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            A note to my readers

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for choosing to spend the next few hours with me. The Escapist Romance series was born out of a deep love of travel and the culture, food, wine, history, and people that come with it.

      Every story is thoroughly researched, and I have traveled to every location I write about. The people and places are based on my personal experiences and interviews, which might differ from others. I do my very best to capture language and culture accurately. But I am human! I do make mistakes and I appreciate your understanding in such a case.

      

      Happy Travels!

      

      Love, June
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      I stepped into the impossibly posh St. Mark's Hotel on the coastline of glittering Monte Carlo in the tiny Principality of Monaco.

      "Bonjour, Mademoiselle. Welcome back," the sentry at the door, clad in a three-piece suit, greeted me, hustling to open the enormous glass doors with brass handles as thick as a light pole.

      "Bonjour, Luis."

      I spared myself a glance in the foyer mirror—I was impeccable in my flowing silk shirt dress, cinched around my small waist with a signature Hermès belt. My go-to platform wedges in hand-tooled Italian leather—with just enough heel to give my petite frame a boost—clicked against the polished marble of the hotel entry. Well done today, Stella, I silently gave myself a little cheer. Some days, I needed a pep talk more than others.

      I delayed removing my broad hat and oversized tortoiseshell sunglasses until I was well out of the sun's reach—for the sake of both vanity and drama. The people here expected a little something extra upon entry. I think people came to Monte Carlo to be entertained above all else. Give them something to gawk at, and you've earned your place. I passed through the main entry and removed my hat first, patting down my chestnut hair, which was tied into a slick chignon at the nape of my neck.

      I subtly dabbed at the corners of my mouth with a monogrammed handkerchief, wiping away any rogue traces of my glossy coat of red lacquer.

      "Bonjour, Mademoiselle! Welcome back to St. Mark's," the concierge said with a curt bow.

      I removed my sunglasses and smiled sweetly at the wiry man—a man I had come to know quite well over the last year as I frequented St. Mark's at Hugo's side. St. Mark's Hotel was one of those long-standing establishments that came to power during La Belle Époque, when the British aristocracy flocked to the brisk shorelines of the Côte d'Azur. Unlike so many places on the Riviera that now catered to the casual tourism of wealthy foreigners, St. Mark's maintained strict standards. No one could enter looking less than chic. And it did not allow for looky-loos—tourists who wandered in solely to gawk at the priceless artwork, ornate frescoes or the swank clientele. But if one was dressed sharply enough and caught the concierge on a good day, one might be able to wander into the lounge for a glass of very overpriced champagne. As a frequent guest in the presidential suite, I, of course, did not have to worry about such protocol.

      "Bonjour, Maurice!" I said, kissing the concierge on each cheek. "And how is your lovely wife?"

      Maurice beamed. "You are always so kind as to inquire. She is very well, thank you. We will be heading on holiday soon! Finally taking her to Crete to see her ancestral home."

      "How wonderful," I said. I took a small envelope of euro notes from my handbag and subtly slid it into Maurice's hand. "You must buy her a nice meal on me."

      Maurice's eyes twinkled.

      "You are so generous, mademoiselle! Please, come this way. We have a bottle of Cristal chilling just for you in preparation for your arrival. I trust your week in the Alps was restful?"

      "Oh yes. A much-needed break from the summer heat."

      I smiled and followed Maurice into the lounge, where he led me to a corner with an overstuffed authentic Edwardian sofa, finely stitched with red brocade. Within a moment, a tray had been brought out with pastel petit fours and a bucket of chilled Louis Roederer Cristal, along with a platinum-rimmed flute. Maurice personally popped the cork with such ease it slipped from the bottle silently. He filled my glass to the brim and set the bottle into an antique silver ice bucket.

      I sipped indulgently but without letting my utter bliss show in my expression. Subtlety was the key with these stuffy, old-moneyed people. Looking too excited or eager for anything was a dead giveaway that you didn't belong. After allowing me a few moments to settle and sip, Maurice returned.

