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      Lisa Garcia snapped her copy of the New York Times back on her coffee table, sighing audibly as the Brooklyn night churned on outside her window. She’d scoured the paper, studying the various photographs, the way the features used stunning pictures that didn’t just “complete” the stories, but breathed life into them.

      She swept her long fingers through her wavy, white-blond hair, which gleamed in the light from the street lamps. Protected within the confines of her one-bedroom apartment, she felt far from the roving 20-somethings on the street, who lived to drink, to party, to yell.

      Lisa hadn’t moved from her hometown, Detroit, to New York in order to sleep around, to bat her eyelashes at strangers, or down shots till dawn. She’d moved there to become a top-tier, professional photographer.

      And now that she was 26 years old, she sensed that finally, that future was just around the corner. She just had to accept all opportunities that came her way, and be ruthless in sniffing out her path to the top. As of late, those opportunities had been purely tabloid-based. But everyone had to start somewhere.

      Lisa padded to her kitchen, just a few feet from her couch in her closet-sized one-bedroom, and set the kettle on her stove, waiting as the stovetop turned a bright orange. It was autumn, and the New York night was crisp, its trees turning cheery yellows and reds—mere weeks from dying sad, brown deaths. As she waited, shifting her weight from one fuzzy-socked foot to the other, she was reminded that she hadn’t had a sizable project in weeks. Her bank account dwindled away with each passing hour, with the electricity that pumped into her light bulbs and the heat that poured from the furnace.

      She needed something. Anything. She couldn’t phone her mother for a loan again. That had been a dark, terrible day—knowing her mother had been struggling to put food on the table her entire life. “I don’t have a Prince Charming,” her mother, Diana, had scoffed, swiping crumbs from the table. “I only have you. And me.”

      Lisa bobbed her tea bag in her cup, watching the brown liquid spread like lazy tendrils in the water. She had been feeling lonely lately; homesick for friends who were no longer like her, who no longer held the same beliefs about life, love or happiness.

      Her best friend from home, Anne, had recently had a baby—a tiny-toed, tiny-fingered thing, with soft cheeks and a funny sneeze. And now, her entire life revolved around him, and posting silly photographs over Facebook while telling Lisa they should “catch up soon.”

      Lisa had never put much stock in the married-with-children scenario, anyway. Since as far back as she could remember, her career had held absolute priority in her mind, alongside a deep, entrenched hope to save up enough money to go to college and use the skills she’d learned as a paparazzo in a more traditional environment.

      Cue her endless subscription to the New York Times. Cue her refusal to date around. Cue her long walks through Central Park and Brooklyn, taking street photography, hopeful that she’d find one or two celebrities a week, minding their own business, sipping coffee, clinging to their last bit of normalcy. She would rob it from them. Because, in her industry, it was eat or be eaten. And she’d come too far to quit.

      She lifted her phone to her ear, knowing that the sound of her mother’s voice always calmed her, assured her that she could pull through. “I always did, honey,” she’d murmur. “I always made sure we ate, and no one else mattered. And now, it’s just you against the world.”

      But as she paused, her eyes closed tightly and her eyelashes flickering against her cheeks, Lisa felt the sudden vibrate of her phone, already pressed to her ear. Calling out to her at this incredibly late hour, there in her cave in Brooklyn.

      Immediately, the photo ID gave him away. Lisa donned her articulate, professional phone voice and twirled her near-silver locks, smiling brightly as she spoke. “Rocco,” she said to her boss. “How are you this evening?”

      Rocco Salvador, editor-in-chief of notorious tabloid, the Daily Sneak was smug and sleek: a fierce gay man who’d never had a stray hair or in his life, and who grew angry quickly, whether it be at a one-hour tardy photo, or an off-angle shot of a celebrity (both things that had happened to Lisa more than once).

      “Fine. Actually, better than fine,” Rocco began. “We’ve just received a bit of information, and I thought I’d pass it on to you, Garcia. You’ve been busting your tail for the past few months—everyone can see it—so I’m entrusting you with something big.”

      Lisa’s eyebrows rose high on her forehead, excitement brimming within her. Rocco had never once complimented her commitment to the position in the years since she’d accepted it. Was her ship finally coming in?

      “But I should emphasize, doll, that this is a very important job. If you don’t think you can handle it, say so now so I can pass it along to one of our more—shall we say—accomplished photographers. Do you understand?”

      “Of course,” Lisa whispered, almost breathless. “Of course I do. And I’m up for it.”

      “Fine, fine,” Rocco said, without pause. “Have your notebook ready.”

      Lisa was already poised, her pen hovering above her pad of paper. She shivered with anticipation.

      “Prince Francesco of Aluzzi—that tiny, mega-rich country down the coast from Italy—darling, I’m sure you’ve heard of him. Prince Francesco of Aluzzi and Princess Rose of the Netherlands are engaged to be married.”

      Lisa eyed her words on the page. The scribbles were barely legible. “Mm-hmm,” she murmured. “Engaged. Got it.”

      “But there’s something different about this engagement,” Rocco continued, pushing ahead. “The couple’s courtship has been rather tumultuous. They’ve been spotted fighting all over the world. From Amsterdam, to Berlin, to Moscow, these two royals can’t seem to agree on anything. I read just last week that Princess Rose left the Prince in Paris without telling him. He was running through the streets, drunken, demanding people tell him where his princess was. And then, days later, they became engaged. Now, does that sound like the portrait of a happy couple, or what?”

      Lisa’s heart thumped. “No, it doesn’t,” she whispered. “And perfect fodder for us. Has anyone else gotten to them yet?”

      “That’s the very thing, my girl,” Rocco affirmed. “No American tabloid has captured them post-engagement, and certainly not in the middle of one of their famous rows.

      “And where are they now?” Lisa asked, continuing to scribble. This could be her big break, if only she twisted many, many arms across the world to reach it. She sizzled at the thought of so much work, knowing that she’d have to scam, cajole, and bribe her way to the best scoop.

      “That’s not a question I can answer, darling,” Rocco said, scoffing slightly. “You’re the reporter, are you not? Get to the bottom of where they are in the world, right now. If you can get a picture of them arguing somewhere romantic-looking, then you’ll be seeing a nice five-figure sum in your bank account no sooner has the paper hit newsstands. Capeesh?”

      Lisa’s eyes widened at the proposition. She’d never been paid more than a thousand dollars for a photograph, and her stomach flipped at the thought. Her bank account was dwindling ever toward zero, a reminder that failure was constantly hovering.

      “I do,” Lisa said with conviction. “I understand completely. And I will deliver.”

      “Good,” Rocco said. “I’ll expect the photographs on my desk within the week. I wish you the best of luck, Garcia. You’re going to need it. Ciao.”

      With that, he ended the phone call, sending a high-pitched beep into Lisa’s ears, an affirmation that she was alone again.

      She eyed her phone, her blood pumping quickly, her ears ringing slightly. She’d never been handed such a big assignment before. She felt that the money was already in her bank account; her bills were already paid; her college tuition fund (preferably for NYU, so she could continue her photography in the city) was finally set up. If she was going to compete in the world of photography, she was going to have to stretch her spine, crack her knuckles, and dive into the trenches. She was ready.
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      Despite the late hour, Lisa set to work immediately, pulling out a list of sources she’d used previously—taxi drivers, flight attendants, restaurant servers, and coffee baristas—people of all professions who blended in, but who saw and heard things due to their camouflage. These sources came across celebrities on a near-daily basis, and for a small price, they lit tabloid photographers’ ways.

      “Marco,” Lisa said brightly, speaking with one of the baristas at a hipster coffee shop in Brooklyn. “How have you been?”

      “Get to it,” Marco huffed, clearly drunk. Lisa imagined him at a corner bar, cigarette smoke oozing from between his lips. “Who do you need?”

      “I get it. No time for pleasantries,” she said. “I need to get to Prince Francesco of Aluzzi. You got any word of him being in the city soon?”

      Marco sighed evenly, the sound crackling through the phone speaker. “You don’t want to mess around with that, Lisa. Bad people.”

      He cut the phone call short, then, allowing an ominous feeling to fold over Lisa. She shivered.

      But still, she continued, her mind focused. She wouldn’t be defeated. She dialed Melanie, an airline attendant she’d met when pursuing an action hero, and she answered the phone cheerily, clearly well caffeinated due to her long hours.

      “Darling Lisa,” she began, her voice lilting with the slight British accent she’d picked up in her years working for a UK-based airline. “How have you been? And who are you searching for?”

      Lisa grinned, on the hunt now. “Hi, Melanie. I’m looking for Prince Francesco of Aluzzi. Have you heard anything?”

      Melanie hummed for a moment, parsing through the many conversations she overheard every day. “Prince Francesco. I’ve actually seen him before, you know.”

      “Really?” Lisa said, beginning to scribble. She only had a vague memory of what the Prince looked like. Black-haired, olive-skinned, remarkably handsome, with a slightly crooked, alluring grin. “What was he like?”

      “Oh, love, I only saw him from afar,” Melanie continued. “At Heathrow. I haven’t seen a more attractive man in all my life, I swear. Far too handsome for the likes of that Princess Rose. That slob. I saw her eat an entire hot dog on a stick once. Disgusting.”

      Lisa had to stifle a laugh. “Sure. That sets a wonderful dynamic for me,” she said, half-joking. “Any word that they’ll be in New York soon? Otherwise, I suppose I can travel…”

      She imagined her empty bank account, an assurance that she’d have to take a loan from her mother if she needed to high-tail it to Europe at a moment’s notice. The thought curdled her stomach.

      “Let me see,” Melanie murmured. “You know, I think you might know the Prince’s New York driver. He used to drive for that basketball player, when you took those shots last year. Do you remember?”

      Lisa did. The amount paid—a whopping one thousand bucks, her biggest paycheck ever—had been for an image of the same basketball player sauntering through the crowd, an ice cream cone held high above peoples’ heads.

      “Sergio,” she murmured.

      “The very one. And a bright fellow, I think,” Melanie said. “I saw him at the airport and asked him who he was driving for these days. Michael fired him. Said he wanted to stick to Chicago for a while. The poor thing.”

      “Wow. I think I have Sergio’s number, actually,” Lisa said, flipping frantically through her notebook. “We spoke at length last time. I think he’d remember me.”

      “Of course he will. But he won’t remember you for nothing,” Melanie said, her tone hardening slightly. “And darling, neither will I.”

      Lisa sighed, pursing her lips. “Sure. Absolutely,” she replied. “Can I offer you—” She paused, working out what funds she could possibly spare. “A hundred dollars?”

      “Perfect,” Melanie said, and Lisa could hear the smile in her voice. “Thank you, darling. You can transfer me the amount tonight. Until next time!”

      And with that, Melanie was gone, leaving Lisa to simmer in her own thoughts. She walked to her computer and sent the funds to Melanie, thankful that the woman had had any information at all. And then, she searched through her spreadsheet of previous sources, noting that it had been years since she’d contacted some of them. God, she’d been scampering after celebrities for far too long.

      Prince Francesco’s driver, Sergio, had grown up just outside of Rome before coming to New York City as a 21-year-old “with dreams the size of Florida oranges.” When they’d first met each other, for the basketballer assignment, Sergio had been reserved. But after an hour or more of speaking, he’d eased into a grandfatherly demeanor, telling her he’d do “whatever he could” to help her, and not to hesitate to call him again.

      Lisa dialed the number, not expecting Sergio to answer at such a late hour. But after two rings, the familiar, grumbling voice burst through the speaker.

      “Lisa Garcia? Is that you?”

      Lisa smiled, laughing to herself. “It is. How have you been, Sergio?”

      “Oh, fine. Fine. The basketball player lost me. But I suppose you already knew that.”

      “You got me,” Lisa said. “Nothing gets past you, huh?”

      “Nothing,” Sergio affirmed. “So, you want to see the Prince, now, do you?”

      “And preferably the Princess, too,” Lisa said, tapping the tip of her pen against her pad of paper. “Guessing they’re not in the States right now, since you’re available for this call?”

      “Au contraire,” Sergio said. “In fact, I listened to them bicker just this afternoon driving them to his New York apartment. You’ve called at a wonderful time, Miss Lisa. Maybe you have the ear and the eye for this business, after all.”

      Lisa brimmed with sudden excitement. “They’re in town tonight?”

      “I believe they’re around for a few days,” Sergio continued. “But I can feed you something. A little bit of extra information, if you want to meet me tonight.”

      Lisa’s heart jolted. “I’m guessing you want me to bring something along, for your trouble.”

      “Sure do, Lisa. I don’t work for free. You know that.”

      Lisa bowed her head, disappointment filling her. She’d just paid Melanie a hundred dollars, and Sergio would require at least double that. Outside, someone smashed their beer bottle against the sidewalk. She heard the pieces of glass scatter across the asphalt.

      “Let’s meet at the corner of Broadway and Bleecker, then,” Lisa murmured. “I’ll bring cash.”

      “Three hundred, my little paparazzo,” Sergio affirmed. “And not a dime less.”

      Lisa felt the words like a knife. But she agreed, before hanging up and clinging the phone close to her chest, simmering with panic. The world had begun to spin for her. She had pay to continue the ride.

      She dressed quickly, painting on red lipstick and swiping mascara over her eyelashes, before donning jeans and a black V-neck. She rushed down the steps, her long coat flapping behind her, and swept to the ATM. She closed her eyes as the machine spit out a thick wad of twenty-dollar bills. She clung to the money, her hand pushed deep in her coat pocket, as she rushed to the subway, her heels clacking on the pavement.

      By the time she reached the corner of Bleecker and Broadway, she was breathless, harried. Sergio stood, his rotund body leaning against the brown bricks, sliding a triangle of pizza between his lips. His beard, curled and greying, was speckled with grease. He grinned at her as she approached.

      “My lady Lisa,” he said, using a heightened Italian accent. “You’re looking more ravishing than ever.”

      Lisa smiled, holding the bills out for him to see. She was grateful that the surrounding Greenwich Village partiers were too caught up in themselves to notice them. “Good to see you, too,” she said.

      Sergio folded the rest of his pizza into his mouth and licked his lips, waggling his thick eyebrows. “I see you want to get right to business. Absolutely.”

      Lisa nodded. “If you don’t mind.”

      Sergio paused for a moment, the air growing tense around them. A police siren blared down the street, causing Lisa’s ears to ache. The city was never quiet.

      “The Prince and Princess will be dining at the Manhattan restaurant ‘Matador’ tomorrow evening,” he said, extending his fingers, his palm gleaming in the lamplight.

      Lisa slipped a third of the bills upon it, a question appearing in her mind. “Will they be alone?” she asked.

      “They bought out the entire establishment for the night,” Sergio revealed. “Apparently they’re so pretentious they can’t deal with common people dining with them.”

      Lisa stifled a giggle as she placed more of the cash in the driver’s hand. “And what time is this grand dinner taking place?”

      “Eight, on the dot. The Princess doesn’t like to be late, ever. And—Lisa?”

      Lisa tilted her head in response.

      “Good luck getting in there. That’s an exclusive restaurant, for fancy people. I can’t imagine they’ll let you in with your camera on show.”

      Lisa frowned with sudden apprehension as she dropped the last of the money into Sergio’s palm. Her limbs felt limp, but her voice still hummed with professionalism. “I think I’ll be all right, you know,” she said primly. “I’ve been doing this for a long time. I know what I’m doing.”

      “If you say so,” Sergio said, tucking the money into his wallet. He turned from her, slipping a cigarette between his lips. He took a step toward the curb, where the limousine was parked. “Good luck,” he said, without looking back.

      With that, he drove away, his tires squeaking. He left Lisa alone, with the smell of grease-laden pizza and the memory of his tired, money-hungry eyes. With four hundred dollars having been stripped from her in the previous hour, she felt naked, barren. Fatigue pushed her toward the subway station, back to her one-bedroom in Brooklyn.

      In the morning, she’d rectify her predicament. With her industry-honed survival tactics, she’d be halfway to five figures in less than 24 hours. And about a million steps closer to a professional photography career. Which would make everything else worth it.
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      The following evening, Lisa arrived at the Matador with her blond ponytail swept cleanly behind her head, her body cinched into tight black pants and a black button-down shirt, and her mind buzzing with knowledge of the menu, the wine list, and the necessary cocktails. She’d stayed up all night, but her bright eyes showed no sign of fatigue.

      She entered the restaurant, her chin high and her skin glittering. As she stepped into the kitchen, she heard the frantic yelling of a chubby-faced man in the corner, telling the chef that this was “the most important night” of their careers, and that he better not screw it up.

      “You’re new here, kid,” the chef said to the chubby-faced man, scoffing beneath his grey-tinged beard. “So sit back and relax. Let the big kids do the cooking.”

      The chubby-faced man, who was clearly a manager, took a step back, frazzled. But the chef turned away from him before he could sneak in another dig, and he began to sizzle some vegetables, whistling a tune.

      In that moment, the manager caught a glimpse of Lisa, behind the pots and pans. “What are you doing here?” he said gruffly. He powered toward her, his belly bouncing. “Get out. GET OUT!”

      But Lisa held up her fingers, her expression apologetic. “Oh. I’m so sorry. I suppose—I suppose I didn’t meet you yesterday,” she stuttered.

      The man frowned. Beneath his name tag, which read “Hank,” was a mustard stain. He looked chaotic, strained—and less than ready to greet the royalty that would be appearing later that evening.

      “Yesterday?” he said. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m sorry. My name’s Lisa,” she said, smiling and extending her hand to shake his. “The other manager hired me yesterday. Quizzed me on the menu and everything. I’m proud to say that I’m up on all my truffles, Wagyu beef, and caviar. Although I might get the two wines from the Florence region mixed up.” She smiled sheepishly.

      “Walter hired you?” Hank asked, tilting his head. “He didn’t mention anything—”

      “Well, he seemed rather busy,” Lisa said. “But he said he needed me this evening. That you had some big event, and you were understaffed anyway.”

      Hank sighed, swiping his thick palm over his hair. “I suppose that’s true,” he said, scoffing. “All right. Let’s not waste any time, shall we? The dining room needs organizing. It’s a goddamn mess, frankly, and our head server seems to be going through some kind of personal crisis that could not have come at a more inconvenient time. That’s Evelyn. You’ll find her weeping about her boyfriend over the silverware.”

      Lisa nodded and turned toward the dining room, stopping when Hank grasped her elbow.

      “Wait. Get yourself in uniform, at least,” he said, turning his finger toward the side closet. “We’re expecting Prince Francesco and Princess Rose tonight. This is big! I mean—this is royalty. Do you understand?”

      Lisa did. She nodded quickly, accepting the uniform from Hank before moving to the staff bathroom where she donned a tight black dress and a black apron with red stitching. She was in the dining room less than three minutes later, draping long, linen tablecloths over the tables, consoling Evelyn about her breakup, and setting forks and knives and plates upon tables that wouldn’t be eaten at. The Prince and Princess had asked that each table be set, so as to give them a selection. How ridiculously snobbish, Lisa thought to herself.

      Five minutes before the clock struck eight, Lisa lined up at the side of the restaurant with Evelyn, another server, a bartender, and a bus boy. Anticipation simmering through them all, and through Lisa for very different reasons. Her camera was tucked within her server’s apron, a heavy reminder of what she was there to do.

      Evelyn whispered in her ear. “I can’t believe this is only your first day with us. It already feels like you’ve been on a journey with me.”

      But Lisa couldn’t remember any specifics she’d told the woman. She smiled blankly, looking straight ahead as she spoke. “Let’s just get through this together.”

      In that moment, the restaurant doors opened, and a crisp autumn breeze rushed over the set tables, sweeping across Lisa’s cheeks. The Prince and Princess stood in the foyer, dressed luxuriously. Prince Francesco removed the Princess’ fur coat, sweeping it from her thin shoulders before handing it to the cloakroom boy.

      As he walked closer to Lisa, she couldn’t tear her gaze from his attractive face. His high cheekbones gleamed in the candlelight above the five o’clock shadow that outlined his jaw. His dark eyes revealed clear intelligence, and his black hair was wavy, wrapping around his ears.

      “Look at her dress,” Evelyn breathed to Lisa, causing Lisa’s eyes to flicker right to assess the Princess. Rose’s dress was long and glittering, sweeping around her model-like legs, and allowing just a bit too much cleavage to spill over the bodice. Her hair was curled and adorned with jewels, which highlighted the sharpness of her collarbones, and the height of her nose as she walked.

      “She looks like a bulldog,” the other server whispered, and Lisa stifled a giggle.

      The Prince and Princess sat at an off-center table, the Prince pulling a chair out for the Princess. She blinked at him, looking like a selfish child.

      “We’ll talk about it later,” the Prince said darkly, referring to something Lisa and the others hadn’t overheard.

      “Go,” Evelyn murmured to Lisa, gesturing. “Ask them for their wine selection. We can’t keep them waiting.”

      After a beat, Lisa tapped forward, delivering a dazzling, American service smile. “Hello,” she greeted, trying to remember her old server days. “I’m Lisa, and it will be an honor serving you this evening. How are you?”

      “Just fine,” the Prince affirmed, giving her a warm glance. The Princess didn’t move. Her expression was icy; her eyes like glass. “And yourself?”

      Lisa nodded, sensing the tension between them. “I’d love to get you started with a bottle of wine. Our finest from the Chateau de Lyon, perhaps?”

      “Which one?” Princess Rose asked, scoffing slightly.

      “I’m sorry?” Lisa asked brightly, recognizing the gaps in her knowledge of the wine menu. She hadn’t had enough time.

      “Which chateau of Lyon?” she asked, looking at Lisa the same way a lion would stare down a mouse. “There are plenty of them, you silly American.”

      “Enough,” Prince Francesco said, swiping his hand through the air in a cutting motion. “We’ll have whatever you recommend, Lisa.”

      “Absolutely,” Lisa said, turning swiftly from the table and making eye contact with Evelyn, over by the kitchen. Evelyn gave her two thumbs up, even as she blinked back tears. Even the mania of her restaurant’s biggest night couldn’t distract her from her pain.

      The bartender delivered the wine to the couple, uncorking the bottle with professional precision, and pouring them both hefty glasses. The couple seemed to have turned to a more amicable conversation, with the Prince speaking rapidly and gesturing excitedly with his hands. His warm tones wafted over Lisa as she stood in the corner, assessing them.

      Her fingers twitched, yearning to snap a few photographs of this at-times happy couple. Even if they didn’t bicker tonight, a photo of them in this romantic setting would net her a couple thousand. And she’d already climbed mountains to get that far.

      In that moment, the first course arrived at the couple’s table. The Prince refilled the Princess’ wine glass with a brief smile, and she cut a piece from her quiche and stuffed it into her mouth, reminding Lisa of Melanie’s spotting of her scarfing a hot dog. She chewed sloppily, and eyed her fiancé without pleasure. She said something that Lisa couldn’t quite make out—something that seemed to make the Prince’s hair stand on end.

      Lisa’s eyes widened as she recognized what was going on: she was witnessing the beginning of one of their famous arguments. Almost anything set them off. Any word could be used as a match to start the fire.

      As Princess Rose began to argue, her face brimming with red, her engagement ring flashed beneath the chandeliers. She was speaking so rapidly, in accented English, that Lisa couldn’t work out just what had irritated her so much. But she was spitting with anger and resentment, clearly pushing it all upon the Prince.

      The other server, Jenny, began to walk toward the table with the Prince and Princess’ second course, but Evelyn held her back, mouthing: “Can’t you see what’s going on? Don’t go now.”

      Lisa meandered toward her fellow servers, eyeing the steaming bowls of soup that Jenny had meant to deliver, whispering to Evelyn. “What is this one about?” she whispered.

      “She doesn’t like the food. Can you believe it?” Evelyn asked, her eyes wide. “The snob. Doesn’t she know how hard our chef works? Does she think that everything comes lined with gold? I’ve never seen a more spoiled princess in all my life.”

      “Have you ever seen a princess?” Lisa asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “I mean. No,” Evelyn admitted.

      Lisa nodded, just as Jenny swept back to the kitchen with the soup, to the uproar of the chef. Hank, the manager, had begun to sweat, eyeing the servers from the kitchen.

      “Is Hank going to survive this?” Lisa whispered.

      “He’s new, so no. This will kill him,” Evelyn affirmed.

      Lisa eased toward a corner that was closer to the table, with a full view of both the Prince and the Princess. From her new position, she could hear their bickering—which had evolved from a complaint about the food to something deeper.

      “I don’t understand why you treat me this way,” the Princess wailed, stabbing her finger on the table. “When I say that I want to stay in, I want to stay in. But you don’t take me seriously. It’s like you don’t even hear me!”

      “I thought it would be nice to spend some time together, is all,” the Prince said, his eyes flashing. “We’ve been traveling separately for weeks. And we haven’t exactly been getting along. I thought—if we took some time—”

      “Well, you didn’t listen, so you’ve already messed it up,” the Princess said, crossing her arms over her chest. She rolled her eyes like a spoiled teenager, flipping her hair.

      Sensing that this was her moment, Lisa lifted the lens of her camera from her apron pocket and snapped a few shots, thankful for the lilting classical music which masked the sound. She moved around languidly, getting several different angles. With everyone’s focus upon the fighting couple, she was all but invisible.

      Suddenly, the Princess rose from her chair, allowing it to fall back on the floor. She stabbed her finger into the Prince’s face, challenging him. “If you want to find me, I’ll be in Holland. I won’t spend another wretched night on this continent with you.”

      And with that, she turned from the table, her glittering dress flashing in the light. The cloakroom boy scrambled to grasp her coat and wrap it around her shoulders before seeing her to the door. As Lisa stood, shock ebbing through her, she watched Princess Rose collapse into the backseat of Sergio’s car, which zoomed off into the bustling Manhattan night.

      Prince Francesco sat alone, his eyes upon his half-finished glass of wine. With a flourish, he lifted his hand and wrapped his fingers around the stem, downing the rest of it. Evelyn shot forward and filled his glass for him before racing back to her corner, not wanting to be in the shadow of his sure anger.

      All eyes were upon the Prince, wondering what he would do next. Even Hank had emerged from the kitchen, his expression tense. Evelyn crept over to Lisa and whispered to her, her breath hot in her ear. “This is just like what happened between me and Tyler last night. Everyone breaks up. Everyone falls out of love!”

      But Lisa wasn’t really listening. A realization had washed over her: the knowledge that her career had just opened up, that she held the key to her future with the photographs she’d just snapped. She couldn’t believe her luck.

      She began to tug off her apron, sensing that it was time for her to sneak out, wanting to deliver the edited photographs to Rocco before midnight. She could have the funds in her account before the weekend.

      Jesus. The world was her oyster.

      Lisa and Evelyn walked back toward the kitchen as the Prince finished off the bottle of wine. Evelyn muttered that she needed to speak with the chef, and Lisa began to plot tossing her uniform in the closet and rushing from the premises. But as they turned from the table, Lisa heard her name behind her.

      The deep, brooding voice of the Prince carried her name so well, it made her shiver. “Lisa.”

      Lisa spun around, her back cracking. Her eyes were wide, like a doe’s. Did he know she was paparazzi? What had given her away?

      She eased toward him, nervous. “Can I get something for you, Your Highness? Perhaps your next course?”

      The Prince’s eyes were far away. “The meal is off,” he said, gesturing. “For obvious reasons. I’ll pay the bill now, and there’s no reason to bring the rest of the food to the table. I apologize for wasting your time. All of your coworkers’ time, as well.”

      Lisa bowed her head, unable to find words. She felt the weight of the camera in her apron, a reminder that this man’s private life was about to be plastered across the Daily Sneak, with her name on the photographs. He’d remember her face. He’d remember this conversation. He’d remember apologizing to her, moments before she ruined him.

      “That’s quite all right,” Lisa murmured, turning back toward the kitchen door. She pressed her palm against Evelyn’s back, leading her to the kitchen, where they found the chef having a tantrum. He smashed pots and pans against the countertop, muttering in French.

      Evelyn stepped back, frightened. The chef turned his eyes toward Lisa, the messenger. “He’s decided he doesn’t want to eat the rest of the meal,” she announced. “But he’s still going to pay for it. And he gives all compliments to the staff, and, of course, to the chef.”

      “He doesn’t know what he’s saying,” the chef said haughtily. “He’s missing out on the best dining experience in Manhattan. And you know it.” He stabbed his finger toward Lisa, almost declaring her the problem.

      “I do,” Lisa lied. She hadn’t taken a single bite of the food; hadn’t even breathed the name “Matador” before the previous evening. “No one knows more than us. But isn’t this the best-case scenario? We all get to go home early. We all get to relax, for once. And I bet he’ll even drop a hefty tip on the way out.”

      Perhaps sensing that Lisa had taken over his role as manager, Hank moved in front of her, smacking his palms together. “Yes. Precisely. Let’s all take the rest of the night off, shall we? And everyone, take the food to go. For your families or your friends. This should be read as a gift.”

      Evelyn printed off the Prince’s bill, blinking back tears, clearly thinking about her breakup once more. She handed the book, with the bill, to Lisa, winking at her, her face still tight with sadness. “He seems to have taken a liking to you. Win us that tip, girl.”

