. “How did you wind up in Australia all the way from Canada? Don’t tell me you left to get away from a family conflict.”

She bursts out in another huge, blushing smile. “No, not at all. I’m still very close to my family.”

“Then what are you doing here?”

“I got a job here—a very good job. I’m the wardrobe mistress for the Melbourne Theatre Company. I do all their costumes.”

My eyes fall out of their sockets. “Wow! That sounds amazing.”

I nod. “I’ve worked all over the place—all over North America and a few different places in Europe. This is the farthest away from home I’ve been so far. I like it, but it may be time to move on and try something else.”

“Why do you move around so much? Don’t you want to do this forever?”

“I don’t know what I want to do forever. I like to change things up. I’ve been doing costumes for some of the biggest productions in the world. I’ve worked on Broadway in New York, London, Paris, Rome….I’ve even gone to Greece. I’m already at the top of my industry…..”

“What about Hollywood? Do you ever think about going to work there?”

She makes a face. “No! I never think about going to work there.”

I laugh. “Okay. Forget I asked.”

“Sometimes I think about getting out of costumes altogether and going to work on Wall Street or something like that.”

I can’t help laughing again. “That would definitely make an interesting change of pace.”

“What about you? What do you do?” she asks.

“I work in international finance and contract negotiation. That’s what I was trained to do, so it’s easy for me. Do you go home very often?”

“I usually go home for the holidays,” she replies. “There isn’t a lot to do with the productions once we create all the costumes for a particular show. The hard work and busy times all happen before the show opens. By the time a show opens, the costume department is usually all finished, so I can leave without too much trouble. Some of my subordinates have to stay on duty to repair the costumes if something gets damaged. I don’t need to be there for that. Sometimes the artistic director or some of the other creative heads will contact me in Canada and we’ll start talking about the next show and coming up with concept sketches for the costume designs, but I can do all of that remotely. Then I have to come back for the next big production blitz in preparation for the new show.”

I shake my head. “It’s a side of the industry I know nothing about. So tell me about your family. Who do you have waiting for you back home?”

“My parents are still alive. I’m the youngest of five. I have four older brothers….”

I choke on my food and have to wash it down with a swig of water.

She laughs at me. “Next you’re going to ask how I survived.”

I wipe my face and blow my nose. “You must have some serious ninja skills.”

She won’t stop blushing. “I definitely learned a lot, but they were all great. They took extra good care of me. Anyway, they’re all grown up, married, and fathers of their own children. They all live in the same town we grew up in. I’m the only one who has left home.”

“How do they feel about you roaming the world? Do they want you to come home?”

“Naw. They’re all very proud of me.”

“I’m not surprised. I would be, too, if I was one of them.”

She nods at me across the table. “What about you? Who do you still have?”

“My father, brothers, and sisters. They’re all married, too. My mother died a few years ago and my father is remarried. I haven’t even met any of their new spouses. That’s how long I’ve been gone.”

“That’s really sad. I’m sorry to hear that.”

I try to shrug it away. “They all have a good life. They seem happy and they’re all having children of their own. None of that would be possible if I had stayed. I can live with it.” I glance down at her plate. “Are you done? Are you ready to leave?”

“Yeah.” She beams at me. “Thank you so much for staying and trading dishes. It was really considerate of you.”

“Not at all. Would you like to take a walk after this? Do you have anywhere to be?”

“I have to work later, but not for another four hours. I don’t have to be there until six o’clock this evening.”

“Then you have time to take a walk with me.”

She blushes. “You’re a real smooth operator, aren’t you?”

“What’s the matter? Don’t tell me no guy has ever asked you out before.”

“None has asked me out as effortlessly as you do.”

“Of course it’s effortless. You’re gorgeous and so easy to hang out with. Besides, you’re the first person I’ve met I can speak French with. It’s a match made in heaven.”

She bursts out in blushing laughter. I take out my wallet to leave a tip.

“Australians don’t leave tips, remember?” she tells me. “You’re outing yourself as a foreigner.”

“Oh, yeah.”

I start to close my wallet. She shoots out her hand and lays her hand on my wallet to stop me from closing it.

She stares down at my driver’s license lying exposed in the clear plastic window. “Carlton Ramdeo?” she asks. “Did you give me a fake name?”