      "And where is Monsieur Revere?" Maurice inquired.

      I flicked my wrist in the air to show my lack of concern over Hugo's whereabouts, letting my Cartier tennis bracelet catch the sunlight beaming in through the blue velvet drapes. "He has a meeting at l’Hôtel de Ville in Nice, but will be here in time for dinner. Tell me you have the bouillabaisse tonight?"

      Maurice bowed. "But of course! I will make sure the chef prepares it special for you."

      "Merci. But first, I really think I need a little trip to the spa. Is there anything available?"

      "For you, always! Please, get settled, and I will have our spa manager come get you within the hour."

      After checking into our suite, I made my way to the hotel's lavish spa, the click of my heels echoing on the polished marble floor. The faint scent of lavender hung in the air, mingling with the soft strains of instrumental music playing in the background. A friendly attendant welcomed me, guiding me toward the changing room.

      "Bonjour, Madame. We have your room ready."

      Once I'd slipped into a plush white robe, I made my way to the relaxation salon. An attendant handed me a chilled glass of champagne, the bubbles popping and fizzing against the delicate glass. I took a moment to gaze out of the floor-to-ceiling windows, soaking in the breathtaking view of the Mediterranean Sea.

      I sank into a sumptuous chaise longue. This world was a whirlwind of sparkle, opulence, private jets, exclusive parties, and stunning jewels. It was a lifestyle I could've only dreamed of growing up. A life I did dream of as I flipped through well-worn travel and lifestyle magazines at the library.

      I'd been slowly climbing the ranks in the South of France and Monaco the last few years, but the past year with Hugo had really topped the cake.

      Hugo had whisked me away to a private island in Greece for a weekend filled with sunbathing and snorkeling in crystal-clear waters. He'd taken me to the Cannes Film Festival, where I strutted the room in a breathtaking couture gown, rubbing shoulders with the film elite.

      But beneath all the glitter and glamour, the reality was much less charming. Hugo's arrogance and indifference were beginning to tarnish the shine. His dismissive hand waves when I suggested something adventurous, the way he barely noticed me at dinner parties, his persistent flirtations with other women—it was really starting to wear on my patience.

      Something niggled at the base of my spine. I gripped the champagne flute tightly, trying to mentally flick away the feeling. A feeling of something like longing. I wanted more out of this life. I knew that. But not yet. It wasn't time yet.

      Just then, a woman in crisp white linen stepped through the door.

      "Bonjour, Madame. Are you ready for your hot stone massage?"

      I smiled and allowed her to guide me down the hall. I cast a final glance at the sun setting over the sea.

      The hot stones soon worked their magic, and the worries slipped away.

      I'd handle Hugo in time. But for now, it was time to enjoy the luxury and privilege that his world afforded me. Life was short, and I wanted to savor every moment.

      
        * * *

      

      Nico watched the woman as she charmed every man, woman, and armchair in St. Mark's. It seemed nothing was impervious to her smile. He'd seen her before—the last time they'd been in Monte Carlo. She wasn't French—he could just tell by the way she carried herself. She didn't have that empty, hungry look French socialites had. There was a sparkle in her eyes, a confidence in her gait. And the teeth—shockingly white, even at a distance. He'd guess American if there were euros on the table.

      "Nicolas? Are you still with us?" Nico snapped to attention, remembering he was in a meeting, and smiled apologetically. "Désolé. What were you saying?"
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      I stepped into the St. Mark’s extravagant dining room on the arm of Hugo Revere, Monégasque billionaire. It wasn't exactly a difficult task meeting someone like Hugo—billionaires stood on every corner of Monaco, looking to avoid wealth taxes or dreaming of Formula 1 fame. Not that I could ever imagine Hugo squeezing his 6'4 frame into one of those matchbox cars. He wasn't overweight, but he was freakishly tall for a Riviera man, likely originating from some towering Greek stock.

