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The Frenchman


Sarah-Leigh hadn’t felt this light and free since she was six years old. But then she’d never bounced on a trampoline in the eighteen years since then either. 
Especially not barefoot in a purple satin princess line dress with her caramel shoulder-length hair in a half chignon, make-up damp from the warmth of the Australian spring evening.
She had no doubt she looked ridiculous, and her hair wouldn’t be the same for the rest of the night. But just watching the glow of excitement and elation in Macie’s little five-year-old eyes as she bounced up and down—the girl’s grin stretching the smooth chestnut skin beneath the sparkly outline of a butterfly painted on her face—was reward enough for any inconvenience.
At least she could make Macie’s night, even if no one was going out of their way to make hers.
The pink satin ruffles of Macie’s bridesmaid dress rose and fell as the little girl bounced on her white stockinged feet, her carefully braided hair now working its way free beneath the little gold tiara which still managed to hang on to the top of her head. 
Sarah-Leigh had suggested removing the tiara before bouncing on the large, black trampoline, envisioning all the dreadful accidents that could happen if the tiara came free and Macie fell on it, but the little girl insisted that she wasn’t going to take the tiara off. Not ever, ever, ever.  
Which would have made Macie’s sister, Rachelle, very happy if she had heard it. But then Rachelle was off being ecstatically happy elsewhere, doubtless savouring every moment spent in her bridal gown.
Sarah-Leigh looked away from her little bouncing charge for just a moment, checking on the other children running, giggling, and playing around the two other trampolines.
Holding a wedding reception at the old South Haven Girl’s School on the bank of Perth’s Swan River had seemed like such a ridiculous idea when Rachelle had first pitched it to her girlfriends, Sarah-Leigh (Rachelle’s high school bestie) being one of the in-crowd of bridesmaid hopefuls then. Rachelle had described her plans of covering the bare umber brick walls of the main rooms—the old gymnasium, cafeteria, and assembly hall—with valances of peach satin strung with white fairy lights while also making each of the rooms themed.
Sarah-Leigh had thought it a crazy idea at the time, but now she had to admit the valances around the gymnasium where she now bounced really worked, creating a fairyland quality in an otherwise drab room, helped along by the strange array of potted palms and tropical flower arrangements which sat on the polished wood floor and were themselves also strung with fairy lights.
The bride was the oldest of six children, all of them girls, Macie the littlest at five. Where Sarah-Leigh’s other friends would be thinking of turning their wedding reception into a personalised nightclub for an evening—with dim lights, loud, thumping dance music, and plenty of alcohol—Rachelle wanted to make it an experience all her sisters would enjoy equally.
Which was why there were trampolines in this room, face painting and craft games in the next, and a large grassy area outdoors where everyone could run around, handstand, or dance on the provided wooden dance floor if they so desired.
There were two buffets provided. The adults’ with arrays of serious dishes like pumpkin lasagna, handmade gnocchi, cream of chicken soup, and enough Caesar salad to feed an army. And the children’s where there were pizzas of every flavour imaginable, mac and cheese, miniature hot dogs, miniature pies, and strange pastry things topped with melted cheese which had all disappeared before any of the children made it back for seconds.
Then there was the dessert buffet which was equally divided and the wedding cake itself—which was not yet cut—that had several tiers of multi-coloured jelly above the usual marzipaned fruit cake. 
Each room of the reception had its own musical theme. The eating area was cool jazz—though most of it was the nondescript variety that you could easily talk over. The face painting and craft area had kiddy tunes picked out by Rachelle’s sisters, filled with musicians Sarah-Leigh wasn’t interested in. The trampoline room had bouncy, athletic songs which Sarah-Leigh was fast tiring of, especially that earworm of a number from Winnie the Pooh about bouncing Tiggers. And somewhere out there on the grass beyond, where Sarah-Leigh hadn’t made it yet, they were playing swing. 
Everything from Bennie Goodman to Michael Bublé.
Which really tugged at her heart, since Sarah-Leigh loved swing dancing. In fact, it had been Sarah-Leigh who had gotten Rachelle into swing dancing in the first place. 
In fact, it had been Sarah-Leigh who had put together a swing dancing song list for Rachelle when she mentioned she needed dance music for the reception. 
And the best part of it all, the part that Sarah-Leigh had been waiting for months to happen, was that her older brother, Max, was visiting from Sydney and he’d promised to dance with her, just like old times. He was best man, so the first few songs would be taken up with bridesmaids, but after that he’d promised he’d come looking for her.
Which should have happened over an hour ago.
“Bounce higher, Sarah-Leigh?” said little Macie, her face flushed beneath the wayward strands of hair which she kept brushing aside. 
“Yes, you can bounce higher,” said Sarah-Leigh. “I’ll hold your hands while you do it.” She reached out her hands and the little girl took them with a grin as she began bouncing higher.
Which still wasn’t very high at all.
Macie had been petrified of the trampoline for most of the evening, though she kept hovering around the edge of the room, watching as the other children bounced and laughed and enjoyed themselves.
It was Sarah-Leigh’s job to watch over the children in the gymnasium, until seven o’clock when she was supposed to be relieved by Winnie who had promised she wouldn’t be late. 
But it was now half past seven and Winnie had not yet put in an appearance. 
When the dancing had begun, many of the older children had gone outside to join in. It was mostly the littlies who were left here. And there was no way Sarah-Leigh could leave them alone. Some were running around the room playing chasey, some of the little boys were pretending to fight aliens, and three little girls were camped out underneath one of the unused trampolines pretending to be princesses shut away in a tall, tall tower.