“Not at all. César is my middle name. That’s the name my family always called me. My father’s name is also Carlton, so it’s easier for everyone to call me César.” I stand up. “Shall we go?”

That explanation seems to satisfy her and we walk out of the café. I don’t know where to go with her, but I want to keep her with me as long as possible.

Talking to her opens up something that was hidden in me. I don’t know why I’ve been telling her so much about myself. I’ve told her nothing but the truth about everything—everything except my name. She doesn’t need to know that.

She also doesn’t need to know the real reason I left France. I did tell her the truth about going on the run from the law, but I did it in a way that lets her continue to believe I was joking. All the rest of it was true.

Maybe it’s the fact that I told her my real name and talked to her in French about everything that’s been happening since I left home. I haven’t talked to anyone this much about all of that. 

In fact, I haven’t talked to anyone about it. I’ve kept it hidden from everyone.

Don’t ask me why I’m opening up to her so much—except that she seems to invite me to. I don’t want to keep any secrets from her. I want to take this further—much further.

I might even be willing to tell her the truth. I want to trust her with my darkest real self. I want her to know me—really know me. I don’t want to play an act with her the way I’ve been playing one with everyone else.

I automatically put my arm behind her back as we walk off down the street. She smiles up at me and blushes. “Don’t start, okay?” she tells me.

“Don’t start what? We just ate breakfast together. Now we’re taking a walk. I’m not starting anything.”

“Of course you are. You asked me out and now you’re acting all romantic.”

“Is this romantic?” I turn to look down into her eyes. Damn! She sure looks romantic. She looks good enough to kiss.

She blushes again and looks away. “Nothing can happen between us. I have to work tonight.”

“I want to buy tickets to your show. I want to see your work in action. I could meet up with you afterward. There will still be things to do then.”

“Why are you doing this?” she asks again. “We hardly know each other.”

“I feel like I’ve known you for a long time. We can slow down and take the time to get to know each other. I can wait all the time in the world. I have a very good feeling about you, Carine. Besides, you speak French.”

She bursts out in laughter. “That’s not the criterion by which you should be selecting the girls you go out with.”

“It isn’t. It’s all the rest of you that I find so compelling. Your French is just the cherry on top of the cake.”

“That’s impossible. You won’t wait for me because I won’t be here. I’m leaving Australia at the end of the week.”

I stop in my tracks and turn to face her. “You’re leaving?! Why?”

“I took another job. I’ve been in Melbourne working at this job for a long time—and I’ve been doing costumes ever since I was a teenager. I’m ready for something else like I told you. I took a different job in a completely different industry—or let’s call it a parallel industry. I’m leaving the country.”

“Are you going back home? I told you I’ve always wanted to visit Quebec. I could go with you.”

“I’m not going to Quebec. I’m actually going back to Europe. I’m actually going to France if you must know. You wouldn’t be willing to go there.”

My blood runs cold at those words. Some secret, hidden part of me knows what she’s going to say next even before she says the words that seal my fate.

“I got a job as the wardrobe mistress for the Royal Family of Monaco. They’ve been having trouble finding anyone to handle their wardrobe, so they’re advertising internationally. I applied, sent them my portfolio, and I got the job. I’m starting next Monday.”

I turn away thinking fast. She isn’t going to Monaco. I can’t be hearing this.

A lightning bolt hits me in the head. I have much more than a good feeling about Carine. She sparks something in me that I’ve never felt for any other woman. She’s the one. I want her to be the one.

Now she’s going to Monaco—to the one place on the face of the earth that I’m not allowed to go. I can’t go back to Monaco—but what if I did? The whole world would explode, but that might be the best thing for everyone.

I start walking again and my arm automatically migrates behind her back. I have to stop myself from pulling her closer to me, but I wind up doing it anyway without thinking. 

This is right. She’s right. Everything about her feels right.

And in some crazy, out-of-this-world way, going back to Monaco feels right, too. I’ve been on the run all these years. Maybe it’s time to throw all of that away and go home.








  
  
Chapter 3: Carine




César leads me into the park, sits down on a bench, and takes hold of my hand to pull me down next to him. He doesn’t let go of my hand once we get into that position. 

He stares off into space—but only for a minute. “I don’t want this to end,” he murmurs. “I don’t know why, but I feel drawn to you like no one I’ve ever met. I don’t want to just walk away or let it go. Stay with me—even if it’s just for this week. This could be something special—something neither of us would ever find anywhere else. What do you have to lose besides one week of a romantic affair with someone you’ll never see again? I’ll come to your show tonight and meet up with you afterward. We can take it from there. What do you say?”