      I swished through the dining room in my Carolina Herrera silk. Even in my five-inch strappy red-bottomed sling-backs, I barely grazed his shoulder. There were advantages to being only 5'1. I might never walk the runway in Milan, but I could strut in any height heel Christian Louboutin could inflict.

      The maître d’ led us to our usual table in the back of the dining room, the ideal distance from the string quartet and the doors, yet with a wide-open view of the opulent room. The best part of St. Mark's, in my opinion, was the entertaining clientele. I had a front-row ticket to the Cirque de Luxe.

      We settled into our seats, and the server popped a bottle of champagne that was already sweating in a bucket on the table.

      “Merci,” I said with a smile. Hugo barely acknowledged it with a curt nod. When I first met Hugo, I’d found his aloofness so alluring. He was a powerful man with a commanding presence and a baritone voice that stopped you in your tracks. He was one of those men who had “business” all over the world doing who knows what (imports, exports? Who really knew), but it kept him and me in life’s comforts.

      I tried to stay focused on Hugo as we sat, but my eyes kept wandering. I was annoyed with myself for the way I was feeling, but the truth was, I was growing tired of him. At first, Hugo had been exciting, but the shine had quickly worn off as his true colors came through—he was controlling, cold, and honestly a little boring. He didn’t have much to say about anything and was constantly glued to his phone, “working.”

      I had known from the beginning it would be a challenge to stick it out with him—men like him could be self-centered and impossible. But I thought I could probably ride it out for a few years. Save up enough to make this my last endeavor. I always figured it was more likely he'd grow tired of me first, anyway. Men like Hugo had short attention spans. Thus, I had worked quickly to secure my future. Every day was a tenuous tightrope.

      "You seem more distracted than usual," Hugo said, stabbing a fork into his foie gras. I looked up, surprised he’d noticed.

      "Hmm? Oh, no, I'm just always so impressed by this place," I lied. The truth was, I wasn't even remotely impressed. I thought St. Mark's was stuffy and dated, catering to a dying breed of brittle aristocracy who needed their egos massaged with overstuffed leather and gilded forks. But Hugo would never want to hear that. He wanted to think I was awestruck by every Baroque armchair. Even though his flat was only thirty minutes or so into the hills, he still stayed at St. Mark's on a regular basis, just to be close to the water. And because he had to spend his money somewhere.

      Hugo smirked at my response but said nothing more. After a four-course meal of braised rabbit, Camembert, and crème brûlée, accompanied by champagne, a rich Bordeaux, and cognac, I felt like I was going to be sick. I had never quite acquired the taste for rich old-style French cooking—really, I much preferred the light Mediterranean fare of the Riviera. But once again, Hugo didn't want to hear about it—even if it was my birthday. Hugo was a man who liked what he liked and couldn’t imagine anyone ever disagreeing with his tastes.

      I sighed internally. The things I would do for my lifestyle.

      As the evening wore on, my eyes continued to wander around the opulent dining room. As always, I was captivated by the various faces and their accompanying conversations. I imagined the stories behind each person, weaving intricate tales of glamour and intrigue. It was an entertaining pastime that helped me endure the monotony of Hugo's droning voice.

      As I glanced over the crowd, my gaze suddenly locked with that of a man seated across the room, engaged in discussion with a small group. He had a striking appearance, with dark, intense eyes that seemed to pierce right through me. For a moment, we shared a silent, electric connection that sent my heart racing unexpectedly. He flashed me the ghost of a smile, but just as quickly as the moment had come, it was gone, and the man turned his attention back to his meeting.

      I was left with a fluttering sensation in my chest, a feeling I hadn't experienced in quite some time. I welcomed the small distraction and felt a tiny smile invade my face.

      “Stella, are you listening?" Hugo's voice snapped me back to reality, his irritation palpable.

      "Of course, darling," I replied with a forced smile.

      
        * * *

      

      I was growing increasingly bored as the meal dragged on for literally hours. I couldn't help but tune Hugo out as he went on about one business venture or another. It wasn't that I wasn't interested in financial matters. On the contrary, I was doing everything I could to invest what I was able to attain. But Hugo had the keen ability to make a child's first trip to Disneyland dull. No wonder at forty-five, he already had two ex-wives and a slew of failed relationships.

