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Could the innocence of a child's faith and the simplicity of a sunflower hold the key to resolving life's multitude of challenges?

Nikki Dalton, a devoted single mother raising two children, finds her world upended when her daughters face adversity at school: one bullied, the other suspended. As if fate conspires against her, the very fabric of her stability unravels further when the rent for both her cherished home and beloved flower shop is abruptly hiked—by none other than the same irritable landlord.

As the CEO of a prominent company, Drake grapples with the weighty responsibilities of managing his father's businesses in a quaint Montana town, all while bearing the heavy burden of his father's Alzheimer's disease. However, amidst this turmoil, Drake finds himself locked in a continuous clash of wills with the captivating owner of the local flower shop—a woman whose beauty is matched only by her unwavering determination.
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“I love you, Clark, and I know that God has ordained our marriage. Through the pressures of this world and the uncertainty of the future, I promise to stay faithful to you.”

A sudden gust of wind swept from the north, tousling Nikki Dalton’s hair and sending strands swirling across her face. Swiftly, she flicked her head to the side, a subtle gesture to regain her composure without stealing the spotlight from her best friend, Patrica, who gazed into her beloved’s eyes, reciting her wedding vows. 

As maid-of-honor, Nikki stood steadfast behind her best friend since second grade, silently composing herself. The warm weather was perfect for an outdoor wedding, except for the occasional breeze. Not even the birds dared to disrupt the sanctity of this afternoon's affair with their raucous calls, as if sensing the solemnity of the occasion.

“Not too long ago,” Patricia continued, “you were just a dream and a prayer. In the Bible, James chapter 1, verse 17 expresses my feelings for you perfectly. Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, and cometh down from the Father of lights.”

Tears welled in Nikki's eyes, her friend's heartfelt words resonating deeply within her, stirring memories of a time when she had stood beside the man who she thought would be her forever, exchanging vows with a hopeful heart. Yet as she recalled the bitter dissolution of their marriage, a wave of sorrow washed over her, mingling with the bittersweet emotions of the present moment.

With a determined effort, Nikki mentally shook away the weight of depressing memories from yesteryear, banishing them to the recesses of her mind as she refocused her attention on the present moment. Fixing her gaze upon her best friend, radiant in her bridal gown, and the wonderful man with her at the altar, Nikki felt a swell of warmth and happiness envelope her. She relished every moment of this joyous occasion, cherishing the opportunity to stand by her friend's side on this momentous day.

Abruptly, the unmistakable buzz of a honeybee hummed closer to Nikki's ear, prompting her to sway her head once more in an attempt to shoo away the persistent insect. Despite the calendar heralding the middle of September in Los Angeles, the remnants of summer remained, evident in the lingering presence of bees still darting about. As the bee alighted gracefully on the bridesmaid's delicate bouquet of fresh blooms, Nikki gently waved the floral arrangement in a bid to encourage the tiny intruder to depart. However, to her mild frustration, the bee seemed unperturbed by her efforts, its tenacity evident as it remained steadfastly attached, perhaps enticed by the lingering aroma of honey clinging to its legs.

Focus. Nikki lifted her gaze back to the radiant bride and groom, a warm smile gracing her lips as she silently offered up a prayer for their enduring happiness. Deep within her heart, she fervently hoped that their union would stand the test of time, that they would find in each other the unwavering love and support they both deserved. Patricia, in particular, held a special place in Nikki's thoughts, her dear friend, deserving of nothing less than pure joy and fulfillment in her marriage.

Nikki had once stood at the altar, exchanging vows with a hopefulness that now seemed naïve in retrospect. Those promises, so solemnly uttered, had held far more weight for Nikki than they ever had for Ray, her ex-husband. Despite her best efforts to nurture their relationship, to breathe life into their faltering marriage, the bond between them had crumbled beneath the weight of unfulfilled promises and shattered dreams.