I look up at him planning to tell him I don’t want to do that. I don’t want to get involved with someone I’m never going to see again.

I don’t want to get involved with anyone I’m not going to get serious about. I definitely don’t want to spend my last week in Australia having a mad, wild, passionate affair with a dark and handsome stranger I just met a few hours ago.

All those ideas fly out of my head the minute I make eye contact with him. I don’t know why. I can’t explain it. None of this makes any sense except that he’s right. What’s going on between us is like nothing I’ve ever experienced.

We’ve been talking so fluidly and effortlessly—almost as if we’ve already been involved for years. I feel no friction at all when I talk to him. Talking to him, opening up to him, and even walking around with his arm behind my back—it just feels right.

We sit on the bench closer than we would if we were just strangers who met a few hours ago. He sits with his arm behind me. Anyone looking at us would think we were already lovers—maybe because we are.

I get a powerful urge to kiss him—but this urge doesn’t come from desire. It’s almost automatic—as if kissing him is the most normal thing in the world that I would do. What else would I be doing?

The moment I make eye contact with him, something grips me by the heart, soul, and guts. I get an overwhelming surge of desire—not just for his body, but for this—this connection between us. It’s unstoppable. It’s eternal. It’s cosmic.

He must feel it, too, because he leans in and kisses me instead. It’s the most automatic kiss with no tension, awkwardness, or thought behind it. It’s pure instinct on both our parts.

He starts out lightly, but it doesn’t stay that way. He kisses me harder and our mouths open to join in a sultry dance of pure sensuous passion.

His tongue lights my body on fire, but something else gets all mixed up in the ache between my legs. My whole body tingles for him, but this feeling in my heart really makes me crumble in his hands.

I sink into him kissing him to the ends of the earth. This isn’t about a one-week affair before I leave the country and never see him again. 

A mystical force outside myself tells me something different. I will see him again. Invisible destiny would always draw us back together. 

I don’t know how or why, but some unwritten rule in the fabric of time dictates that we belong together. We’ll wind up together no matter how far apart we are on opposite sides of the planet.

His arms slide around me and pull me toward him. We can’t come together the way we want to when we’re sitting on this bench. 

He picks me up without warning, turns me sideways, and sits me on his lap. I can wrap my arms around his neck and collapse the rest of the way into kissing him….endlessly. I don’t know how I could ever stop.

He strokes my arms, back, and down to my hips and outer thighs. All of this feels natural, easy, and perfectly innocent—almost as if we’re already established lovers. He isn’t doing anything except kissing me on a regular park bench.

The warmth of his hands and lips infects my brain with the foggy haze of some indistinct emotion. I could love him. I could love him for the rest of my life, but that will never happen. I’ll leave Australia and he’ll stay here.

Some unspoken command makes me sit up in front of him and open my eyes to look down into those soft, black eyes of his. I’m looking into the eyes of a man I love. He gazes back at me with the same soft, admiring, comforting warmth.

Everything about him feels safe, warm, welcoming, and protective. He hasn’t done anything—not one single thing—that rings my alarm bells. He’s been nothing but helpful, considerate, and polite—and not just to me. He does it to everyone.

He doesn’t come across as a player at all. He’s a perfect gentleman.

He asked me out because I helped Sally. That’s what was important to him—not what he could get away with.

He strokes his fingertips through my hair and down my cheek. “Chérie ….” he breathes in French.

His voice caresses my being. I love it when he speaks French to me. It sounds…..like we were made for each other.

I wind up blushing at the way his voice and words make me feel inside. He makes my stomach turn a somersault. He’s so magnetically handsome and yet so perfectly safe and caring.

“Did you wake up this morning and decide to go out for breakfast and a girl?” I tease.

He laughs, blushes, and lowers his eyelashes. “I would have if I had known I would find a girl like you. I would have ordered a girl just like you from the factory.”

Now I’m the one who blushes. “So….what do you want to do for the rest of the day?”

He smirks and strokes his hand down my arm again. “Do you mean besides this?”

I laugh at the joke. “Yes, I mean besides this.”

“Hmmm. I would have to think about that.”

