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This is for those
who still dream of their prince.
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Every morning on my way to
work, I stopped at the same coffee shop for a half-caf.  It was my little
ritual, a moment of normal before the day began.  I never sat around to enjoy
coffee in the mornings, just drank it on my way into the office.  I liked the
refreshing walks in the morning; it helped me clear my head.  The coffee shop
was a little busier than normal, so I had a few minutes before my drink was
ready.  While I was waiting, I turned and looked around the shop.  I liked to
do this once in a while, just to see how others normally relaxed in the
mornings.  


A stranger caught
my eye, sitting alone in the corner of the room.  He was staring ahead, looking
at everything and nothing at all, seemingly lost in thought.  The sadness that
marred his face touched me in a way that I hadn’t ever felt.  I couldn’t let him
sit alone, so I walked over to say hello.  I know I’m not normally outgoing,
but something deep inside me made me make that move.


“Hello, I’m
Grace,” I said to him.


He startled, not
seeing me walk up to him, though I was clearly in his line of sight.


“Callum,” he
replied as he looks at me.


His eyes were
mesmerizing.  Not quite blue and not quite green, more like a teal/turquoise
mix, the color of a beautiful sea glass.  I’d never seen such a beautiful set
of eyes before.  They were lined with the darkest, prettiest lashes I’d ever
seen, making those beautiful irises stand out even more.  They held something,
lost.  


His nose had a
little crookedness to it, the kind that came from being broken and never quite
healing straight.  His lips were full and dark enough to think that he was
wearing some kind of tint, however, you can’t tell it’s just really their
natural hue.  His dark hair made his whole look complete.  He’s just simply
beautiful.


Realizing I was
lost staring at this stranger, I cleared my throat.


“Sorry, didn’t
mean to stare,” I apologized.


There was
something precise about him, like even the way he stirred his coffee had been
trained into him.


“No worries,” he
answered.  “I’m used to it.”


“How do you get
used to someone staring at you?” I asked, genuinely confused.


He looked at me, a
little baffled, as if the answer should be obvious.  Was this man really that
cocky?  No, I didn’t think he was, but why would he think something like that?


“Never mind,” he
answered after a pause.  “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to assume.  Would you like
to join me?” he asked.


Right at that
moment, Carla, the barista, called for me, “Grace, your coffee is ready!”


I hesitated,
debating with myself.  Should I join this handsome stranger and step out of my
routine, or should I walk away and forget the handsome stranger that captured
my focus when it’s been so long since anyone else had?  


It had been months
since anything, or anyone, made me pause.


 


Was I really going
to sit with a stranger just because his sadness echoed something within me?
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Grace - The Wedding


 


 


The woman staring back at me
in the mirror doesn’t even look like me. 


A wedding dress. 
A Veil.  Makeup painted with an expert hand I had only met once.  


A thousand-dollar
hairstyle pinned with sparkling crystal clips that catch the light every time I
move.  


I don’t belong in
this reflection. 


I look like
someone else entirely.  Someone who belongs to this life.


But I don’t. 


I don’t belong in
this room filled with the finest silks and carefully created luxury.


I definitely don’t
belong in this palace.


My palms press
against the cool marble counter, and I take a slow breath, trying to steady
myself.  My pulse is in a rabid rhythm pulsing violently against my chest,
pounding as though it’s trying to escape.  I keep hoping the panic I’m feeling
doesn’t show on my face, even though I’m the only one in the room right now.


How did I let this
happen?


How did it go this
far?


The dressing suite
is quiet, too quiet.  Too large, too ornate, too cold.  My thoughts echo back
at me off the gilded walls.  The chandelier overhead casts soft gold
everywhere, and for a moment, it looks like I’m standing in the middle of
someone else’s life.


Someone braver,
someone more prepared.


Someone who didn’t
grow up sharing a bedroom and clipping grocery coupons to stretch a bill.


My stomach twists
violently at this harsh reality.


Four months.


That’s all it took
for my entire world to be turned on its axis, for my life to be rewritten.


It started so
innocently.  I saw a handsome stranger sitting alone in a cafe, looking so lost
it physically hurt to watch him.  His eyes were haunted, like his life wasn’t
going in the direction he deserved.  It gave me a jolt of courage I so rarely
ever had.  So, I went and said hello.  Just a simple hello.


And he looked at
me like I was someone special, like it was something he’d been wanting and
waiting for. 


From there,
everything spun so fast, I couldn’t catch up.  Conversations that stretched
until sunrise, laughter that felt like it shook something loose inside of us
both.  A connection that didn’t feel real, yet somehow it felt inevitable.