Desperate to salvage what remained of their love, Nikki had even turned to the prospect of starting a family, believing that the arrival of children might somehow mend the fractures in their relationship. But even the joyous arrival of their second daughter had failed to bridge the ever-widening gap between them. And so, with a heavy heart, Nikki had made the agonizing decision to walk away, filing for divorce just a month after welcoming their precious child into the world.

Amidst the palpable joy of Patricia and Clark's union, Nikki pushed aside the haunting memories of her own failed marriage. It wasn't just that Patricia's love for Clark seemed to radiate with a strength that had eluded her own relationship with Ray. Instead, it was the stark contrast in timing and maturity that underscored the differences between their marriages.

Unlike Nikki, who had entered into matrimony at the tender age of eighteen, Patricia and Clark had waited until later in life to exchange their vows. As she watched her friends embark on this new chapter of their lives, Nikki couldn't shake the nagging thought that perhaps if she had waited until she was thirty, she might have spared herself the heartache and disappointment that had plagued her marriage with Ray.

A gentle tickle on her hand abruptly drew Nikki's attention back to the bouquet she held, only to find the persistent bee had ventured beyond the blooms and onto her own skin. Despite her efforts to maintain composure, she couldn't help but feel a hint of annoyance as she attempted to shake off the uninvited guest. With a subtle wiggle of her hand, she hoped to coax the bee away, but its tenacity proved unmatched as it returned to perch upon her hand once more. Frustration mounting, Nikki couldn't shake the feeling of déjà vu. This wasn't the first time she found herself unable to rid herself of the pesky insect's unwelcome company.

Mommy, you must be so sweet the bees can’t stay away. Nikki’s precious eight-year-old daughter, Gracelyn, always told her this whenever she was stung. Her twelve-year-old daughter Caitlin always laughed and said Nikki had honey for blood. She wasn’t sure how to take that comment.

She wasn’t afraid of bees even if she was slightly allergic, but nothing more than swelling. She spent many years working in a flower garden at her parents’ home in Glendale and was stung multiple times. 

While Nikki appreciated the vital role bees played in pollination and the delicate balance of the natural world, she couldn't help but find irony in the timing of the persistent insect's visit. It seemed that, in its eagerness to fulfill its duty as a pollinator, the bee had chosen the most inconvenient of moments to carry out its final task of the season. Nikki couldn't help but chuckle at the thought of the tiny creature's overzealous determination, even if its timing couldn't have been worse.

Once more, Nikki gently wiggled her hand in an attempt to coax the stubborn bee into finding a more suitable spot for its pollination pursuits. However, the insect seemed to take offense at her interference, and its buzzing became more insistent as it hovered near her hand. 

With a mixture of exasperation and amusement, Nikki watched as the bee briefly took flight, only to return to her hand with determined resolve.

As the bee continued its persistent dance around her, Nikki felt a rising urge to wave the bouquet and shoo it away. Yet mindful of the solemnity of the occasion and the presence of the recording equipment capturing every moment, she resisted the temptation to make any sudden actions. Instead, she stood as still as possible, silently willing the bee to find another perch without disrupting the sanctity of the wedding ceremony.

With every slight movement of her bouquet, the scent of roses drifted past her nose. Why couldn’t the bee just fly back onto the flowers? The insect would be safer there instead of her hand. The buzzing became louder and distracted her from the wedding ceremony.

The priest at the wedding raised his voice. “If anyone can show just cause as to why this couple should not be lawfully wed, speak now or forever hold your peace.”

At that exact moment, a burning pain shot through her left hand as the bee stung her. Nikki yelled and flapped her hand. “No!” 

Quickly, Nikki swiped the bee from her hand using the bouquet, but her swift action resulted in an abrupt interruption of the otherwise serene atmosphere, leaving an awkward silence hanging in the air. Sensing the weight of all eyes upon her, a flush of embarrassment flamed her face as she shifted her attention back to the ceremony. However, the once joyful atmosphere now seemed tinged with an uneasy tension, evident in the strained expressions of both the guests and the couple at the altar. 

With a pang of guilt, Nikki redirected her focus to the priest and the now visibly less jubilant couple. Her heart sank as she realized the unintended consequence of her attempt to rid herself of the persistent bee.