I laugh again and make him blush. He’s absolutely mouthwatering when he smiles like that.

“Tell me what you have to do today,” he prompts.

“I don’t have to do anything except show up at the theatre. We’re in the performance cycle of the show, so I just have to be there in case one of the costumes malfunctions.”

“Don’t you have multiple shows revolving at the same time? When do you start designing your next one?”

“Oh, yes. We’re designing it now. I’ll spend most of my free time in the costume studio working on my designs for the next show. I’ll just be on call in case someone comes offstage and needs an emergency repair.”

“Does that happen a lot?”

“Not a lot, but it happens often enough that someone needs to be standing by and ready to cope with the situation. Sometimes it happens at a crucial part of the show and the person needs to get straight back out on stage right away. Sometimes I don’t have time to do anything but safety pin their crotch seam closed before they go out in front of the audience again. Then I have to repair the garment the next time the actor takes it off. That’s one reason I want to transition to doing wardrobe for the Royal Family. They won’t have that problem.”

He compresses his lips, stands up, and sets me on my feet, but he even does that in a caring way. He doesn’t just jump up and go about his business. He holds onto me until he makes sure I can balance. 

Then he straightens my clothes and strokes me a few more times to make sure I’m all right.








  
  
Chapter 4: Carine




César takes my hand and leads me through the park to keep walking. “Tell me more,” he urges. “Tell me what you’ll be doing with the Royal Family.” 

“The woman who interviewed me is actually the Crown Prince’s wife. She went to work in the palace as the wardrobe mistress and got into a relationship with him. She had to quit so they could keep seeing each other.”

“I seem to remember hearing something about that in the press.”

“She used to work in costumes, too. Did you know that? She worked for the opera. The Royal Family’s publicist personally requested that she apply for the job after the last wardrobe mistress died suddenly. She had apparently been with them for decades—almost her entire career. Anyway, the Royal Family’s staff has had so much trouble finding a new wardrobe mistress that the new Princess has been stepping in and doing the job anyway. She’s interviewed, trained, and even fired almost every replacement they’ve tried to recruit. She didn’t sound very hopeful, but she was very nice and said she sincerely hoped I would work out.”

“I hope so, too, chérie,” César murmurs under his breath. “I sincerely hope it works out for you. It sounds like a promising move for your career.”

I wince. “I just hope the Royal Family isn’t too stuck up, you know? I hope they aren’t pompous, arrogant, superior bastards who think they can step all over everyone beneath them.”

He bursts out laughing. “What will you do if they are?”

“Then I’ll quit the job. I won’t let them mistreat me just for some job. I’m good enough to get a job anywhere. I could even go back to Canada.”

“So you won’t come back to Australia—no matter what happens with this job?” He cocks his head to study me on the side. “You wouldn’t come back even to be with me?”

“We would have to get a lot more serious about each other before I did something like that.”

“And what if we did get a lot more serious?” he asks. “What then?”

“I don’t know. How serious are we talking about? I would expect, if I was married to someone, that we would travel together. He would move where I got work or I would move where he got work. That’s something we would have to work out beforehand—not the week before—but that’s never going to happen between us because we aren’t that serious. You suggested we would have a week together. That isn’t enough time for us to get serious.”

He raises his forefinger. “Tell me this. Would you want to continue and find out if we were serious about each other if you stayed in Melbourne?”

“I mean….I don’t even know you. I just met you this morning….but everything looks promising so far. I guess I would have to go on a few dates with you to find out.”

“But we don’t have time to go on a few dates to find out. You’re leaving in a matter of days, so we could spend that time either going on a few dates or spending the whole week together and falling madly, head over heels in love with each other.”

I laugh and feel my cheeks burning. I don’t tell him how outlandish that sounds. It sounds totally unrealistic—and yet that’s exactly what I really want to do with him.

We don’t have time to date—not in the slow, steady, measured way we would if we wanted to find out about being serious with each other.

That is never going to happen, so what’s the alternative? I can either pack up and go on my own way without him…..or I can spend the week with him and fall madly, head over heels in love with him. 

I already feel myself heading in that direction. What is wrong with me?

I don’t know what’s wrong with me, but I’ve already basically made up my mind to do it. He’s hot. He’s sweet. He’s a great conversationalist. I can think of a thousand reasons to do it and very, very few reasons not to.

