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Rose

        

      

    

    
      “I hope you rot in hell,” my ex spits venomously at me as he storms out the door of my quiet flower shop, Roses and More.

      Six years ago, Todd McDaniels walked into my shop to order his mother flowers for her birthday. His megawatt smile nearly took my breath away and drew me in like a moth to a flame. By the time he left, not only had he ordered flowers for his mother and grandmother, he’d gotten my phone number as well.

      We dated for nine months and then he surprised me by proposing on New Year’s Eve. Our wedding took place on the anniversary of our first date. In the beginning, Todd was everything a southern girl like me could want in a man. He was charming, polite, handsome and thoughtful. The first three years of our marriage could only be described as blissfully perfect. When my grandmother took ill and passed away, Todd was my rock.

      It wasn’t until after I officially took over the business that he changed. My sweet, loving husband became jealous, possessive and verbally abusive. Though he was never physically abusive, after two years of being mentally beat down and defending myself against false accusations of affairs, I filed for divorce.

      Even though I refused spousal support, the laws of the state dictate otherwise. All I wanted was a fresh start; instead, the judge ordered that payments be deducted directly from his paycheck every two weeks. Thus, the reason for today’s hissy fit. After seeing the deduction on his pay stub, Todd felt the need to show up with accusations that I am ruining his life.

      “No thanks, the last two years of our marriage were hell enough,” I mutter to myself as I begin to massage my temples. It’s a feeble attempt to thwart off the headache I feel forming, but I still have a few hours of work ahead of me and a delivery to make.

      My assistant Janet peeks her head out of the curtain that separates the storefront from the workroom, “Rose, honey, are you okay?”

      I turn and give her a weak smile, “Yeah, I’m okay, just my monthly reality check from Todd.”

      Janet steps through the doorway and leans against the counter, “Reality check or not, no one deserves to be spoken to like that.”

      I brush invisible dust off the counter, not willing to make eye contact, “Yeah, well that’s just a taste of what I experienced every day the last two years of our marriage.”

      Janet immediately wraps me in a hug, “Oh sweetheart, we need to find you a man that knows how to treat you right.”

      I laugh as I pull out of her embrace and point a finger at her, “No. I have plenty of things to focus on without adding a man to the mix.”

      “I’m just saying,” Janet begins before I cut her off.

      “I know exactly what you are just saying, and as much as I appreciate your concern, I’m in no hurry to start a new relationship.” I glance at the clock just as the bell over the door rings, “Looks like it’s time for us to get back to work. Do you have everything you need for the gift basket?”

      Janet nods, “I do, or did, I worked on that while your visitor was here, so it’s all ready to go.”

      “Great! I have a few more arrangements to make before I can deliver it to the performing arts center.”

      While Janet takes care of the customers, I move to the workroom to complete the arrangements. The sunshine arrangement has always been one of my favorites. Yellow mums mixed with orange tipped yellow carnations form the rounded arrangement, while black pipe cleaners create the eyes and mouth needed to put a smile on anyone’s face.

      The rest of the afternoon passes quickly as I finish the remaining orders and a few arrangements for the cooler. As I’m cleaning up, Janet walks through the doorway, handing me the bank deposit bag.

      “Rose, honey, I’ve locked up and cashed out for the night, here’s the deposit.”

      Taking the bag from her, I lay it on the worktable, “Thanks Janet, what would I do without you?”

      She waves a dismissive hand at me, “Oh you’d do just fine, but it would be boring without me,” she teases with a wink.

      I laugh at her assessment before agreeing with her, “Yes, it definitely would be.”

      I load the gift basket and floral arrangement into my SUV, and then go back inside to gather my things. Turning off the lights, I set the alarm and lock the door. I climb into my SUV, start the engine and head towards the performing arts center.

      I pull around to the backstage entrance, turn off the engine and step out of my vehicle. I pocket my keys and remove the basket and arrangement from the back. This isn’t the first time I’ve made a delivery to the performing arts center. My grandmother was a proud supporter of the arts and donated arrangements displayed in the foyer to welcome the patrons to the performances.

      I walk to the door, ring the bell and wait for someone to open it for me. When the door opens, Ben Johnson smiles and pushes the door open wider.

      “Evening, Rose. Need some help with those?”

      “Hi, Ben. Thanks, but I think I’ve got them.”

      He closes the door and secures it, “I’m glad you’re here, I’ve been meaning to stop by and order one of your gift baskets for Lola.”

      “I’ll start one on Monday for her, you stop by anytime next week and we’ll add some personal touches.”

      Ben smiles and I see a mixture of gratitude and relief on his face, “Thanks Rose, I really appreciate that. I can stop by one day after work, if that works for you?”

      I smile, “Sounds good.” I lift the basket and flower arrangement, “Do you need to walk me back to deliver these?”

      Ben chuckles and shakes his head, “Nah, everyone here trusts you. Besides, you know where everything is. The performer is in dressing room number one.”

      I smile as a slight blush stains my cheeks at his compliment, “Thanks Ben, I won’t be long.”

      I make my way down the hall, the closer I get to the dressing room, the more I can hear the soft strains of the violin. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in all the years I’ve made deliveries here, it’s never disturb the performer if they are practicing. Keeping that in mind, as I reach the door, I forgo knocking and quietly enter the dressing room and stand mesmerized by the sight before me. World-renowned violinist Alek Berringer cradles his instrument against his shoulder, lost in what I believe to be a sonata by Bach.

      He’s even more handsome than the posters or the internet would lead you to believe, and younger too, maybe mid-thirties. Dark hair falls across his forehead and an array of emotions cross his chiseled features as he pulls the bow across the strings. The beautiful sound envelops me and I find myself closing my eyes getting lost in the music.

      It takes me a minute to realize that the music has ended, and as my eyes begin to open, my cheeks flame in embarrassment as icy blue eyes meet mine. Blinking I begin to ramble as I try to explain my presence in his dressing room.

      “Oh, um, I am so sorry.” I raise the items I’m holding as I continue and walk toward the table in the room. “I was making a delivery and you were playing so beautifully I didn’t want to disturb you.” He doesn’t say anything, just watches me move about the room with his head cocked to the side, a ghost of a smile on his firm looking lips. With everything situated, I begin to back away towards the door, “Okay, well I’m going to get out of your way. Good luck tonight.”

      I turn toward the door and place my hand on the knob, ready to escape my embarrassment, when I hear him speak behind me.

      “Wait.”
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Alek

        

      

    

    
      My eyes open as I finish my practice piece, and lower my violin, only to find a woman standing silently in my dressing room. Her arms are laden with gifts, her eyes closed in appreciation of the piece I just finished. Silence falls around us, as her eyes snap open in realization that the music has ended. Flustered, her face turns a bright red, and her brown eyes look everywhere except at me as she begins to explain her presence.

      I listen to her explanation as I admire her beauty. Dark brown hair falls in waves over her shoulders, and she nervously tucks it behind her ear as she moves about the room. Khaki pants and a pink polo shirt don’t do her curves justice but the color looks good on her.

      I need to say something, but I’m completely mesmerized by her beauty and thoughtfulness for not disrupting my practice. As she finishes placing the items on the table, and begins to move toward the door, I panic as she turns to open the door.

      “Wait.”

      Her head falls forward and her shoulders slump before she turns to face me. “Look, like I said, I’m sorry I disturbed you, I just needed to make a delivery.”

      “Oh no,” I say as I begin to move toward her. “Please don’t apologize; you were only doing your job.” I offer her my hand as I introduce myself, “Alek Berringer.”

      She turns more fully to face me, relaxing as she accepts my hand. “Rose McDaniels. Thank you for understanding. You play beautifully, by the way.”

      I bow slightly at her compliment, “Thank you. I trust you are staying for the performance?”

      “Me? Oh no, I was just here to make the delivery.”

      “But you are a fan of classical music, are you not?”

      “I am, but…”

      “Then please, let me arrange for you to stay for the performance.”

      She begins to shake her head, “Really Mr. Berringer…”

      “Alek, please.”

      This time she smiles as she says my name, “Alek. As much as I appreciate the offer, I should be going.”

      I step closer, unable to stop myself, “Are you sure I can’t persuade you to stay?”

      She gently shakes her head, eyes dropping to the floor before returning to mine, “I really should go.”

      Defeated, I reach for her hand, bring it to my lips, and brush a soft kiss over her fingers. She gasps in surprise and I wonder if she felt the same current, I did. “It was a pleasure to meet you Rose.”

      “It was a pleasure to meet you too, Alek. Good luck with your performance tonight.”

      “Thank you.”

      She opens the door and slips into the hallway to leave. Standing in the doorway, I watch the gentle sway of her hips as she walks toward the exit. When she reaches the door, Rose exchanges a few words with the security guard as he opens the door for her. The sound of her laughter floats down the hallway, and I find myself hoping to hear it again soon.

      Footsteps sound behind me, and a hand lands on my shoulder as my manager, Vince Cornetti steps up beside me. He follows my line of sight down the hall, “What’s got you so captivated?”

      “Nothing.” I turn and step back inside the dressing room. “Are we still on time for tonight?”

      “Yep, right on schedule,” Vince replies as he thumbs through the cards attached to the floral arrangements and gift basket. “Do you want these sent to the local nursing home?”

      My eyes land on the gift basket, “The flowers, yes, I’ll keep the basket.” Lifting it from the table, I set it in my lap, remove the card and place it in my pocket. The amount of items in the basket is impressive. There are two bottles of a local ale, a package of pistachios and pretzels, chocolate covered raisins, and chocolate chip cookies from a local bakery. I remove the wrap and take out a package of pistachios. I grin as I tear into the plastic and pop one into my mouth.

      “What’re you grinning about over there?”

      “Am I?” He gives me the don’t play dumb look and I shrug, “I don’t think I’ve ever gotten a basket that contains so many of my favorites.”

      “Yeah? Well you should chill the beer so you can have it after the show.”

      “Good idea. Do me a favor and make sure the basket gets back to my hotel room with the rest of my things.”

      “Will do. I’ll even make sure the beer gets in the fridge.”

      “Thanks,” I set the basket on the counter and lean against it. “How long are we in town?”

      “We have the show tonight and tomorrow, so after check-out on Tuesday. Why?”

      “I was just wondering if we could stay in town a little longer, that’s all.”

      “Sure. We don’t have to be in Charlotte until Saturday, and it’s only a four hour drive. Why the sudden interest in staying in town?”

      “I just thought it might be nice to see the city while I’m here.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      I laugh at his response, “What? Is it so unthinkable that I may want to slow down and see the sights in a city we’re visiting?”

      He stands from his seat and walks over to the counter to stand beside me. He leans a hip against the counter, arms crossed over his chest. “You sure there’s nothing fueling this, change of pace?”

      I chuckle at his concern, and clap him on the arm, “Nothing that I’m willing to share just yet. But when I am, you’ll be the first to know.”

      He raises his hands in surrender, “Okay, I’ll leave it alone for now.”

      “Good. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have performance to get ready for.”

      

      Once back in my hotel room, I shed my jacket and lay it across the back of the sofa. The performance went well. As an encore, I played the Bach sonata I practiced this evening. Visions of the beautiful woman that surprised me earlier filling my mind as I played.

      The basket Rose delivered catches my eye, and I pull out the bag of pretzels before removing one of the bottles of beer from the small refrigerator. I twist off the top and reach into my pocket to remove the card, Roses and More. The name makes me smile, “Clever,” I say aloud into the room. The woman is definitely creative, and hopefully she’ll be open to seeing me tomorrow.
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Rose

        

      

    

    
      I pull into my spot behind the flower shop, turn off the engine, and grab the coffees I picked-up on my way in. Stepping into the workroom, I drop my purse on the counter, and walk through the curtain into the store.

      Janet inhales deeply as I approach, “Mmm, nothing smells better than that first cup of coffee.”

      I grin as I hand her the paper cup, “I will never understand how you make it until 9 a.m. without caffeine. I have a timer set on my coffee pot so my first cup is ready by the time I’m out of the shower.”

      Janet eyes me suspiciously, before she takes a sip of her coffee. “You really have a cup that early?”