Patricia's mouth fell agape in bewilderment, her gaze fixed incredulously on Nikki. Even the bride, her expression a mix of surprise and confusion, lowered her bouquet slightly, the momentary pause casting a shadow over the otherwise joyous occasion.

Suddenly, reality hit Nikki like a baseball to the head. What have I done?

She shook her head as panic tightened her chest. “No, I mean... it’s okay. I don’t oppose.” She continued to shake her slightly swelling hand. “It’s just a bee, well... go ahead. It’s okay. Very sorry.” She lowered her hand, but her burning face gave away her embarrassment.

“By the powers vested in me, a Priest of St. Joseph’s Cathedral of Los Angeles, California, I pronounce you, Clark and Patricia, husband and wife. You may now kiss the bride.”

The couple embraced and shared a sweet and loving kiss. The audience cheered. Despite the lingering sting of embarrassment coursing through her, Nikki's heartache was momentarily eclipsed by the magnitude of her blunder. With a heavy heart, she could only hope and pray that her dear friend would find it in her heart to forgive the untimely disruption caused by the outburst.

As the newlyweds made their way down the aisle in blissful harmony, Nikki found herself falling into step beside one of the groomsmen. Amidst the joyous procession, her thoughts raced, desperately seeking a path to redemption in Patricia's eyes.

“What was all that about?” Jared, the groomsman, asked.

“A bee decided to sting me,” Nikki whispered. “I can’t believe the rotten timing.”

“I thought it was hysterical.” He chuckled, and she nudged him playfully.

After freeing herself from the crowd, Nikki dashed straight to the kitchen, her sole focus fixed on finding ice to soothe her throbbing hand. However, the bustling activity of the caterers obstructed her path to the fridge, leaving her frustrated and increasingly aware of the swelling in her left hand.

Nikki stopped in front of the freezer and opened it. Empty. Cold water would have to do, although it wouldn’t work as quickly. 

As she pivoted abruptly towards the sink, Nikki collided with a man’s muscular chest. Instinctively, she reached out to brace herself to prevent a potential tumble to the ground. In an instant response, the towering man’s arms enveloped her. A fleeting thought crossed Nikki's mind—did he anticipate her stumble as well?

The fabric beneath Nikki's palms, a blend of grayish-blue hues, felt unexpectedly soft, a stark contrast to the rougher textures she associated with most men's attire. It was a far cry from the worn suits her ex-husband favored. As her fingers grazed over the impeccably tailored material, she couldn't shake the thought that this man might have stepped straight out of the glossy pages of a men's fashion magazine.

His athletic physique filled his clothes effortlessly, hinting at a possible career in modeling. The vivid yellow of his silk tie added a bold splash of color, a striking contrast against his ensemble. But the bright color distracted her as her thoughts drifted to the upcoming anniversary party for the McCarthys and whether she had remembered to order the bouquet of roses. Such was the plight of owning a flower shop—her mind always buzzing with floral arrangements, even in the midst of wedding celebrations.

She snapped out of her wandering thoughts. “Oh, I’m so sorry.” Her gaze wandered up to his face. His hair, a rich shade of midnight black, was impeccably styled in line with current trends, framing his face with a touch of effortless sophistication. A neatly trimmed beard adorned his jawline, a familiar style she had observed on other men before. But it was his captivating blue eyes that held her gaze, seeming to peer into the depths of her soul, leaving her with an mystifying sense of connection.

“Are you looking for this?” His voice was deep, and in his hand, he held a glass of ice cubes.

She gasped and stepped back. “You found some?”

He nodded. “I saw you squirming behind the bride, and I could tell something was up.”

Her rescuer's eyes swept over her, lingering just long enough to make her acutely aware of every inch of herself. Feeling a flush of self-consciousness, she accepted the glass, her fingers trembling slightly as she dipped them inside to retrieve a piece of ice. With deliberate care, she placed the cold fragment against her hand, the chill biting into her skin as she tried to steady her nerves. 

