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CHAPTER 1
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THE TINY GOLD BELL clinked against the glass door, and Benito Bottari did an about-face, a smile rising to his lips, one which broadened at the sight of the attractive female poised on the welcome mat. “Buon giorno. How may I help you?”

The woman who’d entered leaned on one shapely hip, causing her pink tweed pencil skirt to tighten. Benito did his best not to stare, but evidently failed because she smiled. A knowing smile. 

She stepped forward between the racks of gift cards and refrigerated floral cases to the counter spanning the opposite wall, and once again, he failed not to stare. Blonde hair coiled perfectly on the nape of her neck, light green eyes, and the most beautiful complexion. Exquisite.

“Benito Bottari,” he said, in an attempt to regain himself.

She tilted her head, displaying the loveliest expanse of creamy neck. “Nice to meet you, Benito.” 

He swallowed, his thoughts scattering like sand in the wind.

She moistened her lips. “I need to order flowers for a wedding.”

A wedding. The word whisked in his mind and settled. “Wedding?”

She laughed. “Yes. Mine.”

Her wedding. Of course. This was a florist shop. Benito awakened, his blood considerably cooler. 

“How about we go in the back where you can look through our catalog and decide what is suitable?” He motioned her around the counter and through the narrow doorway into his office. His nerves ramped up. A wedding. He hadn’t supplied flowers for a wedding yet. This would be an important first. It could put him on the map.

“Please, sit,” he said. 

She obeyed, perching herself on the edge of the seat and folding her legs beneath her. “You’re new,” she said, dropping her purse onto the floor.

He moved behind the desk and lifted a binder from a shelf in the corner. He placed it in front of her and flipped open to the tab entitled weddings. 

“New shop, yes, ma’am. New to town, no. My family has been here since my nonno came from Sicily. You will perhaps be familiar with B&B Funeral Home? That is my brother, Salvatore.”

One hand on the plastic-wrapped pages, she cast him a glance and gave a small nod. “Yes, I’ve passed it.”

“If I may ask, what brought you to us?”

She flipped the page, her head bent over the book. “Mmm, I like supporting new ventures, and it’s a small wedding. I thought you might give me a good price.”

“The best price.”

She paused and tapped a photo. “I like this. A lot. But maybe in lavender rosebuds. And I want a matching bouquet on the reception tables, same roses mixed in with spring flowers.” She held her finger in place but sat back in the chair. “Tell me Benito, do you have a good eye?”

“A good eye?”

She nodded. “Yes. For flowers. Can I trust you to pick out what will work without the headache of specifics?”

“Of course, Signorina. I am the creative one of the family, a fact which has often put me in last place amongst my brothers.”

“Brothers? You mentioned one. You have another?”

“Yes. Marco. He is a doctor, newly married with a captivating young daughter.”

Her face brightened. “I like you. Maybe it’s the whole Italian thing that appeals to me, though my heritage is Irish with a hint of Dutch. Or maybe it’s your having so much family. I want to have a large family someday, though I’m afraid Fredrick isn’t so keen. He says it will ruin my figure.”

Benito’s gaze traveled across her flawless skin, along the contours of her shoulders to a trim waist and shapely pair of breasts. “I cannot see that would ever be a problem with a woman as beautiful as yourself.”

The color of her cheeks heightened, but she didn’t look away. “The motto above the door,” she said. “Who came up with that?”

“I did. It’s my venture, which my brother Marco and my old uncle helped fund.”

“I like it,” she said. “Say it with flowers. Catchy. It brought me here.” She paused and released the binder, resting her hand in her lap. “But I’m thinking it’s not so necessary now. You do just fine with words.”
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BENITO BOTTARI WAS an extremely handsome man with excessive charm and a winning smile. If she were not here because of her own wedding, she’d make an effort to know him better. 

That thought neither surprised nor dismayed her. Fredrick was a handsome man as well, but in a more robust way. He was tall and broad-shouldered with close-cropped brown hair. Pleasant enough to look at, perhaps not as much fun to speak with, and he could care less about flowers.

She extended her hand. “Arabella Hoyland, soon to be Arabella Bos.”

“Bella,” Benito said. Taking her hand, he raised it to his lips. “A lovely name for a lovely lady.”

His breath was hot on her knuckles, and his lips moist. She left them there in his grip probably longer than she should, lowering her hand slowly, conscious of the cooling of her skin in the air-conditioned air.

“Benito,” she said. “You are attached?”

No reason to ask that, except she wanted to know.

He tilted his head, a twinkle in his eyes. “No, something my mama reminds me of daily.”

She laughed lightly. “I can’t imagine why. I find you captivating.”

He acknowledged the compliment with the dip of his chin. “Flattering words will get you a discount in hopes I might see you again.”