      “Yep. The first cup wakes me up, the second makes sure I’m nice to people.”

      Janet laughs and rolls her eyes, “Like you could be mean to anyone.”

      “You might be the first to find out if we don’t open the door so we can let in customers,” I tease with a wink.

      She scurries toward the door, “Oh no, I’m not going to be your first victim.”

      I laugh and shake my head as she twists the lock on the door and opens it allowing our first customer of the day into the shop.

      

      Classical music plays softly in the background as I create the arrangements scheduled for delivery today. Hearing Alek play last night reminded me how much I love listening to it. As I’m putting the finishing touches on the last arrangement, the bell sounds as the front door opens. Funny how I’ve been back here for a few hours and haven’t once heard that bell until now.

      Turning to place the arrangement in the cooler, the curtain parts and Janet appears, “Rose?”

      “Yeah,” I reply without looking in her direction. She doesn’t elaborate, and when I look at her, I notice the Cheshire Cat grin she’s wearing. “What?”

      “There’s a gentleman asking for you.”

      “Okay,” I draw out slowly unsure why this is such a big deal. “Why are you being so weird? It’s not the first time a man has asked specifically for me.”

      She lowers her voice to a whisper, “No, but not one of them was as handsome as this one.” She begins to shoo me toward the curtain, “Now get out there and see what he wants before he leaves.”

      I smack at her hands, “Okay, okay, stop pushing.” I brush off my apron and tuck an errant strand of hair behind my ear before parting the curtain and stepping out behind the counter. His back is to me, so I speak to get his attention, “How can I help you?”

      He turns and my breath catches, “Mr. Berringer? What are you doing here?”

      He smiles at my reaction, “Hello Rose. Please, call me Alek. I hope it’s okay that I stopped by.”

      “Yes, of course. Did you need to place an order?”

      He casually strolls toward the counter while shaking his head. “No. Honestly, you’ve been on my mind since you left my dressing room last night. I was wondering if I could take you to lunch.”

      “Oh, I don’t know, I have some deliveries to make and…”

      “She’d love to,” Janet says as she steps through the curtain and begins to untie my apron.

      An amused smirk appears on Alek’s face, as I try to rebuff my nosy employee, “But…”

      “But nothing,” she insists. “You need to eat, and this handsome gentleman is offering to take you to lunch. The deliveries can wait until you get back.”

      One glance in Alek’s direction confirms that he is fighting back a laugh. I slip the apron over my head and hand it to Janet. “Well, it appears I’m available for lunch after all. Let me get my purse and I’ll be ready to go.”

      He smiles victoriously and winks at Janet, “Great.”

      I step back into the workroom and hurry to the mirror to check my reflection. Giving my hair a fluff, I grab my purse, take a deep calming breath and step back through the curtain. I walk around the counter, my focus solely on Alek, “Okay, ready to go?”

      He sweeps his arm out in front of me, “Please, lead the way.”

      “Call if you need anything,” I call back to Janet over my shoulder.

      “You know I won’t,” she singsongs in reply as Alek opens the door allowing me to walk through first.

      When we get out on the sidewalk, Alek stands beside me, “Where to?”

      “There’s a little café down the street that makes a great cranberry chicken salad.”

      “Sounds perfect.”

      We begin walking down the street, silence stretching between us, before we begin to speak at the same time.

      “I hope you don’t mind me stopping by.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      We both begin to laugh, and Alek apologies, “I’m sorry, please, ladies first.”

      I smile and shake my head, “I was just wondering what you were doing here? I didn’t expect you to still be in town.”

      “Ah, well, I have another performance tonight.”

      “Oh, I didn’t realize that.”

      “It’s not advertised, but it is my favorite part of the tour. I schedule time at local hospitals during my tour to perform for the patients, children specifically. Sometimes we recruit the local high school band to accompany me.”

      I turn to look at him, a sense of pride stirring inside me that this man would be so ready to give back to a community he’s not part of. “What made you start doing that?”

      “I spent a lot of time in the hospital as a child. They had a “Healing with Music,” program, that’s where I learned to play violin.” He shrugs nonchalantly, “It’s my way of giving back.”

      “That’s really sweet.”

      He brushes off my compliment, “I don’t know about that.”

      We stop in front of the café and I turn to face him, “I do. And I’d venture to say that the patients and families you perform for think so too.”

      His eyes find the ground before shyly meeting mine, “Thank you for saying that.” He pulls the door open and motions me inside, “Shall we?”

      “Yes, I believe we shall,” I say as I smile and pass in front of him to walk through the door
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Alek

        

      

    

    
      The line moves swiftly in the quaint little café, and before long, we are standing at the counter placing our order. I hand my card to the cashier to pay for our lunch, not missing the curious glances between Rose and me. I remember her saying this is one of her favorite places and I’m sure she will have questions to answer the next time she comes in. The cashier hands back my card and promises to bring our order out shortly.

      I place my hand at the small of Rose’s back and guide her to a table in the corner. Leaning forward, I whisper in her ear, “I’m sorry.”

      She turns quickly, bringing her face dangerously close to mine. Her breath catches and her gaze drops to my lips, before catching my gaze again and taking a step back. “Um, what are you apologizing for?”

      Her voice is just above a whisper and holds a bit of breathlessness. I'd be lying if I said I wasn’t affected by it. I clear my throat and pull out a chair for her, “We received some curious looks, I’m afraid you are going to be interrogated the next time you are in here.”

      She smiles as I take a seat across from her, a bit of pink tinting her cheeks, “It’s fine,” she says with a shrug. “It’s one of the hazards of living in the same town all your life.”

      “Charleston is a fairly large city surely you don’t know every resident?”

      Her smile is easy as she accepts my teasing. “No, not all of them. I did practically grow up on this street, though. And the business owners tend to support each other.”

      A feeling of melancholy washes over me, “It must be nice to have that sense of community.”

      Rose tilts her head as she studies me, “Surely you have the same thing with the musicians you play with.”

      “I did when I played in the orchestra, but now that I tour solo…”

      She finishes my statement with a touch of sadness in her voice. “You spend most of your time alone.”

      I shrug nonchalantly, “Hazard of the job I suppose.”

      Before our conversation goes any further, a server arrives with our order. Rose had said the chicken salad was her favorite, so I decided to give it a try as well. I bite into the buttery croissant and savor the mixture of flavors.

      “You were right, this is delicious.”

      She takes a sip of her sweet tea, “Now you know why it’s my favorite.” She raises her sandwich for another bite, and then lowers it. “Alek, why did you ask me to lunch?”

      I sit my sandwich down, and debate with myself about how honest I should be. Knowing it’s all or nothing, I look her in the eye as I give her my answer. “Last night when you were in my dressing room, I felt some sort of connection between us. It’s not something I experience often and I wanted to see if it was, perhaps, mutual.”

      The blush on her cheeks gives away her reply before she voices it. “I felt it too.” She covers her face with both hands and laughs embarrassingly. “I can’t believe I just admitted that.”

      “Why is that?”

      She lowers her hands and shakes her head. “Because this is not my life Alek. My life is a train wreck. Handsome men do not appear out of the blue and attempt to sweep me off my feet.”

      I can’t stop the grin from appearing on my face.  “You think I’m handsome?”

      She smiles as she rolls her eyes at me, “Like you’ve never been told that before.”

      “Not by anyone that mattered.”

      Her eyes drift from mine and her voice is soft, “And you think I matter?”

      I reach across the table and cover her hand with mine. “I think we could matter a great deal to each other, given the chance.”

      To my surprise, she doesn’t pull away nor does she refuse to pursue what’s happening between us. “Alek, I… I don’t know how this would work. I mean I live here, in Charleston, and you’ll be on to the next city forgetting all about me.”

      My head falls at the thought that she may be brushing me off. She’s partially right though, we do live different lives, but of one thing I’m certain, she would not be easily forgotten. I lift my head, capturing her gaze once again, “Honestly Rose, I don’t know how this will work either, and I’m not here to make you empty promises. But I would like to spend time with you while I’m here, see how it goes, and then maybe; we can figure the rest out together.”

      “I could do that.”

      “Really?”

      She giggles and her whole face lights up, “Yes. I still have a business to run, but I think I can manage to take some time off and show you around.”

      “Yes, of course, I wouldn’t want to interfere with your business.” There’s still one thing I need to ask her, and now that she’s agreed to spend the next few days with me, I hope she’ll agree to this too. “I do have one more request.”

      “Kind of pushing your luck, aren’t you?”

      Her tone is teasing, and I’m hopeful she’ll say yes. “Maybe, but as you’ve learned I’m very persistent.” I wink at her and she blushes, “Anyway, I was hoping that you would come to my performance tonight, at seven, as my guest of course.”

      “Oh, I didn’t realize you had two performances scheduled.”

      “This is the one at the hospital, I mentioned it earlier.”

      “I remember, and I would love to go.”

      We finish our lunch and I walk Rose back to the flower shop. Stopping on the sidewalk, Rose glances toward the shop before turning her attention back to me. “Thank you for lunch.”

      I smile at the shyness she emits, “It was my pleasure. I’ll see you tonight?”

      “I wouldn’t miss it.”

      She walks to the front door, turns and waves before going inside. Lunch with Rose was like spending time with an old friend. We had only met the night before, and briefly, at that, yet it was as if we had known each other all our lives. From the moment I found her in my dressing room, she captivated me. Now I only have a few short days to convince her that what we both felt is worth the chance. And maybe, just maybe, it will turn into something more than either of us expected.
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Rose

        

      

    

    
      I walk into the shop, and thankfully, Janet is with a customer giving me time to put my purse away before the inquisition begins. I place my purse in the desk drawer, and check for any new online orders that need to be processed. I gather all the florals needed for the arrangement, and begin to put it together. I’m halfway finished when Janet walks into the workroom.

      She pulls up a stool and sits across from me, arms leaning on the counter, “Okay, tell me everything.”

      I try to hide my smile, as I continue working on the arrangement. “We had a very nice lunch and he wants to see me again.”

      Janet squeals and claps her hands, and I can’t help but laugh at her excitement. “So how did you meet him?”

      “Remember last night, when I delivered a gift basket to the performing arts center?”

      “Yeah,” she draws out, unaware of where I’m going with this.

      “Well it turns out; he was the one I was delivering it to. Alek Berringer, classical violinist.”

      “Wait, so he performed a concert last night, here, in Charleston?”

      “Yep.”

      “And he didn’t leave immediately afterwards?”

      “Nope,” I say, making the word pop before I continue. “He has another engagement in town tonight and asked me to join him as his guest.”

      Janet places her hands down flat on the counter, jaw slack as she leans in. “Please tell me you said yes.”

      I look up at her and grin, “I said yes.”

      Another squeal splits the air, as this time Janet adds a little dance of excitement to the mix. All of the sudden her face takes on the most serious expression I’ve ever seen. “We’ve got to get you out of here! You need to get ready for your date!”

      “What? No, I have things to do here first, and it’s only one-thirty. I know it’s been a while since I’ve been on a date but I don’t need five hours to get ready.”

      “I didn’t say you did, but are you…prepared, if something happens tonight?”

      I scoff a laugh, “Nothing is going to happen tonight.”

      Janet crosses her arms and argues, “You can’t be sure of that.”

      “Oh, but I can. Besides, I just met him; I’m not going to jump into his bed on the first date. I mean, what kind of impression would that give Alek?”

      “But what if there isn’t a second date?”

      “There will be,” I reply softly not wanting to get her too excited.

      Janet leans in, “What was that?”

      I sigh in resignation, “He asked me to spend a couple of days with him while he was in town.” I shrug casually, “You know show him around Charleston.”

      Shock once again registers on Janet’s face, before she shakes her head and waves her hand. “So let me get this straight. Last night you made a mundane delivery to the performing arts center, where you met the featured performer. He’s so taken with you, that he tracks you down this morning, asks you to lunch, and asks you to spend a couple of days with him?”

      “First of all, I wouldn’t say he’s taken with me.”

      “Of course you wouldn’t,” she retorts with a roll of her eyes.