“You’re an absolute dream come true...” She quickly stopped any more embarrassing words from spilling out of her mouth. It had been quite some time since she had engaged in conversation with a handsome man, leaving her feeling a tad uncertain about her behavior.

“A bee decided to join the event,” she explained awkwardly. “I feel awful the way I handed it, and the timing was unforgivable.”

“In my opinion, you added life to the ceremony, and I’m sure you woke up a few of the older guests.” He winked playfully. “I hope the swelling goes down.”

She prayed Patricia would be as understanding. “This isn’t my first bee-sting-rodeo. I’ll be better in about thirty minutes or so.”

“Is there anything else you need? I could find someone with an EpiPen if you like.”

Could this man be any more charming? Such unexpected kindness was a rarity, especially directed toward her. “Thanks for the offer, but I promise, I’m fine.”

His gaze lingered over Nikki, tracing her form with a deliberate slowness that sent a shiver down her spine. As his eyes finally met hers, a broad grin spread across his face, causing her heart to race and her breath to catch in her throat. Nikki couldn't help but wonder if perhaps she was more affected by the bee sting than she had initially realized, her senses heightened in the presence of this captivating stranger.

“I have to admit,” he said, “that not many bridesmaids look so adorable in the dresses that were picked out for them, but you wear that color well.”

She must control this feeling, but talking to gorgeous men was out of her comfort zone. “You’re such a charmer, but I think all four of Patricia’s bridesmaids look beautiful. We all loved the gowns, too.”

Okay, so maybe she stretched the truth a little. Clark’s younger sister complained about the color since burgundy wasn’t her favorite. Thankfully, that was a shade Nikki loved.

He stood before her, a silent observer, yet the charged atmosphere crackled with an unspoken intensity in the heat of their mutual gaze. A fleeting thought crossed Nikki's mind, envisioning the allure of being seen with him at her high school reunion, or perhaps strolling together in town. However, she quickly tempered her imagination, wary of letting her thoughts wander too freely. After all, reality often had a way of dousing the flames, reminding her that after the wedding, she would return to Montana while he stayed in California.

His cell phone buzzed, breaking the staring contest between them. He pulled out his phone from inside his pants pocket and glanced at the caller ID.

“If you’ll excuse me, I need to take this call.”

“Sure.”

As she watched him leave, Nikki’s heart fluttered with a mixture of excitement and apprehension. She shook her head in disbelief at how this encounter had left her feeling so unexpectedly giddy. Why were her hands still tingling from the brief touch? After all, she was a mother—she should be in control of these emotions. Yet despite her attempts to rationalize, the inexplicable sensations danced through her veins.

She chuckled softly. The feeling must be from the bee sting.
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Chapter Two
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After a few moments of freezing her hand in the ice, the swelling finally disappeared. Nikki rejoined the wedding party on the patio. Toward the garden area, a large, white silky canopy had been set up to shade the guests from the sun. Round tables were randomly placed throughout the tent. A rainbow of flowers adorned each table, along with fancy drinking glasses and silverware.

A fountain sculpted in the likeness of lovebirds adorned the back corner, nestled amidst lush greenery. Nikki observed with a hint of longing as couples gathered in that picturesque spot, their romance celebrated by the photographer's lens. The scene before her was undeniably beautiful, a stark contrast to the simplicity of her own backyard wedding in years past. 

“There you are,” Patricia said, stopping beside Nikki.

Startled out of her thoughts, Nikki jumped. Immediately, the pang of guilt of how she had ruined the ceremony weighed heavily in her heart. 

“Oh, Patti, I’m so sorry.” Nikki grasped her friend’s hands as her eyes filled with tears of remorse. “There was a bee, and he stung me. I feel completely awful for ruining your wedding.”

Patricia shook her head. “I’m not mad at you. I knew something had happened to make you react that way.”

“Again, forgive my outburst.” Nikki’s throat tightened.

“Hey, at least we’ll have something to laugh about when our kids become adults and we can tell them the funny story of our wedding day.”