I’ll be leaving the country at the end of the week. I’ll never see him again. He’ll become a nice idea I think about when my mind wanders.

He doesn’t follow up his suggestion by insisting that I make a decision right now. That’s the thing about him. He never assumes I’ll do it. He doesn’t demand or pressure me. He just throws out the suggestion and leaves it dangling there to see if I’ll bite.

“Do you enjoy doing costumes for the theatre?” he asks.

“Yes, of course. I especially love the design process. I like coming up with new ideas, especially when the show is something new and different and I have to come up with fresh concepts that have never been done before.”

“Do you think you’ll miss that part of the process?” he asks. “You’ll be dressing the same people in their regular clothes every day of the year. You won’t get to design new and innovative concept pieces that have never been done before. Don’t you think you’ll get bored of that?”

“Not really. I’ve been doing theatrical costumes for so long. I obviously haven’t done everything, but I know I can do anything that comes down the pipe. The concept phase is the only part of the whole sequence that offers any challenge. I’ve already done it enough times to convince myself that I can handle anything that comes along.”

“So what appeals to you about working with the Royal Family?”

“Exactly what you just said. I’ll be working with the same people day in and day out every single day. The previous wardrobe mistress started working there when the Crown Prince’s children were babies. She watched them grow up, fitted them all through their childhoods, patched their clothes when they tore something, and now all those people are adults having children of their own.” I look off into the distance. “Ariane—the new Princess—she says a bunch of the princesses are either pregnant or have recently given birth. She says the princesses’ bodies are constantly changing and she has to work fast to keep up with the children’s growth. That’s what I want. I want to get so deeply involved in their lives that I understand everything about them. I want to watch and be involved in how their lives are changing. I want to be there for decades watching everything that happens to them. That never happens in the theatre. The actors come and go for a production. I make the costume having no idea who’s going to wear it. Then I fit it to whoever gets cast in the role. There’s no personal connection and the person leaves at the end of the theatrical run. The old wardrobe mistress—Lucille Marchand—she built all the princesses’ wedding dresses by hand. She sat down with each of them beforehand, drew up concepts, and incorporated their feedback about what they wanted. She was intimately involved in designing each dress based on the person’s personality and what they envisioned for their wedding day.”

“Hmmm,” he murmurs. “It does sound like a very nice way to live.”

“Do you want to know the strangest part? Ariane told me the wardrobe mistress has to work with the security team to modify the Royal Family’s clothes. She said the men carry weapons and wear bulletproof vests under their suits. One of the princesses used to work for the security team. Her name is Lena Krakowski and she’s married to Prince Casim Tallaisis—the Crown Prince’s nephew. Lena came to work at the palace as a security operative and married Casim. She still works with the security team and Lucille modified her wedding dress so Lena could carry three loaded weapons to her own wedding. Isn’t that wild?”

He stops and studies me even more closely. “How do you feel about that? How do you feel knowing you might be called on to do something like that—something that could save one of these people’s lives if they get thrown into life-threatening danger?”

“It sounds amazing! I would love to do a project like that. That’s exactly what I’m talking about. I would be so intimately integral to these people’s lives—and I would be directly involved in designing unique, one-of-a-kind garments that could potentially save their lives. I can’t imagine anything better than that.”

He takes my hand and starts walking again. He doesn’t say anything for a long time.

“What’s wrong?” I ask after a while. “Did I say something to make you mad?”

“Not at all, chérie,” he murmurs over his shoulder. “You’ve touched my heart with your comments about your job. I could never ask you to give up something like that. It’s…..it’s necessary. The Royal Family needs someone as passionate about their safety and wellbeing as you are. You’ll be perfect for the job.”

“I hope so. I hope I can do them justice.”

He doesn’t answer that, either. I don’t know why he’s being so quiet all of a sudden.

“What about you?” I ask at last. “What do all your international finance and contract negotiations do for you? Do you feel like you’re making a difference in the world?”

“Yes, I do,” he murmurs. “That’s exactly why I do it. These contracts and companies have far-reaching consequences across the whole world. Corporate structures, the way companies interact with each other, the way they handle their money between each other—it’s one of the very few areas of business that really does impact people on a wide scale. It’s one of the most influential areas of business that there is.”

“But you don’t really get to influence those things, do you? You’re just negotiating between the parties. They must already know what they want and how they want you to get it for them.”