      I give her an annoyed look before I continue, “Second, I think he’s lonely, and I know what that feels like.”

      Janet’s voice is filled with compassion as she comes to stand beside me. “I know you do. Promise me something?” I look up at her waiting to see what promise she wants me to make. “Promise me you’ll keep an open mind the next few days. I think this guy may surprise you and if anyone deserves happiness, it’s you.”

      “Thanks Janet. I promise I’ll try.”

      

      At three-thirty, Janet began reminding me once again, that I needed to get ready for the performance. I didn’t bother to tell her that the performance was at the hospital, though I did plan to change into a casual dress instead of the khakis he’s seen me in the past two days.

      I clean up the workroom, and pull my purse from the desk drawer before walking into the store. “Okay Janet, I’m heading out now. Orders are caught up and I’ll open in the morning, if you are sure you don’t mind closing again tomorrow.”

      She waves a dismissive hand, “Please, if it means getting you out of here to have a real life, I’ll close every night.”

      I know she means every word of what she says and instead of a sassy reply, I simply smile, “You’re the best Janet. See you tomorrow.”

      “Have a great time,” she calls as I head for the door. “Remember, I want to hear everything!”

      I laugh as I open the door, “Bye, Janet.” I’m still laughing as I climb into my car, start the engine and head for home. Not only is Janet the best employee I have she’s a great friend as well, and more like family than I’m willing to admit.

      I pull into the driveway, turn off the engine, and take a deep breath to calm my sudden case of nerves. Opening the car door, I walk up the steps to the front door, and slip my key into the lock. Silence greets me as I open the front door, before locking it behind me.

      If anyone had asked me if I would have been divorced at this point in my life I would have said no. The future I planned with Todd included a happily ever after with at least two babies by now. As they say, even the best-laid plans can fall apart.

      I head up the stairs to my bedroom and drop my purse and keys on the bed. Stepping into the closet, I flip through my dresses finding one perfect for tonight. I pull the light blue and white striped dress from the closet and hold it up as I stand in front of the full-length mirror. “Yes this will do nicely.” Laying the dress across my bed, I head to the bathroom to freshen up.

      After a quick shower, I reapply my makeup, and add a few curls to my hair courtesy of my now heated curling iron. Slipping the dress over my head, I adjust the top so it sits off my shoulders and step into a pair of white strappy sandals. I add the necklace that my grandmother gave me and finger brush my hair leaving it to fall in soft waves over my shoulders. Taking a small clutch from my closet, I toss my wallet, phone and lipstick inside. I pick up my keys and head down stairs. When my hand lands on the knob I take a deep breath and blow it out slowly. I do a final check of my reflection before I walk out the door and remind myself, “Just breathe Rose, you’ve already had lunch together, and it’s not like you’ve never been on a date before.” I blink at my reflection, “Ugh! Obviously I need to get out more since I’m talking to myself,” I mutter before walking out the door.
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      The atrium is filling up quickly as the hospital staff escorts the children that are well enough to leave their floor down for the performance. My eyes dart around the space as I wait for Rose to arrive.

      Vince steps up beside me and claps his hand on my shoulder, “Looks like a great turnout for this one.”

      “Yes it is,” I reply as the seats continue to fill up.

      My eyes make one more pass around the room and my breath catches at the sight of Rose standing in the doorway. Her hair is loose and she nervously tucks it behind her ear as she steps into the room. She spies me across the room and a soft smile appears as she gives me a small wave, careful not to draw too much attention to herself.

      Vince follows my line of sight and squeezes my shoulder, “Now I understand why you want to stay in town a few extra days.”

      I glance over at him and smile, “I’ll be right back,” I say as I start across the room to greet her.

      As I reach her my smile widens, “You’re here.”

      She looks up shyly and returns my smile, “I wouldn’t have missed it.”

      I lean towards her as we make our way to the edge of the stage, “You look very beautiful.”

      A light blush colors her cheeks at my compliment, “Thank you.”

      I see Vince standing by the edge of the stage, “There’s someone I want to introduce you to,” I whisper before taking her to her seat. “Rose McDaniels, this is my manager, Vince Cornetti.”

      Vince offers his hand and she immediately accepts, “It’s nice to meet you Mr. Cornetti.”

      “Please, call me Vince, and the pleasure is all mine,” he says as he gives me an approving wink. “Looks like it’s time to get started, are you ready?”

      “Yes, give me just a minute.” I turn my attention back to Rose, “Let’s get you to your seat, shall we?”

      “Yes, please.”

      I offer her my arm and she threads her arm through mine as I escort her to the back row, center stage, a seat I reserved especially for her so she would be in my line of sight during the show. We stop beside her seat, “Thank you again for coming tonight.”

      “Thank you for inviting me, but if I remember correctly,” she teases trying to fight a smile, “you promised there would be music.”

      I chuckle at her teasing, “You do indeed remember correctly.” I slightly bow in front of her, “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a show to do.”

      Since this is a less formal show and more geared to the children, there is no introduction as I take the stage. Instead, I stroll out playing Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star, and by the second time through the voices of those in the audience have joined me. When I finish, I lower my instrument and applaud the crowd the best I can with my violin in one hand and the bow in the other.

      “Very well done,” I praise as I look out at the audience. “That was the very first song I learned to play, so I thought it was an appropriate way to start the show. Thank you all for joining me tonight.” I begin to walk the stage, taking advantage of the microphone attached to my shirt. “I’m Alek Berringer and just like many of you, I spent a good portion of my childhood in the hospital. While I was there, one of my nurses introduced me to a program called Musical Medicine.” My eyes go wide and I notice a few of the children giggle. “Now to a five year old kid, the thought of your medicine playing music is kind of awesome. Right?” A chorus of “yeahs” echo back to me. I glance at Rose, and find her smiling right along with the children.

      “I’ll admit I was a little disappointed when I found out what the program was really all about. Then, the instructor started bringing out instruments. There was a guitar, a flute, one of the volunteers played the piano, and then they brought out the violin.” I lift my instrument and begin playing my favorite warm up piece. As my eyes drift to Rose, I see hers close a soft smile on her face as she lets the music envelope her. When I finish the audience applauds and I lower my instrument once again.

      “I thought the sound was unlike anything I’d ever heard before.” I begin to walk the stage again, “Now I know what you’re thinking, violins are meant for classical music. If you thought that, you’d be correct. But, violins have a place in every kind of music, from Bluegrass to Heavy Metal.”

      Raising my violin, I begin with a Bluegrass classic the Orange Blossom Special, ease into my favorite songs by Bruno Mars and Ed Sheeran and finish with a Heavy Metal crowd pleaser by Metallica. Surprised by the enthusiasm of the audience, I continue to play some of my favorite popular tunes. By the time that I finish my set, the smiles from the children are bright enough to light the room.

      Handing my violin to Vince, I step off the stage and spend some time talking and answering questions from the children. When the director of the arts program declares it’s time to return to their rooms, a chorus of groans fill the air. I high-five each child as they are wheeled out of the room, and then make my way over to where Rose has been patiently waiting.

      “Alek, that was incredible,” she gushes as I stop in front of her.

      I give a slight bow of my head, “Thank you, I’m so glad you enjoyed it.”

      She laughs and the sound is sweeter than any melody to reach my ears, “That may be the understatement of the year. I’ve never heard anyone play Metallica on a violin before.”

      I shrug while sliding my hands into my pockets, “You have to be able to keep their attention with more than the classics.”

      “Well you certainly did that.”

      I smile at her compliment, “I need to check in with Vince, but I like to take you to dinner, if that’s okay with you?”

      She smiles and gives a slight nod, “I’d like that.”

      “Great, I’ll be right back.”

      I make my way over to where Vince is speaking with the program director, Phyllis Lamb. “Mr. Berringer,” she says as I approach, “thank you so much for the donation to our program, and for your performance tonight. The children and patients truly enjoyed it.”

      “It was my pleasure, Ms. Lamb. I hope to make your hospital an annual stop during my tour.”

      She offers me her hand, “Please know that you are welcome anytime.” Looking to first Vince and then me, “Good night gentlemen, and safe travels to you.”

      “Thank you,” Vince and I reply in unison.

      Once we’re alone, I turn to Vince, “Do you need anything else from me?”

      Vince shakes his head, “No, as far as I’m concerned you are free until Saturday.”

      “Great, thanks Vince,” I say as I begin to walk away.

      “Hey Alek,” Vince calls, stopping my forward progress and making me turn around. “Good luck.”

      I smile and nod before making my way back over to Rose. “Ready to go?”

      “Whenever you are,” she replies.

      Offering her my arm, her delicate fingers wrap around my bicep as we walk to my car. When we reach the passenger side, I open the door for her and help her inside before rounding the vehicle and climbing in behind the wheel and then pulling out of the parking lot.

      “I saw an Italian restaurant on my way here tonight; I thought we could go there, if that’s okay?”

      “That sounds good.”

      Silence stretches between us as we make the quick drive to the restaurant. “I don’t think I thanked you for the gift basket. I enjoyed every item in it, and the local brew was a nice touch.”

      “I’m glad you liked it. I try to put some thought into what goes into them.”

      “How long have you owned the flower shop?”

      “Just a few years. It originally belonged to my grandmother, so I grew up there. I took over when she passed away.”

      “I’m sorry. Did she name the shop after you?”

      “Thank you,” she says as she shakes her head. “No, roses were actually her favorite flower, and my mother thought it would be a good name for me as well.”

      I pull into the parking lot of the restaurant, turn off the engine and catch her gaze, holding it as I say, “Named after a beautiful flower, a perfect choice indeed.”

      Her cheeks turn a light pink as she breaks the spell between us, giving me a shy smile.

      Exiting the car, I open her door and help her step out. Placing my hand at the small of her back, I hear her breath catch at my touch, and I smile to myself at the effect my touch has on her. We enter the restaurant, only waiting a few minutes before the maître d shows us to a table, leaving our menus and promising our server will be with us shortly.

      We begin to browse the menu while we wait for our server, “Have you been here before?”

      Rose lowers her menu so she can see over it, “A few times, the food is always good.”

      A minute later, our server arrives to take our order. Rose orders the manicotti and I order the chicken parmigiana along with a bottle of red wine.

      With our order placed, I decide to start the conversation, “You said you grew up at your grandmother’s flower shop, have you lived here all your life?”

      “I have. My mother had me young. She was able to provide for us by working her way up at one of the department stores. By the time I was ten, she had become district manager and had caught the eye of the corporate office. They made her an offer she couldn’t refuse and my grandmother offered to keep me here with her so I wouldn’t be left alone while my mother climbed the corporate ladder.”

      “That must have been really hard on you.”

      She shrugs casually, but the hurt in her eyes is unmistakable. “It was at first, but I think it would have been harder being away from my grandmother.”

      Delivering the bottle of wine I ordered, our server interrupts the conversation. Pouring each of us a glass of the rich red wine before leaving the bottle for us to enjoy.

      “And your father?”

      “My father was never in the picture.” She straightens her shoulders and smiles, a move I have feeling she does a lot. “What about you? Where did you grow up?”

      “Not too far from here actually, Roanoke, Virginia.”

      She smiles wide, “I knew I heard an accent, I just couldn’t place it.”

      I laugh, “Yes the longer I spend in the South, the more noticeable it becomes.”

      “Well, mine is firmly in place,” she says in her sweet southern voice. “Do you have any siblings?”

      I nod my head as I answer, “An older brother and younger sister. You?”

      She shakes her head, “My mother eventually married, but didn’t have any other children. What about your parents?”

      “My father was an attorney, and my mother was a teacher. They are both retired now.”

      Before the conversation can continue any further, our server arrives and places our meals in front of us before leaving us once again.

      “This looks delicious, and much too hot to eat just yet.”

      I chuckle at her analysis, “I agree. How about a toast while we wait for it to cool.” Lifting my wine glass, “To unexpected meetings.”