Nikki chuckled as relief swept over her. “Yes, and make sure you lay blame on their Aunt Nikki.”

“How is the swelling?” Patricia looked down at Nikki’s hand.

“It’s nearly gone, but I’ll make it through the reception, I promise.”

“Well, there is plenty of ice if you need it.” Patricia leaned over and hugged her. “I’d better get back to Clark. He is introducing me to all his extended family.” She rolled her eyes. “Won’t that be fun?”

With a soft chuckle, Nikki reflected on her own wedding, once again. While meeting new people often brought a sense of enjoyment, the pressure to make a good impression on the extended family could dampen the experience. It reminded her vividly of the nerves she had felt when trying to win over Ray's family after they had tied the knot.

Soft music wafted through the air, casting a serene mood over the late afternoon affair. As the wedding guests gathered, they were treated to an early dinner thoughtfully catered to whet their appetites before the evening's festivities began in earnest. 

Positioned near the entrance, Nikki graciously guided each guest to their designated table, where name place cards awaited their arrival. Despite the joyful atmosphere and the presence of numerous couples, she couldn't help but notice the conspicuous absence of a plus-one beside her own name.

Nikki traded weekends with Ray so she could attend today’s wedding, and she never felt more alone than now. Guilt always followed her as she dropped the girls off with him. He hadn’t been a good father when they were married, and she doubted he was any better now. If only the judge could see how irresponsible he was and allow her full custody, that would be best.

Once all the guests were seated, Nikki found her way to the single’s table near where the bride and groom sat with their parents. When her gaze landed on her rescuer sitting at her table conversing with the others, she hitched a breath. How could someone so incredibly handsome come alone to a wedding?

Nikki settled into her seat just as the waiters began to serve the meals, exchanging smiles and nods with the other guests at the table. However, her attention was soon captured by the handsome man whose kind eyes were fixed on her with an intensity that sent a flutter through her chest.

“How is your hand?” he asked.

“Much better, thank you.” Nikki smiled. She casually slid her attention to his left hand, checking for a wedding ring. His finger was bare.

“I’m happy to see that your bee sting didn’t get worse,” he added.

“Yes, me too. That would have been terrible. The little bugger wouldn’t leave me alone. I’m just glad he stung me and not Patricia.”

“So, how are you friends with the bride?”

The server placed a plate with chicken cordon blue in front of him. He moved the napkin to his lap, all the while looking at her. The twinkle in his eyes elicited an awkward catch in her breath, a sensation she attributed to the lingering effects of the bee sting. After all, she reasoned, grown women weren't supposed to feel this flustered by a mere glance.

“Patricia and I have been friends since the second grade. I’m so happy she found Clark. They are perfect for each other.”

“Indeed, they are.” He waited for everyone at their table to receive their plates before he cut into his chicken. “Clark has been searching a long time to find a woman who is patient and looks past his faults and sees him for the man he is and not what others think of him. He found that with Patricia.”

“I’m glad you’re Clark’s friend. How long have you known him?”

“We’ve known each other for about six years.” He nodded. “He has helped me out a few different times.”

Nikki knew Clark was a lawyer, and now she wondered if that was how Clark helped this man out. So, was he honest or not? Was he a criminal, or did he just have some legal complications?

Inwardly, she scolded herself. She must not judge. Of course, it was difficult when the one man she thought would be her lifelong companion had lied to her since their wedding day.

Awkward silence filled the air again. She took a bite of her food and carefully chewed it, hoping she wouldn’t spill on herself. She also didn’t want to stuff her mouth, even if she was very hungry.

She joined the conversation going around the table as the dinner wore on. The music grew louder, and Clark escorted Patricia to the dance floor for their first dance as husband and wife. Nikki smiled. They looked so much in love. More than anything, she would love to feel like that. There must be good guys in the world who don’t lie, cheat, or treat women like garbage.