“Even to marry another?”

Benito seemed to measure his response, though the look in his eye never faded nor his smile. “That is my loss and his gain, a fact I will regret with longing.”

And I. That thought did surprise her. She and Fredrick had dated for two years before he’d proposed. The proposal had been expected and accepted as a matter of course. Why wouldn’t she? He was well-employed, if a bit over-worked, and generous, as exampled by his buy-what-you-want instruction today. 

Generous but dogmatic. She stared this fact in the face and the same seed of doubt arose that Stella had planted the day after he’d asked. 

He’s not good enough for you, and you don’t love him.

Didn’t she? If he met all the right qualifications, then what was there not to love? 

I wish you’d think this out. You’re comfortable with him, but out there somewhere is a man who will sweep you off your feet.

A man with dark hair and gray-green eyes who owned a florist shop. She shoved this thought way down inside and rose to her feet.

“Mr. Bottari, consider yourself hired. I will make a list of what I want and the date and get it to you within two days if that’s acceptable?”

“Fine.”

“Good.” She stepped toward the door and made to reach for the knob, but his hand landed there first. He clasped it tight, unwavering, and she was forced to gaze at him, his face but a foot away.

“Bella,” he said softly. “If you need anything, anything at all, I am at your beck and call.”

Her heart fluttered and sank in one breath, and an impossible wish lay leaden on her tongue. She left it there and carried it with her out of the shop and onto the street, barely allowing herself to exhale until seated in her car. And then it emerged unbidden in the shape of a tear that she swiped away before it could fall.
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BENITO WATCHED HER leave, leaping in place at the chime of the door. It clicked closed, seconds later with finality. 

A dance, that’s what that was. Though he’d touched no more than her hand, it’d come as the result of a finely tuned pirouette of words.

He shut his eyes and savored the moment, knowing it had ended, but not wanting to let it go. It always happened this way with him. His other chance at love had come at age twenty with a woman he hadn’t known was married, and that, of course, had blown up in his face.

He released a long breath. As he had back then, he must move on. He had a life to live, a business to run. Things here wouldn’t get done unless he did them. 

The clap of a car door preceded the entrance of a boy of about eighteen. 

Benito recognized the face, though he hadn’t met him yet. “Buon giorno,” he said. “You must be Luciano Colafranceschi. Your mama said you would come by.”

The boy’s forehead wrinkled, and a shock of thick, black hair fell between his eyes. He tossed his head to remove it. “About the job?”

Benito nodded. “Yes, and you have timed your arrival perfectly. I have many orders to fill. I see you have transportation.”

Luciano glanced over his shoulder. “Yeah.”

Rounding the counter, Benito clapped his hands. “Good. Now, here’s how it goes. You catalog all your miles for each trip, and I will pay you for the gas you use. That is on top of your regular hourly wage. When there aren’t any deliveries to make, there is always work to do around here. Nothing is considered too menial. Do you understand what I mean by that?”

Luciano nodded. “Yeah ... don’t complain.”

Benito smiled. Yeah seemed to be the boy’s favorite word. “Excellent. Be polite with customers. Say, ‘We’ll do our best,’ at all times. We get business because we’re willing to accommodate the customer. Now, are you still interested?”

“Yeah.”

Benito gave a laugh. “Then you’re hired.” He took the boy’s hand and shook it. “I’m Benito Bottari. Now, let’s show you around the place ...”
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ARABELLA CLUTCHED THE wheel as if it were the only tie between herself and sanity. How could an encounter with one man create such doubt in her? Because he could talk smooth, she should cast away everything she and Fredrick had?

“Grow up,” she said. She compelled herself to relax, one by one detaching her fingers from the wheel and eventually, dropping one hand into her lap. 

Benito was handsome and charming, but chances were he had some sort of an issue. The good ones always did. And despite what he said, surely, with his personality, he had women lined up for his attention. He was simply being pleasant to garner her business for the wedding, and she couldn’t fault him for that. It was his job.

She pushed the encounter aside and turned her mind toward her next task. Dinner. Fredrick had asked for pot roast and wouldn’t be happy if she didn’t provide it. Taking a right at the next red light, she drove several miles and pulled into the supermarket.

A few minutes in and she was back on the road and headed home. Home. Her stomach knotted and the argument they’d had returned.

Makes no sense to live in two places. We’re getting married.

But it did to her, and she’d stood there staring at him, unwilling to say all that was on her mind. Namely, that it was wrong. He should wait for marital privileges. However, he hadn’t wanted to, and she’d known if she didn’t agree, he’d walk off. Two years was too long to throw away over that. 