A whirlwind, an
avalanche.  A royal engagement wrapped in silk and sparkle.


Don’t get me
wrong, I do like him.  Hell, I’m so very attracted to him.   I’ve never had
anything close to this with anyone else.


But this? 
Marriage?


Not even a week
after our first date, he announced we were getting married.


Not asked, just
announced.


Just like that,
with a glass of wine in his hand and a soft smile on his face, he said it with
such certainty.  As if it had already been written somewhere and he was simply
letting me know.


I laughed at
first, thinking it was a joke.  Just a romantic over the top exaggeration.


He wasn’t joking,
not in the least bit.


I should have said
no.  I should have stopped it.  I should have pushed back, asked questions,
demanded we slowed the hell down.  But Callum had this way of making it sound
so inevitable, so certain, as if resisting would be fighting fate itself.  And
before I could even process it all, I was nodding along like it all made
sense.  Like this was normal.


Then came the
royal introductions.  His mother, poised, elegant, assessing.  Each of his
siblings were more polished than the other.  They treated me kindly enough, but
always with a certain reverence, a quiet expectation I couldn’t comprehend.  


Then he went back
to the States with me so he could meet my family.  And the way he charmed them?
It was like watching a magician’s work.  My sister giggled like she was in high
school again.  My mom beamed like she’d just won the lottery.  Even my brother,
a perpetual skeptic, shook Callum’s hand with approval.


Then, the planning
began.


Or rather, they
planned.  I just managed to exist in the midst of it.


His family turned
our quiet engagement into a global spectacle before I even had time to breathe.


Somewhere between
flower arrangements and venue walkthroughs, I stopped feeling like a person and
started feeling like a project.  A beautiful bridal centerpiece, a mannequin in
someone else’s fantasy.


They picked the
gown, the shoes, even the tiara.  There were flowers picked I didn’t even know
existed.  Linens, so fine, I was afraid of touching them.  A ballroom that felt
like a museum.  


Every decision
made before I even knew we were considering it.  


And I just agreed
to it all.


To the point that
even my laughter started to sound rehearsed.  Every time I said, “Yes, that’s
lovely,” I could feel another tiny piece of myself go quiet.


I look at the
mirror again, at the woman staring blankly at her reflection, trying to find
the person I used to be.  Her lips are painted a dusty rose, her skin
flawless.  Her eyes though, they don’t lie.  They’re wide, and lost, like she’s
watching herself vanish in real time.  They betrayed the image they were trying
to portray.  They were lost, scared.  They were quickly watching the last of
her disappear.


There’s a soft
knock on the door, and I turn, startled.


“Grace?” comes a
voice I know well.  It is familiar, grounding.  My best friend, Amy.  “Can I
come in?”


“Yeah,” I manage,
my voice hoarse.


She slips inside
and closes the door with a gentle click, clutching a small purse, eyeing me
like she’s afraid I might bolt.


“You look…” she
says then trails off.  Her eyes scanning me from head to toe.  “Okay, real
talk?  You look like you’re about to faint.  You're pale, even through all that
makeup.  Are you even breathing?”


“Barely,” I force
through a weak smile.  “Is it that obvious?”


She walks in front
of me, dragging a chair with her.  As she sits, she folds her arms, like she’s
preparing for an intervention.  “Grace, what the hell is happening?”


“I don’t know,” I
answer in a choked whisper.


“Yes, you do,” she
says gently, but there’s steel underneath. “You’re in a wedding dress, about to
marry a man you barely know. You’re surrounded by his family, in a palace that
could swallow my entire apartment.”


“It’s the royal
palace,” I mutter.


“I know,” she
shoots back. “Which is exactly my point.”


I look down at the
lace pooled at my feet. “I didn’t know in the beginning. Not when we first
met.”


Her expression
softens, but her eyes stay sharp. “You found out after he proposed?”


I nod. “He didn’t
tell me he was a prince until we were already engaged.”


“Oh my God,” she
whisper-shouts.  “Are you okay?”


“No,” I admit
quietly, words tumbling out before I could swallow them.  “I’m really not.”


She takes my hand
in hers, squeezing as if anchoring me in place.  “Then don’t do it.”


I close my eyes. 
“It’s not as simple as you may think.”


“Of course it is. 
Walk away.  Say no.  Run if you must.  I’ll be waiting for you with the getaway
car.”


Her voice is
fierce and loyal.  It cracks open something inside of me.