After a few moments of holding each other close, Clark gestured for the others to join them on the dance floor. One by one, the people at her table stood up and drifted toward the garden, eager to blend in with the crowd as the dancing began. Nikki knew she should probably follow, but she found herself hesitating. Perhaps it was the weariness settling into her bones, or maybe she simply needed a moment to rest her aching feet. Either way, she stayed seated, letting the gentle hum of the evening's festivities swirl around her.

The mysterious stranger reclined in his chair, his gaze fixed on the dancing couples. His side profile was striking, each angle chiseled and refined. The grayish-blue suit he wore complemented his features perfectly, giving him an air of effortless sophistication that made him look like he had just stepped off the pages of a GQ magazine. Nikki's initial thoughts raced back—could he really be a model? It seemed almost surreal that someone so impeccably put together would be at this wedding. After all, the newlyweds weren’t exactly wealthy, even with Clark’s career as a lawyer, and their families weren’t particularly affluent either. What could have brought someone so seemingly out of place to this modest celebration?

His gaze returned to hers, and he smiled. “Do you dance?”

“I haven’t in a long time.” She shrugged.

“Do you want to see if you remember how?”

“You... want to dance with me?”

“Well, since you asked.” He stood and offered his hand. “I’d be honored to dance with you.”

She felt a laugh bubbling up inside her as he deftly steered the conversation, but she was too captivated by his eyes to let it escape. Their gazes locked, creating an unspoken connection that made everything else fade away. Without a word, she slid her palm into his and rose to her feet. He held her hand gently as he guided her to the dance floor. The music was lively, and as she watched him move with effortless grace, she couldn't help but laugh while trying to keep up. His joy was contagious, his smile so genuine that it lit up his entire face. The discomfort of her three-inch heels was forgotten in the warmth of the moment.

As the fast-paced song faded, a slow melody took its place. She hesitated, expecting him to step away, but instead, he gave a casual shrug and moved closer, sliding an arm around her waist. Her heart raced as she placed her right hand on his shoulder and let her left hand rest in his. 

They swayed together, the music guiding their movements. Desperately, she searched for something to say, anything to distract from the intensity of his gaze. But the more she tried to think of a topic, the more her mind seemed to short-circuit, overwhelmed by the unfamiliar emotions stirring within her. 

“My name is Nikki,” she said.

“I’m Drake.” He paused. “Do you live in LA?”

“No. I live in Montana.”

“Montana?” he chuckled. “I would have never guessed you to be a country girl.”

She chuckled. “Well, I’m sure I don’t look like one in this gown. But I used to live in Glendale. That’s where Patricia and I grew up. I moved to Montana ten years ago.”

“Do you miss living here?” His face leaned toward hers as they danced.

“Not really. I enjoy living in a small town where everyone knows your name. I’ll be returning home tomorrow.” Her throat grew dry, and she swallowed to bring more moisture. His cologne smelled so good, making her stomach flutter as though butterflies were doing the Irish River Dance in it.

“What a shame.” He pushed her back a little and gave her a twirl, then brought her closer. “It would be fun seeing you again.”

Nikki’s cheeks burned with the knowledge that he found her interesting. Not wanting him to see the effect, she quickly turned her head. From across the room, she spotted Patricia and Clark. Patricia grinned at Nikki and gave her a thumbs up from behind Clark’s back, acknowledging Nikki’s dance partner. That made her cheeks feel warmer. It was just a dance, for goodness sake.

“Really?” she replied to Drake, but her voice cracked slightly, so she cleared her throat. “I’m really quite boring.”

“Are you kidding me? Anyone who can make me laugh during a serious wedding ceremony is completely opposite of boring.” He pulled her closer as they swayed to the music.

Nikki’s stomach twirled. She reflected upon the silliness of her and the bee, and that moment of complete embarrassment. She was so grateful Patricia forgave her and thought it was funny.

“I didn’t mean to cause such a distraction,” she said.

“I don’t know how many people were watching you, but when you walked down the aisle, you took my breath away.”

“You’re just saying that. Nobody is more beautiful than the bride.” Nikki needed another strong breeze to brush by to cool her off, especially with the heat consuming her face. She really enjoyed hearing his sweet words. No one had said words of affirmation like that to her before, not even when she was married.