      Lisa grinned sheepishly, knowing she had no right to the tip. She accepted the bill and walked slowly toward the Prince’s table, where he held his cheeks in his hands. His shoulders were heavy, slumped forward, but the moment he saw Lisa once more, he seemed to brighten. He opened his palm and accepted the bill, offering her a bright, open smile. A single black curl coiled from the top of his head and down his forehead, bouncing lightly.

      “Lisa,” he said, eyeing the bill in his hands. “I have one final request for you, if you don’t mind.”

      “What is it?” she asked. Her voice was quiet in her ears.

      “I wondered if you might want to join me for dinner,” the Prince said. “I’ve been reading good things about Matador for years, and have always wanted to visit.” He paused, his mouth forming a single line across his face. “I hope I’m not being too forward, but tonight, I am alone. And I see no ring on your finger. I’d love to spend a night, here, with you—getting to know a stranger. What do you say?”

      Lisa felt his honesty, so stark, in his words. She hesitated for a second, sensing Evelyn’s gaze upon her. She lifted her finger, asking for a single moment. “I’m just not sure if it’s appropriate. I’ve been serving you all night, you see. And you obviously have a fiancée that you love very much.”

      As she spoke the words, she feared she’d be caught. Perhaps he was only asking her to sit with him to interrogate her. She could imagine it. “Why are you here? What do you want? Give me the camera.”

      But the Prince said nothing to that effect. “Listen, feel free to leave if you want. But I’d like to offer you some remarkable food. And of course, another bottle of wine. What do you say?” he blinked rapidly, his dark eyelashes brushing against his cheeks.

      Lisa sighed, realizing that the thought of sitting with the Prince, speaking with him, filled her with pleasure. Her cheeks were hot; her shoulders relaxed, without tension.

      Finally, she spoke. “I just have to check with the kitchen.”

      Lisa rushed back, her heart so loud in her chest she felt like everyone could hear it. She popped back in to the kitchen, noting that Hank had already begun to eat a plate of olives, sucking them down with gusto.

      He blinked at her curiously. “What is it?” he scoffed.

      “He wants to stay. And I’m going to eat with him,” Lisa announced, whipping her apron from her thin waist and winding it up, before tucking it into her bag.

      The chef assessed her, before winking. “You’re in for a treat, then, new girl,” the man said. “Go out there. Sit down. We’ll take care of everything.”

      Lisa pulled her hair tie from her ponytail, allowing her blond locks to flow down her back. She was momentarily hesitant, knowing that she wasn’t the royal beauty who’d sat, so recently, across the table from the Prince. But something pushed her forward, a bright smile upon her lips, even with the knowledge that what she was doing was reckless.
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      The Prince leaped from his seat and pulled out Lisa’s chair for her, gesturing. She sat primly, crossing her ankles, and noting that he’d already ordered a bottle of the wine she’d suggested, from Lyon.

      Her cheeks burned with the reminder: she wasn’t classy enough to know much about French wines. Not like these royals, who’d grown up with them. Her Detroit roots had given her a love for cheap beer and fast food. And although she’d shelled these loves when she’d moved to the big city, she felt like a clown, masquerading as something she wasn’t.

      The Prince poured her a glass of wine, the liquid glugging as it filled the glass. Lisa lifted it and clinked it with his, their eyes twinkling in the soft restaurant lighting.

      “Cheers to you,” she murmured. “And thank you for this invitation.”

      “Absolutely,” he said. “You’re really doing me the favor right now.”

      “Why’s that?” Lisa asked. As she spoke, Evelyn placed their second course in front of them—the soup from fifteen minutes before, once again hot and steaming. Finely chopped vegetables lifted to the surface of the liquid. Lisa kept her hands on her lap.

      “This looks wonderful,” the Prince said, thanking Evelyn. Evelyn couldn’t keep her eyes from Lisa, like a proud mother. But in a moment, she was gone, leaving Lisa with the Prince, and his dark, churning thoughts.

      “I suppose you witnessed the scene leading up to the Princess leaving the restaurant?” he asked then, slipping his spoon beneath the surface of the liquid. He drew up a spoonful. Small droplets leaked back into the bowl.

      “I did,” Lisa affirmed. “I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

      The Prince didn’t speak for a moment. Lisa felt she had to fill in the gaps, to affirm that everything was all right.

      “But every relationship has its ups and downs,” she said, leaning heavily upon her elbows. “Evelyn—the waitress who just delivered this—she’s going through a breakup right now. Can’t walk three feet without crying. It’s horrible. My heart breaks for her.”

      The Prince raised his left eyebrow high, listening. “Well, fortunately for Evelyn, the continued existence of an entire kingdom doesn’t hinge on her relationship.”

      “What do you mean by that?” Lisa asked. Her soup cooled beneath her, but she was too engrossed to care.

      “My engagement to the Princess is a sham,” the Prince revealed.

      Lisa’s lips parted slightly, acknowledging the shock value of his statement. “One of those royal arrangements, you mean?” she asked. “I didn’t know those still existed. Not in this day and age.”

      “Well, there’s probably a lot the average person doesn’t know,” the Prince said. “The Princess and I were introduced when we were just fourteen years old. That was fifteen years ago—meaning I’ve known her longer than almost anyone else in my life.” He scoffed. “And yet, she’s still a stranger. Everything she says seems like a nightmare. Like, I look at her, and I can’t believe she’s in my life. Have you ever felt that way about anyone?”

      Lisa shook her head, wanting to tell him that she purposefully didn’t fill her life with people who made her feel bad about herself. She blinked rapidly, urging him to go on with her eyes.

      “The ties between our countries, the Netherlands and Aluzzi, are historically rather weak. A few years ago, however, Italy and the Netherlands, had a falling out, which left the Netherlands looking for a nearby ally in order to reaffirm their ties with Italy. All of this is rather boring for you, I’m sure. And probably, it doesn’t make a great deal of sense. After all. You live in America. You don’t have to worry about such things.”

      “Just because I’m an American, doesn’t mean I’m uninterested in world politics,” Lisa said, trying to make a joke. “Although, I can imagine why you would think that.”

      “All right,” the Prince said, a crooked smile stretching across his face. For a moment, he looked at her like he’d known her for a long time—with endearment, with gleaming eyes. “Touché, I suppose.”

      “I didn’t mean to interrupt,” Lisa said softly. “Please. Continue.”

      “Anyway,” the Prince said, pushing his soup away, clearly no longer hungry. “Our parents set up the relationship in an attempt to reinforce the diplomatic ties between our two countries.”

      “Right,” Lisa said, feeling a flirtatious smile on her face. “Diplomacy. Politics. Yes.” She winked.

      “I can’t speak seriously about this with you, can I?” the Prince laughed, extending his long fingers across the white tablecloth. “You make me feel too serious. And, I suppose, that’s what I want. Every single day of my life feels far too serious. And you seem to laugh in the face of it.”

      “Not necessarily laughing,” Lisa said. “Just trying to keep your head above water. Too much sadness won’t do.”

      “No, I suppose it won’t,” the Prince affirmed. His eyes glinted. “What you need to understand, Lisa, is that I don’t love the Princess. I don’t love her at all.”

      “I understand,” Lisa murmured. “You feel trapped.”

      “My father told me that if I didn’t propose to her this year, he’d force me out of the kingdom. My father and I have never been particularly close, but I know that family is of the utmost importance to him. I know that I’m to follow in his footsteps, and I’m to marry the woman who has been chosen for me. But I can’t imagine this is the only option—”

      “This, being Princess Rose?” Lisa asked.

      “Right,” he replied. “She’s awful.”

      “You did mention that,” Lisa said, stifling a smile. “I can’t say she looks like a mass murderer. But in your words—”

      “Just a few steps away from that severity,” the Prince said, laughing. “You’re funny, Lisa. I haven’t met anyone funny in a long time.”

      “In this business, you have to have a sense of humor,” Lisa said, taking a slight sip of her soup, allowing the flavors and spices and warmth to fold over her. “You should really eat the rest of your soup. The chef will be mortified if you don’t. You don’t want him to leave his job, do you?”

      “Of course not,” the Prince laughed. He took another hearty bite, chewing easily.

      A comfortable silence folded over them, allowing Lisa a moment with her thoughts. She appreciated the ease with which the Prince spoke to her, delivering the truth of his life, and the lack of love within it.

      As a kid, she’d understood that the world was rich with secrets, with people who wanted to hide with their own thoughts. She’d recognized that her mother hadn’t wanted to divulge many of her truths—how tired she was, how sad she was after the death of her father, or how worried she was when Lisa stayed out too late. But wasn’t it healthier, freer, to live vibrantly, wearing the truth of your emotions on your sleeve?

      Lisa slipped her hand over the Prince’s on the table, sensing electricity between them. The laughter and silliness had died off, revealing the strange compatibility between them—a prince, and a girl from Detroit.

      She peered into his eyes. “What are you going to do?” she whispered.

      The Prince paused. The emotion between them was as deep as a well. “I’m going to call the wedding off,” he breathed, his voice heavy. “I don’t see any other way. We’re too incompatible. We can’t agree on a thing.”

      Lisa nodded, her eyes filled with understanding and sympathy. “Then you must. You have to follow your heart. Why would you do anything else?”

      The Prince nodded. “Thank you, Lisa,” he said. “I can’t thank you enough. I can’t believe I just told you all that. Carry it to your grave, won’t you?”

      “I wouldn’t dream of telling anyone,” Lisa said. She smiled through the moments of silence, as the classical music trickled around them. In the distance, she saw Evelyn’s eyes through the kitchen window.

      The Prince tilted his head back, then, sipping the rest of his wine. He set the empty glass beside his near-empty bowl of soup, and gestured toward her. “What are you doing after your shift, Lisa?” he asked her.

      Lisa balked, her mind suddenly racing for an excuse. After all: she needed to return home and send the shots to Rocco, to ensure that the funds got into her account by the weekend. The rent was due in just a few days, and she certainly couldn’t put food on her table without it. For a brief moment, her mind fluttered over the possibility of actually working at the Matador, raking in tips. But ultimately, she’d have to confess to the lie. And she wouldn’t be able to handle Evelyn’s disappointment when the truth came out.

      But as Lisa sat, the seconds ticking on, she reasoned something else. With all the knowledge that the Prince was delivering—about the truth of his sham marriage and the fact that he was going to call the wedding off—she could earn a few thousand dollars more, at least, if she sold the story to Rocco. With more time with the Prince at her disposal, she could expound on what she already knew and deliver the biggest, most salacious story of her career.

      “I can see that you want to say you’re busy,” the Prince said, laughing. “And I completely understand. I do.” He began to wave his fingers, affirming that the space between them could remain. “Please. Forget I said anything.”

      “No, no,” Lisa said, her eyes bright. “I want to come with you. And I’m free. I just need to run home and change first. You don’t want to be seen out with me, wearing this stupid uniform. I can promise you that.” She flashed a smile.

      “Well, if you really think you’ll be more comfortable—” the Prince began, leaning forward.

      Lisa could smell him, the musk making her spirits hum. She felt sensual, brimming with yearning. For a split second, she forgot that she was going with him in order to hone her story and reap the benefits.

      “I will be. Where should I meet you?” she asked.

      “At the B-flat, in Brooklyn. It’s a trendy jazz bar, perfect for us. I’m tired of these stuffy, expensive restaurants, anyway.” His eyes brightened, and he swiped his fingers over his napkin. He slapped nine hundred dollars into the bill that she’d brought to the table and got to his feet, abandoning the rest of the meal. “Give my compliments to the chef. And tell the staff to keep the change. I’ll see you in an hour.”

      Lisa blinked rapidly, watching him recover his coat, even before the cloakroom boy could retrieve it. He hailed a taxi and disappeared into the chilly fall evening, leaving her alone, brimming with pre-emptive pleasure.

      Evelyn appeared beside her, then. She leaped up and down, the nine hundred dollars clasped in her hands. “A 200% tip, Lisa! Can you imagine! What a strange, terrible night. But tonight, we’ll party like royalty!”

      Lisa stretched a smile over her face and hurriedly cleaned the table, suddenly feeling a part of the restaurant staff. She accepted her tip and then raced from the restaurant, placing a brief kiss on Evelyn’s cheek as she went.

      She hailed a taxi, which whipped her back to her one-bedroom in Brooklyn. She felt light with anticipation, with intrigue. The previous 24 hours had taken several manic turns, spitting her out several hundred dollars richer, with a date with royalty—and a potential front-page story for Rocco.

      “Why are you smiling?” the taxi driver asked her, lifting his chin. His accent was thick, placing him as a Middle-Eastern immigrant.

      “I don’t really know,” Lisa murmured. “I think I’m just happy. For the first time in a long, long time.”

      “Good. It’s good to be happy,” the man said, stabbing his foot on the brake pedal and halting in front of her apartment building. “I’ll be happy, too. Once you pay me.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Lisa rushed up the steps to her apartment, feeling jittery. She leafed through her bag, grasped her keys, and then burst through the front door, feeling strange that while her entire world had shifted, her room, kitchen and living area had all stayed the same.

      She entered her bedroom and sat on the mattress, unable to imagine what feeling tired meant.

      In her bag, she found her camera, and then began to look through the photographs, feeling a strange sense of pride at the angles of Princess Rose’s face as she scowled at the Prince. Lisa had been practicing her craft for years, and here was the result: gorgeous portraits that displayed attitude and disgust between a powerful couple. She knew that was what the people wanted.

      She glanced at the clock, then, realizing that she had only twenty minutes left until she was meant to meet the Prince. She walked over to her closet, noting that her selection of dresses—most of them black—were listless compared to the Princess’ garb from that evening. But perhaps that’s what the Prince wanted: to fly under the radar, with an ordinary girl like her.

      She could already picture the tabloid headline: “Prince Spends Night with Brooklyn Girl, Slumming It.” She shivered, knowing that if she were asked to sell the story, she’d do it. Her desperation for funds was constant. Nothing else mattered. Not even the electricity between her and the Prince, or how much she loved making him laugh.

      At least, that’s what she told herself.

      She slipped into a short, navy blue dress—something she hardly wore, unless she was sneaking into black-tie affairs to go after celebrities. As she zipped up the back, she remembered tearing after some sex-scandal engulfed politician, her camera flashing. Her shoe had flung from her foot, the heel caught in the red carpet. Despite her current loneliness, her life to date had been anything but boring.

      She peeked into the mirror, then, and swiped on a layer of black eyeliner, making her eyes appear large and blissful. Her hair was curled nicely, flowing down her back. She tugged her nicest, newest-looking coat over her shoulders, inhaled sharply, and marched toward the door—feeling as if she were in a dream.
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      The club the Prince had suggested was a mere five blocks from Lisa’s apartment, but her fear of being late forced her to hail a taxi again, her arm shivering in the air as she stood on the pavement.

      A taxi squealed to a halt in front of her, and she popped into it, heavy with the cash from the restaurant tip.

      “To the B-flat,” she said. “The jazz club. Please.”

      The cab weaved through traffic and delivered Lisa at the club five minutes before the Prince’s call time. She tipped the cabbie generously, donned a confident smile, and then rushed past the smokers who hovered around a steaming heat lamp.

      She entered the jazz club and was immediately thrust down the steps, toward a cave-like arena, where musicians were already playing.

      Standing at the bottom of the staircase was Prince Francesco, his smile crooked and confident. His hands tucked deep within his pockets, it was clear he’d been waiting for her—like a prom date outside the bathrooms. He seemed to shiver with delight as she descended toward him, her heels tentative on the steps.

      He extended his elbow, watching as Lisa pushed her arm through it, connecting them.

      “Hi,” she breathed.

      “You look beautiful,” he said, assessing her.

      “Don’t go overboard,” Lisa laughed, tipping her head back.

      In the corner, the saxophonist had begun to blare through his instrument, the noise gritty and guttural, before the drums joined and the trumpet blasted. As the music began its colorful jolting, Lisa handed her jacket to the cloakroom staff member, and shivered at the sudden chill upon her shoulders.

      “Hard not to go overboard with a scene like this,” Francesco said, gesturing.

      He led her to a tiny corner table with a candle in the center. As he had before, he swept the chair back, allowing her to sit gracefully. As he sat across from her, she realized something: the Prince was by far the most handsome guy she’d ever been on a date with—if that was really what was happening.

      As she sat, she forced herself to contemplate the truth of her situation: that she was there to squeeze the best paycheck possible out of this man, and that nothing else in the world mattered. Not his impending marriage, or his unhappiness, or the fact that the bass player bumped along, creating an atmosphere in which to fall in love.

      After a pause, Francesco ordered a bottle of wine from the server, casually addressing the fact that he’d already drank one and a half bottles that night. “In Europe, it’s how you live. You inhale wine. It’s healthy.” He winked.

      “And I suppose next you’ll tell me cheese doesn’t make you fat?” Lisa laughed.

      “It doesn’t. And what is this low carb diet you Americans are always on? It doesn’t make sense. Pasta is a way of being.”

      Lisa rolled her eyes playfully, watching as the waiter poured her a large glass of wine. She clinked her glass with Francesco, whose dramatic toast rang in her ears.

      “To tonight. To meeting you, Lisa. Thank you for encouraging me to acknowledge my own truth.”

      She bowed her head slightly, sipping the dark liquid. For a moment, they sat silently, allowing the jazz club ambiance to melt over them. Lisa felt Francesco’s eyes upon her, tracing her profile. For once, her tongue felt glued to the roof of her mouth, too uncertain to make the first move.

      “Where are you from, anyway?” Francesco asked then.

      Lisa looked back up at him, suddenly shy. She sensed his words were far from a boundary she’d set between them. But she offered a single, solitary word, hoping it would help them onto a necessary path, one that would fuel him to tell her more secrets.

      “Detroit,” she murmured.

      “I see,” he said. “I’m assuming our childhoods were very different, then.”

      “I wasn’t royalty, for one,” Lisa smiled, easing up slightly.

      “Right. Of course. Sometimes, it’s difficult for me to understand other peoples’ realities; being a prince is the only life I’ve ever known.”

      “You couldn’t have had a normal childhood. I’m guessing your mother and father had an arranged marriage, as well?” Lisa asked.

      Francesco nodded, his eyes suddenly far away. “He was good to her. He didn’t have any choice, of course, but he ensured that she had every worldly comfort, especially as I was growing up. I don’t think my mother ever wanted to have children. But of course, she didn’t have a choice.”

      “Why not?” Lisa asked, leaning closer.

      “Well, my father grew up as a prince of Aluzzi. He always knew he would rule one day. My mother, by contrast, was a princess in a neighboring kingdom, and she had no love for the Aluzzi people. She wanted to remain with her brothers and sisters, especially after the crown turned power over to the people, and kings and queens were no more in her country. She hated the notion that people needed rulers. She wanted to live an ordinary life.”

      “But she was married to your father before all of that happened?” Lisa asked.

      Francesco nodded. “The paperwork was drawn up when she was a girl, and she was married to my father when she was 17. By the time her home kingdom became a republic, I had already been born, meaning she had a family. She was stuck.”

      “That’s terrible,” Lisa murmured, imagining that feeling of being trapped, knowing that home, freedom, and family were just a few hundred miles away.

      “The next few years weren’t easy for her. She had my sister, a girl who fits the ‘princess’ title far more than Princess Rose, even. A spoiled brat,” Francesco said, scoffing. “And a few years later, I became a teenager, and began to live in the public eye. It wasn’t necessarily my choice. The paparazzi. They latch onto you. They don’t let you go.”

      Lisa’s stomach twisted at the words. “I see,” she said. “And what were you up to, to make the paparazzi fawn over you? Surely, there was a story there.” Her eyes twinkled. She hoped she wasn’t giving herself away.

      “I’m sure you’d recognize the stories, although they were years ago,” he said. “I was something of a wild teenager, always throwing parties with models and actors and the richest of the rich. Nothing was too grand for me, especially at the time. I felt I had something to prove. I wasn’t the sweet, little prince that I’d been portrayed as when I’d been a child. I was wild. I was free. And I had more money than a god.”

      Lisa felt the sarcasm beneath his last words. His sadness was deep. She felt her fingers inch toward his, yearning to touch him.

      “But I didn’t really want to be famous. Not after that first year of the tabloids following my every move,” Francesco continued. “It was painful, knowing that my parents could see what the world was saying about me. I would hide away in my chambers, knowing that I was reckless, that I was ruining us all. And I couldn’t stop.”

      Lisa paused, tracing her teeth with her tongue. “Was Princess Rose at these parties?” she asked.

      “Sometimes,” he answered, his voice somber. “We both knew what our parents wanted, but we assumed we could get out of it. Sometimes, we’d get into screaming matches—each of us with our own agenda. As we grew older, she said marrying would be good for our status. Nothing has ever mattered to her more than that.” He stabbed his finger upon the table, almost in time with the jazz tune that was playing. The trumpet burst in Lisa’s ears, startling her.

      “And now, the wedding,” the Prince continued. “Paparazzi are everywhere, declaring to the world that Rose and I are constantly fighting. Cue me renting out every single table in that restaurant, just to avoid them.” He bowed his head lethargically, heavy with sadness. “I don’t know what to do, Lisa. I’ve never been at such a loss.”

      Lisa felt entrenched with guilt. As he spoke of the paparazzi, she began to feel disgust at her assignment. Rocco was a sleazy, ruthless man, standing in his high-rise apartment. And she was a soldier in his army.

      She didn’t belong with Rocco. She loved people. She wanted to fight for goodness, for art, for truth.

      She cleared her throat, the wine rushing to her head. She felt tipsy. And Francesco’s eyes were too alluring.

      “Childhoods are rough,” she murmured, filling the space between them. “No matter how hard you work to escape your circumstances, it seems you never can.”

      “Your circumstances in Detroit?” he asked her. His intrigue was unexpected. What interest could he have in her silly little life? And yet, she found herself forming the words.

      “That’s right,” Lisa began. “I remember days when we didn’t have food on the table. My mother worked tirelessly at one factory job after another. It seemed she was always being made redundant, always going to the unemployment office, and always driving me a few minutes late to school. It was our pattern. It was our life.”

      Lisa smiled sadly, diving into the depths of her past. “I’m sorry if it’s too much information, but I remember the other children making fun of me, telling me I didn’t belong with them. It was my own form of torture. It was my own form of paparazzi. And it was horrible.”

      The Prince nodded, his eyes filled with understanding—although how in the world he could even understand it, even glimpse her world, was beyond Lisa. But she appreciated the way he kept his hand over hers on the table, the way he refilled her glass, the way he listened.

      “And in high school, when you could begin working? Did things start to get better?”

      Lisa nodded, tears beginning to brim in her eyes. “I was a waitress.”

      “Just as you are today,” the Prince said, smiling. “Only at a top-tier Manhattan restaurant. See how far you’ve come.” His words were kind, but they came as a painful reminder of how much she’d lied.

      She swallowed. “Yes. A waitress. And I made many friends through the restaurant. I loved them, you know. We got into so much trouble together, as 16-and 17-year-olds. But after that, I wanted to focus on getting to the city, while they wanted to focus on something else entirely.”

      “What was that?”

      “They wanted to focus on getting married, and on having children. And they’ve all succeeded,” she said, shrugging. “Not that I ever wanted that.”

      “What did you want, Lisa?”

      Francesco leaned closer, and again, Lisa could feel his breath upon her face. She licked her lips, trying to focus once more.

      “Um. I want to make enough money to go back to school. I’ve been focused on it for so long, but I don’t always know if it will happen.” She laughed to herself, trying to shrug it off, to make it seem like it didn’t matter. But the Prince sensed the seriousness of her tone.

      “What do you want to do?” he asked. “At school.”

      “Photography,” Lisa said, before she thought twice about it. She cursed herself inwardly, knowing that she should have prepared a lie. But she hadn’t thought she’d divulge a single secret to this man. She’d meant to dip into him, to get to the nitty-gritty of his personality and past. But here she was, pouring it all out for him.

      “Oh? Do you have anything I could look at?” he asked her.

      Lisa nodded half-heartedly, reaching for her phone. She’d published several images of her personal street photography on her website, which she’d set up the previous year, when she’d had a bit of cash on hand. She swept through them before stumbling upon a particular photograph from the summer before last, taken in Central Park.

      The photo was of a three-year-old boy, leaning heavily against a bench, a sucker in his mouth. The sunlight glinted on his hat, which was crooked on his blond curls. He looked awkward, lost. And yet: his mother’s hands were wrapped around his shoulders from above, locking him into place.

      “This is it,” she whispered, gesturing. “My favorite shot.”

      Francesco took a moment to really look at it: to admire the colors, the positioning, the perspective. “You have real talent, Lisa,” he told her with sincerity. “I can’t say I’ve seen anything quite like this before. And trust me. Many, many people across the world have taken my picture.” He winked at her.

      Lisa’s face turned bright pink. She smiled, accepting his compliment.

      “Seriously. I think you have to go to school for this. If you don’t ever share your amazing eye with the world? That would be a travesty.”

      “I don’t quite know what to say,” she whispered.

      “Just keep doing it,” he told her, as another jazz tune filled their ears. “Don’t make excuses to yourself. The world is filled with people who give up and give in. Including myself, if I don’t call this wedding off.”

      “You should call it off,” Lisa breathed, not thinking. “You have to.”

      “Then we both know what we have to do, now, don’t we?” Francesco laughed, hailing the server. “Now, how about some cocktails? I’m feeling far too excited for wine. And they have some of the best cocktails I’ve ever had.” His gaze landed on a nearby waiter. “Server? Two Fitzgeralds please. And a plate of olives, bread and cheese. We’ve hardly had anything to eat, and I have a sense that this is going to be a long, interesting night.”

      Lisa fell into easy conversation with the Prince, realizing that she was flirting and giggling like a schoolgirl. As two hours dripped to three, Francesco leaned toward her and whispered into her ear, his breath hot.

      “Why don’t we get out of here?” he asked.

      And Lisa found herself following him, almost as if her entire life had been leading to this dramatic precipice—as she flung off everything she knew, and followed this dream man.
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      Lisa found herself tucked in the backseat of Francesco’s limousine, pushing away thoughts that the driver had probably recognized her leaving the jazz club on the Prince’s arm. Her brain hummed with drink, and her body seemed to operate with a singular need to be held, to be touched, to be seen—and only by Francesco.

      “Back home, sir?” Sergio’s voice boomed to the backseat.

      And Francesco said yes, before turning his eyes back to Lisa, and tipping his face toward her, brushing her lips with his.

      Their kiss was tentative, yet filled with passion. Lisa wrapped her arms around his neck, inhaling his scent. They were connected, without memory of a time when they hadn’t known each other. They fizzled with stories and secrets. And they had no need for anyone else.

      The limousine stopped in downtown Manhattan. Francesco told Sergio he didn’t need him for the rest of the night, and he opened the door, allowing Lisa to exit onto the sidewalk, her eyes bright in the effervescent city lights.

      She accepted Francesco’s arm once more, and they entered the lavish foyer, the doorman dressed in an immaculate suit, tilting his round hat toward them. “Sir. Ma’am. Good evening.” He pressed the elevator button, assessing Lisa, the outsider. But, like a good doorman, he made no mention that she wasn’t the woman the Prince had left with earlier in the night. He was no paparazzo. He was invisible.

      The elevator was covered with floor-to-ceiling mirrors that perfectly reflected the passionate kisses they shared. They eased into each other’s bodies once more, relishing the privacy of the four walls. Lisa lifted her tongue to his, slipping it along his lip, and sighing deeply. She had never been held so tight.

      The elevator dinged and the doors slid open to reveal the penthouse suite—the place Francesco called home during his New York visits. The moment the view registered, Lisa’s jaw dropped. The stark contrast of this place to her one-bedroom apartment gave her momentary pause.

      But Francesco gave her a coaxing smile and placed his fingers at the small of her back, nudging her forward. “Make yourself at home.”

      Lisa giggled as she entered, slipping her shoes from her feet and trotting toward the broad windows, which gave a stunning view of the city below. Lights sparkled; countless windows, all across the city.

      She and the Prince were tucked away in their own little world, safe from the autumn wind.

      “What do you think?” Francesco asked, appearing at her side. “I had the place decorated by one of Aluzzi’s top designers.”

      The living room was a perfect marriage of modernity and tradition, offering sleek furniture and bright, bold, Mediterranean colors. Tapestries hung on the walls, along with several Roman-looking paintings, which complimented the trendy lamps and modern coffee tables strewn throughout. She felt breathless, unable to put her impression into words.

      “Wow,” she finally breathed, feeling foolish. “I’ve never seen anything so—”

      Francesco nodded, cupping her chin with his hands. “I knew you’d like it. You, with your artistic eye.”

      He leaned toward her, then, and kissed her once more, wrapping her close. Lisa’s vision of the oranges and bright reds of his apartment fled from her eyes. She didn’t need them any longer.

      He lifted her, drawing her legs up over his arms, and carried her to his bedroom, with its California king-sized bed, its lamps with their soft, romantic glow. He laid her upon the comforter, gazing lustfully at her, before diving into her neck and kissing her, tracing his finger over her shoulders and down the length of her torso.