      The candlelight flickers in her brown eyes, highlighting the gold flecks, and making it even harder to tear my gaze away from hers. “To unexpected meetings,” she mimics breathlessly as she touches her glass to mine, her eyes unwavering from mine as we each take a sip. Rose sets down her wine glass effectively breaking the spell between us, yet further confirming that there is something between us. Something I fully intend on pursuing.
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      My alarm goes off at seven-thirty, for the first time in a very long time, I find myself smiling as I stretch and greet the day. Last night was nothing short of amazing. The music, the food, the wine, the way Alek looked at me as if I was the most beautiful woman in the world. He’s so charming and unexpected, that I find myself wanting to spend as much time with him as possible.

      If I’m honest, the feelings I have for Alek, scare me a bit. I’m not a stranger to romantic gestures and sweet words. Todd was a master manipulator, and managed to capture my heart. Now I’m more guarded than I should be, especially for someone who has always considered themselves to be a romantic.

      I toss back the covers, climb out of bed and head for the bathroom. Turning on the shower, I step inside and let the warm water wash over me. Once I’m finished, I wrap myself in a fluffy towel, blow dry my hair and apply my makeup. Deciding to forgo my usual work uniform, I choose a sleeveless floral summer dress that falls just below my knee and a pair of pink sandals.

      I walk into the kitchen, take my travel mug from the coffeemaker, drop a coffee pod into the trash and sit my mug on the counter. I open the refrigerator, take out a cup of yogurt and sit at the breakfast bar to eat my breakfast. I scroll through my phone glancing at the headlines until I find something interesting. I’m halfway through the latest story on the young royals when my phone alerts for a text message. Seeing that it’s from Alek, I open the app and read the message.

      
        
        Alek: Good morning! Are we still on for today?

        Me: Good morning! Yes. Unless you need to cancel?

      

      

      Please don’t let him cancel

      
        
        Alek: Not a chance. See you at noon.

        Me: See you then.

      

      

      I close the app, a smile lingering on my face at the thought of Alek texting me. When he asked for my number last night, I never dreamed that he would use it so soon. I hop off the barstool, rinse my yogurt cup and toss it in the recycle bin. Securing the lid on my coffee cup, I drop my phone in my purse and grab my keys as I head out the door.

      When I get to the shop, I immediately start on the overnight orders. Once I’m finished, I do inventory and contact our supplier to place an order. I’m in the middle of meeting with Megan, a bride-to-be whose wedding we’ll be supplying the flowers for in just a few weeks, when Janet arrives. I can tell by the smirk on her face that she is bursting to know about last night.

      It takes to the count of three for Janet to appear at my side once I’m finished with Megan. “Well?”

      I laugh and shake my head, “Three seconds that has to be a new record for you.”

      She waves a dismissive hand, “Yeah, yeah, whatever. Tell me about last night.”

      I turn to her with a huge grin, “You know how I hate to gush about things, but it was amazing!”

      A squeal splits the air as Janet begins to bounce beside me. “Details, I need details.”

      “First he did this charity show at the hospital for the children, and then we went to dinner at Cucina.”

      “Oh nice choice, their food is delicious.”

      “It was, and we had such a great time. We laughed and talked and he was so good with all the kids at the hospital.”

      Janet smiles as she studies me, “You really like him don’t you?”

      “I do, but…”

      She lays a comforting hand on my arm, “Hey, don’t do that. Don’t let what happened with Todd keep you from the happiness you deserve.”

      I give her a quick hug, “Thanks Janet.”

      “Besides,” she begins as she releases me. “If I know you, like I think I do, you’ve already Google searched this guy, so you know he’s exactly who he says he is.” She raises a brow at me, challenging me to say she’s wrong, but of course I can’t.

      I laugh, “You know me too well.”

      “Yes I do. I’d also venture to say, judging by this dress you’re wearing, that you have plans with the handsome violinist today.”

      This time I feel my cheeks heat, “I do. He’s picking me up at noon. I hope that’s okay with you.”

      Rolling her eyes, she bumps me with her hip, “Please, I’ve already told you I don’t mind at all.”

      I laugh just as the bell sounds on the door and Alek walks in, stealing my breath. The first night I met him, he was wearing a black, perfectly tailored suit, last night it was dress pants with a light blue dress shirt. Even for our impromptu lunch, he wore khaki slacks and a button down shirt. Alek is equally handsome in all three looks; however, nothing compares to the way he looks in a pair of jeans and a black t-shirt. The black cotton stretches across his muscular chest and the sleeves pull tight over his bicep, dark denim hugs his thighs and accentuate his trim waist and I have a sudden desire to see what exactly is underneath the fabric.

      He grins and clears his throat, no doubt trying to hide his laughter at my blatant perusal as he slides his hands into his pockets. “Ladies.”

      I swallow trying to give my suddenly dry throat some relief, “Hi.”

      “Are you ready to go?”

      Finally getting my wits about me, I begin to untie my apron, “Yes, give me just a minute to gather my things.”

      Alek smiles and gives a gentle nod, “Of course, take your time.”

      I step into the workroom, hang my apron on the wall, and pull my purse from the desk drawer. I smooth the front of my dress and take a deep breath as I place my purse on my shoulder and walk out to meet Alek. The sound of my footsteps catches his attention and he turns towards me, a slow smile taking over his face as he closes the distance between us.

      Alek gently grasps my fingers, his thumb slowly caressing them as he leans in and kisses my cheek. “Rose, you look beautiful.”

      “Thank you,” I whisper as I feel my cheeks turn red and hear Janet swoon.

      Alek entwines his fingers with mine, “Ready?”

      I give a quick nod, “Ready.” As we walk toward the door, I call over my shoulder, “Janet, I’ll see you tomorrow. Call if you need anything.”

      As I step through the door I hear her say, “I won’t. Have a great time.”

      As we walk to his car, Alek leans in and says, “I need to be sure to thank Janet, for letting me steal you away this week.”

      “Believe me she is more than happy to cover for me.”

      “That’s good to know.”

      When we reach his car, Alek opens the door for me and then climbs behind the wheel. He grins and looks at me, “Where to?”

      I laugh and shake my head, “You don’t have anything planned?”

      He looks at me sheepishly, “Well, I was hoping you’d show me your favorite places.”

      “That I can do. But first we need to stop by the café first.”

      His grin widens and he winks at me, “To the café we go then.”

      

      After a stop at the same café where Alek and I dined yesterday for a couple of brown bag lunches, I direct him to my favorite place. “Take a right at the next stoplight.”

      He grins and follows my instructions, “Yes, ma’am.”

      I turn to him, a grin of my own teasing my lips, “Are you laughing at me, Mr. Berringer?”

      This time a chuckle sneaks out, as he answers, “I would never dream of doing such a thing, Ms. McDaniels.”

      “Mhmm. Turn left at the stop sign, the parking lot is on the right.”

      Alek pulls into a parking space and turns off the engine. Getting out of the car, he opens my door and then retrieves our lunches from the backseat. Alek entwines his fingers with mine as we walk hand in hand into the park.

      We walk along an azalea-lined path, live oaks and Spanish moss creating a canopy overhead, shielding us from the midday sun. The pathway ends at a clearing, lush green grass stretching out to the edge of the Atlantic.

      Alek stops, taking in the view before us, “This is incredible.” Giving my hand a squeeze, he draws my attention back to him, “I can see why you love this place so much.”

      I give him a soft smile and answer him honestly, “The beauty is only part of the reason it’s my favorite.”

      His thumb skates back and forth over the back of my hand, “Maybe you can tell me the other reasons over lunch?”

      “I can do that.” I give his hand a tug, “Come on, I know the perfect spot for us to eat our lunch.”

      We settle onto the thick carpet of green grass, beneath the shade of a maple tree just beyond the bank where the Atlantic brushes the coast. Alek opens the bag holding our lunch and hands a sandwich to me followed by a bottle of water. Keeping the same for himself, we unwrap our sandwiches in silence and begin eating as a soft breeze licks at our skin.

      After a few minutes, Alek breaks the silence, “This is the most tranquil place I’ve ever been. How long have you been coming here?”

      “Since I was a teenager. I used to cut through here on my way home from school or on my way to the flower shop.” She smiles a far off look in her eye, “More often than not, I’d be late getting there because I found this place to be so captivating. So whenever I needed to go somewhere to think, this is where I’d come.”

      “It must have been hard on you, not having your mom around.”

      I shrug, “At times. I never doubted I was loved though, my grandmother made sure of that.” I shake my head, “Enough about me, tell me the favorite place you’ve travelled to.”

      He takes a drink of his water before answering, “Hmm, that would be Austin. Although, Charleston is shaping up to take over the top spot.”

      I look down as I feel my cheeks heat, when I look back up Alek is watching me intently. His hand reaches out and cups my cheek as he leans in and lightly brushes his lips across mine. “I’ve wanted to do that since I picked you up today.”

      “Me too,” I admit shyly.

      Alek stands, gathers our trash and finds the nearest trash can. When he returns, he offers me his hand, “Let’s take a walk.” I place my hand in his and he helps me to my feet before he entwines our fingers together.

      I look down at our joined hands and smile, “I’d love to.”

      We walk along the path near the water, the sun dancing off the wave turning the blue water a reflective silver against the shoreline.

      We stop walking to take in the mesmerizing view when I feel Alek’s gaze on me. I turn and smile shyly, not used to the attention I’ve recently acquired.

      “Tell me Rose, how is it that such a beautiful woman has remained single?”

      My spine stiffens at his question, unsure if I’m ready to share my past with him, but also knowing that I should. I take a deep breath and release it slowly as I form my answer.

      “I haven’t always been,” I reply cautiously. “I was married.” Alek stops walking, catching my attention, “My divorce has been finalized for almost a year.”

      “Rose, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize…”

      I shake my head, “It’s okay. I know you didn’t”

      We walk over to a bench near the water, Alek waiting until I sit before he follows. Taking my hand in his, he says, “Rose, we don’t have to talk about this.”

      I smile at his consideration of my feelings. That’s something that Todd never did. “No, I want to tell you.” I look down at our joined hands, his thumb caressing my skin. “I met Todd when I was working in the flower shop. It was late spring and he came in to order flowers for his Mom’s birthday.” I shrug nonchalantly, “By the time he left, he had my phone number. We dated for almost a year, when he proposed. The first part of our marriage was great. He was loving, thoughtful, and attentive. When my grandmother fell ill, he was supportive of me spending time with her. It wasn’t until she passed that things took a turn. Once I took over the business and started working long hours, he became jealous and possessive, accusing me of affairs I wasn’t having, only to find out he was the one cheating on me.”

      I blow out a cleansing breath, relieved that it is all out in the open. “It was all too much, so I filed for divorce, moved into my grandparent’s house, the house I grew up in, and here I am.”

      Alek scoots closer to me, capturing my hands in both of his, “Rose, I am so sorry you had to go through that.”

      I give a soft smile and shrug, “What doesn’t kill us makes us stronger, right.”

      Alek tilts my chin up so that I’m looking into his eyes, “If that’s true, then you Rose McDaniels, are the strongest person I know.”

      My heart skips a beat as I watch Alek close the distance between us, my eyes flutter closed as our mouths connect in the softest, most sensual kiss I’ve ever experienced. Alek’s hand cradles my face as he deepens the kiss. When the moment ends, Alek rests his forehead against mine. “Thank you for sharing this place with me,” he whispers. “And for trusting me with your story.”

      I pull my lower lip between my teeth, “There’s one more place I want to share with you, if you’re up for it tomorrow.”

      A smile pulls at the corners of his mouth, “I don’t know, spending time with a beautiful woman is such a hardship.”

      I laugh at his sarcastic response, and quip back, “Music man’s got jokes.”

      This time he laughs, and happiness fills me. “You bring out a different side of me. And I would be honored to spend more time with you.”

      

      By the time we get back to my car, the flower shop is closed and the sun has finished setting.

      Holding my hand, Alek walks me to my car. The whole gesture makes me smile and I’m reminded of awkward teenage days when a boy would walk me to my door, not quite sure what to do next. But Alek isn’t a boy, he’s a full grown, sexy as hell man, and I know exactly what I want him to do as we stand beside my car.

      His eyes skim my body as each of his hands entwine with mine, leaving us palm to palm.