“Well, that’s just what I think, but don’t tell Clark. He won’t agree with my opinion.”

“No, he won’t.” She chuckled. “This will be our secret.”

The music stopped, and they broke apart. Immediately, an empty feeling consumed her, and she wanted that comforting blanket back.

“Thank you for the dance,” she said.

“It was my pleasure. I do hope you will save another dance for me later.”

She nodded. “I think I can do that.”

He brought her hand up to his lips and kissed her knuckles. Her heart fluttered out of control, and the butterflies in her stomach started another rendition of the River Dance, but this time at high speed.

“I’ll see you again, Nikki.” He winked and then left the dance floor.

Once her breathing steadied, another man approached her for a dance. She accepted with a smile, and they moved together to the rhythm of a faster song. Yet, as the night wore on, she found herself constantly scanning the room for Drake. Occasionally, she spotted him by the fountain, deep in conversation with a group of men, and other times she caught glimpses of him on the dance floor, partnered with a woman.

As the evening progressed, Nikki’s eyes drifted to the nearby grandfather clock just inside the hall. The hour was growing late, and she knew the newlyweds would be making their grand exit soon. With that thought in mind, she gathered her bag of playful decorations and searched for the other bridesmaids. As she moved through the crowd, she signaled to the groomsmen to join her. It was time to deck out the newlyweds’ getaway car in style.

The group stood in the parking lot, looking at all the fancy cars. She arched an eyebrow. Which one was the newlyweds’ car?

“Did anyone see what car Clark was driving?” Nikki asked.

“Actually,” the deep voice of Drake sounded behind her. “They are taking a limo. It’s parked over there.”

The groom’s sister, Cami, gasped as her eyes widened. “Oh, we shouldn’t decorate the limo.”

“Yes, we should.” Drake reached inside Nikki’s handbag and pulled out some white writing cream. “Let’s go.”

She tried not to smile too widely since she didn’t want Drake to know how excited his presence made her. But she followed the crowd as he led them to the limo. He stuck his head inside and said something to the driver. Drake patted the driver on the shoulder and then stepped back.

“Decorate away. Just make sure he can still see out the windows,” Drake announced.

Everyone grabbed items from her bag and placed them randomly on the car. She unrolled a sign that said, Just Hitched, and looked for where to put it.

“That would fit perfectly right here in back.” Drake took the sign from her, gently touching Nikki’s hand. A wave of warmth shot through her, and she shivered. He adjusted it against the trunk, securing it in place.

“I assume you’ve done this before,” Nikki said.

“I’ve been to my share of weddings.” He nodded. “I know a lot of people.”

“I love weddings. I always hope Patricia and Clark have a wonderful life because not all marriages work out.”

He stepped back to survey his work. “Am I to understand that you’ve been married before, and it didn’t work?”

“I married too young,” she replied. “He wasn’t the man I thought he was. He deceived me, and it only got worse. I’ve been divorced for eight years now.”

“I’m sorry for your pain. He shouldn’t have treated you like that.”

“Well, it’s in the past. I only deal with him now when he takes our two daughters every other weekend. If only he could be a supportive father, but he’s not.”

“Daughters?” Drake’s eyebrows raised as he shook his head slowly. “You must be an amazing woman to raise two children alone.”

She smiled. “They are good girls. They make it easy for me.”

A cell phone’s ringtone chirped, and immediately Drake reached inside his suit coat pocket and pulled out his phone. His gaze moved to the caller ID, and he frowned.

“As much as I’m enjoying talking to you, I need to answer this call. If you’ll excuse me.”

Drake stepped away as he answered the phone. She enjoyed hearing his words about her being an amazing woman. Whenever she met a single man and mentioned her children, they quickly disappeared. Drake didn’t seem to be bothered by it.

He tucked the phone back into his pocket and returned to her side. He wore a look of discouragement. The phone call wasn’t good, she could tell.