      They undressed each other. They fell into each other’s arms and made love beneath the sheets, there in that room. Trust mixed with sexual passion. In Lisa’s mind, the emotion edged dangerously close to love.

      And, as Lisa’s eyelids fluttered, and she drifted toward sleep, all thoughts of Rocco and of ruining this intelligent, beautiful man for the sake of a few bucks, fled from her. Francesco’s breath came easily as he inhaled and exhaled, leaving her alone with her thoughts. She couldn’t have dreamed of a better day of her life.

      And despite Francesco’s very different upbringing, his sense of the world was rather similar to her own. They were soldiers, fighting through expectations and resentments. But together, they were allowed moments of sheer pleasure. And that was beautiful.
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      Sunlight draped in the wide window in the Prince’s bedroom, highlighting the gleam of Lisa’s blond hair and articulating the strong, Roman nose of Francesco, who snored ever so slightly in his sleep. Lisa’s eyes opened easily, hopeful in the brightness of this new morning and new reality. Despite having only had a few hours of sleep, she felt strong, sensual, and ready to take on the world.

      As she shifted beneath the covers, Francesco awoke and turned toward her, the warmth of him folding over her. She wrapped her arms around his chest and pressed herself into him, kissing him hungrily. The moment she broke away from him, she wrapped her legs around his waist, whispering to him.

      “I can’t believe I met you.”

      “I feel the same way.”

      “I never want to leave your bed,” she whispered.

      “Then don’t. I’ll mandate it. I’m a prince, after all.”

      “And your power extends to the United States?” she asked.

      “If I say it does,” he said playfully, kissing her nose. “Why not?”

      “You pompous Aluzzians,” she said, laughing. “I can’t trust you as far as I can throw you. Which isn’t far. Look at these hulking muscles.”

      She strapped her fingers over his bicep, unable to wrap her hand around it. She squeezed as he flexed, giggling. “It’s almost like you have the power to go all night long. And maybe all day, if you feel like it.” She peered into his eyes, daring him to forget that the rest of the world existed, for just a few hours longer.

      “What else would I do today?” he asked. “If not assess every single inch of your body? I need to make sure that you’re fit for travel. I want to take you all over the world, to show you some of the most beautiful sights. Have you been to Fiji?”

      “Fiji?” Lisa laughed. “I haven’t left the East Coast since I got here. Just the occasional drive back to Detroit, when I can scrape the funds together.”

      “Would I like Detroit?” the Prince asked her. “Are there more people like you there?”

      “Sorry, sir. There’s no one else quite like me,” Lisa said, her voice faux-cocky. She lifted from him, then, stretching languidly. “I don’t even know what day it is. Or what time.”

      “You’re back at the Matador later?” he asked her.

      Lisa blinked rapidly, trying to remember what in the world the “Matador” was. In a moment, the memory trickled back: her pretending to be a waitress, meeting the Prince, diving into a night of raucous pleasure with him, and imagining it would never end. Was this the ending? Was this question—an affirmation of the distance between them—the final straw?

      But no. It wasn’t.

      As she sat, nestling into him, she heard her phone, blaring from her coat pocket. She shifted nervously, panicking.

      “You can let that go,” Francesco said, kissing her ear. “Remember. I mandate it.”

      She gave him a false smile, knowing that reality was barreling toward her, like a train. She couldn’t stop it. “I’m sorry. It might be important,” she murmured.

      She shifted from beneath the warmth of the comforter, shivering slightly, feeling his eyes upon her. She plunged her fingers into her coat pocket, drawing out several scraps of paper and receipts, along with her phone. The caller ID revealed it was Rocco, and her heart seemed to sink into the acid of her stomach.

      She couldn’t answer a phone call from Rocco. Not there, in the Prince’s bedroom. Her eyes darted from her phone to the naked man before her, his muscled biceps visible over the comforter and his curls diving over his ears and forehead, making him look like a Roman god.

      “What’s that?” he asked, pointing to the ground.

      Lisa turned her eyes downward, then. Still gripping the phone, she felt her legs bend slightly, an admittance that everything had just gone terribly wrong.

      After a final ring of her unanswered phone, she shoved the phone back in her pocket and reached for the papers that had fallen, unable to catch them before Francesco wrapped his fingers around them.

      “I can explain,” Lisa whispered, wrapping her arms around her body, suddenly self-conscious. “I really can.”

      Francesco held an old press pass, from when Lisa had been on assignment at the New York premiere of a movie. She’d been tasked with catching the lead actress looking her worst, to promote the story that she was aging poorly. She’d chased after the poor woman, her flash blasting. And then, she’d collected her five hundred dollars, knowing that she’d just trashed another woman’s body for her own personal gain. She’d hated herself that day. But, she’d hated herself nearly every day after that, as well. She just hadn’t thrown out the press pass.

      The press pass in question carried the Daily Sneak logo on it, along with her photo, in which her smile was more like a jeer, and her eyes were sharp, hungry. And Francesco held it in his outstretched palm, glaring at the photograph of the woman he’d just spent the night with, his eyes dark and angry.

      “What the hell is this?” he asked her. “A press pass for one of the shadiest supermarket tabloids of them all? What the hell is your photograph doing on it?”

      Lisa balked, feeling exposed and suddenly terrified—so unlike the bribing, cajoling woman in the photo. “Um…”

      “You said you could explain. So start explaining,” he said, his eyes flashing. “Because I have a whole lot of words to describe what I think this is. And I’d love it if you could prove me wrong, right now.”

      Lisa closed her eyes, allowing a million lies to come to the surface. She imagined telling him that she’d been a waitress for the event, and that they’d given her a press pass, instead of a worker pass, because it had been easier. She imagined telling him that there had been a mistake—that she’d been there to photograph for Vanity Fair, but that the pass had been printed for the Daily Sneak, instead.

      But the lies swirled, and none of them stuck. And she was left stuttering, unsure, with Francesco’s dark eyes upon her, demanding the truth.

      As the silence stretched between then, Francesco marched toward her, shaking the pass. “Why do you have this?” he cried, his eyes wide with indignation. “I’m going wild here, baby. Why are you really here? Come out with it. Just tell me the truth.”

      The word—baby—rang through Lisa’s ears. Tears sprang to her eyes. Guilt rushed through her. She felt herself fall to her knees. “I’m not really a waitress,” she mumbled, speaking to the spotless floorboards. “I’m a paparazzo.”

      “And you were sent here to photograph me?” Francesco asked her, incredulous. “I can’t believe I’ve let one of your kind into my house. You’re a monster.”

      Lisa held up her hand, wanting to explain. Her breath was uneven, and her tongue lacked articulation. But she fought for it. “I was tasked with getting pictures of you and Princess Rose together. That much is true.”

      Francesco sat down on the bed, sighing heavily, but Lisa continued her confession, feeling the words tumble from her mouth.

      “I was told that I would receive more money and recognition if I took a photograph of the two of you arguing.”

      Again, the Prince didn’t move. He’d dropped the press pass, and it crumpled to the ground, like the trash it should have become weeks ago.

      “I didn’t hesitate to take it,” she breathed. “I’ve been taking jobs like this for years now, just trying to save up money to go back to school, like I told you. That’s all I wanted out of this. A bit of extra cash. That’s all.” She recognized that the truth was ugly; that it stank of selfishness.

      “Was the entire restaurant in on it?” he asked quietly. “You were working there, Lisa. You were an employee. How could they not know who you really were?”

      “I snuck onto the staff just for the night,” Lisa murmured, her cheeks reddening.

      “Dammit,” the Prince breathed, stabbing his fist upon his knee. “You’re just like the rest of them. A snake, slithering through people’s lives, without a care for the pain you inflict on the way. And it’s not like tabloid success is something to be proud of, you know. You could make money doing almost anything else—like working at Matador, for example—”

      “It’s not that simple,” Lisa explained. “I need the experience. I have to do this, don’t you see?” She blinked rapidly, feeling lost.

      “So. You got your photographs. Congratulations,” Francesco said, rising once more. He yanked a pair of boxers over his legs, covering himself. Lisa’s eyes fluttered back toward him, admiring the strength of his abdomen. The sunlight cast deep shadows that emphasized his six-pack. He was a figment of her imagination; he was unreal.

      “But last night,” she continued, wanting to chase him, to force him to retreat from his anger. “I found myself trapped in the lie, even as I began to develop genuine feelings for you—” She stopped, and Francesco whirled around, his dark eyes connecting with hers. “Even as we talked, and I learned who you really were.”

      “You mean, you became the first paparazzo to learn that we, on the other side of the camera, are human? Great,” Francesco said coldly. “That’s just great.”

      “I genuinely enjoyed my time with you last night,” Lisa whispered. “I didn’t mean for it to happen. But when you asked me to eat with you, I knew I couldn’t refuse.”

      “Because you could learn so much about me, my family, and my relationship with Princess Rose,” Francesco said, his tone accusatory. “You knew what you were doing the entire time.”

      Lisa shook her head sadly, closing her eyes. Tiny crows’ feet formed on either side, a reminder of her age. She’d spent the majority of her twenties ruining people’s lives. She’d become something she’d never dreamed of being.

      “It may have started that way,” she said. “But all that floated away when I realized that you—you were someone truly special. And I wanted to come home with you. I wanted to be physically close, even without speaking or listening. And, God, Francesco. I told you things. I told you things about myself that I’ve never told anyone.”

      She pressed her palm against her forehead, sensing she was running in circles. “Doesn’t that mean anything?” she breathed, tapping her tongue against the top of her mouth, feeling outside of reality. A bird flew past the penthouse window, a reminder that the world outside continued to spin.

      “Get out,” the Prince said, then. “I want you out of my life forever. Do you understand?”

      His words rang through her ears, and she nodded hesitantly, beginning to grab her things. She dressed wearily, tugging her tights over her legs, hooking her bra behind her back without flourish. She sensed Francesco’s eyes upon her, but she couldn’t look at him, couldn’t acknowledge his hatred of her.

      She’d seen the way he’d looked at her that morning—a mere fifteen minutes before—and she’d fallen for it. She’d felt she’d been dozing on a hill, beneath the sun, the grass tickling her face. But now, she was bruised, kicked from the home of the most handsome, fairy-tale prince in the world. And perhaps it really was because she was rotten, wretched, and undeserving of love.

      Lisa flipped the zipper up on her dress, and then donned her coat, turning back toward the man she’d shared a perfect evening with. “I suppose this is goodbye,” she whispered.

      Francesco held up his finger, his nostrils flared. “One moment,” he said, lifting himself from his chair. “You said you told me things that you haven’t told anyone,” he said. He couldn’t bear to look her in the eye, and his gaze settled somewhere near her toes. “Does that mean—” He paused. “Did you tell me the truth last night, at any point?”

      Lisa nodded, her heart jutting up against her ribcage. “Everything I told you was the truth, except what I do for a living. Everything about my mother. And my life in Detroit. And my friends. And my hopes and dreams.” She bit her lip, trembling.

      Moments passed. The Prince sighed heavily, acknowledging the weight of their shared silence. Lisa prayed that he would change his mind. That he’d ask her to join him back in bed. He’d ask her to delete the photographs, to unstrap herself from her commitment to Rocco and Daily Sneak.

      But he didn’t.

      “You can let yourself out,” he barked, his voice gruff, tired with disappointment. He turned toward the window and gazed at the horizon, which seemed heavenly in the distance, its edge gleaming with light.

      Lisa turned toward the door and marched sullenly to the elevator, tapping over the floorboards and then the marble, trying to memorize every nook and cranny of the apartment, the brilliant details, and the intricate tapestries, the like of which she’d never glimpsed before.

      She ducked into the elevator and bounded to the first floor, sending a sad, small wave to the doorman before exiting the building.

      Outside, on the street corner, Lisa nearly ran nearly headlong into Sergio, Francesco’s driver. Again, a cigarette sat between his lips, and he blocked her path, his breath coming raggedly.

      “My girl, my girl,” he said, his eyes glinting mischievously. “Don’t imagine I won’t tell the Prince just exactly what you’re up to.” He stretched his palm outward, clearly demanding funds.

      But Lisa shifted her weight and crossed her arms over her chest, anger sizzling through her. “Get out of my way, Sergio. I’ve given you enough.”

      “Not enough. I didn’t know just how deep you’d go. You’re a dirty little paparazzo, aren’t you?” he sneered.

      Lisa felt tears glimmer in her eyes, but she stood firm. “He already knows what I do, you ass. Get out of my way now, or I’ll call the police.” She lifted her phone and dangled it from two fingers, watching the man’s fat face fall, defeated.

      “It was better working for the last guy,” he said softly, gazing down the street. “Fewer demands, and fewer people like you.”

      She shuffled past him and bounded toward the subway, kicking up into a run. Tears streamed down her face, easing between her lips and dripping from her chin. Suddenly, she felt she couldn’t inhale enough oxygen, and fell into a full-force panic attack, leaning heavily against a telephone pole.

      With each inhale, the world seemed to spin faster. She eyed her feet on the ground, and sensed that she was tilting away from them. They certainly wouldn’t hold her up. She wasn’t going to be okay.

      An elderly man stopped beside her and wrapped a cracked hand around her shoulder, holding her upright. His cataract-coated, cloudy eyes peered up at her, from his five-foot-nothing stance. And his words filled her with a brief burst of hope.

      “I know it doesn’t feel like it right now, but it’s going to be all right. I promise.”
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      Lisa skipped out on the subway, choosing instead to wander through the city streets. After brimming with such hope and happiness the previous evening, the world now appeared in shades of grey, with sudden clouds forming at the horizon and spits of rain coming down on her shoulders.

      She felt like a cartoon character, her head slumped downward, her hair hanging heavy with rainwater. Her shoes scuffed on the sidewalk, and men and women elbowed her, declaring: “You better watch where you’re going.”

      But she couldn’t. Her eyes were glazed with tears.

      Somewhere south of the Prince’s apartment, Lisa’s phone began to blare from her pocket once more—the familiar jingle that generally alerted her to good news. The paper needed her. But now, the noise only served as a reminder of the messy, backstabbing life she’d built for herself.

      She eyed the caller ID, sighing audibly. She leaned against a brick wall on the corner, near Wall Street, plastering a false smile upon her face. “Rocco,” she said. “Great to hear from you. How’ve you been?”

      “Don’t give me that,” Rocco said, scoffing. “I’ve been calling you all morning. Did you drop off the face of the planet for a little while and only now decide to join us?”

      Lisa felt her smile falter. She eyed a homeless man on the corner, scuffling forward with bags attached to him, his expression grim. “I’m sorry, Rocco. I was tied up with work,” she said, flailing. “It won’t happen again.”

      “You’re damn right it won’t happen again,” her editor said. “We don’t tolerate that kind of behavior in this business. Our readers want what they want, when they want it. And that means you can just disappear on me whenever you get the urge. The Prince and Princess were at the restaurant yesterday evening, as you reported, correct?”

      “Yes,” Lisa breathed. “They were there. They bought out the entire restaurant.”

      “Wonderful. And I’m assuming you captured some shots for us?”

      Lisa didn’t respond. She felt her heart skipping in her chest, the oxygen depleting in her head. The rain had picked up and a huge puddle began to form in the road. Cars splashed by without care, sending sprays of dirty brown liquid in Lisa’s direction.

      “Garcia? You got the shots? Did they fight? Did you get any gossip, any juice, whatsoever?” Rocco ranted at her, his voice blistering her ears. “Hello? Am I speaking to a brick wall?”

      But Lisa couldn’t speak. She remembered the beautiful way the Prince had knelt down to her, kissing her cheek, her neck, her shoulder blades. He’d told her that something within her seemed to cry out to him, to tell him that everything was going to be all right. “Do you believe in soulmates?” he’d whispered, his wide eyes animalistic, making her crave him.

      “I didn’t get any information,” Lisa finally spoke, interrupting Rocco’s rant. “I didn’t get a single photo, and I didn’t overhear anything of interest.” The lies poured from her mouth.

      “So, you’re saying you failed,” Rocco said, his words heavy with disbelief. “You’ve failed us all.”

      “I suppose so,” she whispered. As she spoke, a weight was lifted from her shoulders. The realization that she didn’t have to ruin the man she’d come to know over the previous twelve hours thrilled her. She wasn’t the garbage person he’d thought her to be. Not any longer.

      “You have to be kidding me,” Rocco said. “You’re telling me you infiltrated the restaurant, served the Prince and Princess, and then came out with nothing? Are you stupid or something?”

      “Not stupid. Just not a good fit for this job,” Lisa said, lifting her chin to feel the rain on her cheeks. “I guess that means I won’t be working for you any longer, doesn’t it?”

      Rocco took a moment, breathing heavily, before he spoke again. “Look, Garcia. I don’t want to be rash. You’ve done good work for us in the past… Let me think about your situation and get back to you. But in the meantime, know you won’t receive a dollar of payment. You’ve wasted both my time, and your own. Is that clear?”

      “Crystal,” Lisa said, stabbing her finger on the “End call” button and standing in silence, her ears and eyes focused on the city around her. She had half a mind to toss her phone in the gutter, to watch it fall down the drain. Disconnecting herself from her tabloid reality, and cleansing herself once more. Perhaps that’s what it would take.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Lisa began a slow walk back to her apartment building, feeling reaffirmed in herself and her integrity. She stopped at a coffee shop, delivering a large smile to the barista, and then sipping her cappuccino slowly by the window, brimming with the realization that she needed to chart a course for a better life. The steam swept up over her cheeks, lifting her spirits.

      As she sipped, she thought of Francesco. She could almost sense him pacing around his apartment, riddled with anger. She lifted her camera from her bag and glanced through the photographs she’d taken of the Prince and Princess, pausing to gaze at the Prince, at the darkness in his eyes, at the way his smile grew adorably crooked when he spoke.

      She considered deleting all of them, thinking that she owed it to this man to leave him alone. She knew about his past, just as he knew about hers. And she didn’t want to taint his memories of her further, nor make his relationship with the press even worse.

      But something made her keep them. Almost like she wanted to cling onto these memories of him, knowing she couldn’t get him back.

      With the rain pattering against the windowpane of the café, she reasoned that she could call the Prince and tell him she would delete the photos, if he asked her to. “I know you think I’m working against you,” she’d say. “But I’m on your side. I think I could even love you, if given the chance. Please don’t force me out. This is worth our effort. I just know it.”

      But as she sat, spinning this fake conversation through her mind, she realized that she didn’t have the Prince’s phone number. The only form of contact she had with him was through the driver, Sergio, who’d just confronted her on the street corner. Her stomach churned with displeasure.

      “Damn,” she mumbled, shoving her phone back into her purse.

      “Having an off-day?” A man appeared next to her, holding a coffee cup, his blond hair plastered down his forehead from the rain. His eyes were bright, and he looked pleased to be speaking to Lisa—a beautiful, if somewhat harassed-looking woman, with mascara running down her cheeks.

      “Isn’t every day an off-day?” she asked, giving him a fake smile. “You win some, you lose some. Right?”

      “Isn’t that the old cliché?” he asked, flirting with her. “As my dad used to say: ‘you can’t win ‘em all kid.’”

      “What about ‘you miss all the shots you don’t take?’” Lisa asked, finding a bit of laughter within her. She sipped her coffee, eyeing him in a friendly way, hoping she wasn’t leading him on. “I’m Lisa, by the way.”

      “Connor,” the man said, shaking her hand. “Full disclosure, I know who you are.”

      Lisa’s eyes nearly popped from her skull. “What?” she asked harshly.

      “I followed you from the Prince’s apartment,” he said, sitting cockily beside her. His bright, youthful face had been replaced by a snake’s. “I assumed the two of you would be coming out together. I had my camera ready. But you know all about that.”

      “You mean you’re paparazzi?” she whispered, eyeing him fiercely. There was no camera, nothing that gave him away; there was no way she could have known he wasn’t just a guy trying to pick her up for a date. “What the hell, man? I’m just trying to enjoy this coffee.”

      “Isn’t that what they’re all doing?” Connor asked cheekily. “Just trying to walk their kids to school. Just trying to go to yoga. Just trying to live their lives with as much normalcy as possible, and yet—we’re always there to take the shots.” He winked at her. “You know, I read up on you last night, Lisa. You’ve had a few good shots published. That one of that basketballer—”

      “And the ice cream. Yeah,” Lisa sighed, placing her face in her hands. She suddenly felt the weight of the world upon her shoulders.

      “Remarkable work, to say you don’t even have a degree.”

      “I was trying to save up for one,” Lisa whispered. “I was working my ass off.”

      “And then you met the Prince,” Connor said, his teeth flashing in the coffee house light. Lisa had half a mind to shove him from the wonky stool on which he sat, teetering back and forth.

      “No. I know your game,” Lisa said. “I’m not going to tell you anything.”

      “Not even how you met? Not even an affirmation of whether you were with him at the jazz club last night? Not even that you bribed his driver to learn about his dinner at the Matador, and then snuck your way onto the wait staff, only to be taken home by him?” Connor was practically sweating with excitement, lifting his note pad from his pocket in anticipation.

      Lisa felt trapped, like a rat in a cage, the snake coiling around her. “I didn’t,” she murmured. “I didn’t spend the night at the Prince’s, and I definitely didn’t go to the jazz club with him. I don’t even know which prince you’re talking about. The Prince of Wales? The Prince of Monaco? The Prince of—”

      But Connor lifted his hand, halting her. “That’s about enough,” he stammered. “You know quite well. Look at you. You’re on your walk of shame, soaking wet. If you can just confirm that you went back to his place last night, I can guarantee that your name won’t appear, and I’ll name a different source. Is that clear?”

      “And let me guess,” Lisa murmured. “You’ll pay me a small fee for my trouble.”

      “But of course, Lisa. I looked that up about you, as well. What a dismal credit score. Looks like you’re in need of money pretty badly. How about five hundred dollars now, and five hundred more after it prints?” He reached for his pocket book, ready to buy her off.

      But Lisa just gave him a sarcastic smile, lifting herself from her stool. “I could have sold my own story to my editor for much, much more than that. You just followed me fifteen blocks, through the fall rain, and you’re going to get nothing but a head cold.” She felt contempt throttle through her. “Enjoy your day, sir. I hope the door doesn’t hit you on your way out.”

      She fled from the café, then, and high-tailed it into the subway, throwing furtive glances behind her as she went. Connor hadn’t run after her, but could others have followed her? Was she now a target of her own grimy troupe of paparazzi?

      She pushed into the subway car and allowed herself to be enveloped by the crowd of lunchtime commuters, the swarm of people enabling her to forget, momentarily, that this was the single-worst day of her life. She gripped the pole of the car each time the train halted, thrusting her body forward like a rag doll’s, and resolved to shove all thoughts of Prince Francesco—of the way he held her, of the way he kissed her—from her mind. She deserved a chance at a life, and she couldn’t do it knowing that the Prince was out there, living, not needing her. Not wanting her.
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      Two months later, it was early December. Lisa checked her watch as she slipped on her black heels, missing once and staggering through her apartment. “Shoot,” she grumbled, shoving her foot back into the shoe. “I can’t do this.”

      Not long after Lisa first moved to New York City, as a bright-eyed, bushy-tailed 21-year-old, she’d met Nancy—a photographer herself. The two of them had been close friends until a couple years ago, when Nancy quit the paparazzi business, got married, and settled with her husband in a tiny Brooklyn apartment, where she spent her days knitting things and waiting to get pregnant.

      Lisa had been spending more time with the now-pregnant Nancy since her falling-out with Rocco. The editor still tossed her the occasional bone, including a children’s bonfire at which an A-lister’s niece and nephew had roasted marshmallows and giggled. Lisa had hated herself as she’d snapped the shot, but she had eaten heartily that evening, feeling like a hunter-gatherer, always just days away from hunger.

      Nancy had many friends, almost all of them with children, and they had piled into a rented restaurant space for Nancy’s baby shower. The parents sipped lattes and stared at each other big-eyed, telling tales of how cute their children were. Lisa mostly smiled and nodded, offering an occasional contribution to their conversations. “Oh wow, she’s really walking now? That’s amazing.” “He lost two teeth in the same day? He must have freaked out!”

      But soon, she found herself hovering by the counter, sipping her second coffee.

      “You okay there?” the barista asked, giving her a warm smile.

      “Oh, um, sure. I just really don’t like baby showers,” she echoed back.

      “Oh, darling. You’re here,” Nancy cried, finally noticing Lisa. She wrapped her arms around her friend’s neck from behind, nearly pouring Lisa’s coffee down her shirt. “I’m so glad you could make it. You know, we’re all kinds of worried about you.”

      Lisa’s eyebrows rose high as she turned to her friend, whose face and body were creamy with youth and vitality. Lisa assumed she’d begun to look tired and old in Nancy’s eyes.

      “Well, actually, you’re glowing,” Nancy said, her eyes widening. “What kind of face cream are you using these days? Wow. You look great.”

      Lisa sensed the lie in Nancy’s words, but she smiled and asked all the appropriate questions—how was she feeling, how was her husband doing, and so on. Soon, Nancy’s smile began to falter, and she turned her attention toward another woman near edge of the group, giving her a wide, soccer-mom smile.

      Left to her own devices again, Lisa felt oddly lost. She leaned heavily against one of the booths, her mind tracing thoughts of Francesco for what seemed like the tenth time that afternoon. It had been two months since she’d spent the night with him, two months since she’d smelled his delicious musk. And still, she awoke to dreams about him nearly every night. Dreams in which they stood on a beach, their hands clasped, gazing out at the horizon—a metaphor, she assumed, for a beautiful future together.

      Ugh.

      The reality was rather horrible. In the weeks that followed her affair with the Prince—if she could even call it that—Lisa had found herself living like a hermit in her apartment block, drinking endless cups of tea, and living off of granola bars. She’d eyed the news uneasily, hopeful that her face wouldn’t pop up. “Paparazzo Spotted with Prince—Is It Love?” She’d imagined the headlines.

      But nothing had come of it. Even Connor, that snake, hadn’t published a single word about her leaving the Prince’s apartment building. Perhaps he didn’t have proof that they’d spent the night together, or perhaps he’d sensed something unhinged within her, a clear signal that she wasn’t to be messed with; that she would bite back.

      Instead of seeing herself in the tabloids, Lisa saw plenty of Prince Francesco. He was an eternal figure, strolling through Manhattan, socializing with models and actors at awards shows. About two weeks after Lisa had met the Prince, rumors had surfaced that he and Princess Rose were breaking up.

      “Royal Family’s Horror as Prince Turns to Drink in Wake of Breakup”, one tabloid had spouted. “Princess Rose’s Affair with her Butler”, another had claimed. The photos had been wretched, taken by an unscrupulous, untalented photographer. And the copy had been even worse, making assumptions about where the Prince and Princess had been, and whether or not they were “on” or “off.”

      Lisa had wanted nothing more than to wipe her hands of the entire business. But, as it was her only income, she had clung to it.

      “Have you heard the latest about the Prince?”

      The voice of one of Nancy’s friends came ringing through Lisa’s ears. She turned rapidly, joining the conversation, plastering on a soccer-mom smile of her own.

      “What about him?” Lisa asked brightly. “Oh, don’t mind me. I am just obsessed with royalty.”

      “Me too,” another mom confessed. “I can’t get enough of his on-again, off-again relationship with Princess Rose. God, he seems too good for her, don’t you think?”

      Lisa took pleasure in everyone’s nods. She hated herself for it.

      “He’s simply gorgeous,” another mom affirmed. “And such fine taste, too. I saw in a magazine a few weeks back. His New York apartment, and his place in London. They were simply divine.”

      Lisa parted her lips, wanting to explain that she’d seen it all in the flesh. She’d gazed at the tapestries. She’d felt the emotions that design was meant to evoke. The mothers peered at her, sensing she was going to speak.

      “I mean. I saw that magazine as well,” Lisa said, suddenly feeling self-conscious. “Man, to be a fly on that wall.”

      “Right,” the mother said, raising her left eyebrow slightly. “Anyway. I read that he and the Princess are back together. Isn’t that just awful?”

      “When did they break up?” another woman piped.

      “Maybe a month ago?” another one replied.

      “Six weeks,” Lisa whispered, remembering the tabloid photograph—and the burst of hope that had come with it.

      “Boy, you really do know your Prince Francesco trivia,” the woman teased, jabbing her lightly with her elbow. Her flowery perfume wafted into Lisa’s nose.

      “I guess so,” Lisa murmured. “Why did it say they were back on? I read that they were really unhappy. Always bickering.”

      “Oh, you should see the latest photographs that were taken of the pair of them. Especially of Francesco’s abs, of course.” The woman leafed into her purse for her phone and began to flick through the photographs on the Daily Sneak app. She held it out so Lisa could see for herself.

      There they were: the Prince and the Princess, holding hands and standing in their swimsuits, gazing out at the horizon—not unlike the dream Lisa had had about her and the Prince.

      Lisa’s breath caught in her throat. She wrapped her suddenly clammy fingers around the phone and brought it toward her, sighing evenly. “I didn’t realize.”