Which had left only Macie and that longing look that never left her face.
Sarah-Leigh had tried to coax her to jump on one of the trampolines, to just give it a try. And Macie had said she’d only do it if Sarah-Leigh came on there with her.
And so that was how Sarah-Leigh had ended up taking off her favourite black and white dancing shoes and clambered up onto the trampoline with Macie. 
As she watched the little girl take her first tentative bounces, Sarah-Leigh realised she was past being frustrated with everyone. 
She was past being frustrated with Rachelle for promising Sarah-Leigh bridesmaid status and then redoing her calculations and claiming she couldn’t include Sarah-Leigh but had a great job for her to do instead—a job which involved Sarah-Leigh foregoing most of dinner and watching the children in the trampoline room. 
She was past being frustrated with Rachelle for then asking Sarah-Leigh’s older sister, Carrie-Anna, to be a bridesmaid instead, when it had always been Sarah-Leigh that Rachelle had played with growing up.
She was past being frustrated with Carrie-Anna for just expecting that Sarah-Leigh would take care of Carrie-Anne’s little son and daughter for pretty much the whole weekend leading up to the wedding while they were all staying with her parents.
And she was past being frustrated with her brother for not coming to find her when he said he would.
Something about standing on a trampoline watching a little five-year-old enjoying herself wiped that all away and reset Sarah-Leigh’s perspective. 
It was just one day, in a long lifetime of days. Not her special day. 
And her mother reminded her that she’d probably be guilty of similar impositions when she eventually had her own wedding someday. Which Sarah-Leigh highly doubted but hadn’t said anything in reply.
“I’m here!” Winnie cried out, finally coming through the door, a large red stain across the front of her fitted lilac dress. “I’m so sorry I’m late. I knocked over my wine and the blasted stuff just isn’t coming out.”
Sarah-Leigh smiled in sympathy. “That’s okay. I understand. Hopefully the cleaners will have some ideas about the stain.”
Sarah-Leigh looked back at Macie. “Are you okay to jump on your own now?”
Little Macie’s eyes grew wide and she shook her head, almost dislodging the tiara.
So Sarah-Leigh stayed for five more minutes, bouncing instead of dancing, until the little girl had eventually had enough.
As Macie was finally moving to the edge of the trampoline and spying the distance to the floor with trepidation, a man walked up and offered to help Macie down, gracing her with a warm, friendly smile.
He was of medium height, dressed in an impeccable black suit, white shirt, and black bow tie, even though he wasn’t part of the groom’s party—they were all in dark green suits with burgundy ties. His short light brown hair was slicked back and he wore glasses with thick black designer frames. His green eyes were jolly and intelligent, his face clean-shaven and handsome.
And he was the one person Sarah-Leigh had been trying to avoid all week.
Not because there was anything wrong with him.
In fact, Sarah-Leigh hadn’t even properly met him. 
Her brother had always spoken very highly of François, his roommate. He was supposed to be fun, charming, intelligent, etcetera etcetera. 
And single.
Perfect-for-Sarah-Leigh-don’t-you-think kind of single. At least according to the conversation she’d overheard between her brother and mother when he and François had first arrived at her parents’ place from the airport.
“They’ll get along like a house on fire,” her brother had whispered to her mother as he stood in her mother’s whitewashed kitchen. “Inseparable within the week, I guarantee it.”
Sarah-Leigh had been just around the corner, playing hide-and-seek. Counting silently to twenty while her niece and nephew secreted themselves elsewhere in the house.
Her blood had boiled at the easiness of the conversation she overheard.
As much as she loved her brother, she was in no mood to let him decide what kind of man she’d fall for.
And hearing his cocky guarantee had caused the iron to enter into Sarah-Leigh’s already trampled soul. She swore then and there that she was not going to go anywhere near the Frenchman the entire time he was visiting.
Which hadn’t been hard with two little children to care for while everyone else were doing their last-minute wedding things in the days leading up to the wedding. And then there had been the wedding itself, when her niece had tipped over a vase of flowers, dousing herself with water and Sarah-Leigh had to escort the sobbing little girl out of the hall, missing most of the ceremony.
And then it hadn’t been hard at the reception, since Sarah-Leigh had been busy with even more little charges in the trampoline room.
But now, just as she was about to be let free to find her way to her brother and the promised dancing, the Frenchman had appeared, seemingly from thin air.
Macie grabbed onto François’s shoulders and he held her carefully by the waist, lifting her off the trampoline and depositing her gently on the floor.
Macie thanked him with a grin, and he told her she was very welcome. In that French accent that would have made any other woman’s knees go weak.
Except Sarah-Leigh.
She had decided herself immune.
She hurried to get herself off the trampoline before he could turn around and help her. 
But in her haste she stepped on the edge of her dress, causing her to overbalance.
She would have fallen off the trampoline, but for a French hand provided in just the nick of time.
He grabbed her arm to steady her and then moved his grasp to her left hand as she clambered less than gracefully off the trampoline and stood finally with her bare feet on the polished wood floor.
“Thank you,” she said, making fleeting eye contact before turning her gaze to looking for her shoes.
“You are most welcome,” he said.
She reached for her black and white dress shoes, planning to grab them, make her excuse of being late to meet her brother, and then dash from this man’s company.
But before she could grab hold of her shoes with her right hand she found her other hand—the hand still being held by the blasted Frenchman—being dragged in the opposite direction.
“Hey!” she said, as she stumbled barefoot after him. 
He looked back at her, his face all concern and innocence
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