“I can’t,” I
whisper.  “Everyone is here.  My mom, she’s actually proud of me.  My sister’s
been crying happy tears and livestreaming everything.  His entire country is
watching.  This has become a global event.  If I back out now…”


“You’ll be saving
yourself from something you’re not even close to being ready for.”


I shake my head. 
“He’s not a bad guy, Amy.  That’s the problem.  He’s actually a wonderful man. 
He’s kind, he listens.  He actually makes me feel like I matter.”


“But he didn’t
listen when you said it was too fast.”


My lips remain
sealed, not saying a word, guilt tightening my throat.  Because she’s not
wrong. However, I’ve never told him that. 


“I honestly
thought I could go through with it,” I finally admit.  “I thought if I just
waited, the feelings would catch up.  That I’d feel sure eventually.  That the
panic would fade into excitement.”


“And did it?” she
asks, a knowing look on her face.


I hesitate before
I answer.  “Sometimes.  When I’m with him, it's easier to believe that what we
have is real.”


“And when you’re
alone?” she presses on.


I look at the
mirror, “I feel like I’m disappearing.”


There’s a long
pause, then she reaches over and hugs me.  “You deserve to be chosen with your
consent, Grace.  You deserve to choose this with your whole heart.  Not swept
up and pushed into something so unexpected.”


A knock at the
door interrupts us.  Firmer this time.  Another voice I recognize.


“Grace?  It’s
Callum.”


Amy shoots me a
look.  “Want me to make him go away?”


“No,” I reply,
swallowing the knot that formed in my throat once again.  “Let him in.”


She gives my hand
another squeeze and slips out the side door, brushing past Callum as he enters.


He’s dressed
already, in a black suit, regal, tailored perfectly, with a white rose pinned
to his lapel.  He looks impossibly handsome, like someone out of a dream.


But his eyes are
on me, full of concern.


“You okay?” he
asks gently.


I nod, too
quickly.  “Fine.”


He walks closer,
slowly.  “You don’t have to lie to me.”


I look at him
then, really look, and for a second, I can’t find myself in his reflection. 
Just the image of the woman his family wants me to be.


There’s that same
softness I saw that first day in the coffee shop.  The quiet weight of his
gaze, like he’s carrying something invisible and heavy inside.  But there’s
also something else, certainty, conviction.


“I’m scared,” I
finally admit.


“I know,” he says
softly.  “I can see it.”


“Then why are we
doing this?” I ask, voice cracking.


He inhales a deep
breath.  “It’s because I love you.”


“I don’t know if
that’s enough,” I admit in a whisper.


“It is for me,” he
replies as he steps closer.  So close I can smell the faint hint of cedar on
his suit.  “And I promise to spend every day trying to make it enough for you
as well.”


His words are
beautiful and honest.  Maybe even true.


But they don’t
quiet the storm inside of me.


And as I stare at
the man I’m supposed to marry in just a few moments, a man I barely
understand.  The man whose world swallowed mine whole, one question rises above
the rest.


Am I ready for
something like this?
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Callum - Four Months Prior


 


 


They told me the crown
was an honor, a legacy.  A duty passed down through blood and tradition.  What
they didn’t tell me was that wearing it would feel like drowning in velvet, in
pomp and circumstance.  Like breathing through layers of expectation that never
let up.


That morning, I
escaped the palace before the staff had even begun their daily rotations.  I
left through the side entrance in a pair of jeans and a hoodie, hoping to
disappear into the city for just a few hours.  I needed space. 


Silence.  Air to
breathe.


I didn’t need
ceremony.  


I needed to
remember who I was before my life had been mapped out for me, the last time I
made a choice that was actually mine.


The car was
already waiting, not one of the sleek, bulletproof government vehicles.  Just
an older black sedan I’d personally commissioned from the motor pool.  No
emblems.  No protocol.  Just a quiet ride through the winding streets of a city
that didn’t know me as anything but a name in the headlines.


I asked the driver
to take me somewhere…ordinary.


He dropped me off
at a little cafe in the older part of the city.  It was the kind of place with
chipped paint on the windowsills and too many options written in colored chalk
on a board that didn’t match the decor.  But it smelled like real coffee.  Real
bread.  It buzzed with actual conversation and clinking mugs, not whispered
reverence or stifled bows.


Inside, the warmth
wrapped around me immediately, like an exhale I didn’t realize I had been
holding onto for years.


I sat in the back
corner, alone.


No guards, no
protocol officers, no pressure.  Just me.  For the first time in what felt like
forever, the world didn’t tilt around me.


I watched people
come and go.  Students with headphones.  A couple locked in what seemed like a
silent argument.  A woman in scrubs who looked like she traded sleep for a
double shift.  No one cared that I was there.  And no one looked twice at me.