      His thumb caresses the sensitive skin inside of my wrist, the intimate touch makes my heart beat faster. “I had a great time today.”

      I look up at him and smile, “So did I.”

      Alek’s hands release mine, his arms winding around my waist as he draws me closer to his body. “I guess I should let you go.”

      A smile teases my lips as I wrap my arms around his neck, “Yeah, you probably should.”

      He raises a curious brow at me, “Does that mean I get to kiss you goodnight?”

      “Oh, I certainly hope so,” I reply breathlessly seconds before his mouth descends on mine.

      One of Alek’s hands moves into my hair, angling my head to deepen the kiss, while the other moves down along my body leaving a trail of fire in its wake. The kiss we shared earlier was slow and sexy, teasing and tasting. This kiss is full of heat and need and desire.

      Alek’s heated fingers brush against the exposed skin of my thigh causing a shiver to ripple through my body and wetness to pool between my legs. Alek’s mouth abandons mine as he trails kisses from the corner of my mouth to my ear then down my neck. His hand kneads my thigh as it moves upward under the hem of my dress until it reaches the curve of my ass.

      “Alek,” I pant breathlessly as my hand stops him from making any further progress, because as much as I want him, I’d rather not be laid out on top of my car, outside my business. His eyes search mine as my hand cups his bearded cheek. My lips tingle from the kisses we shared, “Well, that was…”

      Alek grins and raises an inquisitive brow, “Unexpected?”

      I smile as my thumb traces his bottom lip, “Maybe, but definitely not unwelcome.”

      His grin widens as he leans in to kiss me again, “Good to know.”

      When the kiss ends, Alek rests his forehead against mine, and I whisper, “I really should go.”

      He nods and steps back, “Can I see you tomorrow?”

      “I think that can be arranged. Pick me up at five?”

      He opens my car door and I raise up on my toes, dropping a soft kiss on his lips, which he eagerly returns.

      “Good night Alek.”

      “Good night Rose.”

      Closing the car door, I start the engine and drive away, watching in the rearview mirror as Alek gets in his car and turns toward his hotel.

    

  







            Chapter 8

          

          

      

    

    






Alek

        

      

    

    
      The time I spent with Rose yesterday walking through the park, and telling each other stories of our childhood was something I’ll never forget. When the sun began to lower toward the horizon, we found a bench and watched in silence as it sank out of sight. Majestic colors painted the sky as Rose curled into my side, her head resting on my shoulder creating a moment I’ll relive in my mind every day while I’m on tour. I’ve only known her a few days and the thought of being away from her is weighing heavily on me.

      When the sun disappeared from view, we walked hand in hand back to my car and I drove her back to the flower shop. That good night kiss we shared made it damn near impossible to let her leave. Thank God one of us came to our senses, otherwise I may have taken her right there against her car.

      I take my violin from its case, place it against my shoulder and begin to play. I close my eyes and scores of notes drift in front of me. The composition is something I’ve never played before and I scramble to write it down before I forget. I play the piece repeatedly and tweak it until it’s perfect.

      Once I have each note perfectly placed, I close my eyes and play through it. Visions of Rose fill my mind as I play. When I finish, a feeling of peace fills me, one I’ve not felt in quite a while. One that was inspired by a beautiful brunette, with eyes the color of melted chocolate.

      

      I arrive at the flower shop a few minutes before five and make my way inside to wait for Rose. As the bell above the door sounds, Janet looks up and smiles from where she stands behind the counter.

      “Alek, nice to see you again.”

      I tip my head in her direction and smile, “Good afternoon, Janet. Nice to see you too.”

      “Rose is just finishing up in the back; she’ll be out in just a minute.”

      “Thank you,” I reply as I move over to the cooler and take in the arrangements Rose has created.

      I only wait a few minutes before Rose appears from the back room. “Hey, you,” she says as she makes her way over to me. “See something you like?”

      I grin as I wrap my arm around her waist, “I have my eye on something.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Umhmm, something very beautiful in fact.” Rose’s cheeks turn a lovely shade of pink, as I lean in and kiss her cheek. “Ready to go?”

      She pulls away from my side and grabs her purse off the counter, “Whenever you are.”

      I place my hand at the small of her back and we walk toward the door, “Good night Janet,” she calls as I open the door.

      “Have fun you two,” Janet calls as we step outside onto the sidewalk.

      We walk to my car and as I open the door for Rose. A black pickup truck slows to a near stop as the driver watches us. I nod my head in his direction and he hurries past. Shaking off the encounter, I close the passenger door and round the vehicle to climb behind the wheel.

      “Now that I have you all to myself, where shall we go?”

      Rose buckles her seat belt and turns toward me, excitement dancing in her eyes. “I have one more place to show you, so, straight ahead and make a right at the light.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Without telling me where exactly we’re going, Rose gives me directions as I drive through the beautiful city of Charleston. Making one last right, I pull into a driveway flanked by hedges. At the end of the drive sits a light blue bungalow style house. There’s a large front porch where two rocking chairs sit in front of a large window. The rose bushes blooming on each side of the steps tip me off as to who owns this house.

      Rose watches me as I take in the house and I know by the smile on her face that this is her house.

      “You brought me to your house?”

      “You said you wanted to see all my favorite places. Welcome to my home.”

      Her smile is infectious and before I get a chance to open her door she is out of the car. I meet her in front of the car and take her hand in mine as we climb the steps together. Rose takes out her keys, unlocks the front door and waits for me to enter.

      The inside of the house reflects as much of her personality as the exterior. Pale pink walls with white trim adorn the walls of the great room that contains the living room and dining room. A light gray sofa with pink floral pillows faces a television atop an antique credenza. A large burgundy armchair sits in the corner next to a side table with a lamp and a paperback romance novel. A small round oak table with matching chairs sits in the dining room in front of a bar that separates the kitchen from the dining room.

      Rose takes a nervous step toward me, “Well, what do you think?”

      I reach out and gently grasp her fingers taking a few steps to close the distance between us. “I think it’s a perfect reflection of you and almost as beautiful.” I wrap my arm around her waist as she places her hand on my chest as if to steady herself.

      Her eyes flit to my lips before capturing my gaze again, “That was a very sweet thing to say.”

      My hand cups her face and my thumb caresses her cheek, as I whisper against her mouth, “It’s the truth.”

      A slight whimper escapes her as my mouth captures hers. With the slightest touch of my tongue, she opens for me, her body melting against mine. My hand cradles the back of her head as I deepen the kiss, tasting every inch of her warm, lush mouth. My hands begin to roam over her body, moving first down to caress the curve of her ass, then back up to her breast. My thumb brushes over one erect nipple causing her to moan, her breath shuddering, before she ends the kiss. She rests her forehead against mine as we try to regulate our breathing.

      An apology falls from my lips, “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t…,”

      Rose shakes her head as she lays a finger on my lips, effectively silencing me. “Please don’t apologize,” she whispers. “It’s just that, it’s been a while since I’ve been kissed, let alone touched.”

      Her hand rests on my chest and my hand covers it, keeping it in place. “That’s a shame, because you should be kissed often.”

      A smile touches her mouth as she drapes her arms around my neck, “Why Alek Berringer, are you volunteering for the job?”

      Her teasing tone makes me smile, something I find myself doing more of, especially when I’m around her. “I’m kind of hoping I’m the only applicant.”

      “I’d say the odds are definitely in your favor,” she leans in and gives me a quick kiss. “Now come on, you can help me with dinner.”

      I follow her to the kitchen, “I should warn you, I’m not much of a cook.”

      She pulls some items from the refrigerator, looks my way and smiles. “I promise to take it easy on you.” She places a bell pepper and a knife on a cutting board in front of me. “Cut it in half, remove the seeds and then cut it into strips.”

      “I can handle that,” I confirm as she places a cast iron skillet on the burner.

      Taking a small onion, I watch in awe as she peels off the skin and slices before I’m finished with the pepper.

      “How did you do that so quickly?”

      She smiles and shrugs, “I’ve had lots of practice. Plus, this is one of my favorite meals so I have it pretty often.” Turning on the stove, she puts the onion and pepper in the skillet. She hands me a wooden spoon, “Can you keep an eye on these for me while I cut up the steak?”

      “Sure.” I move the vegetables around with the spoon, “Mind if I ask what we’re making?”

      “Philly cheesesteak sandwiches. They’re kind of my comfort food, and since I’ve been sharing my favorite things with you today, this seemed like the natural choice.”

      I grin as I watch her, loving the fact that she put so much thought into our dinner tonight. Once she’s finished cutting the steak, she comes over to check on the onion and peppers. She bumps me with her shoulder, “And you said you weren’t a cook.”

      I laugh, “I’m not sure this really qualifies, but I do follow instructions well.”

      She laughs at my answer, “Yes you do.”

      Removing the onions and peppers from the skillet, she adds the steak, which immediately begins to sizzle against the hot iron pan. When the steak is nearly done, she adds the vegetables back in to warm them up before adding the cheese. She slices the sub rolls and warms them over the mixture. When she’s satisfied with the bread’s softness, she builds a sandwich for each of us.

      Rose hands me the plates, and I take them to the table as she asks, “What would you like to drink? I have water, diet soda, and iced tea.”

      “Iced tea, please.”

      She pours us each a glass, and carries them to the table, before taking a seat. I sit beside her and take a bite of the amazing sandwich she created.

      “Mmm,” is all I can manage, before washing it down with a sip of my iced tea.

      “Good?”

      “No, delicious, and I’ve had these in Philadelphia.”

      “Wow, that’s quite the compliment,” she says as she raises her sandwich to take another bite.

      “It’s true, but if you think the onions are going to keep me from kissing you later, you’re mistaken.”

      Rose coughs and sputters as she swallows her sip of iced tea, nearly spitting it out at my comment. “The thought never crossed my mind.”

      

      Once we finish dinner, I help Rose clean up the kitchen. She looks so relaxed and carefree with her brown hair tucked behind her ears, her cheeks and nose pink from spending time outdoors with me yesterday. She dries her hands on a nearby towel and tosses it on the counter. I slowly take a few steps toward her. Her breath hitches as I catch her around the waist and back her up against the counter.

      “Do you know how incredibly sexy you look all relaxed and sun-kissed?”

      She reaches up, her fingers caressing the stubble covering my face, “I bet you say that to all the girls,” she whispers, her voice breathless.

      I capture her hand, place a kiss on her palm, and shake my head. “I haven’t said that to anyone in a long time.”

      Her eyes search mine, “Maybe one day you’ll tell me about her.”

      “Maybe, but not today.”

      “Fair enough.” She wiggles out of my embrace, takes both my hands in hers and begins walking backwards. “Now I have one more thing to show you.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      Her smile is hypnotizing, and I realize then, that I’d follow her anywhere “Yep, come with me.”

      She leads us out onto the back porch and over to a porch swing. We both take a seat and begin to slowly sway back and forth in silence. The darkness surrounds us and the only sounds that we hear are those of the insects and the rhythmic creak of the swing.

      “I’ve been coming out here since I was a little girl. Some days I would bring a book and get lost in the story and others I’d just lose myself in the stars.”

      “Have you ever tried to count the stars?”

      Her gaze doesn’t waver from the night sky, “On more than one occasion.”

      “How did you develop a love of classical music?”

      “When I was in elementary school, my class went on a field trip to see the symphony. I still remember how captivating it was, how the music felt so magical.”

      Even after she’s shared the memory, her smile remains in place. “I sense there’s more to the story than that.”

      “Maybe, but if I tell you, you’ll laugh.”

      I’m already fighting to keep a straight face so I reply honestly. “Possibly, but now you have to tell me.”

      She laughs and shakes her head vigorously, “Nope.”

      I chuckle as I beg, “Come on, you can’t leave me hanging!”

      She sighs dramatically, “Fine. You know those Peanuts cartoons we grew up watching?” I nod as not to interrupt her, encouraging her to go on. “When I was little, I may have had a little crush on Schroeder.”

      “Schroeder?” I know exactly who she means, but I can’t help teasing her a little.