      “Well, I suppose we can never really know what goes on behind closed doors, can we?” the mother said, shrugging slightly. “Just a weird window into someone else’s life. That’s all these tabloids give us. And God, I appreciate them. My life right now is nothing but bibs and cooking. And diapers. So many diapers.”

      “Here, here,” another mother said, raising her mug. “We need something to keep us young.”

      Lisa handed the phone back to the mother and scrambled toward the exit of the baby shower, feeling her stomach clench. She reached the exterior, where the chilly winter air calmed her stomach. She leaned heavily against the building’s wall, without her coat, feeling overheated. The barista joined her, offering her a cigarette. But she shook her head primly, pointing at her stomach.

      “Let me guess, morning sickness?” he asked, snapping the lighter in front of the cigarette.

      Lisa shook her head, her brow furrowing. “Oh, no, I’m not pregnant—” she began, her fingers folding over her stomach. “I’m just catching some air.”

      “I see,” the man said, exhaling languidly. He puffed perfect rings of smoke from his lips, and Lisa wondered how he had mastered the skill. But her stomach clenched again before she could ask.

      “Maybe I should go home,” she murmured, slipping a strand of stray hair behind her ear. “I think I’ve spoken to all these moms and moms-to-be here, anyway.”

      “It’s not like you didn’t try,” the barista agreed, giving her a slight smile. “Go on. The minute anyone asks about you—the pretty blonde who definitely isn’t pregnant—I’ll tell them you definitely didn’t go home. Deal?”

      “I’m not pregnant,” Lisa said, her eyes flashing. “Believe me.”

      “Oh, I do,” he affirmed. “I absolutely do.”

      Lisa grabbed her coat, anxious to avoid the eyes of her old friend, now mom-to-be, Nancy. She’d bought her a gift and a card. She’d said hi. That had to be enough.

      She scurried from the building and into the busy, Saturday-afternoon streets, wrapping her arms over her chest. She couldn’t get the barista’s words out of her head. She paused outside of a pharmacy, feeling anxious and silly, before entering and grasping a pregnancy test.

      “Just in case,” she reasoned with herself, purchasing the test in cash, rather than using her card. That way, she wouldn’t have to look back on her statements and remember “that day she took a pregnancy test for no reason whatsoever.”

      The teenage clerk slipped the pregnancy test into a small brown bag, and Lisa flung it into her purse before taking the final blocks at a quick march, her arms at her sides. She rushed up the steps to her building, feeling the blood pulse through her, and then staggered into her apartment, having to drink two glasses of water before calming down enough to get her breath back.

      “What is going on with my body?” she whispered to herself, pulling the test from its container and eyeing the instructions.

      Even as she bounded toward the bathroom, she reasoned all the ways she definitely wasn’t pregnant. Her periods had never been reliable, and she’d never been bothered by them. When she’d been 21, she hadn’t gotten her period for five months—and she’d chocked it up to good luck.

      She closed her eyes as she took the test, shaking with nerves. She set it on the sink and then busied herself in the kitchen for a while, washing dishes, trying to figure out if she should eat, but too anxious to do so.

      Could she really be pregnant? The Prince was the only person she’d slept with in months. But they’d used protection. Hadn’t that been enough?

      As she waited for the courage to rise up within her, she turned her attention back to her phone, flipping through the many photographs of the Prince and the Princess on vacation. “In Love Again!” the Daily Sneak declared.

      As she read the articles, assessing the photographs and the seeming “love” between the two people, Lisa couldn’t help but feel betrayed. The electricity between her and Francesco had been palpable, an assurance of their chemistry. She sensed no such chemistry between the Prince and Princess.

      In fact, Francesco had told her, point-blank, that he didn’t love her. That he’d never loved her.

      Furious, Lisa collapsed onto her chair, shifting her hand over her abdomen, wondering at the slight bulge. It was true that her pants had been slightly tighter lately, but it was also true that her mother had sent a large box of Christmas cookies, all frosted and coated in sprinkles, and she’d eaten all but a couple of them in the previous days, feeling sorry for herself.

      Finally, she sighed and lifted from the chair, knowing that the afternoon would stretch to evening, and the pregnancy test would remain there, bearing its truth, regardless of if she went back into the bathroom or not.

      She sniffed sharply, wondering who she’d call to laugh about this with once the negative result was confirmed. But she hadn’t told a single soul about her affair with the Prince, especially since Connor harassed her at that café. And so, she would hold memory of this within her, as yet another secret. They were accumulating fast.

      She entered the bathroom, the fluorescent light bright and blinding, and turned her attention toward the small stick near the sink. It waited for her, a beacon that would decide her future.
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      Lisa hovered over the pregnancy test, blinking rapidly. The pink plus sign was soft, beautiful, against the cream of the stick. She hadn’t expected such beauty. And yet, the tiny pink cross was delivering terrifying news. It was the assurance that everything in her life was about to change.

      She lifted it into the light, remembering the way the Prince’s eyes had glittered as they’d spoken, whispering secrets over the pillow. Already, she could picture the child they’d created together: dark curls descending across pink cheeks.

      But as her mind turned, she began to wilt to the ground. She felt as if she’d been punched. Oxygen couldn’t race to her brain quickly enough, and she began to see black.

      “Snap out of it,” Lisa murmured, rising to her feet. She flung herself to the kitchen, searching for her phone. She didn’t have to be a single mother—at least, not in the traditional sense. She and this man, this prince, had felt something together. Surely, he thought of her fondly, despite her press credentials.

      If she told him that she was having his baby—and that she was planning to keep the information from the press—he would surely want to have a claim to the child. Wouldn’t he want to meet him or her? Wouldn’t he want to give them enough funds to survive, what with the incredible wealth at his disposal?

      That was the decent thing to do, she knew. And he was nothing if not a man with morals and a family-oriented mindset. His mother and father had stayed together to raise him and his sister. Surely he would want to make sure his child was cared for?

      In her life as a paparazzo, Lisa had generated an incredible stash of emails, phone numbers, and other contacts, which allowed her to find the number of the royal family’s press office, tucked away on the Aluzzian coast. With the chilly December brewing another round of snow outside, Lisa dialed the number and waited, hearing the phone ring across oceans and seas.

      The call was answered by a woman speaking Aluzzian, which sounded like a mixture of Spanish and Italian.

      Lisa smiled with her response. “Hello. I don’t suppose you speak English?”

      “Of course I do,” the woman answered, her tone bright and professional. “My name is Anika. How may I help you this evening?”

      Lisa sat upon her chair, wrapping herself tight in a blanket. Hearing the woman’s warm tones, she suddenly felt like everything was going to be fine. “Actually, I’m a friend of the palace,” Lisa began.

      “Oh?” Anika asked, feigning interest. “Who in the palace, exactly?”

      “Well, I’m friendly with Prince Francesco,” Lisa answered, pushing the conversation forward. “He and I met while he was in New York, around the time of the break-up between him and Princess Rose.”

      “Hmm. Our records don’t show them ever ‘breaking up’, so I’m not quite sure when that would have been, Miss—”

      “Lisa,” she stammered. “Lisa Garcia. And that’s funny, as I seem to recall reading something about their break-up in—”

      “Ah, the tabloids. Trashy magazines. They never report the truth, but of course, you know that. Anyway, it’s kind of you to call, but you should know that the Prince is incredibly busy these days, on his many humanitarian travels, alongside Princess Rose, and he will be unable to take your call. I can take a message, but I highly doubt—”

      Panic throttled through Lisa. “I’m sorry, Anika. It’s terribly important that I speak with him. You see, something rather intimate happened between—”

      But Anika interrupted her. “I’m sorry, Miss Garcia. If you’d like to leave a message for the Prince, we can absolutely arrange something. But know that whatever you tell me will be shown to all members of the royal family, including Princess Rose.”

      Lisa sensed the warning in Anika’s voice. She bowed her head, realizing she was against a wall. “I see. All right, then. Any other ideas for me?”

      “I’m afraid I don’t understand, Miss Garcia,” Anika said, her voice sounding robotic now.

      “I was wondering how else I could contact the Prince. Perhaps another office?”

      “No, miss. This is the only official channel through which to contact Prince Francesco.”

      “And you’re telling me that I can’t even communicate with him this way.”

      “Perhaps if you knew him well enough to have his cellphone—”

      “Fine,” Lisa spat, angry. “That’s fine. Thank you. Have a wonderful day.” She smashed her finger on the phone to end the call, seething.

      In all her years as a paparazzo, she had never been brushed off so easily. Anika’s voice had started off friendly, ready to guide her. But the moment Lisa had started to inquire about the Prince, her tone had changed. She’d iced up, pushed back, and informed her that contacting the Prince through that, or any other channel, would be highly unlikely.

      Lisa read the clues. But she didn’t yet have enough information. She stationed herself in her living room, a large bowl of popcorn before her and the television blaring. She fell asleep on the couch, and when she awoke, she dialed the press office of the royal family once more, hoping to reach a different receptionist who might be more understanding.

      A male voice answered in a beautiful Aluzzian accent, welcoming her to the royal family’s press office. Again, Lisa requested that the man speak English, rather than Aluzzian. Again, he responded brightly, in perfect English.

      “Of course, miss. How may I be of service?”

      “Thank you,” Lisa said primly. “I wondered if I might be able to contact Her Majesty the Queen of Aluzzi.”

      “Absolutely,” the man answered. “The entire royal family is contactable through this office.”

      “The entire royal family?” Lisa repeated, her eyes glittering.

      “Absolutely. The King, Queen, Prince, and, of course, the Prince’s betrothed, Princess Rose of the Netherlands. All through this office.”

      “Oh, well, that changes everything,” Lisa said, nuzzling deeper in her couch. She yawned briefly, noting that her hunger had escalated—a reminder that she needed to eat for her baby. “I’d love to speak with Prince Francesco, if at all possible.”

      “Certainly,” the man chimed. “And if I could just take your name.”

      “Lisa Garcia,” she responded promptly.

      Immediately, the man paused, clearly gawking at his mistake. “Lisa, Lisa Garcia. I’m—I’m terribly sorry—”

      “What is it?” Lisa asked, playing dumb.

      “Well, the Prince is, um. He’s currently traveling and unable to accept phone calls. So, you see, even for us—he’s unreachable.”

      “Is that so,” Lisa said, smiling grimly. “Well, that’s really quite unfortunate. I do need to contact him. I don’t suppose I could—”

      “Leave a message? Unfortunately not,” the man stammered, perturbed. “It’s not our standard operation here.”

      “Right. So, I’ll just call back later, then?” Lisa asked.

      “Um. Of course. Maybe in—um. Yes. Thank you for your call, Miss Garcia.”

      Immediately, the man hung up. Lisa glared at her phone, her eyebrows lowering, understanding that she was being avoided.

      “Wow. He really did it,” she whispered. The Prince had actually set a block against her—probably declaring her a crazed paparazzo, someone who would damage the family name.

      She’d been blacklisted. And so she would remain, probably for the rest of her life, if she didn’t do something about it.

      She walked toward the refrigerator and retrieved several celery sticks she’d bought the previous week when she’d thought she needed to lose weight, post-Christmas cookie snacking. Now, the celery felt dry and bendy against her sandpaper tongue. She poured water down her parched throat, realizing that her body was fueling the growth of another, tiny person. It would no longer respond to nourishment in the same way. It would constantly be searching for something more fulfilling.

      Exhausted, and still starved, Lisa slept for the rest of the morning and early afternoon, allowing her Sunday to slip away. She couldn’t fold into her blankets deeply enough. She wanted to hide, to fall into another dimension, to rectify her problems by becoming invisible. But each time she opened her eyes, she awakened to the reality in which the Prince wanted her to carry his baby, alone, as a single mother.

      At nearly five in the afternoon, Lisa dialed her favorite pizza place and ordered three pizzas, unable to choose which flavor suited her. “Pepperoni, with black olives,” she requested, counting on her fingers. “And one with just vegetables. Yes. All the vegetables, Louis. I know I don’t normally order that, but here we are. And the last one is—oh. Surprise me.”

      She kept up a playful, joking rapport with the pizza guys, who’d often commiserated with her on the street as she awaited one celebrity after another. “They don’t stand a chance against you, Lisa,” the pizza boys had said. And always, she snapped their picture in response.

      Louis delivered the pizzas around thirty minutes later, sauntering up to her apartment and accepting the generous tip—something Lisa knew she couldn’t afford any more. But she smiled at him, bleary-eyed.

      “You don’t look so hot, Lisa. You sick?” Louis asked, his timid, 22-year-old eyes peering up at her. “And why’d you order three pizzas? You having people over?”

      “Why are you asking so many questions?” Lisa said, laughing. “I’ve already paid you, Lou. Get out of here.”

      Louis grinned playfully before turning down the hallway and skipping out of sight.

      Grateful to be alone again, Lisa eased heavily down onto the couch, opening the first pizza box—the pepperoni and black olive—and began to tuck in to the first slice. As she chewed, allowing the flavors to course over her tongue, she began to imagine another plan of action.

      If she was going to reach Francesco, she was going to have to be creative. And if she was going to be creative, then she would have to use every resource she had at her disposal. In this case, that meant the driver. Sergio.

      She dialed the number quickly, remembering the savage morning when he’d attempted to bribe her. God, he’d think this was rich—her acknowledgement that what she’d done that night had been a mistake, and it hadn’t even been for any story. The only person affected by that evening was Lisa. Meanwhile, the Prince was on a beach somewhere, sunning himself alongside his false love.

      Sergio answered on the third ring, his voice hesitant, without the sneer it had held during their previous encounter. The moment he answered, Lisa sensed that something was off.

      “Hello? Sergio?” she asked, her voice meek.

      “Lisa. Hi,” he said. “It’s a surprise to hear from you. After our last meeting.”

      “Right. I am sorry about that,” Lisa said, hoping that an apology would rectify the awkwardness, “but I was wondering if you might have a way to contact Prince Francesco. It’s crucial that I speak with him as soon as possible.”

      The driver only guffawed in response, and Lisa sighed inwardly.

      “You know, I can pay you to contact him for me,” she said, falling back into old habits. After giving one too many bills to Louis, she knew she was dipping into the last of her savings. But she couldn’t care. This was her last-ditch effort, her chance at survival. “I can pay more than last time—call it four hundred. That’s a lot of money, Serg. Think about it.”

      “I don’t know, Lisa,” Sergio crooned, clearly tempted. Tension hung between them, stretching thin with each passing moment. “I just really don’t think I can be a part of this game. Whatever it is.”

      Lisa bowed her head, understanding. The Sergio she’d known previously, the one who’d driven the basketballer, earnestly seeking whatever else she had dangling from her bank account, wouldn’t back away from four hundred dollars. She sensed what was going on: the Prince must have told him not to talk to her.

      “I see,” Lisa whispered. Her thoughts spinning, she felt her throat catch. Tears began to stream down her face. “Damn,” she mumbled, becoming choked up. “I just—I don’t know what I’m going to do.” She began to weep full-force, then, shuddering and cradling the phone. “Jesus. I’m so sorry.”

      “What’s going on?” Sergio asked, his voice crackling like an old radio. “Why are you crying? This isn’t like you, Lisa. So what if I can’t help you with this one? You have a million other celebrities to stalk. Stop chasing this one. I promise. It isn’t worth your while.”

      “You don’t understand,” Lisa breathed. “I’m pregnant with the Prince’s child.” It was the first time she’d said the words out loud. She closed her eyes, wincing. “And I have to tell him. He has to know.”

      Sergio was quiet for a long time. He muttered to himself, cursing in his first language.

      “I’m sorry to involve you,” Lisa murmured. “But you’re all I have. You’re the only connection.”

      “I understand,” Sergio said. “I can’t believe it has to be me. But I understand.”

      Lisa breathed heavily, seeing a clear path to what she needed to finally feel safe, to feel warm. Outside, the snow whirled menacingly.

      “Why don’t we talk about it in person, then?” she said after a long pause. “We can meet somewhere. Like the old times.”

      “Like the good times?” Sergio said, laughing, almost good-naturedly.

      “Sure. Absolutely,” Lisa said, swiping a tear from her cheek. “Central Park, by the Bethesda fountain, at noon. What do you say?”

      “I bet there will be tons of kids there,” Sergio said, teasing her. “To help you warm up for your new life. Funny. I never imagined you as the motherly kind. Always running after celebrities, looking like a scavenger.”

      “I won’t be able to run for long,” Lisa agreed. “Once I turn into a beach ball.”

      Sergio and Lisa, the unlikely duo, ended their phone call moments later, with Lisa brimming with sudden relief. She reached toward the small stack of pizza boxes and ate some more, zoning out to her favorite cheesy crime show on the small-screen television. She allowed herself some relaxation before she had to confront the Prince, and convince him she wasn’t the villain he believed her to be.

      She had her work cut out for her, certainly.

      By midnight, Lisa found herself vomiting, her stomach clenching with pain. Despite being pregnant and needing sustenance, her body wasn’t accustomed to such grease-laden debauchery. And, as she apparently was with everything else, she was paying for it.

      She crawled back into her bed and collapsed into sleep, dreaming fitful dreams about her and the Prince and a mystery person—someone she sensed she’d met before, but no one she could place. Each time she opened her eyes throughout the night, she was able to dive back into the same slumber, surrounded by loved ones, tucked away from reality.

      It was beautiful.
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      The next day, Lisa scampered from her apartment at ten thirty in the morning, stuffing her gloved hands into her coat pockets. She scanned her Brooklyn street, hopeful that she wouldn’t any faces that might be watching her. Since Connor had appeared at the coffee shop, she’d realized she could become a target at any moment. And she would combat that, every chance she could.

      But she recognized no one. A stooped, elderly woman crept past, her crooked nose pointing directly to the sidewalk. Down the street, a 20-something boy set up a flower shop for his mother, lending Lisa a hearty wave. She walked briskly past him, grinning sheepishly, before diving down the subway steps and rushing uptown, toward the park.

      Today was the day that everything would come together.

      She neared Central Park a while later, hopeful that the smells of the subway were leaving her coat. She hardly left her house these days, especially given that Rocco didn’t offer her many assignments, and she rarely used the train. She had grown accustomed to clean clothes, to warm and earnest people. But the people on the train were shadowy, menacing: their eyes assessing her, judging her. They were, to her, the eyes of the paparazzi. And one day, perhaps soon, they would want her. And their sticky hands would clamber all over her, without letting go.

      Lisa entered the park and stood near the fountain for a moment before plopping down on the edge’s cement and indulging in some people watching.

      Small children scampered past, their mothers a few feet away, gazing at them with a strange mix of fear and impenetrable love. Lisa tried to imagine that love, but the depth of it was too far away for her to reach. So, she lifted her camera and began to photograph them: the mothers, with their bird eyes, their talons ready to nab their boy or girl when they grew too close to danger.

      After taking several snaps, Lisa waited, eyeing her watch. It was after noon, now, which meant that Sergio was late. And Sergio was never late.

      Lisa began to worry, realizing that Sergio was risking his entire career in order to help her—which was probably something he never wanted to do again without great personal gain. It wasn’t like Lisa could give him enough money to retire.

      She sighed evenly and rose to her feet, resigned to the fact that she might have to keep the news to herself. She imagined phoning her mother and telling her that the life she’d worked so hard to cultivate for her daughter had burned, all with a single pregnancy.

      But the moment Lisa rose, she saw a figure in the distance, coming closer. The woman’s long coat rushed back, revealing bright red heels which rapped at the cement. Her hair flowed behind her, and her mouth came in a thin line, without a smile.

      With a jolt, Lisa realized that the woman was Princess Rose. And she was heading directly toward her.

      “He sold me out. The bastard,” Lisa murmured, trying to plan her escape. But Princess Rose was far too close, now. And, beyond anything, Lisa was curious. What on earth could this terrible woman say to her? What would bring her all the way out there?

      The moment she reached Lisa, the Princess stuck a professional hand forward. “Hello, there,” she said. “Lisa, isn’t it? I’ve seen your name on the tabloid websites.” A false, plastic smile stretched across the woman’s face. “I’m Princess Rose of the Netherlands. I’m sure you know my name, altogether too well.”

      Before Lisa could answer, Princess Rose sat beside her on the rim of the fountain, drawing her fingers over the ridge. Behind them, a small boy fell to the ground, scraping his knee. He wailed.

      “So,” Princess Rose began, her voice far too chipper. “I’m sure you’d like to know why I’m here.”

      “Absolutely,” Lisa said, her eyebrows high. “That would be a wonderful jumping off point.”

      Princess Rose laughed falsely. “They said you had a good sense of humor, and they weren’t wrong. But here’s the deal, Lisa. I know about the baby. I know you tricked my fiancé into cheating on me with you. And I’m here to offer you a chance to make it right. Right as rain, as you Americans say.”

      “Hmm,” Lisa said, folding her fingers over her knee. “I’m all ears.”

      “Well, as you know, Francesco and I weren’t necessarily happy when we dined at that restaurant. The—” She paused, blinking rapidly.

      “The Matador,” Lisa stammered, filling in the blanks.

      “Right,” Rose said briskly. “We fought frequently, and we didn’t often see eye to eye. But that’s a likely tale in any relationship, wouldn’t you agree?”

      “I haven’t really had one before,” Lisa admitted, knowing that it didn’t matter if she told the truth to this woman. Princess Rose already had her biggest secret.

      “Then I’ll just tell you. Relationships are difficult. Especially with someone from a different country than you. Aluzzi and the Netherlands really couldn’t be more different. He’s from the sun and the sea. And I’m from—well—grey.” She grinned falsely once more, making shivers run up and down Lisa’s spine.

      “We did take a brief break after I left New York that day,” Rose admitted. “The tabloids aren’t always incorrect, as you know. But we quickly rekindled our romance, and now we’re happier than ever. I’m sure you saw the most recent photos in Daily Sneak? Some of those, we even sent in ourselves. A clever angle from one of our PR representatives. If the paparazzi come after you, just give them what they want, on your terms. Pretty remarkable, no?”

      “Sure,” Lisa replied, aware that many, many photographers had lost money with such schemes. “So, you’re happy. What does that have to do with me?”

      “Well, well. Let’s turn it back to you, shall we?” Rose said grimly. “Listen, Lisa. The wedding is back on, but this baby will spoil everything for all of us. No one can rejoice in a royal wedding when they assume it’s a sham.”

      “So, you want me to keep the baby to myself, with no support?” Lisa asked, rolling her eyes. “You understand that I’m a freelance photographer, right? You understand that many of us weren’t born into royalty, but that almost all of us can create babies, given the chance?” Lisa felt her heart rate quicken. “I don’t know what you expect me to do.”

      “I think I have a solution for all of us,” Rose said, brimming with cheer. “I’d love it if you’d be willing to keep the pregnancy quiet, for now. Just until after the wedding, and after the baby is born.”

      “After which point you want me to announce the baby’s birth for all to hear?” Lisa said sarcastically, crossing her arms tightly over her chest. Already, she felt her breasts were bulbous, her bras tight and uncomfortable. Damn pregnancy hormones, she thought.

      “No,” Princess Rose said. “We want you to hand the baby over to us, without telling anyone.”

      Lisa’s jaw dropped at her words. The next few months stretched out before her: the first time she would see her baby on the monitor; the first kick; all the fruit and vegetables and smoothies she would have to eat; all the alcohol she’d have to avoid. She imagined giving birth, just so she could give her baby to this terribly cruel woman.

      “What?” she asked, incredulous. “You want to take my baby?”

      “We’re prepared to give you a handsome fee, of course. Enough that you wouldn’t want for money for the rest of your life. You’d have enough money to go back to school, to get that degree you’ve always wanted.”

      Hearing her goals and dreams echoed in Princess Rose’s mouth frightened Lisa. She balked. “Give up my baby?” she whispered. “It doesn’t seem legal. It doesn’t seem right.”

      “I can assure you,” Rose said, laughing slightly. “If royals are involved, everything is legal. We write the book on whatever we want to do. And if you want to be, you can be free. You won’t have to worry about your baby ever again. And you can go back to posting photographs of other people’s babies on your little website, without a care in the world.”

      Lisa stared into the distance, beyond the trees, simmering with anger. It was clear to her that Francesco must have showed Princess Rose her photograph of the child with the sucker, the one she’d assumed he’d hold dear. God, she’d been so wrong about him. Her lips parted, hating the tension between her and Princess Rose, and yet knowing that the Princess wouldn’t leave without an answer.

      Lisa stood, staggering forward, feeling at the end of a race. She could see the finish line, but she was in last place. She looked at Princess Rose, her eyes manic. “Does Francesco know about this plan? Truly?” Tears bled from her eyes.

      Rose nodded primly. “Actually, it was Francesco’s idea. Isn’t he brilliant?”

      Lisa held her face in her hands, shuddering with a sudden onslaught of tears. She began to explain her emotions away, “Oh, look at me. I’m just a mess because of the baby hormones.” But then, she remembered that she didn’t care about Princess Rose. In fact, she prayed that the Princess found her sniffles and snot bubbles disgusting. She prayed to make this woman uncomfortable. The world was wretched and ugly, and Lisa deserved to be ugly in it, if she wanted.

      But as she shuddered, she found herself facing an undeniable reality: she couldn’t afford to bring this child into the world. And what was more, it would mean that she’d have to give up her dreams of being a photographer, the dream her mother had helped her build and create. She would be negating literally decades of her mother’s own hard labor.

      This, along with fear for her unborn child, chilled Lisa to the bone.

      She couldn’t support this baby. She didn’t have the means, nor the energy to do it.

      And so, Lisa found herself nodding, shifting her hand forward and shaking Princess Rose’s, feeling the creamy texture of her skin. Princess Rose grinned and smacked her palms together, seemingly proud of their teamwork. Around them, children pushed each other into the mud.

      “Well, I’m so glad we were able to handle this like adults,” Princess Rose said, her tone making Lisa squirm.

      “Me too,” Lisa nodded, turning away from the Princess and marching away, up the steps, moving too quickly to be followed. When she reached the top, she turned the corner and hovered behind a tree, trying to force herself to stop quivering. Her stomach churned, and she thought she’d surely vomit.

      But thankfully, she composed herself. She reached into the air and hailed a taxi, allowing her bank account to dwindle even further into the depths, knowing that a safety net would catch her when she fell.

      And the fact that this safety net was her ultimate doom washed over her as she sat in the back of the taxi cab, whizzing through traffic, and watching as another snowfall kicked up around her. Tears streamed full-force down her cheeks, and the taxi driver leaned back, handing her a soft Kleenex. She held it against her skin, remembering the softness of Princess Rose’s hands, and wishing she didn’t have to imagine Prince Francesco kissing her, or sweeping his fingers across her hair.

      And now, she’d agreed that the pair of them would raise her child. And she, Lisa Garcia, would be nothing but a ghost.
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      The holiday season ticked on, after that, bringing quite a bit of work Lisa’s way, allowing her to stock her bank account, at least for a moment.

      She wasn’t yet showing beneath her winter coat, and she dashed around the city, snapping shameless shots of a disgraced leading man in an outlandish Christmas outfit, a young woman on his arm. She spotted a well-known comedian messily inhaling a bagel on a Manhattan sidewalk, and chased an aspiring Broadway star through Queens on a particularly snowy Christmas Eve, as he carried a red-striped package beneath his arm.

      During those moments, as she looked through her camera reel, Lisa felt vaguely proud of the work she did. She fought for her angles, for the precise expressions on their faces. Despite the cheesiness of the work, these celebrities were her canvases. And their lives were her paint, allowing her to write a story with just a shot from her camera.

      Rocco had grown content with Lisa once again, especially as so much time had passed since the Prince Francesco incident. “I’ve decided not to blame you entirely,” he announced to her a few days before Christmas, before explaining to her that she’d receive a modest Christmas bonus. “Just because, well. I want you to stick around, darling.”

      Having received so much bad news that year, the news brought a tinge of warmth to Lisa’s heart. She called her mother at home, diving into excited talk about her bonus, and almost forgetting that her mother had only just learned about her pregnancy, and therefore only wanted to discuss one topic.

      “How are you feeling?” her mother, Diane, asked, after a brief pause. “I remember I was so nauseous during these months. It was a nightmare.”

      “Sure,” Lisa offered, deciding not to discuss the fact that she’d been vomiting the entire night before. “It comes and goes.”

      “I can’t tell if that’s your lying voice,” her mother said sternly. “You’d tell me if you were experiencing too much nausea, wouldn’t you?”

      “Mom, I don’t know what you’d do about it,” Lisa said. “I get sick. Then I get better. And then, one day, I’ll give up this baby, and everything will be over. Happy?”

      “Well. When you put it like that,” her mother said, her voice laced with sarcasm. “You’ve made the scan appointment for after Christmas, haven’t you?”

      Lisa had. She’d initially planned to be with her mother for Christmas, but since they were both strapped for cash, with Lisa working overtime to rake in cash during these more mobile days, they’d decided to spend Christmas apart. Diane brimmed with worry about nearly everything: from the baby to Lisa’s loneliness.

      “I didn’t know how much loneliness affected me,” she whispered into the receiver. “If you need anyone, please go find one of your friends. They’re all in the city, aren’t they?”

      “Most of them have babies,” Lisa said. “They’re boring now.”