It was pure bliss.


For ten minutes, I
let myself breathe.  Ten minutes of pretending I wasn’t a prince.  Ten minutes
of not thinking about the council’s demands, or the arranged engagement looming
on my calendar, or the crushing weight of the future already written for me. 
Ten minutes of complete, blissful silence.


And then, she
walked in.


I didn’t notice
her at first.  Not really.  Just another person shaking the cold from her
jacket.  Just another face in the crowd.  But then, she looked around the room,
not distracted, not hurried, just…seeing.


There was
something calm about her, something that made the hairs on the back of my neck
rise.  Like she belonged in the noise and chaos without being swallowed by it. 



She moved toward
the counter with a quiet confidence, like she fit into ordinary life
effortlessly.  She ordered her drink, then waited at the counter like everyone
else.  But while others were on their phones or mindlessly scrolling, she
looked around the room with a curiosity that made me feel observed.  Not in the
usual way, but the careful, calculated stare people give someone they think
might be important.  No, hers was soft.  Human.


I dropped my eyes
before she could catch me watching her. 


But then she came
closer.  Too close for coincidence.


My heart kicked up
before I could stop it.  I didn’t move, didn’t speak.  She wasn’t coming to me,
so I tried to convince myself.  She was probably heading to the counter or…


“Hello,” she said
gently.  “I’m Grace.”


I blinked. 
Actually blinked like an idiot.  My heart skipped a beat and my breath caught
in my chest.  Like the world had slowed just long enough for her to matter more
than anything else.


She was standing
right in front of me, this coffee shop angel with warm eyes and a kind smile. 
She appeared to have no idea who I was.  I could tell, because her expression
held none of the fake warmth or forced awe I’d grown accustomed to.


“Callum,” I
managed to choke out, sitting up straighter than I meant to. 


She smiled again,
and God help me, it was genuine.


I studied her, not
in the polished way I was taught to assess people, but in the way a starving
man studies food.  She was stunning, but not in the curated way that
photographs tried to capture.  She was all soft edges and quiet strength.  With
eyes that looked like they had seen a lot and still chose kindness.  It shook
something within me.


She was staring at
me, just for a second too long.  And when she apologized for it, it only made
her that much more endearing. 


“No worries,” I
said.  “I’m used to it.”


God, what a dumb
thing to say.  I regretted it immediately.  She gave me a confused look, and
for a heartbeat I thought I’d blown it. 


But she didn’t
walk away.


She stayed.  And
in the span of a breath, something shifted in my chest.


When I asked if
she wanted to sit with me, I half-expected her to politely decline.  Go back to
her day.  Take her coffee and vanish, leaving me with only a fleeting moment to
remember.


But she
hesitated.  And in that moment of hesitation, I felt hope.


Her name was
called, and she turned toward the counter, caught between two choices.


I wanted to beg
her to stay, hell, I was downright ready to.  I didn’t even know her from a fly
on the wall, and yet something about her had already anchored me.  Made the
storm inside settle, just a little.  Her presence steadied me more in mere
seconds than years of advisors, expectations, or royal obligations ever had.


Because in a world
where everything felt predetermined and polished to perfection, it was only
Grace that felt real.


And my need for
real was the strongest thing I had ever felt.


 


I didn’t plan to
fall in love.


I didn’t plan to
rearrange my entire future over one conversation and a shared croissant.


But from that
moment on, Grace had become my escape, my refuge, my peace.


I went back to
that cafe the next day.  And the day after that.  Morning, afternoon, evening. 
Different times, different excuses, all for the chance that she might walk in
again.


And when she did,
two days later, I greeted her like I’d just won something precious.  She sat
down again, and we talked, we laughed, we were genuine.  She didn’t fawn over
me, didn’t try to impress or charm me.  She just talked, and asked questions,
and more importantly, she listened.  She told me about her family, her love of
old movies and rainy days.  She made me laugh.  I made her blush, just once,
which felt like a small miracle.


I didn’t ask Grace
to marry me.  I simply told her we were getting married.  It wasn’t romantic,
it wasn’t planned.  It was just inevitable.  At least it was in my mind.


We were sitting on
her couch, barefoot, wine glasses in hand, an old movie playing in the
background, and I looked at her and said, “We’re getting married.”


The words felt
right in my mouth, heavy and absolute.  I’d spent my life being told what my
future would be, and for once, I wanted to decide something and make it true by
sheer force of will.


She laughed at
first, thought I was teasing, rolled her eyes and called me dramatic.