      “Yeah, you know, the little yellow haired boy that always played the piano that Lucy was infatuated with?”

      I can’t help but chuckle, “Oh right. Then should I be worried that you have a thing for blonde guys that play piano?”

      “No! I knew I shouldn’t have told you,” she says as she shoves me in the shoulder. She tries to pout but ends up laughing too, which makes me laugh even harder.

      I lean over and kiss her cheek, “I bet you were adorably starry-eyed watching those cartoons. A guy could be so lucky.”

      I stretch my arm out along the back of the swing, and as if drawn by some magnetic force, Rose leans into my side. Resting her head on my shoulder, her natural floral scent wraps around me. We sit in silence, my fingers caressing the soft skin of her arm. “How long are you staying in town?”

      Her question surprises me causing my fingers to still immediately. “Until Saturday.”

      She sighs, her head still resting against my shoulder, “That’s too soon.”

      I sigh and kiss the top of her head. “I was going to tell you yesterday, but after spending the day with you, I didn’t want to ruin it.”

      “Will I see you again?”

      Her question is spoken so softly, I barely hear it over the sounds of the night. “Honestly, that’s up to you.” Rose sits up and turns to face me on the swing. “Rose, these last few days with you have been some of the best in my life. I would love to spend more time with you, but I’ll understand if this isn’t something you want to pursue.”

      I watch as she nervously twists and untwists her fingers before meeting my eyes. “I know you have a full tour ahead of you, but if you have some time in between, I’d really like to see you again.”

      A smile teases the corner of my mouth, “Yeah? So I get to be your Schroeder?”

      “Yeah, as long as I get to be your Lucy.” she replies, a smile lighting up her face.

      I lean forward and tuck a strand of hair behind her ear, “Does that mean I get to kiss you again?”

      Her smile widens as she leans in closer, “I’d be disappointed if you didn’t.”

      My hand to the back of her neck pulls her to me, closing the distance between us. Our lips meet in a kiss that will leave Rose with no doubt as to who I will be thinking about while I’m gone or who I’ll be returning to the first chance I get.

      I pull her into my lap and deepen the kiss. Rose wraps her arms around my neck, fingers tangling in my hair. My hand slides up her leg, and instead of stopping me, all I hear is an encouraging moan. When I reach the curve of her ass, my finger knead the soft flesh before teasing the sensitive spot between her legs. A shiver runs through her as she begins to move, as if searching for my touch.

      I reluctantly drag my mouth from hers, “If you want to take this slow, then I should go.’

      Rose’s hand moves from my hair to caress my bearded face. Her eyes follow the movement before they land on mine. Leaning forward, she presses a soft kiss to my lips.

      “What if you didn’t?”

      “If I didn’t go?” She nods confirming that’s what she’s asking. “Then this is going to move along a lot faster than either of us intended, because I can’t deny how much I want you.”

      Her eyes search my face, dropping to my lips before returning her desire filled gaze to mine. “Then stay.”
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      “Rose, are you sure?”

      I rolled his question around in my head. Am I sure? No one had made me feel as beautiful as Alek did with just one look. Not that I had much to compare it too, I’d only been with two other men. When he walked into the room, all my senses went on high alert and I felt a deep longing for his touch. It was crazy to think that I had such deep feelings for him in such a short amount of time. My Grandma always said you can’t control what the heart wants, and my heart wants Alek.

      My thumb traces across his lower lip, “Yes, I’m sure. You make me feel things I haven't felt in a long time, and I want to explore those feelings with you.”

      Taking my hand, Alek kisses the inside of my wrist, “I want that too.”

      I smile at his admission and wrap my arms around his neck, “Well, then it’s a good thing I took tomorrow off so we have all day to explore our feelings, each other, whatever.”

      Alek grins as he pulls me closer, “That is a very good thing. When do you think we could start this exploration you’re proposing?”

      My lips curve upward as I whisper against his lips, “I think now would be good.”

      In one hungry motion Alek captures my mouth with his. His lips are firm against my softer ones. His tongue, demanding as he seeks entrance to my mouth, which I immediately grant. I moan softly into his mouth as his hands begin to roam my body.

      He pulls his mouth from mine, trailing kisses along my jaw. “We should move this inside, before we give the neighbors a show,” he growls against my skin.

      I hold his head in place against my neck, “Let them watch,” I pant in reply.

      His husky chuckle vibrates against my neck, “Not tonight, tonight you’re all mine.”

      The timbre of his voice sets me into motion and I crawl off his lap to make my way to the door. Alek follows me inside, his hands on my hips as if he’s afraid to let me go.

      Alek turns me to face him, and our need for each other ignites as we work furiously to undress each other. Stripped down to just my bra and panties, Alek’s eyes roam over my body.

      His voice is rough and filled with need, as he pulls me against him. “My God, you are beautiful.”

      Sweeping me into his arms he moves toward the sofa but I stop him, “Bedroom, top of the stairs.”

      Carrying me as if I weigh nothing, he quickly heads for the stairs. When we reach my room, he places me on my feet beside the bed. His hands never leave my body as they make their way around my back. With skilled fingers, Alek unhooks my bra and slides it down my arms leaving me standing before him in only my lacy black panties.

      He reaches out for me and pulls me close, as his head descends I stop him with a hand to his chest. His heartbeat is strong under my palm as he pulls back, to search my eyes.

      I feel the blush creep onto my cheeks as I admit, “I haven’t done this in a while.”

      Alek’s hands cradle my face as he kisses my softly, “We can take this as slow as you want.”

      The sincerity in his eyes takes my breath away and I shake my head in response. “No, I’m tired of taking things slow. I want this, I want you, us.”

      Alek lifts me off my feet and places me on the bed, as he climbs on as well. Hovering over me, he kisses each corner of my mouth, his hand caressing my thigh. “I want you too.”

      His blue eyes darken with desire and my breath catches as I pull his mouth down to meet mine. A fire lights inside me as his tongue plunders my mouth, teasing and tasting while his hand moves to my breast. Dragging his mouth from mine he leaves a fiery trail of kisses down my neck and across my chest until he captures one hardened nipple between his teeth.

      He nips, sucks and licks as my greedy hands hold him in place. My fingers are woven in his hair as I writhe beneath him. I can feel wetness pool between my legs as I beg, “Alek, please.”

      “Soon baby,” is his only response as he continues his delicious torture.

      He places open-mouthed kisses along my stomach as he inches toward the place I need him most. Reaching for my panties, Alek slides them down my legs, before tracing his finger along my sex, causing me to cry out with need.

      “Ahh, please, I need you now.”

      He hurriedly removes his boxer briefs and sheaths himself before settling back between my legs. He places himself at my entrance and then whispers against my lips, “I need you too, baby.”

      Capturing my mouth in a heated kiss, he pushes inside me, slowly stretching me to accommodate his size. Once he’s fully seated inside me, he begins to move, creating a rhythm that my body automatically syncs to. His mouth breaks free from mine, “My God you feel like heaven wrapped around me.”

      My legs tighten around him and my heels dig into his firm ass urging him on. “Yes, heaven,” I pant. “Don’t stop.”

      “Couldn’t if I wanted to.”

      His thrusts quicken and I meet each one, chasing the orgasm that is just beyond my reach. “So close.”

      “Don’t hold back, Rose, give it to me.”

      As if, his words flip a switch inside me, I fall over the edge of desire. Bright lights explode around me as Alek stills above me, his body pulsing inside me as he finds his own release. Alek rolls to his side, taking me with him. Wrapping his arms around me, he pulls me into his chest, and kisses the top of my head.

      My head buried against his chest, I smile “That was incredible.”

      He tilts my chin up to look in my eyes before placing a soft kiss on my lips, “Yes, it was.”

      Gently breaking our connection, Alek walks to the bathroom to dispose of the condom, before returning to bed. I snuggle back into his side, tangling my legs with his as his fingers dance lightly over my skin. Exhaustion overtakes me and my eyes drift closed as he holds me close. Kissing my forehead, Alek whispers, “Sleep now my sweet Rose,” and I let sleep claim me.

      

      Monday morning finds me standing in the workroom of the flower shop, working on the overnight orders.

      The last few days with Alek replay through my mind as I work. It has been a long time since I woke up smiling wrapped in the arms of a man. I seem to do a lot of that whenever Alek is around.

      The last few years of my marriage were full of anxiety. Between work and Todd's nights out, sex had become nonexistent. After years of being together, Todd and I had basically become roommates.

      Since I had taken Friday off, Alek and I spent the day together. Waking up late, we made love again before venturing out into the world. After lunch, we went for a walk on the beach and then back to Alek’s hotel.

      After an incredibly steamy shower to wash the sand from our bodies, Alek ordered us room service for dinner and we spent the rest of the night tangled in each other's arms.

      The next morning, when breakfast arrived, my heart began to sink. The week spent with Alek was coming to an end and even though he said he wanted to pursue what we had, I was still a little skeptical that he actually would.

      When Alek drove me home, he promised to call after his performance. After kissing me goodbye, he got in his car and headed to Charlotte.

      True to his word, Alek called after his performance Saturday night. He also texted me on Sunday and called again after that evening performance. He’s been texting most of the morning and is calling again tonight after the charity show.

      Interrupting my thoughts, Janet comes through the curtain into the workroom. “Hey Rose,” she stops taking in the arrangement I’m working on filled with pink hydrangea and white roses. “Oh what a beautiful arrangement.”

      I smile, my focus still on the task before me, “Thank you. Did you need something?”

      “Oh, yes! This just came for you.”

      She hands me a padded envelope, and I take it cautiously. “I’m not expecting anything.”

      “Well then you better open it and see who it’s from,” Janet suggests.

      I tear into the brown padded envelope and pull out a piece of paper along with a cd.  Unfolding the paper, I find a printed copy of Alek’s tour schedule with a message written in the corner.

      So you’ll always know where I am when I’m not with you.

      The note makes me smile, and then I notice the little heart that he drew next to his stop in Charleston. My finger traces it and my smile lingers in place as I pick up the cd. A sticky note is attached that reads, I think you’ll enjoy the bonus material most of all. Turning it over I see the bonus material includes the song I first heard Alek play.

      “Well,” Janet says, reminding me that I’m not alone in the room. “By the looks of that smile, I no longer have to wonder who the package was from.”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” I reply, still smiling as I take the cd out of the case and place it in the player.

      “Sure you don’t,” she teases as she turns back to the doorway. “He’s one of the good ones Rose, hold on to him with both hands.”

      She’s right, I know she is, Alek treated me with nothing but kindness and respect the whole time he was here. So did Todd in the early stages of our relationship. I know it’s unfair to compare the two of them, but I really don’t have any other choice. Todd nearly broke me with his accusations and jealousy. Truth be told, there was always something nagging at me about Todd. That little internal voice warning me that he was too good to be true. I don’t hear that voice when it comes to Alek.

      I press the play button on the cd player, and music fills my workspace. I close my eyes and let the sound Alek creates envelop me. I pick up my phone, find Alek’s name and place the call. Alek answers on the second ring.

      “Hello my beautiful Lucy.”

      The sound of his voice already has me smiling, but the use of my nickname makes me laugh.

      “Hello my handsome Schroeder,” I reply teasingly. “Thank you for the cd, I’m listening to it right now.”

      “I’m glad you like it. Did you get my note?”

      “I did. It was very sweet.”

      He's quiet for a beat before he says, “I miss you.”

      His confession pulls at something inside me, “I miss you, too,” I reply softly. “Are you ready for your show tonight?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be. This show is so much less formal than the ones I did this weekend. It’s refreshing to relax and enjoy the audience.”

      “That’s wonderful Alek. I didn’t realize so many hospitals had music wellness programs.”

      “It depends on the city. Some find it hard to get funding for basic programs let alone music wellness programs. If I can help put a spotlight on a program that helps, I feel it’s my duty to do so.”

      A warmth fills me at the generosity of this man, “You’re a good man Alek Berringer.”

      My compliment, even though it’s true, makes him uncomfortable. “You’re just saying that because I sent you a present.”

      “No,” I argue, “I’m saying it because it’s true and because you sent me a present.”