      “Well, so are you, then,” Diane reminded her, her voice motherly, yet stern.

      “Right,” Lisa grumbled.

      “I’ve gotta get in bed, honey, I’m working early tomorrow morning,” Diane said after a pause, letting out a tired sigh.

      “Hope your Christmas isn’t too bad, Mom. I miss you, and I love you. See you soon.”

      “Merry Christmas, sweetie. Take care of yourself, and the baby.”

      Lisa hung up the phone, then, and scoured the internet for any news of Prince Francesco and Princess Rose, who’d been mysteriously quiet in the weeks since she’d met up with the Princess. She often wondered how the conversation had gone between the two of them upon Princess Rose’s return. Surely, Francesco had been bothered by it—having known Lisa, having told her so many secrets of himself. Right?

      Ultimately, Lisa knew she had to make peace with the fact that, perhaps, she didn’t know the Prince at all. He was just another man, looking to use her, to assure her she was beautiful for just another night. It just so happened that Lisa had believed this one, this time. It was just her luck that he also happened to be a prince.

      The Christmas season swept on, and then, suddenly, it was New Year’s Eve. Lisa scampered through Times Square, taking glamorous shots of the performers, staging interviews with some of the biggest acts, and watching as the ball dropped, having no one there beside her to kiss her. As it dropped, she closed her eyes, imagining Francesco’s lips upon hers. Her eyelashes fluttered, but her brain understood the fickle nature of memory.

      On January 8th, Lisa entered the prenatal clinic, her belly beginning an early protrusion over her jeans. She gave a friendly smile to a woman in the corner who was reading a pregnancy magazine. Her grin was wide, earnest, big-toothed. Her accent was Texan.

      “Boy, big momma. You look like you’re in your fifth month!” the woman cried, assessing Lisa’s stance.

      Lisa shook her head, laughing slightly. She felt a bead of sweat drip down her forehead as she took a seat. “Actually, I’m only three months along. Crazy, huh?”

      “Oh,” the woman said, frowning. “You look bigger than I did. What have you been eating?” She turned her attention back to the magazine, clearly frightened both for Lisa and for herself. Who was “right” and who was “wrong” seemed to be a perpetual game in the pregnancy world. Already, Lisa had begun to feel distaste for it. And she’d only just begun to show.

      After a short wait, the tech called Lisa’s name, and she entered the exam room, her walk a slight waddle.

      The nurse assessed her, eyeing her chart. “And you said you’re only—”

      “Three months. Yep,” she affirmed.

      She eyed the clock, noting that a comedian was meant to appear at a frozen yogurt shop in less than two hours’ time. She had to be there. She had to get the shot.

      “Let’s get this show on the road, shall we? Can’t have this baby slow me down even more than it already has.”

      “He or she,” the nurse corrected her, eyeing her sharply. Lisa gave her a hearty eye roll.

      The nurse slathered chilly goop upon her stomach, and Lisa waited, staring up at the ceiling. Several moments later, the nurse placed the scanner upon her bulbous belly, and then pointed toward the screen, a smile stretching over her cheeks.

      Lisa felt touched that this woman could feel any sort of emotion for her unborn child. For her, surely, it was mere routine. It was inconsequential. It was just something she did during her work shift. That was all.

      But God, there it was. A collection of stringy cells. And Lisa was already in love.

      The nurse leaned closer, her eyebrows lowering. “Wait. What is—” She gestured, eyeing the image on the screen. “Has any doctor stated if you are having more than one baby?” she asked.

      “I mean, I should be asking you, right?” Lisa said, laughing nervously. “You’re the one with the medical degree.”

      “You do seem bigger than you should be,” the nurse continued, speaking of her body like a girl in gym class, assessing her form. “Lisa,” she continued, swiping the radar over her belly, “you’re going to be a mother to three babies. You’re expecting triplets.”

      Lisa flung her head back, caught off-guard and unable to run from the table. She was tied down, covered with goop. The words rang through her ears. “Three babies?” she whispered, incredulous. “That’s impossible.”

      “Look, Lisa. There are three forms on the screen, as I live and breathe,” the nurse said excitedly, pointing out their spines and little, beating hearts. “Triplets. You don’t see that every day.”

      Lisa pressed her lips together with sudden excitement. Despite the panic jolting through her, the sheer fact that she was carrying three babies—three balls of cells who would grow up into very real, very lovable people—was incredible. She wanted to dance down the hallways. She wanted to declare her love for her children to the world. She swept her fingers over her lips, quivering with emotion. Tears began to drizzle down her cheeks.

      “I know,” the nurse affirmed. “I know it’s overwhelming. But you’re going to be fine. It’s going to be perfectly fine.”

      The nurse left Lisa a few moments later, allowing her to dress alone, yanking her jeans as far up as possible before they stopped under her round belly. Lisa eyed her breasts in the small mirror in the corner of the room, noticing the darkness in her nipples and the weight of them, surely preparing for three babies to nurse from them throughout the first months of their lives.

      But would they even be with her during those months?

      She walked from the clinic, her head spinning. She hadn’t eaten in several hours, and the thought of marching all the way to a frozen yogurt stand, just to catch a single photograph of some washed-up comic scraping the bottom of his bowl just didn’t appeal to her.

      Spotting a nearby coffee shop, she darted toward it, ordering a turkey sandwich and a bowl of corn chowder. As the teenage barista slowly began to pour her soup, his movements tentative, she reached over the counter and grasped a cookie, sensing herself going into shock.

      “Hey! You can’t do that!” the boy declared.

      But already, Lisa had bitten into the cookie, the dark chocolate coursing over her tongue. She closed her eyes, oxygen flooding back into her brain. Suddenly, she could articulate thoughts. And the reality of what had just occurred in the clinic struck her, full-force.

      Armed with her soup and sandwich, Lisa collapsed into a chair near the window, gazing out at the city. Post-Christmas, everyone looked a little fatter, a little wearier, and unprepared for the rough months ahead. As she scarfed her chowder, bits of it dribbling down her chin, she considered her dwindling bank account, and the fact that she’d have to feed herself properly for the next six months, until the babies came.

      She wouldn’t be able to afford her breakfasts, let alone her lunches. And beyond that, she was growing lonely, inching toward being unable to rub her feet, and knowing that her working days were drawing to a close.

      She had read that Francesco had been on a Christmas vacation with his father, mother and sister, without Princess Rose. But the tabloid hadn’t mentioned anything about “trouble in paradise.” Rather, the vacation had been touted as a last-ditch effort for the family to spend “quality time” together before the wedding festivities.

      Lisa pressed the edge of the spoon against her lips, uncertain. If she tried to call Francesco and Rose again, telling them that she was expecting triplets, she’d be breaching the arrangement she and Rose had made the previous month.

      She was supposed to stay away. And the alternative—that the royal family ruin her very existence—didn’t seem viable, compared to just scraping through the next six months and ducking out on the other end a free, rich person.

      But as she sat, her stomach churned: a constant reminder that her babies required her love and nourishment; that this silly “trade” didn’t take their health—mentally and physically—into account.

      “Penny for your thoughts,” the barista said as he gathered trash, shoving napkins into the plastic bag and looking at her earnestly.

      “I just wish life was a bit easier to figure out,” Lisa breathed, leaning her chin heavily upon her fist. “Don’t you?”

      “Tell me about it,” the barista stated, his eyes wide. “I just asked out a girl for the second time, and she’s still ‘thinking about it.’ When will it end?”

      He turned, then, and returned to his place at the register, where he accepted more orders and frantically brewed another round of coffees. Lisa just watched him, centered upon the youthful nature of his face, his gangly arms, and his eyes, so lost. Was anyone ever found?
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      The next five months, from January to June, bordered on nightmarish, with Lisa’s pregnant belly extending far beyond any other she’d seen before—and certainly much further than any of her friends’, who’d been so blissfully excited for the arrival of their child-rearing years. The unfairness of it all made her tense and irritable.

      Still, she pushed on, cleaning up her diet, ensuring that protein-rich salads were a lunch staple, and even reading the baby books leant to her by Nancy and the other pre-soccer moms, who “just couldn’t wait” to squeeze all three children’s cheeks.

      As she grew larger, Lisa found she could take on fewer and fewer projects, ultimately bringing her bank balance to an all-time low. Whenever Rocco called, she made excuses, not wanting him to discover her “predicament.”

      She’d considered telling him that she had a family emergency, that she wouldn’t be able to work for a few months, but that she’d return full-fledged and vibrant, like a new woman. She supposed the lie wasn’t so dramatic. With each inch that her belly protruded, the pregnancy felt like a greater emergency. She couldn’t very well chase after celebrities, her camera flailing, and expect to get the shots she needed.

      Lisa splayed out on her couch on a mid-June afternoon, calculating her remaining funds, and recognizing that she would soon have to give up her apartment. She just couldn’t make it for the next few months, rent-wise. She bit her lip, sensing the weight of her reality with each calculation, realizing that, in many ways, her life in New York was over.

      She hadn’t heard from Princess Rose in the months since their meeting in Central Park. She hadn’t received a single cent from her, nor any paperwork regarding the adoption. She’d become obsessed with tabloid photographs of the couple, thinking back to that fateful night, when she’d watched over them from the corner of the Matador, so light and confident, bribing her way into their private space to net herself a sweet profit. What she would do to take it all back. What she would do to spring back into her old life, pre-Francesco, and pre-Rose.

      She slid her hand over her bulbous stomach, knowing that this wasn’t exactly true. Her love for her babies constantly grew within her. Sometimes, she stayed up all night, daydreaming about their futures—if they’d get along, if they’d become different people, each of them taking a drastically different path through life. Of course, the imagining often spiraled out of control. But she supposed that was true for almost every mother.

      She’d begun to harbor an active hatred for the Prince, who’d ultimately abandoned her. She was more alone, and broken, than she’d ever been. And, in conversation with her mother the previous evening, she’d decided to move back to Detroit to find her footing.

      “I can support us both,” her mother had affirmed, showing such confidence in the face of adversity. Such was her way.

      “Mom, no. I’ll get a job once I’m there. Once the babies are born, I’ll go back to work. I’ll help you. I just can’t handle the city right now.”

      “I’ll handle it,” her mother had said again, almost daring Lisa to argue. “If you worry too much, you’ll get sick. And trust me: pregnancy is one hundred times worse when you’re sick.”

      Lisa began to pack her things into small boxes, with the mindset that she would only bring whatever could fit in her mother’s car, and leave the rest at the side of the road. She slipped books into bags, leaving the baby books behind, sensing that whatever she hadn’t learned already, she would pick up along the way. She gazed forlornly at her clothing collection, at the little blue dress she’d been wearing the night the babies had been conceived, and tossed away much of it, barely remembering the body she’d once had. Her wardrobe was simply a painful reminder of a time when she’d been happy; when she’d been working toward something.

      As she packed, listening to loud music and stressing herself with momentary bouts of anger toward the Prince and Princess, she realized she needed to get out of the apartment, at least for a little while. She put on flip-flops, which were the only shoes that could possibly accommodate her swollen feet, and shuffled from the door.

      The New York heat was heavy upon her shoulders, causing immediate sweat beads to form in her armpits. She stared back at the people who stared at her as she waddled down the street. On the corner, a small bodega awaited her, where she could buy candy bars, which she would scarf back in the air conditioning, once the chocolate hardened once more.

      Standing at the bodega, Lisa found herself gazing at the Daily Sneak, tucked away on the top rack of tabloid magazines. The Prince’s face stared at her from the center, with massive text beneath: “Royal Wedding Just Two Weeks Away—Secret New York Venue!”

      New York? Lisa’s eyes widened. She swayed slightly on her feet, forcing the poor bodega owner to rush toward her and make sure she wasn’t going to fall over. Surely, he was only really worried about his well-organized candy bar collection.

      “Are you all right, ma’am?” he asked.

      Lisa blinked heavily. “Sure,” she murmured. “Can I take one of every candy bar, and a copy of the Daily Sneak?”

      “One of every candy bar?” the man asked, incredulous. “Every single kind?”

      “Yup, I’m eating for four, you see!” Lisa affirmed. “And quick. If I stay out in this heat another second more, I might go into labor. And you’ll be doing the delivery.” She winked at him, but he scurried quickly, tossing a handful of candy bars at her, along with the copy of the Daily Sneak.

      “Just get home, lady,” he said, gesturing back down the street. “You’re too pregnant to be out in this.”

      Lisa accepted the gifts and waddled back down the street, grinning to herself, and refusing to look at the tabloid until she calmed down. She knew another peek at the Prince’s face would send her reeling. And she didn’t want to frighten anyone else in the dripping Brooklyn heat.

      Back in her apartment, Lisa had to gulp several cups of water, feeling dehydrated after her brief outing. She stretched out on the couch before opening the tabloid. She knew she was entering a doorway of heartache. But, for the sake of her babies, she had to know the truth.

      The Prince and Princess filled the entirety of the centerfold story, with the copy detailing their chaotic courtship, breakups and reunions—much of which Lisa already knew, but couldn’t help but read again. She slid her finger over the Prince’s face on the page, simultaneously hating him, and also looking forward to that day, just a few weeks away, when she’d see his beautiful features echoed in the faces of her three children.

      The wedding would be downtown, at the Ritz Hotel, and was purported to have cost a whopping 50 million dollars. The dress, designed by Vera Wang, of course, was said to highlight the Princess’ “interesting” features, and the Prince was rumored to be having one of the most expensive bachelor parties in recorded history, in Dubai.

      As she read, Lisa felt her brain buzz with anger. While this affair continued to roll forward, she was packing up her life and being forced to move back in with her mother, practically penniless. She clenched her fists together and, before she knew what had hit her, convinced herself that she had to find the Prince. She had to give him a piece of her mind. And she had to tell him that she wouldn’t allow him and the Princess to “buy” her babies from her, in some disgusting exchange of human property.

      It was all too much. And, for once, Lisa wasn’t going to allow herself to dip to that level. Not even for her career.

      She lifted her phone and began to dial old colleagues she’d worked with at the Daily Sneak, many of whom she hadn’t seen since she’d grown too big to walk further than the corner bodega. One in particular, a guy named Chris, was particularly chatty, telling her that he’d uncovered a scoop on some mega-star that would probably pay for his car insurance for the next four years.

      “Really?” Lisa said, feigning interest. “How on earth did you uncover it?”

      She listened as he droned on, explaining that he’d hidden in a movie star’s bushes for nearly a week before discovering the truth of his affair. After asking a few questions, Lisa leaped into her own plan of attack, clearly disappointing Chris, who still had several humble brags to profess.

      “You’re on Prince and Princess duty at the moment, right?” she asked him brightly.

      “Um, that old story? Sure,” Chris said, scoffing. He sounded as if he were eating a sandwich. “I heard you were on it to begin with, but that you dropped the ball. Wish you hadn’t, Garcia. I’m so tired of taking pictures of that terrible princess. One time, I thought she was actually going to spit on me.”

      For a brief moment, Lisa took pleasure in hearing that someone else felt the same way about Princess Rose. But she persevered, not wanting to be distracted. “Horrible woman,” she agreed. “I was hoping to learn when and where the rehearsal dinner was going to be. I assumed it wouldn’t be too difficult for me to just hang around and take a few shots. I’m going to need the money once these babies are born.”

      “Ah, right. Your pregnancy,” Chris said, remembering, then. “Last time I saw you, you looked like you were about to burst. And that was what, four months ago?”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Lisa said, laughing falsely. “But if you could help me out, Chris, that would be so appreciated. I can’t even—”

      “Sure. I don’t want to go, anyway. It’s tomorrow, at the ballroom near Central Park. I’d rather ride out this Brad Pitt story, personally. Why is the world so enamored with royalty, anyway?”

      “Beats me,” Lisa replied, her mind already working to form a plan. She didn’t have much time. She would ride out her anger, and then stand before him, pointing her finger at his chest and causing a scene. She wouldn’t even care about the press.

      “They’ve hired loads of photographers, actually,” Chris continued. “I’m not officially there for the Daily Sneak, though. Rocco had me list myself as Us Weekly or something. And frankly, after this big story moves forward, Us Weekly better be calling me. I say it’s goodbye Daily Sneak, hello more money.”

      “Right,” Lisa said, holding back a laugh. She sensed his confidence, could almost sniff it through the phone. “And your press pass? I could have it?”

      “Sure. If you don’t mind being named Chris,” he joked. “Guess it’s sometimes a girl’s name, anyway. I can drop it off for you tonight. I know you aren’t getting around too easily these days.”

      “Thank you,” Lisa said, her eyes bright. She couldn’t believe how straightforward this was. “It would mean more than you could ever know.”

      “Sure. It’s nothing. Like I said. I have my mega-scoop to worry about,” Chris affirmed, before hanging up quickly, explaining that his time was up.
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      The ballroom near Central Park was generally reserved for celebrity birthday parties, or else for those celebrities’ children’s bat and bar mitzvah’s. Lisa had attended events there only three times throughout her career, and had always been amazed at the spectacle. At a party thrown by an Indian princess, the birthday girl had had a tiger in a cage, growling coolly at Lisa as she took his photograph. The look in the tiger’s eye had been embittered, angry. But around him, the party guests had danced on without notice, twirling madly, their jewelry jangling.

      A few hours before the rehearsal dinner was due to begin, Lisa dressed in a simple black maternity dress, and then called a cab, recognizing that she had to avoid sweating as much as possible if she was going to be taken seriously. She slid her hands over her rotund belly as she waited for the cab to arrive, gazing out the window, surrounded by the boxes she’d already packed. She was at the very end of her time in New York City, and she had nothing more to lose.

      The moment the taxi driver saw her, he burst from the cab and rushed around to the sidewalk, eyeing her body with a strange mix of fear and humor. “You’re going out like that?” he asked.

      “I suppose it’s the only way I can go,” Lisa said, trying to joke. She held her camera bag tightly and eased into the backseat. “If you could take me to the Central Park ballroom, that would be wonderful,” she said, smiling up at him, reminding him that he had a job to do—and that he was staring.

      “Sorry,” the driver muttered. He rushed around and revved the engine before bolting into traffic, heading north. They sat in silence, and Lisa prayed the man would turn on the radio station, for any sort of background noise, but he didn’t. She felt the clock ticking too quickly, propelling her closer and closer to Francesco.

      They neared the ballroom, and Lisa instructed the cabbie to let her out at the back entrance, so that she would remain unseen. She slid out onto the pavement, waddling toward the doors and still feeling the driver’s eyes upon her. She wanted to tell him that she would be okay; that she didn’t need help. But suddenly she wasn’t too sure of herself.

      The back entrance foyer buzzed with paparazzi, alongside other, more professional photographers, some gobbling last-minute snacks before the event, others chatting and bragging about their past projects. The moment Lisa entered, several of them looked at her with shock and horror—this woman about to pop, in the middle of their professional environment.

      She gave them a bright smile. “Can you tell me where pick up is for press passes?” she asked.

      A man with a red tie pointed toward the far hallway, sending her waddling away. As she walked, she sensed the whispers that followed her. But they thrilled her, strangely: as if, finally, she was worthy of being seen.

      After Lisa picked up her press pass, which read “Us Weekly, Chris,” and thankfully didn’t include a photograph, she meandered toward the ballroom, wanting to peek at the decorations and map the room. That way, she could sneak over to Francesco easily in the coming hours, and perhaps tug him away from the crowd.

      But as she neared the entrance of the ballroom proper, she heard the high-pitched tones of a woman shrieking. The woman’s cries were raspy, filled with anger and annoyance.

      Lisa peeked through the massive, decorative ballroom doors, and her eyes focused on a shocking scene. Just 20 feet ahead of her, the Prince and the Princess were standing by the head table, clearly at-odds with each other. Beside the Princess, a tired-looking wedding planner with frizzy hair cowered, apologizing.

      “We ordered the cream napkins. We thought that was what you requested, Princess. And I’m afraid we’ll be unable to order ivory by the time of the event this evening. I am terribly sorry about the mistake. You must know that we will do everything else in our power to make this evening the absolute perfect—”

      “No. You see, that’s what you don’t get,” Princess Rose said quickly, cutting her off. “You’ve already not done everything in your power. You were lazy, and you didn’t listen to my requests. And for that, I must deduct a great deal of my payment to you and your company. Am I making myself clear?”

      The wedding planner blinked rapidly, clearly nervous; she must surely have worked with celebrity clientele before, but Princess Rose’s attitude was on another level, almost demonic.

      “I think we’ll be all right if we don’t have ivory napkins,” the Prince said then. He turned to the wedding planner and shrugged. “I really don’t see the difference in color. Do you?”

      This caused Princess Rose to scream uproariously. “You have to be on my side, Francesco!” she yelled. “We’re supposed to be a team. Husband and wife. Do you understand that? If not, why don’t you just marry this bimbo here?” She pointed to the shivering wedding planner in front of her before storming toward the other entrance of the ballroom and disappearing from sight.

      No sooner had the Princess slammed the door behind her, the Prince’s shoulders slumped forward. The wedding planner whispered something to him, and he nodded, clearly seething. “Please, don’t worry about it,” he murmured. “I’m sorry for putting you through so much stress.”

      Lisa watched him in awe. Her lips parted. She hadn’t been this close to him in nearly nine months, and yet she trembled with sudden desire for him. It was clear that reports that the two were “deeply in love” since their reunion were completely false.

      This thrilled Lisa, at least momentarily, but she knew she had to keep things in perspective. She was the one who’d had to sneak in, eight months pregnant with triplets, with a shallow puddle of a bank account, to attempt to talk to him.

      The Prince turned toward the other entrance, then, his eyes landing on Lisa as she stood, visible, in the doorway. She stumbled backward, suddenly unable to breathe, praying he hadn’t recognized her.

      Moments later, the Prince appeared in the doorway, becoming a full-formed human before her, rather than his normal state, as a painful memory; a figment of her imagination.

      His face looked stricken. He recognized her immediately, even as he eyed her pregnant form. His tongue tapped at the top of his mouth as seconds stretched to nearly a minute. Neither of them made a move to eliminate the distance between them.

      Finally, Lisa spoke. “I came to talk to you,” she murmured, slipping a strand of hair behind her ear.

      “I see that,” the Prince said. “And it seems you’ve brought a guest.”

      “Yeah. I want to talk about that, too,” Lisa said, her eyes flashing. She had to maintain her focus, and not get distracted by his handsome face, his bulging biceps beneath his immaculate suit.

      Francesco pointed skyward, giving her a knowing look. “Why don’t we head to the roof? I don’t want to risk anyone walking in on us. I’m assuming you just spied on that entire exchange, and know she’s not in a warm and fuzzy mood, right now. Spying is your natural way. You’ll never change.” He gave her a sneaky smile.

      He led her to a side elevator. The doors opened immediately, and Lisa joined him, standing only a foot from his body. She could smell the musk of him, and she closed her lips, focusing on her breathing.

      The elevator zipped to the top of the building, and the two of them stepped into sudden sunshine. The rooftop of the Manhattan building offered a beautiful garden, with views over the city. They perched next to each other on a stone bench, Lisa sighing heavily.

      “Sorry. I can’t move so quickly these days, let alone stand,” she said, gesturing. “But boy, is this a beautiful view.”

      Before them, all of Manhattan stretched beneath the sunshine, its buildings glowing in the late-afternoon sun. From that far up, they couldn’t hear the rushing traffic below.

      Lisa pointed, without stopping herself. “I can see your place from here. Just around that corner, no?”

      “That’s exactly it,” the Prince said softly. He paused, allowing the silence to stretch between them. “So. Since you’re here, looking like that, I’m assuming the baby. It’s—”

      “It’s yours. Of course it’s yours,” Lisa breathed, her eyes turning toward his. “I thought Princess Rose told you. She—”

      “You met with her?” Francesco asked, frowning. His voice had hardened.

      “Absolutely. I wanted to contact you. It seemed like you had cut me off completely. Finally, I tried your driver. Sergio.”

      “Ah, Sergio,” he said, nodding his head, a flicker of a smile forming. “That bastard. He’ll do anything for a buck.”

      “Why couldn’t I contact your offices? Why was it so difficult?”

      “You know why,” the Prince replied. “I couldn’t trust you. Not after I found out who you were.”

      Lisa didn’t speak for a moment. Her brain bucked at the knowledge that the Prince hadn’t known about the pregnancy. He’d been left in the dark, as his three babies had grown within her, as she’d listened to their heartbeats for the first time, and as Princess Rose had schemed to take them from her.

      “I’m expecting triplets,” she said finally. She flung her hair behind her shoulders, gesturing to her stomach. “There are three babies in there. Do you want to feel?”

      “Am I allowed?” he asked, a glimmer of hope flashing in his eyes. “You must hate me. You must have come here to tell me exactly that.”

      Lisa shrugged. “You had every reason to act the way you did, Francesco. I lied about who I was, and I betrayed your trust. The important thing, now, is that these babies are half yours, and I want you in their lives. I want you in our lives.”

      Francesco eased his palm over her belly, then, and gazed up at Lisa, feeling light kicks within her abdomen. He shook his head, incredulous. “I don’t think I’ve ever felt anything more wonderful in my entire life,” he whispered. “They’re ours. I—I can’t—”

      Lisa felt a slight breeze kick up, giving the back of her neck reprieve from the heat. She knew she had to tell Francesco about Rose’s baby-buying plot, but the words sounded strange coming from her mouth.

      “The Princess offered to buy the baby. I didn’t yet know that I was expecting triplets, and she wanted to give me a hefty check to give my baby to her, and then go far, far away.”

      The Prince’s jaw opened wide. He turned his face to the horizon, his palm still upon her stomach, processing the information. “I knew she was a wretched human. I did. But this is far too much to bear,” he murmured.

      “What should we do?” Lisa breathed.

      “I don’t know yet,” the Prince answered. “Honestly, I don’t know.”

      They sat that way for several moments more, each enjoying the calmness that the other provided. For the first time in months, Lisa didn’t feel alone. She sensed that the Prince was processing the information as best as he could, diving from one plot point to the next, until his arrival here, on the top of this Manhattan building, with a very different future opening up before him.

      “I never wanted to have kids with Rose,” he whispered. “I’ve seen the way she interacts with children. She’s so cold and calculating with my nieces and nephews. I could only imagine the lack of compassion she’d show to her own.”

      Lisa nodded. She rose from the bench, sighing. “I’m sorry for bulldozing my way into your life, Francesco. Know that it wasn’t my intention. I was just a silly girl that night. A silly girl with a dream.”

      But the Prince rose before her and placed his fingers over her cheek. “You’re a gorgeous human, Lisa. And I am a better man for meeting you. And our children will have the best of everything. I know how much you’ve struggled. And you, more than anyone else I know, deserve to relax, now. To breathe.”

      Lisa laced her fingers through his, then, and they walked toward the elevator, armed with new purpose. The Prince composed his thoughts as they rushed to the ballroom floor. With his jaw set, and his tone forceful, he told Lisa: “It might get ugly over the next few minutes. Don’t think you have to stay.”

      “No,” Lisa breathed. “I want to see this.”

      They entered the ballroom, then, to find Princess Rose in uproar once more. She stabbed her finger toward the chef’s chest in time with her words. “This. Is. Not. Dutch. Cuisine. This. Is. Garbage. Do you hear me? Garbage.”

      The man looked oddly bored with her words. Having been a chef for years, he was clearly used to insults. As he stood, his eyes shifted toward the Prince, who still clung to Lisa’s hand. A smile stretched over his face.

      “What are you smiling about?” Princess Rose asked, screeching. “Eyes on me, you little punk. You don’t want to be fired minutes before my rehearsal dinner, do you? You’ll never work in this industry again. You can mark my words.”

      The chef pointed toward the Prince, then. He muttered, “Good luck with that,” before he turned on his heel, removing his chef’s hat. He began to whistle “The Times They Are a-Changin’” before bolting back into the kitchen, without a care.

      Princess Rose spun around, her eyes alert, like a caged animal’s. As she stood, a few photographers entered the ballroom from the back, preparing to head to their seats. They stood stock still, like birds on the wire, as they took in the sight before them. Something was happening. The air was tense.

      “What the hell is going on?” the Princess asked, her expression turning to one of dread, rather than one of anger. She tapped forward on her heels, gazing at the two of them holding hands. Clearly, this kind of compassion was foreign to her.

      “I think I should ask you the same thing,” the Prince said, his dark eyebrows rising high on his forehead. “You knew about this, Rose. Why the hell did you keep it a secret?”

      “She’s pregnant, and it’s his—” A paparazzo began to take pictures, whispering harshly to the side. “Oh my God.” The photographers were in sudden uproar, drawing closer to them.

      Lisa wanted to hide her head beneath Francesco’s suit jacket, or else waddle from the premises and hide back in her apartment, safe from the hubbub. But she supposed everything in her life had been moving toward this moment. She had to sit it out, now.

      “Darling Francesco,” Princess Rose began, stuttering. “I don’t think this is an appropriate place to speak about this. Even your little bimbo knows better than to speak in public. Don’t you, little home-wrecker?” she asked, pointing an accusing finger forward. “The press should know you only as the ‘other woman.’ You’re trash, nothing more.”