      Finally, needing a break, I excused myself and headed to the ladies' toilette.

      I enjoyed a few appreciative glances on my way through the dining room, never too proud to admit my vanity ran strong. Then I passed by a man who caught my eye. It was the man from across the room. He was even sexier up close with an olive Mediterranean complexion and dark, captivating eyes in such a deep blue they were like a midnight sky. Up close, I could also see he was tall and lean in his fitted tie-less suit. His gaze seemed to bore right through to the center of me. He watched me like a predator as I moved, and I suddenly felt vulnerable, naked. As though he was peeling away the layers of me and poking around in the tender bits to test my measure. I quickly averted my eyes and darted into the ladies' room.

      I relieved myself, then freshened up in the mirror. I reapplied my red lipstick and touched up my hair, smoothing back any flyaways that were determined to ruin my reputation this time of year. I pulled out my compact and delicately powdered away any moisture coming through my meticulously applied layer of makeup. With Hugo, I wore more makeup than I liked to. Hugo and his ilk didn't go for the natural, carefree look, preferring their girlfriends to be heavily made up. It was as though the higher maintenance they were, the more unattainable they seemed, and thus added value to male portfolios.

      When I stepped from the toilette, the handsome man was gone. I sighed, not sure what I was expecting. I straightened my spine and made my way back into the dining room toward my date. And as I approached, I could not miss Hugo's wandering hands skimming the waitress's backside.

      I rolled my eyes and gritted my teeth. It was not the first time I had seen Hugo misbehave in such a way. But he wasn't usually so brazen about it. It was almost as if he was advertising the slow unravel of our relationship. I did some quick math in my head. I calculated the gifts he had given me and the allowance he'd thrown my way to maintain appearances. With careful budgeting, I'd managed to stash away at least half of it, adding it to my investment portfolio.

      I thought of all the time we had spent together. Surely it was long enough that if Hugo let me go now, he would feel obligated to compensate me in some way. That was how these arrangements usually worked. Hugo knew the game. I doubted he had seen wedding bells in the future, anyway. But still, I hadn't been ready to walk away. I still had plans. My investments were growing, but it wasn't enough.

      So, I breathed through my frustration, then made my way back to the table, forcing my red lips into a plastic smile. Hugo's eyes lit up slightly when I approached. I could see his eyes glazing over, growing heavy with alcohol and too much rich food. He was becoming more and more overindulgent as the days passed. It would seem any pretense he had of maintaining some decorum and charm with me had quickly faded.

      "What do you say, my love?" I said, touching his hand. "Should we get the check and go back to the room? Or should we have an after-dinner cordial?"

      That was probably the last thing Hugo needed, I thought, noting the far-off look in his eyes. But it was my birthday. I had the urge to celebrate me for once.

      "Hmm. Yes, the check, I think. I do think it's time to retire. We can dip into the minibar upstairs."

      Hugo nodded and signaled the waitress.

      As we made our way up to the presidential suite, I couldn't help but think that maybe this relationship was salvageable yet. I had, in fact, been quite attracted to Hugo in the beginning. And his incredible business acumen had been a crash-course education in investing. He was relatively handsome, if not a bit older than my twenty-nine years. I wasn't the type that could stomach a terribly old and overweight man for the sake of his wallet. No, I needed it to be mutually beneficial to enjoy his company. I wasn't that good at faking it, in or out of the bedroom.

      We entered the presidential suite, and I slipped off my stiletto heels.

      In truth, when I got into his life, I had hoped that one of my “companions” would actually turn out to be someone I could spend my life with. I wasn't so vapid that I intended to spend my entire life alone, charming men out of baubles and expensive dinners. And while I didn't really believe in all that love garbage, I did think some lifelong companionship wouldn't be so bad. Life could get a little lonely.