She inhaled, regret swimming upwards. She felt like a trophy, a decoration on his arm during the day and a willing testosterone relief at night ... every night when he was home, whether she felt like it or not. 

Wasn’t she supposed to feel something? It seemed like more of a chore, another wifely duty she’d simply have to find the willpower to do.

She pulled into the driveway and exited, balancing grocery bags in her hands. Hooking the keys in the lock, she pushed inside with the back of her arm and wended her way toward the kitchen. 

She glanced at the clock. Good. She had plenty of time to get the food going because to be late was unthinkable. He became grumpy when he didn’t have his dinner on time.

Her troubled thoughts receded with the process of cooking. This was something she enjoyed and did well. Salting and flouring the roast, she browned it in a roasting pan then added onions and water. A smile on her face, she worked to prepare bread and salad to go with it, and not until an hour later, did she take the time to sit down.

Her thoughts turned to the wedding and the many things still to be done. With a notepad in her lap, she made a list, putting florist at the top and crossing it out. 

Florist. What was Mr. Bottari doing right now? Out with a lady friend? She licked her lips, her mouth suddenly dry. No matter. He had his life. He’d probably forgotten her by now. 

She drew another line through florist and continued down the list. Tomorrow, she had a scheduled visit with the baker to taste the cake. Fredrick said he didn’t care what it looked like, as long as it didn’t have raspberries or coconut. He hated both. That shouldn’t be hard.

She also had to finalize the food items for the caterer. She only needed Fredrick’s opinion on a couple things for that.

“Cake. Caterer,” she wrote, mumbling beneath her breath.

The telephone interrupted her task, and she leaned over and snatched it from its base. “Hello?”

“Hey, Babe.”

Fredrick. She frowned. She’d asked him to not call her that. But then, she shouldn’t care. It was only a sign of affection on his part.

“You’re off work?” she asked instead. He was always secretive about his employment.

As long as I pay the bills, you shouldn’t ask.

She’d found that curious. However, he did always pay the bills. She couldn’t complain.

“Yeah, but ... I hate to break it to you. I’m being sent out of town.”

“Out of town?” Her voice rose, and she heard his growl before he spoke. 

“Tone, Ari,” he snapped.

Ari, yet another pet name she despised. “I’m sorry,” she said, calmer, “but I have dinner cooking ... pot roast, like you asked.”

“Super, and I wish I could be there to eat it, but I have to go straight from here.”

Go straight and not come home first? He’d never done that before.

“You won’t have clothing or travel items,” she argued. Though he always traveled light.

“Yeah, but I’ll buy something. Oh, and ... uhm ...” He hesitated. “I might be gone until the wedding.”

Flabbergasted, she pulled the phone away from her ear and stared at it. Gone until the wedding? How was she to finish preparations all by herself? She needed his input, or she might do something he disliked.

“That’s ... that’s ...” She stumbled over her words. “The ... the caterer. I need your advice. I can’t do this alone ... and it’s our wedding.”

“You’ll manage,” he replied. “You always do. As to advice, just text me a list, and I’ll give you an answer. Besides, you’ll do better without me in your hair.”

Indeed. She’d get some sleep at night. He wouldn’t be there picking at her, rolling her over at two a.m. Maybe this was a blessing. She’d have time alone to think about being his wife.

“I visited the florist today,” she said. “He seemed ...”

“Great. I’m sure you’ll make it beautiful, like yourself. Well, babe, I gotta go, or I’ll miss my flight. Keep yourself trim so our wedding night is spec-tac-u-lar. I’ll miss that the most.”

Her insides heated, and a throb began between her eyes. “I’m sure,” she mumbled, one finger over the phone.

“What do I do with all this food?” she asked. Not like he’d give her an answer. It was a lot of pot roast for nothing.

“No time ...” he huffed into the phone. 

What was he doing? Running?

“Where are you?” she asked.

“Busy ... Call tomorrow ...” His words broke up with the gasp of his breathing. Then suddenly cleared. “Not like the wedding’s all that important,” he said. Someone laughed in the background and the sound muffled.

Not important? Her heart squeezed.

“Me and you already have what I need,” he said. The line fuzzed again. “I’ll call ...” he hissed, and then he was gone.

Her anger finally exploded. Hauling her arm back, she sent the phone sailing across the room into the wall where it split in two and fell with a clatter. She stared at the pieces, one hand on her head.

Prophetic. Two pieces just like her pending marriage.
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CHAPTER 2
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“I STILL SAY YOUR LEFTOVERS are the best in the world.”

Arabella smiled at her friend, Tillie Wade, her fork halfway to her mouth, her misgivings forming a clog in her throat. “At least I’m worth something.” Gravy dripped off the slice of roast onto the plate, creating a widening pool.
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