      Several tabloid reporters began to scribble down notes, realizing that this would become a front-page story within the hour. And they were there. Ready to break it.

      “No. I’m going to hash this out, right here, right now,” Francesco declared. “I don’t care if they write about it. It would be good if they wrote the truth, for once.”

      Lisa felt Francesco’s grip tighten around her hand. She began to sweat profusely, hating everyone’s eyes upon her. She smiled grimly, knowing this was her fifteen minutes of fame—and that she was about fifty pounds too large for it.

      “Why on earth would you buy someone else’s baby from them?” Francesco demanded then. “That’s disgusting, Rose. More disgusting than when you shoved that homeless girl to the ground in Greece, even.”

      “She was in the way,” Rose interrupted, her eyes wide. “And I told you never to bring that up again.”

      “Oh, but here we go. We aren’t lying anymore, Rose,” he growled. “You know I never loved you. You know I never wanted to be with you. And yet, you’re forcing me into this marriage through my father. Why don’t we tell the people about that?”

      Princess Rose shot forward, stabbing her finger at the Prince’s chest. “How dare you, Francesco. We’ve been betrothed since we were teenagers. You can’t just ‘get out’ of being betrothed.”

      “This isn’t the Middle Ages, Princess,” Francesco said. A flash of light from a camera made his face look too bright, frozen in anger. “We’re supposed to love who we love, with or without our parents’ approval. I don’t care a lick about your kingdom. And let’s face it: you don’t care about mine, either.”

      The Princess could sense she was losing. She turned toward the paparazzi, her lower lip wobbling slightly. She lifted an ivory-colored napkin to her eyes and mopped up crocodile tears, pandering to the cameras.

      “The wedding’s off, Rose,” the Prince announced, gesturing with fiery, Mediterranean passion. “I can’t believe I spent so much of my life with you, just trying to satisfy my parents’ wishes. And now that I’m thirty, I can finally begin living. With a wonderful woman who appreciates the world, and all the things in it.”

      As Francesco spoke, Lisa felt a sudden, stabbing pain in her abdomen. She cut from Francesco’s grip and bucked back from the confrontation, her hands upon her belly. She blinked rapidly, realizing something was off. Something was happening. But because of the display of anger and emotion before them, no one in the room noticed her pain. She clenched her teeth together and gripped at the fabric of her dress, trying to not cry out in agony.

      The Prince and Princess continued to argue, airing all of the times the other had wronged them. But Lisa couldn’t hear it, anymore. She leaned heavily on a chair to the side, concentrating on her breathing, and realizing that she hadn’t yet read all the “appropriate” books about birth, to prepare herself. She’d been too worried about how she was going to support herself, and the babies, to worry about how she’d get them out of her in the first place.

      She began to feel dizzy, then. The world fluttered with bright lights, and with noises she could no longer discern the meaning of. She began to fall back—something she would remember like falling into a cool, summer pool—and she crumpled at the feet of a photographer, who immediately turned his lens to her and took a photograph.

      She was news.

      The Prince rushed toward her as soon as he heard her fall. He wrapped his hands around her and he cooed to her, his eyes soft. “Oh my God, baby. I’m so sorry,” he whispered. “We’re going to make sure you’re okay. You’re going to be just fine.”

      All the while, Princess Rose stormed through the ballroom, inviting reporters to talk to her, to get “the true story.” Sensing she was getting nowhere, she glared at them, before bolting from the ballroom and down the street. But by that point, Francesco and Lisa had forgotten about her—casting her image far from their minds. They had babies to save. They had to help these three little lives come into the world without trauma.

      Lisa came to moments later, blinking at the Prince’s handsome face, hardly able to acknowledge this dream as reality. “It hurts so much,” she breathed. “I don’t think I can walk any longer.”

      “It’s all right, baby,” the Prince said, kissing her fingers with soft lips. “We’ve called an ambulance. You’re going to be all right, Lisa. And we’re going to make sure our babies are healthy and safe. I promise.”

      In that moment, the EMTs burst through the door, carrying a stretcher between them. They eased Lisa’s writhing body upon the gurney, and carried her swiftly back to the ambulance.

      The Prince followed closely behind, diving into the ambulance and addressing the swarming reporters. “Tell the real story, this time,” he warned them. “Tell them I love who I love. Lisa Garcia. Of the Daily Sneak.”

      The EMT slammed the doors in the reporters’ faces, and then the ambulance was off, skidding through traffic, revving toward the Upper West Side hospital.

      All the while, Lisa’s breath came in shudders, and her skin turned pale and clammy. But she clamped her fingers around Francesco’s, and she stared up into his eyes, knowing he was her paradise island, in a stormy sea. He would help guide her to shore.
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      They reached the hospital minutes later, Lisa breathing heavily on the gurney. The EMTs took her straight to the delivery floor, where a doctor and several nurses began to check her vital signs and assess how advanced her labor was. Lisa’s eyes were panicked, filling with tears at every surge of pain, and she squeezed onto Francesco’s hand for dear life—scarcely able to believe that he was there, beside her.

      “It hurts so much,” she whispered, as a nurse rushed from the room, on the hunt for a specialist. “It feels like something’s a little off. I don’t know. I feel like such a wimp.” She laughed weakly, but soon devolved to tears. “Damn. I used to be such a strong woman, when you met me. Now, I’m a sweating, weepy ball of sadness.”

      “Shh,” Francesco said, trying to hide the fear in his eyes. “Don’t talk like that. These babies are going to grow up knowing that you’re the strongest, most wonderful woman in the world—and that even me, a prince, couldn’t hide my love for you.”

      “Now you’re getting cocky, Prince Charming,” Lisa teased, still clenching her teeth. “I don’t know how much longer I can stand it,” she muttered.

      Another specialist raced in, then. He knelt down, speaking to Lisa in soft tones. “Hi, Lisa. I wanted to tell you that I’ve consulted with the other doctors, and we’ve decided to perform a C-section to get these babies out in the fastest, safest way possible. We’re going to move you to surgery immediately and get this rolling. You’re about to be a mother.”

      Lisa’s eyes grew wide, but she nodded calmly, knowing that this was the path to healthy babies, and that she had to be brave. She felt the bed wheel down the hallway, then. And soon, as the anesthetic took effect, she allowed herself to devolve from consciousness.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Before she knew it, Lisa was back, blinking awake in a brightly-lit room, a massive weight lifted from her stomach, a seemingly unending amount of fatigue in her arms, legs, and heart.

      Then, she saw the babies, all tucked away in white blankets in three cradles beside the bed, sleeping. Two of them wore blue bonnets, and one wore pink, and the sight of their olive skin, perfect eyes and tiny fingers nearly broke her in two.

      Francesco appeared, then, wearing scrubs. A nurse was with him, smiling brightly. “Hello, Lisa,” she said. “Do you want to meet your babies?”

      Lisa nodded, tears leaking from her eyes. She felt sheer delight at being handed two babies, a boy and a girl, as Francesco accepted the second boy. The nurse bowed her head, sensing that they needed some space. “I’ll leave you two alone. And know that the paparazzi downstairs don’t have a chance of getting up here. Our security guards are top-notch.” She winked, and then spun around, her sneakers squeaking as she marched down the hallway.

      Lisa and Francesco shared an intimate look with each other before allowing their eyes to dive back down to their babies. The babies slept calmly, making contented breathing noises.

      “I can’t believe they’re all okay,” Lisa whispered. “I was so panicked on the way here. I thought maybe all the stress, and the moving around I did had hurt them. I felt like the worst mother in the world.”

      “I knew you’d pull through, Lisa,” Francesco breathed. “It seems like you always do. No matter what.”

      Lisa eyed him tentatively, then, noting the way he tapped his finger ever-so-slightly against his son’s nose. This must have been an endless whirlwind for him. Just the previous day, he’d been enduring the rehearsal of his wedding to a princess. He’d thought that the map of his life had been plotted.

      Now, the questions came swiftly to Lisa’s mind, bringing with them fresh fears for the future. She cleared her throat, knowing she couldn’t remain in the dark for long. There, holding their three children between them, she knew the rest of her life hinged upon the next few moments.

      “Francesco. I need to ask you something,” she whispered.

      “What is it?”

      “I wondered if—if we have a future together, the five of us?” Her eyelashes fluttered. She shifted the babies slightly, her shoulder blades pushing into the pillow behind her. “I need to know, because, if not, I need to go back to Detroit. Don’t feel any pressure. I know it’s been a strange time for you. And I’ve had eight months to prepare for this conversation.” She swallowed, sensing they were dipping into awkward territory.

      Francesco didn’t speak for a long time. He slid his hand over the baby boy’s head, gazing at the softness of his features. “We have a future together, Lisa,” he murmured, finally. “I can’t imagine any other future right now, now that I hold our son in my arms. And I know that the five of us will stay together, forever.”

      Lisa grinned brightly, relief washing over her. She hesitated, sensing he had more to say.

      “I’m so, so sorry, Lisa,” Francesco said, his voice cracking slightly. “You must have felt so alone, so frightened, all these months. It can’t have been easy.”

      “It wasn’t,” Lisa whispered. “When I found out I was pregnant, I wanted you to be there, every step of the way. But when I couldn’t speak to you, when I thought you knew about the baby but were ignoring me, my sadness was eclipsed by anger.”

      “Of course,” Francesco agreed, placing a tender kiss upon her forehead. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you. But now that I am, I’ll spend the rest of my days trying to make it up to you, and to our children. The three of them.”

      Lisa leaned toward him, then. Francesco’s eyes filled with emotion, and he placed his lips on hers in a long overdue, passionate kiss, that seemed to throttle through her, filling her with intense love, and resolution.

      The moment the kiss broke, one of the boy babies’ eyes opened wide, showing bright blues, like Lisa’s.

      Lisa’s smile stretched wide. “What should we name them?”

      “We haven’t had time to think about it, have we?” Francesco laughed. “We haven’t had time to talk about anything.”

      “But we can’t let them live without names for so long,” Lisa said, sighing. “They need identities in this mad world.”

      “But good identities,” he affirmed. “Identities that will stand up in the Kingdom of Aluzzi, which also link to your world, back in Detroit.”

      The couple thought for a moment. Lisa eyed the baby whose bright blues scanned the room’s horizon, searching for some sign of the world, but finding nothing but plastic and plaster.

      “Oscar,” she said then, nodding her head toward him. “I think he looks like an Oscar.”

      “Prince Oscar,” Francesco said, tilting his head toward the cooing baby. “I think that has a ring to it. Don’t you?”

      “Of course,” Lisa said, smiling. “The world is his, now.”

      “And it’s also Fiona’s world,” Francesco said, nodding toward the little girl.

      “Fiona?” Lisa breathed. “I love that. I can’t tell you how much I do.”

      “And what about this little guy?” Francesco asked, looking stumped. A small wrinkle formed between his eyebrows. “Something of the caliber of Fiona and Oscar. Wouldn’t you say?”

      “Something from your world,” Lisa said, her eyelashes fluttering. “Something Aluzzian. Something strong.”

      Francesco nodded, pausing for several long moments, during which he seemed to race through every name he’d ever known, growing up.

      “Something with a bit of personality from both of us,” he decided, then. “Eduardo. It was my uncle’s name—a man with incredible bravery, who died in battle. And we can call him Eddie. Which suits your world rather well, now, doesn’t it?”

      Lisa agreed, beaming. She slipped her fingers across her babies’ cheeks, inhaling their warm smells, and then kissed them all goodnight as they drifted back to sleep. “Fiona. Oscar. And Eduardo,” she said, scarcely able to believe it. “Two princes, and a princess. They’re already spoiled.”

      “Don’t forget about yourself,” the Prince said then, his eyebrows high.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’ll be a princess, too, you know.”

      “How’s that?” Lisa asked, wanting to laugh at the absurdity of it all. “I’m no princess. I’m from blue-collar Detroit.”

      “And you will be my wife,” Francesco said, his gaze intense. “If you’ll have me.”

      Lisa’s breath caught in her throat. She nodded quickly, tears forming in her eyes, until he kissed her, sealing her yes. She leaned heavily into the pillow, watching as Francesco planted each baby into his or her cradle, before joining beside her on the white sheets and cuddling her until she fell asleep.

      The world was a raucous, strange place. But there, tucked away in the Upper West Side hospital, surrounded by her new family, Lisa felt utterly serene. For the first time in her entire life, she felt peace.
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        Time for a tease!

        

        Up next I’ve included the first few chapters of The Sheikh’s Twin Baby Surprise, the first in my series, More Than He Bargained For
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      I let out a deep sigh and looked out the limo window. Evening was falling on the desert city like elegant drapery, lights flickering on in buildings and street shops, but the streets were no less bustling than usual.

      The culture of Al-Thakri was a lively, social one, and it showed in every inch of its capital city. Beautiful women clapped along the sidewalks in stiletto heels and smart skirts, while men in fine, tailored suits bid them good evening, phones plastered to their ears.

      Dotted in between the modern skyscrapers and high-rises, the buildings of old Al-Thakri remained, sand and limestone facades that had survived centuries of wear and war and desert heat to stand as testaments of a glorious past. The sphinx—the symbol of Al-Thakri—was everywhere, used as decoration on buildings new and old alike.

      The place was a wonderland; a fairy tale I never would have thought I’d be able to experience.

      And yet, even so soon after arriving, I was considering leaving it all behind. It had only been six months since I had been scooped up by the royal family of this beautiful nation to serve as a private doctor to the eldest son, but it felt like much longer.

      The limo came to a smooth stop at a traffic light, and at the edge of my attention I heard a soft but insistent voice.

      “Dr. Green? What are you thinking?”

      It was Omar—or, more properly, the Sheikh of Al-Thakri, next in line to the throne, and my employer.

      I turned at the sound of his voice, and saw his dark, handsome face staring back at me with some anticipation. His deep brown eyes glittered. In front of him, he was holding up two velvet boxes, each of which contained a pair of cufflinks.

      “Diamond or ruby?” he asked me earnestly.

      I took a thoughtful glance at each of the options and let my eyes wander over Omar’s face, and his perfectly tailored tuxedo. Something bright was shining in his eyes tonight.

      “Ruby,” I said, pointing a freshly manicured finger at the velvet box on the right.

      Omar smiled, as if he had been hoping for that answer. He snapped the box holding the diamond cufflinks shut. “Good choice.”

      “I’m not really qualified to make decisions like that, you know,” I said back to him with just a hint of teasing in my voice. “My stylist at the palace would agree. She almost fainted when she saw the wardrobe I brought with me. So my apologies if you happen to get any comments about your cufflinks tonight.”

      Omar laughed richly, and a happy bloom spread out in my chest as I laughed with him.

      I didn’t add that it was nice to be of some use around him lately. As a physician who had spent two years treating patients in war-torn countries with Doctors Without Borders, the current environment was giving me more than a touch of the doldrums. It wasn’t something I had admitted to the Sheikh—I was having a hard enough time admitting it to myself.

      The luxurious living that came with being included in the royal entourage was amazing. The fact that I had earned enough money in six months not only to deal with the angry letters regarding my overdue student loan payments, but also to put away a sizable nest egg for the next journey in my life, were benefits for which I was extremely grateful. But there wasn’t much use for a trauma physician in the entourage of a healthy, young, handsome Sheikh who never got more than the occasional scrape from playing tennis. He hadn’t even caught a cold once the entire six months I had been in his employment. Frankly, I was bored out of my mind, and more than a little upset at the implications my boredom made about me as a person.

      Maybe I was a terrible person, but the dullness of my employment here made me long for the dust and heat of the field hospitals where my hands actually felt like they were making a difference in the world. I saved countless lives in those two years—and lost a few, to be sure, ghosts that follow every doctor, nurse and midwife in the world. But there was no question that I was making a difference. There was no question that I was loved and appreciated by the people I helped.

      But here? In the air-conditioned, oil-rich cities of Al-Thakri, living alongside some of the richest rulers in the world, I wasn’t so sure I was making a difference at all, and it was starting to grate on me.

      At least I knew how to pick out a pair of cufflinks, I thought bitterly.

      “Almost arrived, sir,” the driver, Abdul, called from the front of the limo.

      “Wonderful,” said Omar. He finished putting on the cufflinks and gave me a big, beaming smile.

      It made my stomach flutter. I did my best to keep from blushing as I smiled back.

      The smile—and the butterflies—died quickly when Omar spoke. “I hope Jada is wearing something with a fiery tint to it. It will match the rubies.”

      I nodded quickly and turned back to look through the window. “Yes, it would,” I said quietly.

      I didn’t want to talk about his date—not this one, nor any of the others he’d had lately. In the past six months, an endless parade of heiresses and princesses had rotated in and out of the Sheikh’s life, all vying for his favor. He’d been set to take the throne ever since the death of his father, some months before I arrived, but he would need a queen alongside him to make it proper—a queen who would give him an heir to continue the royal bloodline.

      I couldn’t quite admit to myself just how much it was beginning to hurt to watch the courtships from afar.

      I’d long ago stopped resenting the girls personally, and I expected that Jada would be no different. Most of them were too vapid and shallow to hate properly; instead, they had become a faceless mass of competition for a man who didn’t even realize I felt anything for him.

      Somehow, that made it all worse.

      The car glided to a halt on the curb next to a glittering, high-rise building. Smartly-dressed shoppers glanced curiously at the tinted windows, but didn’t slow their pace down the landscaped sidewalk.

      We’d barely waited a moment before the doors of the high-rise were opened by a doorman in a maroon uniform, and out from behind him came the woman who must have been Jada.

      I felt a pit form in my stomach; she was a goddess with tanned skin, black hair, and a body like a supermodel. Her plump lips were stained a beautiful shade of red, and her black eyeliner was painted in a perfect cat’s eye that would have taken me weeks to apply on my own. I said a silent prayer for the stylists in the palace that I was able to access.

      Of course, she was wearing red.

      As she approached the car, I moved to sit next to Rafiq, Omar’s most trusted bodyguard who never left his side. Jada stepped into the car, moving carefully in her stiletto heels, and sat down next to Omar, smiling beautifully as he leaned over to kiss her cheek. She gushed over him until she noticed the rest of the entourage in the limo—myself and Rafiq—and her face squished like she smelled something rotten.

      “This is my physician, Dr. Carrie Green,” Omar said, with a hand extended my direction. “She and Rafiq are my constant companions.”

      “Constant?” repeated Jada suspiciously. “Why do you need a doctor everywhere you go? Are you ill?”

      “No, no,” laughed Omar, sliding an arm around the back of the seat and her thin shoulders. “But a man in my position can’t afford to take any risks with my health. If someone were to make an attempt on my life, Dr. Green here could be the one to save me.” He looked at me with a glint in his eye. I smiled back.

      “Someone is trying to assassinate you?” Jada’s voice sounded like she couldn’t decide if she was afraid or impressed—maybe a little of both.

      Omar shrugged. “One never knows where the streets of his journey will take him.”

      Jada said nothing in reply as the royal motorcade pulled back onto the streets, and I couldn’t help assuming that she was wondering if she’d bitten off more than she could chew.
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      Omar had hired out the grand ballroom of the city’s most exquisite hotel to serve as the venue for the party. I’d been by Omar’s side for plenty of black tie affairs, but none of them compared to the opulence of this one—the birthday party for his mother, Mirah, Queen Regent of Al-Thakri.

      Paparazzi flash bulbs strobed against the tinted windows of the car as the limo circled the driveway and headed up toward the gilded front doors. Photographers crushed against each other to try and get as close as they could, while the black-suited security detail worked just as hard to form a chain and keep the vultures at a safe distance.

      My nerves lit up, as they always did when I had to step out in public as part of Omar’s entourage. I still hadn’t got used to all the glitz, all the noise, all the attention poured on the Sheikh and his family. It wasn’t something a girl like me was used to dealing with, and I wasn’t sure it ever would be.

      But Jada was clearly not a girl like me. Her thin, delicate hand, glittering with jewelry, reached over to clutch at Omar’s hand, and my stomach jumbled in a wave of nausea.

      “Sir, we’re ready when you are. Security is in position,” said the driver. He put the car in park but did not kill the ignition—in the blazing, Middle-Eastern sun, every heartbeat without the air-conditioning was unbearable.

      “Thank you, Abdul,” replied Omar. He leaned closely to Jada. “My dear, would you do me the honor of stepping out first so the crowd can see what a divine woman I’ve been graced with this evening?”

      I couldn’t look at them anymore. I opened up the sequined clutch purse that matched the hue of my midnight blue dress and dug out the lipstick and compact mirror I had stuffed in there. Rafiq was responsible for carrying my triage bag; all I had to do tonight was look like I belonged at this glamorous party and try to have a good time.

      Ignoring the canoodling happening on the seat beside me, I reapplied my lipstick with care, despite the fact that it looked as perfect as it had when we left. The stylists at the palace had done my light blond hair into a sophisticated up-do, and borrowed diamond earrings dangled from my ears—dripping waterfalls of sparkling gems that matched the necklace on my chest.

      I almost didn’t recognize myself, and couldn’t think of a single instance in my life where I’d been so gussied up before. I tried to enjoy it instead of focusing on the heartache—or comparing myself to Jada. Her tall, lithe form was goddess-like in comparison to mine. I was average height, with curves and a flat stomach, and while I had never had trouble attracting men, there also weren’t a lot of women of Jada’s caliber in the dusty towns of Ohio.

      Not comparing myself to her was easier said than done, particularly when Omar leaned in to whisper something in her ear, making her giggle as she nuzzled against his clean-shaven face. My stomach tensed as my imagination went wild.

      After a few excruciating moments, the valet outside received the signal from the driver and opened the rear of the limo. A furnace of heat rolled into the car, despite the sun setting stubbornly behind the cityscape, and the sounds of the crowd and photographers became loud and unsettling.

      Like a practiced starlet, Jada stepped out of the limo and onto the soft red carpet with a beaming smile. Omar followed suit, and as I waited to follow them out, I could see one of his strong hands resting on the small of her back as he walked her into the building.

      Rafiq was staring at me when I looked over at him.

      “What?” I asked curiously.

      He nodded towards the hotel. “Tonight will be the night, yes?”

      “The night for what?”

      “The night you tell His Highness about the truth of what is in your heart.”

      Cheeks flushing, I shook my head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “No need to lie to me, Doctor. I won’t be the one to share this secret.”

      “There is no secret,” I replied with a little hiss in my voice, and Rafiq only shrugged and didn’t press the point.

      Carefully, I made my way towards the limo door to step out and follow the Sheikh with Rafiq close behind. The paparazzi didn’t give a damn about the two of us, thankfully; we were just the help. We trailed a few steps behind Omar and Jada as they made a show of their approach to the hotel.

      Inside, the ballroom had been turned into an exquisite banquet hall, large enough to hold the hundreds of guests invited by the royal family. Debutantes, kings, ambassadors, and even a few journalists mingled in the huge and well-dressed crowd.

      As my eyes scanned the room, I realized that well-dressed was an understatement. I had never been in a room full of so much decadence—and that was saying a lot after this job. Giant chandeliers studded the dark ceiling, dripping with crystals that shuddered when the hall doors closed. Round tables with crisp white linens had been arranged throughout, with gilded table settings surrounding exquisite centerpieces bursting with colorful blooms and feathers. Guests mingled, moving around the tables like shoals of fish, their feet sinking into the plush maroon carpet.

      The women in the room looked like they could have been drawn to life by animators of some fairy tale movie, moving with grace and poise in dresses that ran five and six figures, at a conservative guess. Rhinestones and diamonds glittered under the lights, making shining stars of the beautiful women flashing around the room. While most of the men were dressed much more uniformly, there was no denying the attractiveness of their tailored suits, fresh-cut hair, and pampered skin.

      My stylist had selected my gown for the evening, something from a designer I’d never heard of, but which she assured me was top quality. Nonetheless, it was hard not to feel insecure in a room full of rich, beautiful, high-class women, even if you were masquerading as one of them.

      Fortunately, no one was worried about looking at me. I was just a shadow trailing behind Omar and Jada as they soaked up the attention. Watching Jada cling to his arm tightly, comfortably, I suddenly realized why my stylist had picked out a dark blue dress for me to wear: the color helped me fade out behind the Sheikh’s party—behind his actual date.

      After all, I was just part of the entourage; an employee of the palace, there to do a job and nothing more. I didn’t have any royal bloodline to claim or inheritance to offer, and that’s what was needed in Omar’s world. The parade of fine ladies he’d been courting for the past six months all had it, and they were all vying for one thing: to become his wife and mother to the heirs of Al-Thakri.

      These women that came to earn his heart, they pretended it was love when they were by his side, but it wasn’t, and Omar was smart enough to know it. They didn’t know him or care about him, they just wanted to be close to his power and money. They just wanted to cling to his side and giggle, pretending they hadn’t been on a thousand dates just like this one as they tried to find the richest and most well-connected man they could. And there would be no better offer than the Sheikh; they turned up their well-practiced charm to the maximum when they were by his side.

      But so far, Omar had broken up with each and every one—some of the breakups turning dramatic when the women realized they weren’t going to become queen. It wasn’t something I had expected, but Omar was often not what he seemed on the outside. He was consumed with trying to gather the power owed to him as the oldest of his father’s two sons, and yet it was increasingly obvious that he had no interest in giving up his heart to a woman for whom he didn’t care, just to have an heir and gain the throne.

      There was warmth to him none of these women would ever see. He wanted true, honest love to produce a child, not just some grab for power.

      Feeling anxiety rise in my chest, I took a deep breath and tried to divert my thoughts. It wasn’t easy since I was forced to stare at Omar’s back as he made his way through the banquet hall, stopping to shake hands and kiss the hands of beautiful ladies.

      My skin flushed, and I had to turn away. It was getting harder and harder to deal with the feelings growing in my heart. Danger was on the horizon; I could feel it. Every day I woke up wondering whether it would be the day when I blurted out to Omar how much I had grown to admire him; how much I was falling in love with him.

      This job was supposed to be an easy meal ticket, something to clean the dust off my skin after Doctors Without Borders. But now it was threatening to undo everything I had built. If I told Omar how I felt, I had no way of knowing how he would react. I might be fired, and my reputation ruined forever. Omar’s family had the power to make that happen.

      My frantic thoughts thankfully began to evaporate as we approached the head table and the buzzing din of conversation grew louder. The guests, even those Omar hadn’t personally greeted, were all aware of his arrival, and stood to give him a round of applause as he approached the table. Omar smiled with his trademark charm and waved at the room.

      Already seated was Omar’s mother, Mirah. The Queen Regent was a gorgeous middle-aged woman with jet-black hair and deep brown eyes, just like Omar’s. She wore a lovely, modest dress the color of champagne. She stood and welcomed her son with a beaming, loving smile, wrapping her arms around his strong shoulders in a warm hug. Omar introduced her to Jada, and to my surprise, Jada curtsied appropriately.

      To the left of the Queen, Omar’s brother Sajid was waiting to greet him, with his wife Alima and three beautiful daughters standing beside him. The brothers exchanged tense smiles and a rough handshake before Sajid pulled out the chairs of each of his ladies and took a seat himself.

      Omar turned to face the crowd and was immediately handed a wireless microphone by an attendant who scurried out of the way as fast as he’d shown up. Rafiq and I watched from the other side of the enormous round banquet table as Omar turned on the charm he was well-known for.

      “Good evening everyone!” he smiled. “I wish to thank each and every one of you for coming this evening to celebrate the birth of the most beautiful and wondrous woman in the world: my mother, the Queen Regent of Al-Thakri.”

      The applause was thunderous as Mirah stood and waved to the crowd, giving them a nod that was somehow both confident and humble.

      “As you are aware, my father’s sudden passing shocked us all. The entire country lost a great man, a just ruler, and a true friend. It has been very difficult for my family to endure his loss. It hardly seems that eight months could have passed since he was here with us.”

      The room fell into a grave silence. I could swear I heard someone crying, their sobs echoing against the vast gilded walls of the ballroom. Mirah herself looked mournful at the mention of her late husband, and her sadness made my heart ache. I hadn’t met the former king before he passed, but it was clear that he had been a good, righteous man who touched many people with his compassion.

      Omar leaned forward to pick up a flute of bubbling champagne from the table. “But tonight is for celebrating. We celebrate my mother and her incredible life. She was a doting wife to my father, a perfect mother to myself and my brother Sajid, and is a joyously happy grandmother to her granddaughters. She is also, just as importantly, our queen regent.”

      Glasses raised all across the banquet hall, cheers peppered throughout the crowd.

      “So tonight we say cheers, and wish good health upon her—Mirah of Al-Thakri!” Omar ended with a loud, happy tone as the crowd raised their glasses at him and applauded his speech.

      Omar took Jada to her seat and then took his own. Rafiq pulled out my chair for me, almost directly across from Omar, where I now knew I would be stuck watching him and Jada flirt all evening.

      I grabbed a flute of champagne for myself and dreamed of the life I’d rejected: a tiny but clean apartment in some big American city where I could have a cat and a fish and not have to watch the man I love, ruler of an ancient country, hit on supermodels in front of me. Each time I had to endure it, I wondered if I had made a mistake accepting this job, or traipsing around the world in the first place. If I had stayed home, maybe I would already have the love I wanted.