      "Perhaps we should order some champagne and sit on the balcony?" I said. "It's a beautiful night. Very romantic."

      I turned around to face Hugo, and my mouth fell open when I saw that he was already face down on the bed, snoring.

      "Well, happy birthday to me then," I said, flubbing my lips to no one.

      Although I had pushed to leave the dining room, the truth was I really wasn't ready to go to bed. I just didn’t want to spend the rest of my birthday staring down poor taxidermed elk heads while Hugo drunkenly ogled the service staff.

      I eyed the bustling promenade below our hotel. I glanced back at Hugo. He was likely passed out for the night and would never miss me if I popped out. Perhaps I could just slip down to the hotel bar and have a glass of champagne by myself. Toast the last year of my twenties.

      I checked my appearance in the mirror, slipped my heels back on, and grabbed my handbag. I was almost out the door when I felt a stab of pity for Hugo. I walked back over, slipped off his loafers, tucked a blanket around him, and made sure his head was securely on the pillow. I set a glass of water by the bed and placed a gentle kiss on his forehead.

      "Sleep well, Hugo." I turned and slipped out of our hotel room.

      Being mid-week and the middle of August, the hotel was particularly dead, and the hotel bar was no exception. I stepped in to find myself the only patron and the bar absent a bartender. I double-checked that it was, in fact, open and saw the sign read that it was open until 2 a.m. I wandered over to the bar and slid into an ornately carved wooden high-backed stool. The bartender was undoubtedly on a cigarette break.

      After a few moments of sitting there in the quiet, playing around on my phone, I decided that perhaps I was mistaken about the hours after all. Or maybe they closed down the bar early for lack of patrons. I sighed. Figured. Just my kind of birthday, I thought. Perhaps I could ask the concierge to provide me with a bottle of champagne, and I'd take it to the promenade.

      As I stepped away from the bar, I spotted a man lounging on one of the sofas. He spotted me and jolted upright.

      "Oh, I didn't realize anyone else was in here," I said in English. Then, remembering myself, I switched to French. “Je suis désolé! Je pensais que j'étais seul.”

      The man jumped to his feet. With alarm, I realized it was the handsome man from the dining room. I felt a little jolt shoot through me at the sight.

      "Oh, I am so sorry as well," he said in English but in a smooth French accent. "I did not see you there." He brushed back a thick shock of black hair just tickling the ends of his ears.

      "Quite all right," I said. "It would seem the barman has retired early. I had hoped for a glass of champagne to close out the night. It's my birthday," I added, with a foolish giggle I immediately wanted to retract. In my exhaustion, I was letting myself slip.

      His eyes flitted to the bar, then back to me, as though thinking something through.

      "Yes, he's obviously slacking on the job. Not a drink in sight."

      “I figured he was out smoking.”

      He held up a finger as though having an idea. He rushed over to the bar.

      "I say we go ahead and help ourselves," he said.

      My jaw dropped slightly, then I laughed. "Help ourselves? I'm not sure the hotel staff would be too keen on that."

      His eyes ran over me in a way that made me both want to melt and run for the door. It was like he could see right through me. "Well, something tells me no one in this hotel would be too keen to deny you anything, mademoiselle."

      I felt my cheeks flush. "And you are a VIP guest or something?"

      He had to be someone important, or at least a frequent guest, to be so bold as to fix his own drink. I wouldn’t even do that. This place didn’t exactly have a sense of humor.

      He gave me an overdramatic, old-fashioned bow.

      "You might say I am something of a regular here. I have... certain privileges. They will not mind at all if I'm back here. I quite assure you. Champagne, was it?"

      I laughed and then curtsied. "Oui, champagne."

      He flashed me a winning grin as he pulled an open bottle of Roederer from the small fridge and filled a flute.

      "Je suis Nico," he slid the glass toward me, then poured one for himself.

      I batted long lashes and smiled. “Stella.”

      “Stella,” he said my name slowly, tenderly. He took my hand and pressed a gentle kiss on it. “Un plaisir."