“Nikki,” he began, “I’ve had a wonderful time with you. I know I promised you one last dance, but I have a family emergency and need to leave. Please forgive me.” He took her hand in his. “I hope our paths will cross again next time you find yourself in Los Angeles.” He lifted her hand to his lips and gently kissed her knuckles again, then turned and hurried away.

Nikki watched as he navigated through the parking lot, his figure moving with purpose until he reached a sleek, mint-green sports car. He paused only for a moment before sliding into the driver’s seat, the door shutting with a soft click. The engine roared to life, and before she knew it, he was speeding out of the lot, leaving her standing in the stillness of the night.

A wave of disappointment washed over her, her heart sinking like a stone. Had she scared him off with the mention of her children? No, it wasn’t that—something had shifted during that phone call. It wasn’t her fault, she reassured herself, but the sadness in her heart remained. She hadn’t even had the chance to ask his last name. 

But maybe it was for the best. Perhaps he wasn’t the right man for her after all. Yet, the thought brought little comfort. She was growing weary of waiting for the one who would make her heart flutter with excitement. 

All she could do now was hold onto the precious moments they’d shared that evening, fleeting as they were. It might never happen again, but at least she had tonight.
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Chapter Three
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Could this day get any worse?

Nikki Dalton exhaled sharply, sending a puff of air up to scatter the bangs that had fallen into her eyes as she intently examined the three-sectioned, black-wood floral refrigerator in front of her. This particular unit had been one of her first big investments when she opened Beautiful Blossoms three years ago, and it had served her faithfully—until now. 

This morning, the floral refrigerator had been functioning perfectly, cradling her meticulously arranged bouquet of pink roses, green carnations, white daisy poms, and blue delphinium. She had spent hours before the shop opened, painstakingly perfecting the arrangement, ensuring every petal and stem was just right. But now, as she looked at the wilting petals and drooping stems, her heart sank. The refrigerator had failed, and her once-vibrant creation was wilting before her eyes. All those beautiful flowers, and all her hard work, were now seemingly wasted.

Inwardly, she groaned. Sulking over lost flowers wasn’t going to fix the refrigerator. Instead, she needed to jump into action and see how she could repair the once-cool machine before any more florae were ruined.

She glanced at the two ladies who worked in the shop with her. Molly and Tessa stood against the counter, wearing glum expressions. 

Nikki motioned with her hand. “Come on. Let’s empty this fridge so I can get it fixed.”

Molly, usually a cheerful employee, had unshed tears in her eyes. The twenty-seven-year-old moved closer to Nikki and clutched her hands, frowning. Molly blinked as though she tried not to cry.

“I’m so sorry I didn’t notice the cooler wasn’t working this morning,” Molly said.

Nikki smiled the best she could under duress. “I don’t blame you. These things happen when appliances get run down.”

Working together, Nikki and her two employees carefully transferred all the flowers from the malfunctioning cooler to the larger refrigerator in the back room. Once the broken cooler was empty, Nikki lowered herself to the floor, determined to figure out what had gone wrong. She shifted onto her side, scooting closer to the back panel of the machine. With practiced hands, she removed the grate covering the temperature control section, her eyes scanning the inner workings, searching for the culprit that had caused the cooler to stop working. 

“Do you need a light?” Tessa turned on the light of her cell phone and shone it toward the panel.

Nikki swiped the hair out of her face and narrowed her gaze on the console, but nothing stood out. Had she expected a red flag with bold words look here pointing to what was wrong? 

Being a single mother who struggled to make ends meet, she learned one thing. Although she would rather try and repair things herself, she was in no way qualified to be the repairman. Sometimes she was able to fix things around the house that were broken but using duct tape or glue didn’t work on everything.  

The hard tile floor quickly became uncomfortable, so Nikki shifted closer, carefully adjusting herself to avoid tearing her best slacks and blouse. She knew this effort could easily soil her clothes, but she couldn’t afford to worry about that now. With money so tight, she had learned to be cautious with her belongings—ripping these clothes wasn’t an option. She wasn’t a seamstress, and replacing them would be out of the question.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Petfals






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