      The food was served almost immediately, the kitchen prepped to be timed perfectly with Omar’s speech. Small talk drifted from the members of the royal family, happy and light, as the meal began. Mirah told them how she’d taken the day off from attending royal duties to spoil herself at a local spa, and thanked her sons for the exquisite gifts they had sent to her to celebrate the occasion.

      But by the end of the main course, tensions had begun to build, and were quickly becoming too big to ignore.

      Sajid, Omar’s younger brother, was never great at holding his drink. In only six months, I’d learned that much. The waiters had already taken away at least three glasses of champagne when Sajid eyed Omar with a dark gaze and said the words that changed the entire mood of the evening.

      “So, Omar,” Sajid said, nodding towards Jada in her striking red dress. “Tell us about this lovely new lady you’ve brought to the party.”

      It was an innocent-sounding question, and Jada was clearly flattered by the attention, even as everyone else at the table took a deep breath.

      I looked up and saw a shadow cross Omar’s face. He stared at the elaborate centerpiece in the middle of the table, clearly trying to decide how best to respond to his brother.

      “Jada, why don’t you tell my brother a little about yourself?” Omar responded quietly. His voice was dark, angry. I recognized it well.

      In recent months, things had become more and more tense between Omar and his brother. Their father’s death had started a contest between them as succession of power became at the forefront of their minds. As the oldest, Omar was in line to take the throne next, but because of Al-Thakri’s constitution, he couldn’t do so until he had a bride to give him an heir. Sajid felt the fact that he was already married with children meant the country should waste no more time on the issue, and skip over Omar and his romantic indecision and allow Sajid to become king.

      It was unlike any other family squabble I had been a part of, and made the fights my sister and I used to have over Barbie dolls look pathetic.

      Happily, Jada turned toward Sajid to answer him earnestly. “I have representation with the Tom Ford Agency, and am heiress to the Ghaschi Corporation.” There was something mechanical and rehearsed about the way she said it.

      Sajid caught onto that, too. He was as smart as Omar. He turned back to the last of his steak with a sly, condescending smile. “Lovely, just lovely. Say, you should get a move on with this one, Omar, if you hope to be king anytime this century. She’s as ripe as the rest.”

      Silverware clattered against porcelain as Mirah dropped her cutlery. Jada gasped, her face turning as red as her dress. The anger that had been building on Omar’s face came out in a furious expression that he directed at his brother.

      He put an arm around Jada’s shoulder and tried to comfort her. It was a noble gesture, but it made me nauseous all the same. I surreptitiously reached for another flute of champagne.

      “Being power-hungry makes you rude,” growled Omar to his brother. “Jada is my guest, and I won’t have you speaking so disrespectfully towards her.”

      “Power-hungry? Yes, I would think that describes us both, don’t you?” Sajid shot back. “But at least I’m the one abiding father’s wishes by producing heirs.” He waved a hand down the table at his daughters, who looked suddenly smaller and embarrassed, trying to shrink back into their chairs.

      Omar shook his head. “An heir is a son, or have you forgotten the constitution? I love my nieces dearly, but they do not make you a king.”

      “And what have you produced?” said Sajid, his voice rising in both anger and volume. “You haven’t even settled down with a wife! How can we trust you with the responsibility of leading a nation if you cannot even build your own kingdom in a household? I have produced heirs. The throne should be mine. All the rest is technicality.”

      “Sons, Sajid. Until one of us produces a son, neither of us will be king,” Omar said through gritted teeth, leaning over the table.

      Nearby tables began to notice the emerging row. All I could do was sit and watch, wanting to help Omar bite back against the sharp tongue of his brother, but knowing I had no place to speak. That was one sure way to lose my job.

      “Enough!” Mirah’s sharp voice cut through the bickering, and she slapped a palm on the table for good measure.

      Both her sons stopped talking immediately and looked at her with shame in their eyes.

      “Mother,” started Sajid—always the first to apologize, just as he was always the first to start trouble.

      “Enough!” she repeated. She closed her eyes and shook her head. “I’ve had enough of this for three lifetimes. Your father would never put up with this nonsense, and it has been a difficult enough time without him to see you both descend into such petty foolishness.”

      Neither of the brothers spoke back.

      “None of us wants this to be happening,” she said. “I didn’t marry you father in hopes of becoming a queen one day. I only wanted to be his wife, and mother to his children.” Her voice shook as memories flooded her thoughts. “But Queen Regent is what I have become. And as Queen, I am going to put a stop to this nonsense with a special decree.”

      “A decree?” gasped Sajid.

      “This succession issue must end. The constitution of our country is ancient, and I am not allowed to amend it. The constitution says the next ruler must be male. So I say, the first of you, my sons, to deliver me a grandson will accede to the throne, and that will be the end of this.”

      Omar and Sajid stared in shock at their mother, and I felt a great knot form in my stomach.

      Mirah took a deep breath. “I want to retire. I want to spend my last years in the garden with my grandchildren, teaching them poetry. I certainly do not want to continue moderating the squabbling of my grown sons who continue to fight over the same toy. So let this be the end of it. Produce me a grandson, and you will have the throne of Al-Thakri.”
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      The ride back to the palace was tense and uncomfortable. Exhausted by the emotion of it, I tried to pass the time staring out the window, watching the glittering, faraway desert dunes on the outskirts of the city. Under the moonlight, they shone like beautiful mountains of white diamonds.

      Omar and his brother had been shocked by their mother’s decree. Mirah had spent the rest of the evening mingling with her birthday guests, while Sajid had swept up his wife and daughters before the family left early in their limo. Omar had tried to enjoy himself, but I could tell he was deeply rattled by the row, stuck in his own mind. Jada must have noticed it, too; she wasn’t as cheerful as she had been, and seemed resentful of the fact that Omar was no longer fawning over her.

      Her disappointment only seemed to increase when the motorcade stopped to drop her outside her penthouse apartment. Perhaps she had been expecting an invitation back to the Sheikh’s palace—or his bedroom; I have to admit that I felt a rush of schadenfreude at the forlorn expression on her face.

      Omar followed Jada out of the limo and Rafiq and I waited in awkward silence as he escorted her back up to her penthouse. When Omar returned, all pretense of happiness had dropped from his face. He was angry. I heard it in his voice when he told Abdul to drive on.

      I stared at Omar as he gazed out the window, deep in thought. I wanted desperately to comfort him. But I couldn’t quite bring myself to move to sit next to him.

      Truthfully, I needed to be comforted myself. As a trauma doctor, being in tense situations was nothing new, but there was something vastly different about a royal family in the middle of a heated succession problem. Queen Mirah’s proclamation only made things more urgent for Omar. Sajid already had a wife, and was probably trying to produce his male heir as we sat in the limo. Omar had much more work ahead of him, and now his clock was ticking even faster.

      I wasn’t sure I could stand to be here for the day he introduced me to a beautiful woman who was pregnant with his child. As his physician, I would become her doctor, too. I would be responsible for her health, and for ensuring the health of the heir of Al-Thakri. I would have to smile while I watched the man I loved create life with some other woman.

      I glanced over at Omar, who was too busy in his own thoughts to notice me looking. My heart broke as I realized that I didn’t have the strength to do it; I couldn’t stay there, loving him from afar. I had to quit. I had to leave this place before the heartache of it killed me.

      I spend the rest of the limo ride trying to hold back my tears. Like some prophet, Rafiq gave me glances that said he could tell what was going on beneath the surface, but I ignored him.

      The motorcade passed the palace gates and wound up the asphalt roads to the rear of the palace. The place was ancient, built long before cars existed, and there was no driveway to take us to the front. Constructing one would have ruined the gorgeous beauty of the symmetrical front walk, dotted with palm trees, water features, and gorgeous blooming flowers. The modern features had been built behind the palace, so the ancient façade could obscure the modern necessities.

      Omar stepped out first, with Rafiq following behind. As I stepped out into the semi-darkness, a strong hand was offered to me. I looked up to see Omar waiting next to the limo door with a soft smile on his face, the first I’d glimpsed since his mother had made her announcement.

      I returned it shyly and accepted his hand, feeling the electric shock in my heart that I felt whenever we touched.

      “Well,” Omar said, offering his arm to me as the valet closed the limo door. “That evening did not turn out as I expected.”

      I took his arm gently and he walked us under the stone canopy towards the door. For a moment, I felt like I could be his queen.

      “I don’t know, most birthday parties I go to end with an enormous, life-changing decree.”

      Omar laughed in relief. It felt good to see him laugh. His whole face lit up when he did. “It sounds like your customs must be even stranger than ours.”

      “Just more dramatic,” I replied teasingly. “And that’s saying a lot.” I pointed to the giant, gilded statues of sphinxes, erected by Omar’s ancestors, guarding the palace doors, and he laughed again.

      “Mother is usually very even-handed, but I think she’s reached the end of her patience,” he sighed.

      “Seems that way,” I agreed. “I can’t really blame her, though. Ruling a country must be hard even when you’ve always expected to end up doing it—I can’t imagine being thrust into power the way she’s been.”

      “It has been hard on her. All the more reason it’s important that this heir situation gets remedied, and quickly.”

      Talk of Omar’s heir made me clam up, suddenly uncomfortable. He must have noticed, because he looked at me curiously for a moment before he spoke again. “It’s been a funny old night. How would you feel about a nightcap?”

      I wanted to say no. I wanted to return to my private suite and end the evening alone, probably crying in my giant bathtub as I figured out how to pen my resignation letter. But I couldn’t resist spending time with him, even if it hurt.

      The palace hallways were quiet, most of the staff having gone home or retreated to their own quarters for the night. Only the night guards were alert, positioned evenly throughout the hallways and at the entrances, politely ignoring us as we sauntered slowly by.

      Omar led us to his library, one of my favorite rooms, where the walls were two stories high and one had to use a ladder to get to the topmost books on the shelves. He poured us both a glass of brandy from the collection of bottles at the bar in the corner.

      “Cheers,” he said and clinked my glass.

      “Cheers.” I smiled back and took a sip, feeling the warmth melting down my throat.

      After a few moments of silence, Omar asked me, “You seem lost in your thoughts tonight, Carrie. Is everything all right?”

      The question startled me and I cleared my throat. “Lost is about right. I just have a lot on my mind, I guess.”

      “May I ask what?”

      I gave a nervous little laugh. “Don’t you have enough on your plate without worrying about my problems?”

      “You’re my trusted doctor, and you live in my palace. Your problems are my problems.”

      I blushed. He never said things like that to the other staff members, even though I know he did care about them. Unlike the rumors and stories everyone has heard about how powerful people treat the people who work for them, I hadn’t experienced anything like that in Al-Thakri. The Sheikh treated everyone with respect, and never yelled even when he was angry.

      It was just that he seemed to treat me a little differently; he paid me just a bit more attention than anyone else—something that made my heart flutter to think about. I tried to tell myself it was nothing, but my heart wouldn’t listen.

      I stalled with another sip of brandy. “I don’t know… I’ve just been thinking a lot, lately… about my place here.”

      Omar frowned, his face darkening. He stepped closer to me. “What do you mean? Are you not happy with your quarters, or your salary? You know you can discuss those things with me if something is bothering you.”

      “No, no, it’s not that,” I answered, shaking my head. “My room is a palace unto itself, and the pay is incredible. I just…” My words faded out as I scrambled for a believable excuse. This wasn’t the way I intended on delivering the news, but the words rose in my throat before I could do anything to stop them. “I think I need to resign,” I blurted out. “I’m not… I’m not sure I can stay here and be your physician anymore.”

      The look on Omar’s face broke my heart, as much as it took me by surprise. His shoulders slumped. “Carrie, is this true? You want to leave me?”

      I sighed. “It’s… it’s not that. I’m just not sure I’m cut out for this. It’s been six months, and I still don’t feel any more… comfortable. I’m a trauma physician; my place is somewhere more violent and desperate than between your palace walls. Besides, it’s not like you really need a doctor around you all the time. You never get sick or hurt. To be honest, I feel like I’m withering away here.”

      “But what happens if I do need you by my side one day? Anything could happen. My father’s heart attack hit him suddenly, even with his healthy diet and lifestyle. Who will be here to help me if you leave?”

      “You can hire another doctor,” I said, laughing hollowly. “There are hundreds of qualified applicants, probably many of them already in your country. There has to be someone who would better enjoy this quiet life than me.” Someone who is not steadily falling in love with her employer and threatening to ruin her whole life over it.

      Omar fell silent. He moved away from me and collapsed tiredly into one of the brown leather reading chairs, downing his brandy in one big gulp.

      The silence grew between us and made the tension in my chest even worse. Did he want me to leave the room? Did this mean my employment was officially over? I stood there, frozen like a statue, waiting for him to react.

      Omar took a deep breath and finally spoke, but the words that came out of his mouth were not those I expected to hear. “What if I made you a different offer?”

      I blinked. “A different offer? Like what, more money? As I said, the pay is more than generous… It’s more that I just want to feel like I’m actually needed for something. Like I have a purpose. I have skills I’m not using here.”

      Omar rubbed his lips, as if he were nervous—something I’d only seen him do once or twice. He was not a man who got nervous very often.

      When he looked up at me, there was emotion in his eyes that was crushing and heavy. “Well, allow me to explain, and maybe there will be purpose enough in this offer for you. Though I ask you to keep the details of this conversation between us.”

      “Certainly.”

      He took another deep breath before continuing. “You may have noticed that my attempts at finding a wife have been… less than successful lately.”

      All the air seemed sucked out of the room as I listened to the Sheikh speak. “I… I have, yes.”

      “And my mother’s decree this evening has made the situation even more urgent for me, wouldn’t you agree?”

      “I would agree.”

      He sighed and got up to pour another glass of brandy. After taking a sip, he continued. “Carrie, I don’t know how else to do this, so I’m just going to come out with it: how would you feel about carrying an heir for me, to assure my ascension to the throne?”

      The glass in my hand slipped to the floor, spilling what was left of the brandy all over the intricate carpet. Neither of us seemed to notice, as we stared at each other in tense anticipation.

      “What?” I finally said, breathless. “You want… you want me to give you a child?”

      “That’s correct,” he said. “If my mother needs me or Sajid to produce a male heir before she can step down from the throne with peace of mind, then I need to give her one in order to take it. I can’t waste any more time with these socialites; my brother already has the significant advantage of having a wife, so I really cannot hesitate.”

      “Sure, I understand your urgency. I can even understand you coming up with this as a solution to the problem. But why me? Why not ask Jada, or any of them? They would surely leap at the chance to carry your heir.” There was bitterness in my voice, but I didn’t care to hide it anymore. I’d just quit my job; it was time for honesty—on some topics, at least.

      Omar shook his head impatiently. “Because I don’t love Jada, or any of them, Carrie. I’m not going to force a relationship just to produce a child. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I did, and I do not want any son of mine to grow up thinking he was simply created as a tool to get power.”

      My throat tightened up. I was trying very hard not to hear the unspoken implication in the Sheikh’s words. Instead, I asked again, “But why me? Why should it be me to give you an heir?”

      “I trust you,” he said simply. “You’ve become important to me as we’ve gotten to know each other these past few months. You have a beautiful and kind disposition that I believe would benefit any child, especially one who will one day become a king. You are intelligent, thoughtful, and hard-working, and you truly care about people; what other qualities would better suit an eventual heir to a kingdom?”

      I turned red at the bombardment of compliments. For months, I had been dreaming about hearing him talk to me like this; finally hearing it was almost unbelievable.

      Omar continued, “I would pay you, of course, for this ultimate labor—enough to wipe out any debts you may still have and keep you salaried for the rest of your life. I understand this is an incredible request to make of any you, to ask you to give up your bodily autonomy and produce a life, but I assure you I have every intent of making sure you are adequately compensated, in any way you should request.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Blood rushed in my ears like the sound of the raging ocean, fast as the thoughts that swarmed my shocked mind.

      Finally, I had to let out a deep breath. “I’m sorry, this is just all so unbelievable. I have nothing but questions in my head. What if it doesn’t work? What if I have a girl? What if your family won’t accept a child born of me?”

      He walked towards me slowly, standing in front of me with his glass of brandy, hope written on his handsome face. “Your payment would not change. And you would be under no obligation to try again for a boy. I’m only asking for one chance to produce the heir I need to take the throne; one chance with someone I trust and care for. My family will not be a problem. The constitution states clearly that the child must simply be my heir. The writers of the ancient world did not make any emphasis on who the mother should be. My seed is enough to ensure they will not bother you.”

      My heart was pounding. I couldn’t process my emotions fast enough, despite the eagerness on Omar’s face as he waited for my answer.

      “Carrie?” he asked after a few moments of my panicked silence. “What do you say? Will you help me?”

      Finally, in a tight voice, I replied. “This isn’t the conversation I expected to have with you tonight.”

      “Nor I,” admitted Omar. “But it’s something I’ve been thinking about for a few weeks now.”

      “A few weeks?” The thought of Omar considering me as the mother of his child without me even knowing made me weak in the knees. “Did you know your mother was going to make the decree tonight?”

      “No, of course not. But with every failed relationship I’ve endured in the past few months, it has dawned on me that there was no reason to force myself to be with a woman I do not love, just for the sake of producing an heir; modern science has freed us from such problems. Then the question simply became: with whom would I want to create a child, one that could grow up to rule the nation I love? And, well… the answer was very clearly you.”

      I shook my head, feeling the long tendrils of my hair which were beginning to escape the upsweep on top of my head. The Sheikh’s words were shaking me down to my soul, and I didn’t know how to deal with it. He had no idea how I felt about him, and no idea of the true significance of what he was asking of me.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t give you an answer yet. My head is swimming right now, Your Highness.”

      “Hey, enough of that,” he said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “I told you a long time ago you don’t need to use such titles with me in private.”

      “Still,” I replied. “I can’t give you an answer right this second. This is all too much, too fast. I mean, hell, I was ready to leave this job ten minutes ago, and now you’re asking me to have your child. Until right now, I was of the mind that having children was an adventure I was never going to have.”

      He frowned. “Why do you say that?”

      I shrugged, suddenly self-conscious at blurting out such private information. “I don’t know. The lifestyle of a globetrotting trauma doctor isn’t exactly conducive to raising children. I just figured I had to pick between the two, and I made my choice when I entered med school.”

      There was sadness on his face. “Well, I’m sorry to hear that you thought that, Carrie, but it seems now that fate has presented you with the option to do both.”

      “Sort of,” I retorted. “The child wouldn’t be coming with me, though. He would stay here with you; I would basically be a surrogate.”

      He opened his mouth to answer, but seemed to think better of his response, and hesitated. “I suppose… I suppose that’s true, yes.” He cleared his throat uncomfortably.

      “That’s a totally different ball game. I’m just going to need time to think about this, okay?” I took a few steps forward. “I’m flattered, I really am. I just have to think about this. It won’t do either of us any good if I agree to this and end up miserable.”

      He stared deep into my eyes and shook his head. “Of course, Carrie. It would kill me if I made you unhappy. You’re under no pressure to accept my offer unless you really feel that you want to do this.”

      I gave him a tight smile even as his words touched my heart. “Then I need some time to think, please.”

      The Sheikh nodded gravely. “I understand. Please let me know as soon as possible whether you are staying to help… or leaving.”

      I swallowed against a tight throat and nodded back to him. Too shocked to say anything else, I simply bowed my head a little and turned, hurrying out of the library and down the palace hallways.

      By the time I rounded the corner near my private suite, I was practically running like Cinderella trying to catch her pumpkin before midnight struck, hot tears streaming down my face.
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      Relaxing after the talk with Omar was almost impossible. Neither the jet tub nor a few more glasses of wine did anything to wring out the tension that galloped through my muscles at the thought of the decision before me.

      I paced around the plush carpet of my private suite for hours, trying to weigh the pros and cons, asking myself the hard questions. It had been daunting enough to consider quitting this job and finding myself a new place to live and work. Now on top of that, I had to consider a much bigger, more life-changing decision, and one I never expected to have to make.

      The man I secretly love asking me to carry his child—as a business arrangement. What had my life become?

      Six months ago, I was tying tourniquets gritted with sand and trying to get my hands on any local remedy that would wash the constant smell of blood out of my hair. Now, there was an evening gown on the floor of my plush suite, looking like a dark puddle of water in an ocean of cream-colored carpet, and I had to decide if I wanted to carry the heir of one of the oldest countries in the Middle East so that the man I loved could take the throne.

      Desperate for guidance, I rang my family back home, hoping in some vague way that the time difference suddenly wouldn’t matter and my mother would answer, bright-eyed and ready to help. But she didn’t.

      Teary-eyed, I sighed as I hung up the call, hovering on the edge of my enormous canopy bed. It was probably for the best, anyway. There was no easy way to explain what was happening here, and my mother would be horrified at the prospect of me selling out my womb to anyone, Sheikh or not.

      My mother was a traditionalist, as were most of my family back home in Ohio, and I couldn’t think of any way to explain this to them. They didn’t understand a lot of my life decisions. My mother cried for three days when I told her I was headed to be a doctor in a war-torn country. She was proud of me, sure, but she didn’t understand why I would give up the comfort of middle-class American life for one of danger, uncertainty and struggle. I had no idea how to explain it to her, just like I had no idea how to explain that I was thinking of having a man’s baby for money.

      The thought hit me like a landslide. That’s what he was asking of me, wasn’t it? To rent out my reproductive organs in order to produce something he needed. Some part of that realization horrified me.

      And yet, how many young women found themselves pregnant and with no father around to help raise the child? At least Omar was willing to make sure I never wanted for anything—and our child certainly wouldn’t. He or she would be raised in one of the most prosperous places in the world, taught by world-class tutors and coaches, brought up with every advantage in order to become a fine ruler one day. How many mothers would happily pay any price to ensure that for their child? Was I selfish if I turned it down? If I had my own kids one day, outside of such an arrangement, I doubted I would be able to provide them even a fraction of the kind of security Omar could offer.

      And then there was the whole business of surrogacy—willing, healthy women carrying children for couples who couldn’t otherwise conceive, so that the joy of parenthood could be spread. Was there anything dishonorable about that profession? Of course not. As a doctor, I knew surrogates and egg and sperm donors brought an immeasurable amount of happiness to people’s lives, giving them hope when they had none. There was nothing shameful about it; they were helping people, and at great personal sacrifice. It was exactly the kind of life I wanted to live.

      So why did I feel so badly about the idea?

      After a hot bath, I dressed in one of the silk nightgowns from my dresser and moved to lay in bed and finish off the bottle of red wine I had opened. Sleep was going to be elusive tonight, and I figured I would try and coax her in with a little bait.

      I lay there and looked down at my body, and my flat belly. With a soft hand, I rubbed it, and imagined myself with child. My body would go through some drastic changes if I made this decision, some of which would be permanent. I would never be the same woman after it was over, even if it was a business transaction and not a family choice. The weight of that realization settled over me like a wet wool coat. My body, my mind, my spirit, everything would be changed forever once I went through the experience of carrying and giving birth to a child.

      Tears began to stream down my cheek with sudden timing. A family choice; that was the choice I really wanted to be making. Having children was always in my life plan, ever since I was a little girl. Being a doctor, and one who was attracted to dangerous work, had put a bit of a delay on that plan to be sure, but the hope never really died.

      I’d always figured I would eventually find some attractive fellow doctor or nurse who enjoyed travel and excitement as much as I did, and we would run off together, healing people and raising our kids as worldly little nomads who understood the truth of culture, beauty and people. Part of me always worried that it was just a pipe dream, and that eventually I would have to give up one or the other in order to survive. With every year that passed, the less likely it became, and I knew that a day would come when it would be impossible for me to bear children. One of my dreams was always doomed to die, an ugly voice in the back of my head told me.

      But what girl dreams of selling her womb to a sheikh? Was this really the way I wanted to bring a child into the world—as a business transaction with a man who saw me only as an employee? Even though I loved him, it was a one-way street. This wouldn’t be an act of love on his part, so much as self-preservation.

      Flashes of social media pages and birth announcements from my girlfriends back at college entered my mind. They were easy enough to ignore when I had more pressing, life-saving issues at hand. But in the dark of night, I had to admit that being in my thirties, watching all my peers settle down and start families was starting to bite at my heels like a yappy dog. I always knew that having a baby while I was on my own and out in the world wasn’t feasible. I didn’t have the time, money, or energy to trot the globe with a baby on my back, and it wouldn’t be fair to any child to make them go without just because their mother wanted to be a globetrotter.

      But Omar’s offer seemed to fix that conundrum. I could have a child, and know that he would want for nothing, while I continued on with my adventurous lifestyle. Omar would make a wonderful father; I was certain of that much. I had seen him with his nieces enough times to have faith in his ability to be patient, caring, and loving to any child. He was a good man. It would crush me not to be a parent alongside him to a child of our making, but my feelings weren’t the point here.

      Omar wasn’t asking me this because he loved me. He needed an heir to ensure his life continued on the track he had been planning. And my love for him couldn’t factor into this; that was a surefire way to get my heart broken.
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      I tossed and turned between the sheets of my borrowed palace bed for most of the night. Come morning, the sun rose with an orange heat over the desert horizon, and the soft sounds of songbirds in the palace garden floated in on the same breeze that gently shook the curtains of my open windows. The land around the palace was a peaceful place, far from the city center and the noise of the freeways and airports, and the only sounds that greeted me each morning were natural and beautiful.

      I couldn’t help thinking that a child waking up in this place every morning would be one lucky child. He would be safe; he would be loved. And, one day, he would be in a place of power where he could, in turn, help a lot of other people.

      If what I wanted to do was make a difference in the world, having a child who would one day rule a country would certainly do that.

      Even though there was heaviness in my heart at the prospect, I knew then what I needed to do. My decision could provide future security for all of us—myself, Omar, and our child. Saying no would rob us all.

      Thinking I should clean myself up from the rough night of sleep, I moved from the bed to the enormous, marbled bathroom. I gave my face a gentle wash to get rid of the tear-stains and puffiness from lack of rest, and let down my hair from the upsweep it was still holding onto half-heartedly, brushing it out into gentle waves that framed my face. I stared back at the girl in the mirror and took a deep breath.

      I changed quickly into casual workout clothes; the palace had rules about ladies being seen in their nightdresses outside their chambers, and it was a custom I had adapted to after the first two times the guards yelled at me for it. Living out in the desert with Doctors Without Borders quickly stripped a person of any semblance of modesty and privacy—at least as far as the high-class world defined it.

      I stepped out into the hallway, which was still quiet. Soon, it would be bustling as the palace reacted to Queen Mirah’s decree, which would be announced publicly today.

      I had to see Omar before all hell broke loose.

      The guards near my room shifted stirred at the sight of me. I still hadn’t learned all their names, but the closest one today was a mountain of a man, a head taller than even Omar’s impressive stature, with shoulders twice as wide. He seemed surprised when I stopped in front of him.

      “Is the Sheikh awake yet?” I asked.

      He blinked a few times before nodding wordlessly.

      “Do you know where he is? He’s expecting to talk with me this morning.”

      The guard stared at me suspiciously. Then he looked down the hallway and spoke in Arabic into the tiny microphone implanted in the wrist of his suit jacket. He listened as someone answered him back in the speaker in his right ear. I could only hear the sound of a voice, but couldn’t make out what it was saying. The guard exchanged a few more words with whoever was on the other end, eyeballing me the whole time.

      “His Highness is taking breakfast in the east courtyard,” he said finally, in a booming voice. His English was very good, but his accent was heavy, and he took care pronouncing each word. “You may go to him.”

      I nodded and thanked the guard, turning around the other direction to head for the east courtyard.

      As per the traditions of many Middle-Eastern countries, the Sheikh’s palace was bursting with courtyards, arboretums, gardens and water features. In a land of dry desert, there was nothing more celebrated than water and nature.

      It was one of my favorite traditions of this place. Warmth spread throughout my body when I imagined my son enjoying them, learning about varieties of bright blooming plants and visiting tropical birds. He would giggle and squeal when he reached in the ponds and felt the slimy scales of a fish swim by his hand, or the futile paddling of the water turtles’ feet when he picked them up.

      Every step I took, I felt more and more like this was the right decision.

      The two guards at the entrance of the east courtyard barely gave me a sideways glance. I moved between them and out towards the soft morning sunshine that was just beginning to light up the palace walls. At a thick bronze-and-glass table setting, surrounded by plush trees, Omar sat with a tray of breakfast food and a pile of newspapers, catching up on what was happening in his kingdom.

      His cup was halfway to his lips when he looked over and saw me standing at the entrance. His eyes widened and he immediately put the cup down, spilling some coffee on the table in his hurry. He tossed the newspaper aside and stood up to greet me.

      He looked so dashing in his casual white linens, contrasting against the smooth glow of his bronze skin. The curls in his jet-black hair were still a little mussed from sleep; he clearly hadn’t met with his stylist yet. Judging by the puffiness around his deep brown eyes, he’d had as rough a night’s sleep as I had.

      The eagerness in his expression as I approached made my heart hurt. No matter when or how I did it, leaving Omar would be the most difficult thing I ever did.

      “Carrie,” he said. “Good morning. Did you sleep well?”