      I used every ounce of willpower not to blush. I raised my glass and sipped. Champagne had never tasted so good.
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      I wasn't sure exactly when blackness overtook me, but it must have been some time after we opened the second—or was it the third—bottle of Roederer. One moment I was floating on the stars, the next—I was floating in a black hole toward the abyss.

      And it hurt. Oh, sweet baby Jesus, did it hurt. I woke, feeling sensations flood every inch of my body, but I couldn't force my eyes to open. A dull thud began at the back of my skull, slowly crawled toward my temples, then clawed at the back of my eyes until it felt like someone was drumming inside my head with hot pokers.

      What on Earth had I done? I finally forced one eyelid open and looked around. I was enveloped in plush white cotton and down feathers. Ah, yes, the St. Mark’s Hotel. I was safe and warm in my presidential suite. Hugo was snoozing beside me. I must have stumbled home in the wee hours. I smiled then and allowed the other eye to flutter open. I looked around the room but then froze. Miss Clavel—something is not right.

      This wasn't my room.

      I rolled over and then jumped with fright when I saw a pair of brooding blue eyes staring back at me. Not Hugo’s. Definitely not Hugo’s. Definitely not my room.

      “Shit!” I screeched. I scrambled to pull the covers up over me without even realizing that I was actually fully dressed in my silk Carolina dress from the night before. I blinked, reassessing, eyes scanning my body. The pounding in my head reached a crescendo, and I winced. I forced my eyes to focus and take in the scene.

      Nico flashed me a wry grin.

      “Sleep okay?” he asked, lifting a tiny white porcelain espresso cup to his mouth.

      “Um, what happened?” In my haze, I realized I'd let my voice slip into my natural twang. I cleared my throat and said more clearly. “What exactly happened?”

      Nico stood, dressed in worn-in jeans and a navy polo, and walked to the sideboard. He plopped a Nespresso capsule into the machine and filled a tiny white china cup. He brought it to me without answering my question.

      “Thank you,” I said gratefully, needing the small jolt of caffeine more than anything. I sipped, letting it renew me. Then I met Nico’s eyes again.

      His expression brightened.

      “Champagne is what happened,” Nico finally said.

      My cheeks burned, likely a lovely shade of crimson if I knew myself.

      “Well, I’m rather embarrassed then. I’m not normally such a …”

      “A lush?” Nico chuckled.

      “Yes, I suppose that’s a good word for it.”

      Suddenly, the horror of what I had done sank in. I had gone to another man’s room. A stranger! And where was Hugo? Oh god, Hugo. My eyes darted around the room, looking for a clock. I spotted my handbag on the bedside table and snatched it up, rummaging wildly for my phone. Five a.m. I sighed. Hugo was not an early riser, and he’d been out cold when I’d left. There was hope he didn’t know I was gone.

      But the guilt—God, what had I done? I knew I wasn’t going to win the piety award anytime soon, but I always practiced expected fidelity.

      Nico looked amused. I glowered.

      “What?” I snapped, feeling the pressure mounting inside me.

      He smiled. “I know what you’re thinking. But I want you to know, nothing happened.”

      I simpered and looked down at myself, tangled in his sheets. “Nothing?”

      “Well, we didn’t sleep together, I mean.”

      My cheeks burned hotter. “Well, yes, obviously I know that,” I lied, but felt overwhelming relief. I racked my brain for morsels of explicit memories. There was definitely champagne—I remembered the taste of fine bubbles going down far too smoothly. There was laughter—Nico was funny. At least, I thought I remembered he was. Champagne did take the edge off dull people. But we talked, didn’t we? We laughed and joked, but then—I shook my head.

      “So, um, it’s a little foggy and⁠—”

      “We had a great time. Good talks, good laughs. But suddenly you were over the tipping point. You said you couldn’t go to Hugo like that—I assume that’s your partner—so I said you could sleep it off here.”

      Great. He had to be a perfect gentleman in addition to being gorgeous. Surely, he had a few dead bodies stashed in one of these closets.