      He chuckles, his rich voice echoing through the receiver, “I knew it!” I laugh along with him until he says, “Hold on a second, Rose.” I hear him shift the phone as he opens the door. “Okay, I’ll be right there.” I hear the door close and then he’s back talking to me. “Rose, I’m so sorry, Vince is here, so I need to run.”

      I smile to myself at his concern for cutting our call short, “Alek, you don’t have to apologize. You need to get to the hospital, and I have arrangements to work on.”

      His sigh of relief is audible through the phone, “Thank you for understanding. Can I call you after the show?”

      “Of course. Good luck tonight.”

      “Thanks, talk to you soon.”

      “Okay, bye.”

      I end the call, turn up the music and get back to work on the arrangements I have left to finish.

      As promised Alek called after his show, and we talked until I began to yawn. While I have no doubt Alek enjoys the formal performances, it’s the visit to the hospital he spoke most excitedly about.

      I wake the next morning to a text from Alek.

      
        
        Alek: Good morning gorgeous.

      

      

      I smile at the blind compliment. Even though Alek has seen me first thing in the morning, I’m fairly positive, gorgeous is an exaggeration.

      
        
        Me: Good morning

        Alek: Getting ready to hit the road. Driving to Cincinnati today, I’ll call you when I get settled in.

        Me: Looking forward to it. Be careful. XO

      

      

      My finger hovers over the send button as I internally battle with myself about adding the universal symbols for hugs and kisses. In the end I send the message, because truth be told I’d rather be kissing Alek than sending him text messages.

      

      Up until the end of the day, work is uneventful, and then fifteen minutes before closing, Todd walks through the door. “Rose.”

      Taking a bouquet from the cooler, he saunters over to the counter, smirk firmly in place. Fighting the urge to roll my eyes, I opt to be indifferent, yet polite.

      “Todd. Will this be all for you?”

      He huffs, “Still the same bitch you always were I see.”

      What does he expect me to fall at his feet and beg him to take me back? Fat chance. “Funny, you’re the only one that thought so. I wonder why that is?”

      His eyes narrow, “Heard you’re seeing someone. Does he know what a whore you are?”

      I grit my teeth and count to ten, trying not to take the bait he’s casting. “You know what Todd, there are six other shops in town for you to get flowers from, visit them from now on. Because the next time you walk through my door, I’ll call the police claiming harassment.”

      “You wouldn’t dare,” he seethes leaning into the counter.

      Fury fills me as I stand my ground and lean towards him, “Try me.”

      He’s the first one to step away, tossing a twenty dollar bill on the counter and grabbing the bouquet, he turns and storms out the door.

      My knees practically give out once the door closes behind him. Moving to the door, I lock it, turn the sign to closed and turn off the lights. Balancing out the register, I head out the back door ready to go home for a long soak in the tub and glass of wine.
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      Just as I pull into the hotel, I receive a text from Vince.

      
        
        Vince: In the hotel bar. Stop by after you check in.

        Me: Will do.

      

      

      Phone in hand I send a quick message to Rose, letting her know I’ve arrived and will call her soon. She replies with a smiley face, and I smile in return.

      I step out of the car and stretch my back as the valet makes his way over. I pop the trunk and grab my bags, before handing him my keys. Taking the ticket he hands me, I put it in my pocket and walk through the double doors to the reservation counter.

      Once I’m checked in, I take my luggage to my room and then make my way to the bar to check in with Vince. I step into the dimly lit bar, and spy Vince seated at one of the high-top tables. I walk over and slap him on the back as I take a seat across from him.

      “There he is,” Vince says as I settle onto the barstool. “How was the drive?”

      “Long,” I reply as the waitress approaches with a menu.

      “Can I get you something to drink?”

      I skim the menu, “Do you have any local ale?”

      “We do. Bottle or tap?”

      “Bottle, please and a Philly cheesesteak with fries.”

      “You got it,” she says as she takes the menu and heads back to the bar.

      I turn my attention back to Vince, “Everything ready for the performances?”

      Vince tilts his head, giving me an incredulous look, as the waitress returns with my beer. “Do you even have to ask?”

      I chuckle at his question, “Not usually but you never know when you’ll decide to go slacker on me.”

      Vince scoffs, “Funny man’s been alone in the car too long.”

      “What’s the itinerary look like?”

      “I know you like to break up the formal performances with the hospital visit, but I could only get us a spot for tomorrow afternoon, at one o’clock.”

      “That’s fine, I’m just happy to get to do those appearances.”

      “Good. I know how much they mean to you.”

      Before I can say anything else, the waitress brings my sandwich. I add some salt and pepper before taking a bite, immediately realizing this sandwich has nothing on the one Rose made for me.

      Vince waits until I take a sip of my beer, “Have you talked to Rose lately?”

      The mention of her name makes me smile, “I texted her when I arrived. I’m going to call her when I get back to my room.”

      “Are you going to see her again?”

      “I hope so,” I reply cautiously. “Where are you going with this Vince?”

      He holds up his hands in surrender, “Woah, Alek, relax. I’m just asking a question.”

      I take another sip of my beer, “She’s not like any woman I’ve met before. She’s beautiful and smart, she owns her own business and as a bonus she loves classical music.”

      Vince studies me for a minute, “She sounds amazing.”

      I smile at his comment, “She really is.”

      Vince and I talk a little while longer while I finish my sandwich and beer. When the waitress brings the check, I pay for my meal, say goodnight to Vince and head back to my room.

      Once I’m back in my room, I walk over to the window and push back the curtain. Stars are just starting to fill the sky as the moon begins to glow brighter over the Ohio River. I pull my phone from my pocket and call Rose.

      “Hello?”

      The sound of her voice sends a rush of warmth through me. “Hey you. I hope I’m not calling too late?”

      “Not at all, in fact I really needed to hear your voice.”

      Her reply and tone of voice set me on alert, so I press for information. “Everything go okay at work today?”

      “Yeah, for the most part, everything was fine.”

      Fine. I’ve been in enough relationships to know when a woman says things are fine, they are far from it. “What happened?”

      “Nothing I’m not used to.”

      “Rose, tell me. Please?”

      She sighs, “Todd came in as I was getting ready to close.”

      My grip tightens on my phone. From what she’s said, her ex-husband was never physically abusive, but she spent years being verbally abused by him. “What did he do?”

      “He heard I’d been seeing someone and wanted to know…” Her voice trails off.

      I close my eyes knowing I don’t want to hear this but knowing I need to know what he did to upset her. “What Rose? What did he want to know?”

      I hear her sniffle and my chest tightens, her voice is barely audible through the phone as she says, “He wanted to know if you knew what a whore I was.”

      Son of a bitch. Anger courses through me at the way he belittles her, they’re divorced for crying out loud, can’t he just leave her be? Every instinct inside me tells me I need to go to her, and if I were still in Charleston, there’s no doubt I’d be by her side. However, the fates aren’t always kind, and the distance between us keeps me from her, for now.

      “Rose, I’m so sorry.”

      “You don’t have to apologize, Alek. It’s not your fault my ex is a bully.”

      “Maybe not, but you don’t deserve to be spoken to that way. You are beautiful and kind, you deserve to be loved.” She’s quiet, possibly mulling over my words. “I should have been there,” I whisper into the phone.

      “Alek, as much as I’d love for you to be here, you have responsibilities. Although,” she draws out the word. “If you had been here, you would have got to see the look on Todd’s face when I threw him out of the shop and told him I‘d call the police if he ever came back.”

      I can’t help but chuckle, “You didn’t?”

      “Oh but I did.”

      I shake my head, even though I know she can’t see me. “And here I was thinking I needed to be your knight in shining armor and rescue you from your ex.”

      I can hear the smile in her voice as she says, “Oh brave knight, haven’t you heard?  Here in the twenty-first century, it’s the fair maiden who rescues the knight.”

      She may have been only teasing, but she has no idea how true that statement is. Until I met her, I hadn’t realized how lonely life on tour truly was. Rose gave me more purpose, something to look forward to at the end of the day and a reason to want to go home at the end of the tour.
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      Just like every morning since he left, I wake to a good morning text from Alek. Every morning those texts put a smile on my face and brightened my day.

      As I wait for my coffee to brew, I look over Alek’s tour schedule displayed prominently on the refrigerator, not that I haven’t already committed it to memory. Yesterday was a travel day for him, going from St. Louis to Dallas. I’ve learned Alek likes to drive to each city whenever possible claiming it’s easier to drive than worry about his violin getting lost in the shuffle. Today he’s spending time rehearsing for his first performance, so I won’t hear from him until later.

      Finishing my breakfast, I gather my things and head off to work. It’s funny how much my life has changed since meeting Alek. I never considered myself lonely, yet I find myself looking forward to our conversations. I always enjoyed the solitude of my home, now I find myself wanting to share my space with him.

      I walk into the shop with a smile on my face, “Good morning, Janet.”

      “Morning, boss lady. What’s got you so happy this morning? Did Alek make a surprise trip to see you?”

      I stop at the edge of the counter, “What? No, he’s in Dallas preparing for his performance tonight.”

      Janet laughs, “Have you considered surprising him?”

      “Surprising him? You mean at a show?”

      Janet snickers as she replies, “Yes at a show. There’s this amazing mode of transportation called an airplane that will get you where you want to go in a quarter of the time it takes to drive.”

      I roll my eyes at her, “I know what an airplane is, Janet. And yes, I may have thought once or twice about surprising him. But in case you haven’t heard, I own a business and I have obligations that need to be met.”

      This time it’s Janet that rolls her eyes, “Please, save the obligation speech for the newbies. You know I can handle anything that needs to be done around here. So, the next time you feel like you need a day off or need to surprise that incredible man that basically fell in your lap, go. I got this.”

      All my defenses relax, because honestly, I don’t know what I would do without Janet. She loved my grandmother almost as much as I did, and she’s right she could handle anything I asked her to do. I step forward and wrap her in a hug, “Thank you Janet. Have I told you lately how amazing you are?”

      She steps out of my embrace, “No you have not and you’ve been here for more than ten minutes.”

      I laugh and shake my head as I walk back behind the counter, “I’m going to check on a few orders before Megan arrives for our meeting.”

      “Okay, I’ll let you know when she gets here.”

      “Thanks.”

      I step into the workroom and put my things away before turning on the computer. I take a seat at the desk and bring up the site for our wholesaler. Checking on my latest order, I see that it’s supposed to arrive today. Breathing a sigh of relief, I close the program and check for any orders placed overnight.

      I pull the flowers I need for the order and select a vase for the anniversary bouquet to be delivered to the bank before noon. Just as I finish tying a ribbon around the vase, my phone alerts with a text. I wipe my hands on my apron and open my messages. I smile when I see it’s from Alek.

      
        
        Alek: Off to rehearsal. Tonight and tomorrow’s performances I’ll be accompanied by a full orchestra.

        Me: That will be amazing. Wish I could be there.

        Alek: Me too. Wish me luck.

        Me: You don’t need luck, you’re the most talented person I know.

        Alek: You’re sweet and good for my ego. ;)  I think I’ll keep you around.

      

      

      I laugh at the winking emoji he included in his message.

      
        
        Me: I was hoping you would. :)

      

      

      I hear the bell over the door ring just moments before Janet peeks her head in. “Megan is here for your meeting.”

      “Thanks, I’ll be right out.”

      
        
        Me: Gotta go take care of a bride-to-be.

        Alek: Good luck with the bride. I’ll call you tonight after my performance.

        Me: Okay, talk to you then.

      

      

      I gather my file for Megan, along with the ribbon that will bind the bouquets, and walk out to meet her.

      I smile as I greet her, “Megan, so nice to see you again.”

      She turns from where she’s looking at the arrangements in the cooler and walks over to the counter. “Rose, thanks for seeing me. I just wanted to stop in and make sure everything was set for this weekend.”

      “Of course. I checked with the supplier this morning, and the flowers are scheduled to be delivered today.” I take the ribbon samples out of the folder and place them on the counter. “I have the ribbon in stock and ready for all the bouquets and the containers for the table arrangements for the reception came in yesterday.”