      I laughed softly. “No, of course not. Are you telling me you did?”

      He gave me a sweet half-smile and ran a hand through his hair. “No, not at all. I couldn’t stop thinking about you all night.” He cleared his throat and immediately corrected himself. “About your decision, I mean.”

      I nodded and licked my lips. My hands, as they always did when I was at my most nervous, began to fidget with each other. “Well, hopefully we can both sleep better tonight, because I think I’ve made my decision.”

      “You have?” he was surprised, and eagerly took a few steps forward. “What is it?”

      I smiled at him. “My answer is yes. I will give you an heir on the conditions you set.”

      Omar’s face lit up in a beaming smile. Instantly, the lines disappeared from the corners of his eyes, as if he were suddenly ten years younger. “This is wonderful, glorious news! I am thrilled, simply thrilled at this. You will not regret the decision, Carrie. I promise, I will ensure our son has everything he could ever need or want. He will grow up a compassionate and caring man, and a just ruler.”

      “I know you will take care of him,” I replied. “I’m not worried about that at all. I’ve seen you with your nieces and other children that come around. I know you’ll be a great father.”

      “Thank you for this gift. Thank you, my friend.”

      Omar stepped forward without warning and threw his arms around me in a tight embrace. It was the most we had ever touched in the six months I had known him, and I wasn’t prepared for it. I wrapped my arms around him in return, relishing the feeling of his warmth against me.

      It was only when one of the guards at the door cleared his throat that we realized how long the embrace had gone on for. Omar stepped away from me sheepishly, redness tinting his sharp cheekbones. He ran a hand through his hair again and gestured towards the table with the other.

      He waved at me first, then at one of the attendants waiting patiently near the doors, just out of earshot. “Please, sit. Let’s get you breakfast, and then we’ll talk about what happens next.”
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      A few days passed before Omar was able to find the time for us to take the next step in our adventure together. There seemed to be no end to his royal duties, and he had to deal with the fallout of his mother’s decree, both to the press and the subjects of his country. He hadn’t spoken with his brother since the disastrous birthday dinner, but all the darkness and anger of that night seemed to have faded completely from his mind. Despite dealing with the headache of the work, Omar was in great spirits.

      Knowing I had helped make him so happy only made me happier, even if that joy came with a lot of fear attached.

      It was late afternoon when Omar called me into the palace’s medical ward, where he had gathered the country’s top OB/GYNs for a consultation regarding the little bundle of royal joy we were trying to cook. Since I wasn’t Omar’s queen, the only option left to us was artificial insemination.

      Even as a doctor, I was a little nervous about the procedure. It wasn’t something I had ever imagined myself doing, and there was a type of coldness about it I didn’t appreciate. I knew that any number of complications and surprises could happen when doctors tried to replicate the natural reproductive system, but it was what Omar needed, and so I would do it for him.

      Being the patient was another thing I wasn’t used to. As if sensing my nervousness, Omar took my hand and helped me gently up onto the examination table. After a few words of encouragement, he politely left the room as one of the doctors sat down to examine me. Once I was dressed, Omar re-joined us so the doctors could explain what would happen next.

      “Dr. Green is in perfect reproductive health,” beamed Dr. Issa, a warm, middle-aged woman who was born and raised in Al-Thakri. Omar smiled at me as the doctor continued. “For your needs, we recommend the intrauterine insemination procedure. Assuming your blood tests and physical exams come back with good news, we will then do an analysis of His Highness’ sperm. If he is as healthy as you are, Dr. Green, we won’t need to worry about administering any fertility drugs to assist with the process. You are both at ripe reproductive age.”

      Omar and I exchanged a somewhat awkward but excited smile. I had the urge to reach over and grab his hand, but suppressed it. The need to try and make this more comfortable for us both was overwhelming.

      “I will need you to track your ovulation cycles,” the doctor said to me. “That way, we may be able to double the insemination procedure each cycle and hopefully get you pregnant much faster. One His Highness’ sample is processed, we will apply the sperm inside you using a catheter and syringe, before using a cervical cap to ensure it remains in place. Your Highness,” she continued, turning to Omar. “We recommend that you be here with Dr. Green during the procedure. She will need to be at her most relaxed, and your presence should help with that.”

      Omar looked to me, as if looking for confirmation of what the doctor was saying, and I smiled with a gentle nod.

      “That would be great,” I agreed. “Doing this alone would be much harder.”

      “You’re not alone,” said Omar, before looking back at Dr. Issa. “Of course I’ll be here—whenever Carrie needs me to be.”

      “Are you sure that’s do-able?” I asked him quietly. “I mean, your royal duties… you’re not going to be able to just drop everything for this. If you need me to handle it alone, I can do that. I’ve been on my own in much more stressful situations.”

      Omar gave me a sly smile that made my stomach flutter. “This is the most important thing I’ve ever done—and it is my country’s future. Let someone try to stop me from being here for every minute of it.”

      I could feel my cheeks flushing and looked away before Omar could notice.

      “Do I need to make any lifestyle changes?” I asked the doctors.

      “It never hurts to start treating your body better—preparing the den for the cubs, so to speak,” smiled the elderly male doctor to the left. “If you smoke, it’s essential that you quit now. Cutting back on alcohol, making sure you’re exercising and getting a balanced diet; all of these things will help your overall health as well as your chances of conceiving.”

      “I’ll pass on orders to the kitchen staff,” nodded Omar. “I’ll have my nutritionist assist with Carrie’s meals. It shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “And I’ll start visiting the palace gym more often,” I added. “Lord knows I pass by it enough; I guess it’s time to start actually going inside.”

      The doctors laughed at that.

      “Conceiving a child isn’t always easy,” said the elderly doctor. “Don’t be hard on yourself if the process takes some time. The human body is a delicate thing, and each individual has her own needs. There isn’t a magic solution to anything. Just be patient and calm.”

      Omar rubbed his hair, a gesture I was realizing came whenever he got a little nervous. “You see… patience is not necessarily a virtue we have time for, doctors. The heir needs to be born before my brother can produce one.”

      The doctors exchanged concerned glances.

      “Ah yes,” said the elderly doctor. “We did hear about the Queen Regent’s decree.” He shrugged a little helplessly. “We’ll certainly do everything we can to make this process a speedy one, but we aren’t gods. Just make sure you follow our directions closely, and come to us if there is any change that concerns you, even if it seems fickle.”

      “I will,” I agreed with a nod. “Having you all so close is a big help.”

      “Indeed, and one of us is on duty twenty-four seven,” he said.

      Omar looked at me intently. Then, without warning, he reached over and clasped one of my hands in his. The sensation was warm and loving.

      “Thank you so much for doing this for me, Carrie,” he said with wet eyes. “Our baby is going to be a wonderful ruler.”

      Blushing slightly, I squeezed his hand back. “Yes, he will.”
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      A few weeks went by after the first insemination procedure without any noticeable change to my body. As the doctors recommended, I made adjustments to my day-to-day life, but it wasn’t looking positive. Omar and I met with his nutritionist and the palace chefs to design a perfectly balanced meal plan for a woman my age looking to get pregnant. Even though I preferred to get my exercise by running from triage to triage, saving lives, I still dragged myself out of bed as the sun rose every morning to head to the palace gym, which included an Olympic-sized swimming pool. The water was much more inviting than a treadmill, so five days a week, I did laps until I was too tired to move.

      Even though I appreciated that I was getting more lean and toned, that wasn’t the point. In fact, I needed to get the opposite of lean and toned. I needed to be getting bigger, specifically in the belly region.

      As the weeks went by, the frustration began to build for both me and Omar. He would wait eagerly in my private suite while I took pregnancy tests in the bathroom, but every time I came out with the same dejected expression. He would sigh and put his arms on my shoulders—just shy of an actual embrace—and smile at me with hope. “Don’t worry, Carrie,” he would say. “It will happen. The doctors said we should be patient, so let us try harder to be.”

      I knew he was more worried than he let on—I could see it in the wrinkles at the corner of his eyes, the way they were growing darker around the edges from losing sleep. Sajid and his wife would be trying every single night, most likely, to get her pregnant again in hopes of beating Omar to the throne. Every day that passed without the process working was another day Omar could lose everything.

      It was almost a month later when I finally approached Omar, who was doing paperwork in his incredibly beautiful office. He sensed the frustration on me even before I spoke.

      “Is everything all right?” he asked immediately.

      I shook my head. “I can’t understand why this isn’t working. I think we should go speak to the OB/GYNs again. There has to be something else we can do.”

      Omar shrugged. “Sometimes things just take time. There’s nothing wrong with you, Carrie.”

      “That’s not how I feel,” I said glumly, crossing my arms over my chest—even though, deep down, I was feeling more and more inadequate as each day passed.

      Worry crossed Omar’s handsome brow. He put down his pen and stood, coming around the desk to put his arms on my shoulders and gaze into my eyes, his expression full of concern.

      “There’s nothing wrong with you,” he repeated, refusing to look away from my gaze. “You are a beautiful, strong, intelligent woman, and I know you are going to give me a wonderful son. I dare say you seem more eager even than me at this point. Are you in such a hurry to be gone from here?” There was pain in his voice when he spoke the last line, even though he capped it off with a soft laugh.

      I shook my head immediately. “No,” I promised. “I haven’t thought about leaving again since we agreed to this, actually. All I can think about is… him. Our son.” I put my hands on my stubbornly empty belly. “And about how much this means to you and your future. I don’t think I’ve wanted anything so badly since I was applying to med school.”

      Omar’s expression fell into something both happy and sad. He rubbed his hand gently up and down my arm. “You are truly an amazing woman, Carrie. You shouldn’t be worried about my future or happiness, and yet you are. Our son is going to be the luckiest boy in the world to have such a gentle and caring mother.”

      I blushed and looked away from him. “Thank you.”

      “If you’re worried, we can make an appointment with the doctors today,” he said. “You are the goddess here, bringing forth life into the world. Whatever you need, just ask, and I will deliver it. When do you want to meet with them? Say the word, and I’ll make it happen.”

      I shrugged. “The sooner the better, really—this afternoon would be ideal. I don’t like carrying all this doom and gloom around with me.”

      “I don’t like it, either,” agreed Omar. “This afternoon it is. I’ll call you as soon as I confirm the time.”

      “Okay. I’ll be in my suite.”

      “I’ll find you there.” He smiled and squeezed my arms.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was just before dinner when we met with the doctors, and in a rambling, breathless rant, I expressed my worries about the procedure not working, begging for some answers. Omar sat next to me the whole time, silent and supportive. The doctors listened intently and didn’t make me feel guilty for being so worried about what was—or wasn’t—happening.

      When I was done, I felt like a weight had been lifted from the room. Even as a doctor myself, I was surprised at the intense anxiety that came with trying to conceive a baby.

      Dr. Issa stepped forward with a soft smile. “It’s normal for you to be concerned, Dr. Green. After all, this is the start of many more worries you will have—all of them normal. This is part of motherhood.”

      “But what can we do?” I asked urgently. “There has to be something else we can try to help this along.”

      The doctor was thoughtfully silent before she spoke again. “How is your stress level?”

      “Well, bad, obviously,” I half-laughed. “I’m stressing about not being pregnant already most of the time.”

      “Certainly, but is there anything else weighing on you that you may not have considered yet? What about your duties to the palace?” she turned to look at Omar.

      “The usual,” I said with a shrug. “I give His Highness and the Queen Regent a short exam each week—just the basics. One of the security staff has been ill lately, so I’ve been attending to him. He’s caught whatever bug it is that half of Al-Thakri have endured this spring.”

      “Is he stable?”

      “Oh, yes. It’s nothing life-threatening.”

      “And is there anyone under your care that is in dire straits?”

      “No, not at all,” I said, shaking my head. “It’s all very minor, as usual. Why do you ask?”

      “Even so,” Dr. Issa said, “work can be a stressful activity that can prevent you from focusing on relaxation. Perhaps you should think about taking some time off and having His Highness hire another doctor to take over for you, at least through the conceiving stage, if not the entire pregnancy.”

      I looked at Omar questioningly. We hadn’t talked about me quitting my duties since my decision to stay on and have his baby. But the look on his face was determined, and he was clearly taking Dr. Issa’s words to heart.

      “She will take leave,” said Omar without hesitation, nodding at me. “I will hire another physician to be on-call in her stead. I’ll make the arrangements at once.”

      “Are you sure?” I said to him in a quiet aside. “I hate the idea of not doing my job. That’s what I came here for, after all.”

      “You are doing your job,” countered Omar. “You agreed to be the mother of my child. That is your most important job right now. There are other doctors in the city; let them deal with the minor scrapes of my staff.”

      I felt a little uncertain about the decision. Being a doctor was all I knew—I hadn’t taken a break from it since I entered med school.

      “I’m afraid,” I admitted to him. “Work has been my whole life up to now.”

      “Well, now you have a different life,” said Omar softly. “At least for a little while. You deserve a break, Carrie. You’ve been working hard your whole life, saving others in war zones and the like. What could be wrong about taking a few months off to bring your own life into the world?”

      “I agree with His Highness,” said Dr. Issa. “Your reputation precedes you, Dr. Green. I’ve heard of your work in Africa. No one would ever doubt your commitment to your duties, or how much you love your work. Everyone deserves a break once in a while.”

      I took a deep breath. They were right. If my goal was to give Omar a healthy son who would take the throne one day, then I should do everything I could to make that happen, even if it meant taking a break from work.

      “Okay,” I told them finally. “I’ll step down from my position, at least until the baby is born.”

      “I think that is wise,” agreed Omar with a smile.

      After a few more of my nervous questions, we left the OB/GYN’s and walked casually back toward Omar’s office, where he had more work to attend to.

      Outside Omar’s office, Rafiq was in his usual protective spot. He gave me a sly glance when I passed him by. I returned it with a playfully sour one, but he only winked at me knowingly.

      “Do you feel better?” asked Omar once we were alone. He poured us both a glass of pure spring water from one of the underground wells on the palace property, iced and garnished with cucumber.

      I took a glass from him and nodded. “I do, in fact. Much better. Thank you for indulging my neurotic nature.”

      “It’s nothing,” said Omar with a smile. “My only concern is you and your health.”

      I blushed and looked away. “It’s not every day a girl gets to hear that from the ruler of a kingdom.”

      Omar seemed suddenly nervous. He ran a hand through his thick black curls and cleared his throat. “So I will go about the work of finding you an immediate replacement on the staff.”

      “That would be great. Do you need my help in the vetting process?”

      “No, no,” laughed Omar. “We’re trying to get you away from work, remember?”

      I turned red and laughed. “True. I guess I just hate not being able to help.”

      “You are helping,” said Omar. “But my staff can handle the transfer. In the meantime, I’ll ask Dr. Issa if she’d be willing to pick up emergency duties in the palace grounds until your replacement is found.”

      “That’s a good idea.”

      He cleared his throat again, then looked away. “Since you’re no longer under my employ, there’s something else I wanted to ask you, Carrie.”

      “Oh?” I asked, fidgeting with the telescope that was stationed by one of the office’s floor-to-ceiling windows. “What’s that?”

      “I wondered if perhaps you would like to go on a date with me.”

      I turned so fast, I knocked the telescope off its settings. Omar only laughed.

      “You—you what?” I asked. “You want to go on a date? Like… a real date?”

      “Yes, a real date.” I was sure I could see a red tint to his beautiful face.

      “I… I had no idea you felt that way about me.”

      My heart raced as Omar shrugged self-consciously. “It wasn’t exactly an easy topic to approach. You were my employee, after all, and with all this succession business… sometimes having power doesn’t actually provide one with the power he truly needs. The time was never right to ask. But now, I feel, is as good a time as any.”

      I was breathless, my head swimming with happiness. “Omar, I would love to go on a date with you.”

      He beamed and stood straighter, taking a few steps closer to me. “You would? Carrie, you don’t have to agree to this just because of the baby, you know. I fully understand that it’s not the same.”

      “It’s not that,” I promised with a shake of my head. “I’ve wanted to go on a date with you for a while, too.”

      Omar beamed. He picked up my hand and planted a sweet, long kiss on it. With the other, he pushed my hair out of my face and caressed my cheek. “I’ll arrange for us to have dinner in the gardens tonight. Would you like that?”

      “That sounds perfect,” I whispered.

      Omar grinned in a way that made my knees weak. He turned back to his desk for just a moment, rummaging in one of the drawers, until his hand emerged, holding a small velvet box.

      “For you,” he said, holding the box out to me. “I got them for you the night after I asked you to carry my heir. I was going to save them for his birthday, but I think you should have them now.”

      Stunned, I took the box and opened it gently. A pair of gold and ruby earrings glittered inside, looking very much like the cufflinks I had picked for Omar the night of his mother’s party.

      “They remind me of fire—of you,” he added. “I want you to have them.”

      “Omar,” I said softly, touching the earrings with my fingertip. “These are so beautiful. No one’s ever given me something like this before.”

      “It is the first of many gifts,” he promised. “You’ll find I’m a bit of generous heart that way. I can’t help it.”

      I felt like a school girl, the way I smiled back at him. My heart fluttered at the glittering in his eyes as he looked at me.

      “Why don’t you head into town? Buy whatever you’d like to wear tonight. And anything else you want, especially for the baby. You should ask my mother about her favorite spa—she swears by its healing powers. Give yourself some pampering. You deserve it.”

      “Is that a royal decree?” I teased.

      He pursed his lips in a playful smile. “If it must be, yes.”

      “Well then, I wouldn’t want to disobey a king.”

      “I’m only a sheikh, my dear.”

      “Not for long, you aren’t.”
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      Never in my life had I been so nervous getting ready for a date. I took Omar’s advice and spent most of the rest of the afternoon shopping in the luxurious downtown district of Al-Thakri’s capital, where the blistering desert heat was offset by shady green trees and giant misting fans to keep the shoppers cool. Queen Mirah made an appointment for me at her spa, and it was clear to me why she recommended it so highly. Even though I only got a few services, including a facial, a manicure and a massage, I felt like a queen myself by the time I left.

      From the window of one of the boutiques, a soft flowing dress called my name. It was bold pink with a hem that fell just above the knee and a gorgeous layer of sheer fabric over the shoulders and back. After excitedly trying it on, I got the pink dress, along with some beautiful gold gladiator sandals with a tiny kitten heel, wondering vaguely when was the last time I had bought a piece of clothing that wasn’t purely functional.

      Back at the palace, I took a relaxing bath before getting dressed. My nerves got worse with every passing hour and it took me more than a few tries to put on the sparkling ruby earrings Omar had gifted me. Once they were on, though, I was almost taken aback at my own reflection. They glittered like fire on either side of my face, lighting up my eyes.

      Omar asked to meet me in the royal gardens, one of his favorite spots—and one of mine, truth be told. To have an oasis so deep in the desert sands meant a great deal to the culture of Al-Thakri, and that love and respect lived deep within Omar's blood. Every step I took down the palace hallways made my heart pound faster and faster.

      Remembering what the doctors had said, I instinctively raised a hand to my belly and rubbed gently, concerned. I slowed my steps and took deep breaths to calm my racing heart, and it worked. By the time I arrived at the beautiful sandstone archway that led to the gardens, I was feeling much more like myself.

      That only lasted for a few seconds, however—until I saw Omar, handsome and dashing in his casual white linens, waiting for me with a beaming smile. He had picked one of the tropical flowers from the garden and held it out to me as I approached.

      Blushing deeply, I took the bloom and brought it to my nose. The scent was clean and sweet. “This is beautiful,” I said to him.

      “As are you,” said Omar, eyeing my flowing pink sundress. “I don't think I've ever seen you wear something so bright before. It suits you.”

      The feeling of his eyes wandering over my body made me flush anew. “There's not very much about a dress like this that says 'professional'. I never wanted to seem out of place in your entourage.”

      “That's because you are a woman of integrity,” smiled Omar. He lifted his hand, beckoning silently for mine. I placed my hand in his and he brought it to his lips, planting a gentle kiss on top. “It's part of what makes you so attractive to me.”

      “Really?”

      “Truly,” said Omar with a nod. “So few people live with integrity. That’s one truth you discover very quickly when you are born into power. Some people only care about themselves, or what they can scam out of a person. But you aren't like that, Carrie. You only care for how you can help people.”

      I shrugged, my heart fluttering at this unexpected attention. “I don't know what to say. I just try to do the best I can with what I've got.”

      Omar smiled at me, as if my response only proved his point. “Come,” he beckoned, offering his arm to me. It was the same gesture he made the night we arrived home from his mother's gala, and yet, this time, it felt so much more significant.

      I slid my arm into his and he led us slowly through the stone walkways of the garden, pointing out some of his favorite flowers and teaching me their proper names. We were surrounded by blooms unlike any I had ever seen, save on exotic nature documentaries.

      “Part of me never wants to leave this garden,” I said to him. “Something about this place just makes me relax.”

      “Good,” replied Omar, squeezing my hand gently. “We need you relaxed. You shouldn't be concerning yourself with anything except taking care of yourself.”

      “Well, that's a little hard for me,” I admitted with a sheepish laugh. “You may have noticed I'm a bit of a workaholic.”

      Omar chuckled. “It had crossed my mind, yes. I saw the panic on your face when the doctors suggested you take some time off. After all, only a workaholic would accept a position like this in the first place, being on-call constantly for a royal family.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed, blushing. “You got me there.”

      “Saying that,” added Omar, “even though we've spent so many hours beside each other, there’s still so much I don't know about you, Carrie.”

      “I guess getting to know each other is what we're supposed to do on a first date, right?” I said, and he grinned warmly. “I don't really know where to start. My family is a pretty typical Midwestern bunch. I've always been kind of a restless person. I drove my parents crazy when I was a kid, getting into trouble and refusing to be clamped down. They wanted me to be more like my older sister, who loved school and following the rules.”

      “You mean you’ve experienced sibling rivalry as well?” laughed Omar with wide eyes. “I suppose that makes watching this nonsense with Sajid much more understandable.”

      “Oh, yes,” I giggled, leaning my head towards him. “I understand completely. I'm just glad my sister and I never had a kingdom to fight over—we had a tough time just sharing the treehouse. I decided to go into medicine because I figured it would cure my restlessness with the crazy hours and the adrenaline that comes with saving lives. Signing up for Doctors Without Borders was always my goal. I knew I wanted to be out in the world where I could do good for the people who needed it most. And, selfishly, I knew I wanted to travel as much as I could.”

      Omar's face lit up at that. “You love travel too?”

      “More than almost anything,” I said.

      “Me too,” replied Omar. “There are so many beautiful places on this planet. I remember my father taking Sajid and I on occasion when he would make diplomatic visits. Those are among my favorite childhood memories—when I was encouraged to take in the world around me in wonder. Father nurtured my curiosity; he wanted me to be excited about new cultures and places. He knew it would make me a more compassionate and informed ruler. It’s something I want to instill in our son.”

      The memory was touching in ways I didn't expect. To hear Omar talk of what he wanted to give our son made my heart ache.

      “That's beautiful,” I said quietly. “I wish everyone could travel. I think they would all get along much better once they realize everyone is just trying to make it the best they can, same as us.”

      “I couldn't agree more,” said Omar.

      “So why don't you travel more? We haven't had a single trip outside the kingdom since I've been here.”

      Omar sighed, and I felt immediately guilty for turning the mood of the date. “Things have just been hectic since father's death.”

      I gave his arm a gentle, loving squeeze and changed the subject as we rounded a corner and came upon a huge aviary tucked within the greenery. Exotic birds began to caw and flap their wings at the sight of us. One of them talked back to Omar when he spoke to it in Arabic, and he smiled at me, impressed with himself.

      “Just like Doctor Doom,” he said.

      I laughed. “What?”

      “That character from your country that can speak to animals.”

      “That's Doctor Dolittle,” I corrected with a teasing smile. “Doctor Doom is far less nice than him.”

      “I did think that was a strange name for a veterinarian,” he laughed.

      Omar led us through the aviary as we the conversation moved to lighter fare. We discovered we had much more in common than might be expected of a sheikh and a western doctor. Both of us had grown up restless, taking part in sports and any activity we could be a part of to stave away the dreaded specter of boredom. We both had huge soft spots for animals, and cared passionately about the rights of the oppressed and the working class—something Omar had demonstrated many times in his official work for the kingdom.

      I couldn't believe that my date with the Sheikh was swiftly becoming the most successful date I'd ever had. The chemistry we’d been fighting for so many months flowed out of us like a river in spring runoff, surging and full of life.

      I realized how foolish I’d been to not see it before; Omar had been holding feelings for me just as long as I had held feelings for him. It was an endless relief to know I hadn't just been holding a candle in the dark, waiting for a day that was never going to come. All that time, Omar had been thinking about me, too. He had dreamed about me like I’d dreamed about him. And we were both so happy to finally come together and say it.

      When we reached the garden's intricate fountain, there was already a table set out for us. A selection of Mediterranean delicacies had been spread out over pure white dishes; meats and cheeses, olives, figs, fresh-baked bread, grapes, and dipping oils beckoned to us. Two bottles of wine chilled in a silver, ice-filled bucket, and a small but decadent-looking chocolate cake waited enticingly under a glass dome.

      “I know the doctors said to cut back on alcohol, but I figured since you’re not pregnant, a glass of wine might do wonders helping you relax,” said Omar as he lifted one of the bottles out of the ice bucket. “May I?”

      “Please,” I said, grateful for the nerve-calming alcohol.

      Dinner was a playful affair. Omar told me stories about growing up as a royal son, and I shared with him the gory details of working my way through college and medical school. For some reason, he was enchanted by my stories about growing up in boring old Ohio—stories I usually kept out of my repertoire because they were so mundane. But for someone who had grown up on the other side of the world, learning how to rule a country, hearing about carefree summers catching bullfrogs and climbing trees was like hearing a fairy tale.

      “Do you know how I got interested in medicine?”

      “No, tell me,” said Omar, a hint of tipsiness teasing his expression.

      “I started collecting animal bones I would find along the train tracks outside of town, trying to rebuild the skeletons. Of course, most of them ended up abominations because I had the wrong parts, in the wrong places. Mom hated my collection—she thought it was terribly macabre—but I was just trying to understand how the animals were built so that one day I could help them. Eventually, I decided I cared about helping people more than animals.”

      He seemed delighted at that anecdote. “You truly are a scientist at heart.”

      “Or maybe I was just a morbid little kid,” I joked.

      “Well, if it brought you to such an honorable calling—and to me—then I’m glad for your morbid childhood,” laughed Omar with a wink.

      “It certainly got me the hell out of Ohio,” I said, sighing heavily and gazing up over the tall façade of the palace as a flock of white birds passed by overhead, sparkling in the sun. “It’s brought me to some amazing places. I can’t wait to start traveling again.”

      Omar’s wine glass was halfway to his lips when he paused suddenly and lowered it, deep in thought. He looked almost sad.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked. “Did I say something?”

      He shook his head insistently. “You did nothing wrong. I was only thinking—wishing, really—that travel was still an option for me.”

      “Why do you say that it’s not?”

      “This,” he said, waving his hand toward the palace. “My kingdom needs a constant, steady hand to guide it, or she will fall into disrepair and millions of people will suffer. Their leader cannot be gallivanting around the world, appeasing his own whims. He has to be here, supporting and living among them, attending to all the duties that keep everything running.” Omar sighed. He looked sadder than I’d ever seen him. “Carrie, I fear that when I become king, I will never be able to leave my country again.”

      “That’s not true,” I said, desperate to comfort him. “What about diplomatic missions, like the ones your father used to take you on?”

      He scoffed. “That isn't traveling. It’s just business negotiations in faceless meeting rooms.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh hollowly at that. “I’m sorry, Omar. I feel awful hearing you say things like that. I want you to have what you want.”

      He looked at me softly, studying the details of my face as if he were trying to memorize them. After a few moments of silence, he spoke quietly. “What I want is to travel the world with you.”

      I couldn’t take it any longer. The feelings I’d been trying to hide for so long bubbled up too strongly, and there was nowhere left for them to go.

      Without warning, I leaned forward and smashed my lips against Omar’s. He moaned in surprise for a moment, but then melted into the kiss, pulling me into his lap as his tongue pushed gently into my mouth.

      And suddenly, the feelings we’d been holding inside came bursting out. Omar wrapped his strong arms around me, holding me close as he passionately kissing me, both of us moaning into each other’s mouths. One of his hands tangled itself carelessly in my hair, bringing my face closer to his as if he wanted to meld us into one body.

      “Carrie,” he whispered against my lips. “I’ve dreamed about this so many times.”

      “So have I,” I replied, my voice deep with lust. “So many nights I’ve wanted to feel your lips against mine.”

      Omar smiled and kissed me again, holding me tight. In one sweeping motion he stood up and brought me with him, holding me like a fairy-tale princess and making me squeal in girlish delight. I didn’t care how silly we looked to the entourage of guards stationed all over the garden, I was just happy to finally be in Omar’s arms.

      Moments later, he was carrying me into the palace where, hand in hand, we rushed back to his royal suite as fast as our legs would take us.
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        Things seem to be going great for Carrie and Omar. Little do they know they’re about to get twice as complicated!
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