But I wasn’t
laughing.  I didn’t correct myself or take it back.  I just smiled at her and
said it again, like a promise I’d already carved into stone.


“We’re getting
married.  You are going to be my wife.”


And she nodded,
slowly, carefully.  


Like someone
agreeing to a dream they weren’t sure they were ready to wake up from.


I should have seen
the warning signs in her silence.  In the way her fingers tightened around her
wine glass. In the way her breath hitched before she recovered.


But I didn’t. 
Because I was too far gone.  Too sure.


Because from the
moment I met her in that coffee shop, I knew she was the only one who really
saw me.  Not the suit, not the title, not the history, not the duty.  Just me. 
The person within.


I should’ve told
her then who I really was.  But I was a coward, so I didn’t.


The longer I
waited, the harder it became.  And by the time I realized what I was doing, by
the time I understood how wrong it was to lead her into an engagement without
knowing the full truth, it was already done. 


She was wearing my
ring.


And I still hadn’t
told her she was marrying a prince.


I told myself I’d
ease her into it.  That I’d explain everything once the dust had settled.  But
it never did.


The moment my
family found out about Grace, it became a runaway train.  Press releases,
security briefings, private fittings.  Guest lists.  Expectations.


When I finally
told her, when I was able to finally find the words, “There’s something I need
to tell you,” we were weeks into planning.


She just blinked
at me, stunned.


Not angry, not
even upset.  Just frozen in time.


“Are you serious?”
she asked in a whisper when I’d told her.  “Like, royalty, royalty?”


I nodded.  “Crown
prince of this great land.”


She stared at me
again, for a long time, then whispered once again, “Why didn’t you tell me
sooner?”


I could’ve lied,
blamed timing, blamed my nerves.  But I didn’t.


“Because I wanted
to be myself with you,” I told her, honestly.  “Not the prince, not him.  Just
plain old me.”


She didn’t yell. 
Didn’t throw the ring at me and thankfully didn’t storm out.


She just went
quiet.  Quiet in a way that kept me up at night.


And she remained
that way for days.


I kept thinking
she’d walk away.  That she’d pack a bag and vanish, and I would have deserved
every second of agony in her wake.


But she didn’t
leave.  She stayed. 


Quiet, uncertain,
careful, but still present.


And I mistook her
silence for agreement.  Mistook her hesitation for acceptance.  


I told myself she
wanted this as much as I did. 


That if I just
continued to move forward, if I just loved her harder, faster, deeper, that
eventually, she’d catch up.


But she never
did.  Not really. 


I saw it in her
eyes when she thought I wasn’t looking.  I saw the quiet panic, the weight of
everything pressing down on her as the days went by. 


And still, I
didn’t stop, didn’t slow down.


Because I was
selfish.


Because I was
afraid.


Because for once
in my life, I wasn’t being told who to love or how to live, and I clung to her
like she was my rebellion and my redemption all wrapped in this beautiful
delicate bow.


 


*****


 


And now, standing outside the bridal
suite, I feel like the biggest ass, the worst coward.


My hand hovers
near the door.


I knock softly. 
“Grace?  It’s Callum.”


There was a pause,
then I heard her voice telling someone, “Let him in.”


When I stepped
inside, her beauty took my breath away.  A feeling I didn’t think I’d ever get
used to. 


Not because of the
dress or the makeup or her hair style.  Not because of the elegance.  They were
beautiful but irrelevant.


It was because of
the way she looked at me.  Like I was both the man she wanted and the man who
betrayed her.


“You okay?” I ask,
even though I already know she isn’t.


She nods, too
quickly.


“You don’t have to
lie to me.”


She looks at me
then, really looks, and the pain in her eyes punches straight to my soul.


“I’m scared,” she
whispers.


“I know,” I
reply.  “I can see it.”


“Then why are we
doing this?”


I swallow.  Hard.


Because I had
already made it too hard to stop. 


Because I told the
world before I asked the one person who mattered.


Because I didn’t
want to give her the chance to say no.


I told myself it
was love.  But maybe it was fear, the kind that dresses up as devotion and
calls itself destiny.


But all I said
was, “Because I love you.”


She doesn’t move. 
I don’t even think she’d taken a breath.


“I don’t know if
that’s enough,” she whispers, her voice trembling.


“It is for me,” I
tell her, honestly.  “And I’ll spend every day trying to make it enough for
you, as well.”


And that’s the
only truth I had left.


But even as I say
it, I feel the weight of the question hanging between us.


Is love still
enough when it comes without consent?


And if she asked
me to let her go, would I be able to?  I already knew the answer
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