      “Um. Well, you still must excuse my behavior. I hadn’t eaten, and I’m quite a lightweight.” I lied again. I’d eaten plenty. And I could out-drink an Irishman on St. Patrick’s Day.

      “It’s nothing,” he said. His voice was like silk. God, I had the urge to have that voice pressed against my ear. I shook my head. Don't be any more ridiculous than you already are, Stella!

      I pushed myself from the bed and forced my words into a controlled cadence. “I really must go.”

      “Of course.”

      I scrambled up, then had a second horrifying realization that I only had my evening dress and heels. I wasn’t going to be able to fake a morning beach walk in this getup if Hugo was awake.

      “Might I suggest the hotel boutique?” Nico said.

      “Excuse me?” I spun around.

      “They have a lovely selection of sportswear. You could change in the lounge toilette.”

      How did he know my every thought!? Clearly, this wasn’t his first rodeo. But it was, in fact, a brilliant idea.

      I found a hairband in my handbag and pulled my hair back into a loose ponytail.

      “Thank you for being such a gentleman,” I said.

      He gave a dramatic bow. “It is a Frenchman’s duty, mademoiselle. You will be okay?”

      “Oui, merci.” I tried not to let the blush creep back into my cheeks. It was a most unfortunate tic, especially in my line of work.

      I reached the door.

      “Stella?” I slowly turned back around. The sound of my name on his lips was like music. “Should your man not treat you right, keep me in mind.” He winked.

      I smiled but said nothing more as I left.
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      Following Nico’s advice, I quickly scurried down to the hotel boutique, mustering as much haughtiness as I could to make up for the fact that I was clearly in last night’s attire with a solid case of overpriced-raccooneyes. It was a trick I’d learned—act as though you are entitled to do anything you please, and more often than not, people will let you. So, I kept my chin lifted as I strode through the posh hotel in my skimpy blue silk and stilettos at five a.m., my hair pulled back, and my mascara smudged. No one dared stare directly. It was Monte Carlo, after all. I could just as easily be coming back from a night gambling at the famed casino as from a drunken mistake.

      I slipped into the boutique and made my way to the sportswear rack. Scanning quickly, I plucked a pair of very overpriced jogger pants and a stretchy tank top. Then I grabbed a pair of powder blue trainers in my size, and without bothering to try anything on, I rushed them to the cashier. I kept my gaze steady as I tried to ignore the disapproving look of the salesgirl. At these prices, no one better say a damn word to me, even if I walked in wearing a paper shopping bag.

      I rushed into the lounge bathroom and quickly changed, tossing my evening clothes in the paper sales bag. Then I gently washed the makeup off my eyes with a tissue. Hugo would be suspicious of my unmade face—I didn’t even go to the gym without a light layer—but I would make an excuse about needing my skin to breathe. It was better than clearly still sporting my evening eyes.

      Fully transformed, I ran up to my room, hoping the flush on my cheeks would be mistaken for a brisk walk along the promenade.

      As I slipped into the suite, I heard the reassuring growl of Hugo’s deep snore. I exhaled a sigh of relief. I quickly stashed my evening clothes in the bathroom and stepped into the bedroom as though refreshed. One eye flitted open on Hugo’s tanned face.

      “Well, hello, early bird. Nice walk?” Hugo said.

      I smiled sweetly. “It was very refreshing. Coffee?”

      A few hours later, still groggy but with my headache caffeinated away, I found myself in a tea-length turquoise crepe dress with gold braided espadrilles and a large white hat, stepping onto the Princess Beatrice Yacht docked in the Monaco marina, courtesy of Jean-Luc Gauthier III, some French aristocrat who could supposedly trace his lineage to the overthrown Bourbon dynasty (and was still apparently quite put out by the state of French democracy).

      We would be spending the day sailing around the cove, being well-supplied with caviar and champagne while the Riviera’s who’s who compared peacock feathers.

      Under normal circumstances, I would delight in the escapades. I loved being on the water more than anything
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