      “Well it sounds like you have everything under control.”

      “We do. Flowers will be delivered to the church by three o’clock, and then we’ll deliver the table arrangements to the reception venue.”

      Megan sighs and I see her visibly relax, “Thank you Rose. You have no idea what a relief it is to not have to worry about this.”

      Her compliment fills me with pride, “Weddings are stressful enough, I’m so glad we could ease your mind of at least one thing.”

      She smiles, “You know, I don’t know if you knew this or not, but every bouquet of flowers, Patrick has ever given me has come from your shop. All of them have been so beautiful, that I always knew you’d be the one doing my wedding.”

      “Well, I’m honored to be part of your special day, and I hope to be creating arrangements for you for many years to come.”

      Megan smiles, “I hope so too.”

      Once Janet and I are alone again, we work out a plan on how we are going to create twelve table arrangements, four bouquets, nine boutonnieres and six corsages.

      “So when the order arrives, I’ll separate out the flowers we’ll be using for the bouquets, corsages and boutonnieres, the rest we’ll use for the table arrangements.”

      “Sounds good. So we'll do the arrangements on Friday?”

      “Yes, and we'll keep them in the cooler so they’ll be fresh for delivery on Saturday. I did, however, buy enough extra flowers that we can make a practice table arrangement today.”

      Janet hops off the stool she’s sitting on, “Well, if we’re going to be busy all afternoon sorting flowers and making practice arrangements, I’m going to go grab our lunch. You want the usual?”

      I hand her my debit card, “Yes, please, and get us each a cookie for dessert.”

      “You got it boss lady. Be back in a jiffy.”

      While she’s gone, I decide to get ahead of the game. I locate the box I need, move the ladder into place and climb up three steps. Taking hold of the box, I give it a tug. It’s heavier than I remember, and wedged tightly between two other boxes. I pull again and it slides off the shelf causing me to lose my balance and the ladder to tumble sending me to the floor as everything goes black.
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      As the last notes fade, the applause begins and I take a bow. Turning to the orchestra behind me, I spread my arms and bow to them, thanking them for their amazing performance as well.

      I approach the conductor and offer him my hand, “Thank you maestro, it was an honor to perform with you.”

      He grips my hand with both of his, “The honor was mine.”

      With a last wave to the audience, I walk off stage to find Vince waiting with my violin case in hand. “Another spectacular performance.”

      Taking the case from him, I place my violin inside. “Thank you Vince.”

      “Want to grab some dinner before going back to the hotel.”

      “If you don’t mind, I think I’ll just order room service and check in with Rose.”

      Vince grins and shakes his head, “No, I don’t mind. I need to check in with my wife too.”

      “Thanks, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      I walk out of the venue to where my car is parked and drive back to the hotel.

      

      Entering my hotel room, I place my violin case on the dresser and flip through the room service menu. I pick up the phone and call in my order, a turkey club on wheat with fries and a soda. I settle into one of the chairs, pull my phone from my pocket and call Rose.

      The phone rings three times before it’s answered, when a frazzled voice comes on the line.

      “Alek?”

      “Rose?”

      “No, it’s Janet. Thank God you called.”

      “Janet? What’s wrong? Where’s Rose?” I go on high alert, a feeling of dread consuming me at what she’s about to say.

      “There was an accident.”

      Those four words stop my world from spinning and everything else she says goes unheard. Once I collect myself, I ask her to repeat the last part she said.

      “Rose fell off a ladder. She has a broken arm, fractured shoulder and a concussion. She’s being prepped for surgery now. I would have let you know sooner but her phone was locked, so I’m glad you called.”

      “Thanks Janet. I’m going to make a few calls and I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      “Okay, safe travels,” she says before ending the call.

      As soon as Janet hangs up, I call Vince.

      He answers, foregoing the usual greeting, “Hey man, change your mind about dinner?”

      “No, that’s not why I called. I need you to cancel tomorrow’s performance, and everything scheduled for next week as well.”

      “What? Why?”

      I throw my suitcase on the bed and I begin throwing things into it as I talk. “It’s Rose, there was an accident and she’s being taken into surgery. I have to get back to Charleston.”

      “Jesus, Alek. Is she okay?”

      “From what her employee told me, she has a broken arm, shoulder and a concussion. She has no one else Vince, I need to be there for her.”

      “Of course. What can I do?”

      “Can you book me on the first flight out, while I finish packing?”

      “You got it. I’ll send you the details.”

      “Thanks Vince.”

      Ending the call, I plug my phone in to charge, as a knock sounds on the door. I open the door and allow the hotel employee inside with my dinner order. I reach into my pocket and offer him a tip as I thank him and usher him toward the door.

      Taking a few minutes I sit at the small table and eat my sandwich, when another knock sounds followed by the door opening, as Vince steps inside.

      “Hey, I just sent you your flight info, but thought I’d come down and see if there was anything else I could do.”

      I take a drink of my soda and shake my head, “Thanks. I’m almost finished packing. Then I’ll head to the airport.” I take another bite of my sandwich before I continue. “I feel bad about cancelling the performances, so feel free to offer to reschedule. Make sure they know it was a family emergency, and go ahead and make the donation to the hospital’s art program.”

      Vince nods, “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of everything here. You just focus on your girl.”

      I finish my dinner and rise from my seat, and clap him on the shoulder, “Thanks Vince, I really appreciate all you do for me.”

      “Glad I can help.” He hitches his thumb over his shoulder toward the door, “I’m going to get out of your way and let you finish packing. Let me know when you get there and keep me posted on how Rose is doing.”

      “Will do.”

      Once Vince is gone, I finish packing and do a once over of the room to make sure I didn’t forget anything. Satisfied that I have everything, I zip up my suitcase, grab my violin case and head out the door. I enter the elevator and press the button for the lobby. When the doors open, I stride across the tile floor bypassing the checkout desk and out the automatic doors to my rental. Placing my bags in the trunk, I climb behind the wheel and make my way to the airport.

      When I arrive at the airport, I return my rental before heading towards my designated gate. Even with the late booking, I arrive thirty minutes before boarding. I take a minute to call Janet and let her know I’m on my way.

      The call rings twice before she answers, “Hey Alek, hold on just a second.” I can hear someone talking to her in the background so I wait. When she returns her attention to me, she sounds a bit more relieved than she did earlier. “Sorry about that, the nurse was just letting me know that Rose had been taken back for surgery.”

      “No problem. I was just calling to tell you I was on my way. I’ll be boarding my flight momentarily and should be at the hospital around midnight.”

      “Okay, good. I’ll give your name to the nursing staff so they know you are coming and authorized to hear about her care.”

      “Thanks Janet, I appreciate that.”

      “Rose is like a sister to me, so it’s no problem at all.”

      “If you need to leave before I get there, I understand.”

      “There’s nowhere else I need to be. I’ll text you with her room number as soon as I have it.”

      Before I can reply, an announcement comes over the speaker. “Now boarding Chicago to Charleston flight zero-one-two-one.”

      “Janet, they are calling for us to board, so I’m going to run. I’ll see you soon.”

      “Okay. Have a safe flight.”

      I end the call and pull up my boarding pass before picking up my violin case and getting in line to board my flight. The attendant scans my boarding pass and I make my way down the jet way and onto the plane. I locate my seat, place my violin case in the overhead compartment, take my seat and fasten my seatbelt. I pull my phone from my pocket, unlock the screen to put my phone in airplane mode and a picture of Rose and I fills the screen.

      I run my thumb across the screen and smile. We took this photo on the day we spent at the park. Her nose is sun-kissed and her brown eyes sparkle as they stare back at me from the screen. It’s mind-blowing to me how much Rose has worked her way into my heart in such a short amount of time. The thought of her being hurt and alone fills me with sorrow.

      “Sir,” the flight attendant says as he stops next to my seat. I look up and he nods toward the phone in my hand. “Please power off your phone, we’re about to take-off.”

      “Yes, of course.” I put my phone in airplane mode and slip it into my pocket. As the plane begins to taxi down the runway, I lean my head back against the seat, close my eyes and pray all goes well with Rose’s surgery.
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      Pain radiates through my arm, and I whimper in pain as I hear someone whisper to me.

      “Shh, it’s okay sweetheart. I’ll call the nurse.”

      I recognize the voice soothing me immediately as confusion fills me. My eyes feel as if weights have been applied as I struggle to open them only to fail at the attempt. My mouth is dry as the Sahara as I try to rasp out his name. “Alek?”

      “Yeah, sweetheart, I’m here.”

      He kisses my hand and I attempt a smile before sleep claims me again.

      

      Light hits my eyes and I try once again to open them as I hear a woman’s voice ask, “How’s our patient doing?”

      “Still sleeping, but I think she’s trying to wake up.”

      Alek. He is here, it wasn’t a dream. I try again to open my eyes and this time they cooperate and begin to flutter.

      Alek’s hand tightens around mine, and this time I see him more clearly as I open my eyes. “Hi there, beautiful.”

      I smile at him and blink again, “You’re here.”

      He kisses my hand again, “I had to come and check on my girl.”

      “Well, good morning Ms. McDaniels,” the nurse says as she walks back into the room. “I’m Kandace, your nurse for the day. How are you feeling?”

      “Like I’ve been hit by a truck, and thirsty.”

      “I’m going to do a quick check of your vitals and then I’ll get you a drink of water.” She checks my blood pressure and temperature before checking my bandages. “Do you remember what happened?”

      I look over at Alek and then back to the nurse, “I think I fell off a ladder?”

      “That’s correct. You were brought in with a concussion, broken arm and fractured shoulder. You underwent surgery for the arm and shoulder, are you feeling any pain?”

      “Some, yes.”

      “What would you consider some, on a scale of one to ten?”

      “Maybe an eight.”

      She makes a note on the tablet she’s holding and then hands me a glass of water. “Small sips to start with,” she instructs. “I’m going to get you something for the pain, and check on a breakfast tray for you.”

      “Thank you.”

      She smiles kindly, “Of course. Call me if you need anything.”

      I turn my attention back to Alek, “What are you doing here?”

      “I called you last night after my performance and Janet told me what happened, so I booked the first flight back to Charleston.”

      “What about your tour?”

      “Rose, you are more important than any tour. I can reschedule the tour. I couldn’t let you go through this alone.”

      The fact that he’s here willingly, steals the breath from me. I’ve never had anyone put my needs first and yet here’s Alek cancelling his tour to be with me. “Alek, I can’t ask you to do that.”

      “Rose, you didn’t ask, I volunteered. There’s no place I’d rather be than here with you.”

      Tears sting my eyes as I caress his cheek, “Thank you. I’m glad you’re here.”

      His hand covers mine and he places a kiss on my palm sending a rush of warmth through me.

      As promised, a few minutes later, Kandace returns with pain medication, and a bowl of oatmeal. She sits the oatmeal on the tray and hands me a paper cup with a tablet inside, and I take it with a few sips of water. “I know it’s not much, but it’s the best I could do for breakfast.” She places a couple of strawberry jam packets next to the bowl, “These may help flavor it a bit.”

      “That’s fine, thank you.”

      Alek is on his feet adding the packets to the bowl and giving it a stir for me.

      Kandace smiles at his attentiveness, “The cafeteria is open for visitors, if you’d like to get something for yourself.”

      I take the spoon from him and take a bite of the oatmeal, proving to him that I can feed myself. “Go. I’ll be right here when you get back, I promise.”

      “Okay,” he says, placing a kiss on my forehead. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      I continue eating the oatmeal, thankful that it’s my left arm that’s broken and not my right. Being right-handed I will at least be able to feed and dress myself easier this way.

      By the time Alek returns, the pain medication is taking effect. “Hey, how was your breakfast?”

      He sits on the edge of my bed, “It was good. How was your oatmeal?”

      “It wasn’t pancakes and bacon, but it was okay,” I answer honestly, as my eyes begin to grow heavy.

      Alek chuckles and then leans forward and kisses my cheek. “I’ll make you all the pancakes and bacon you want when you get home. Sleep now sweet girl.”

      I feel him shift off the bed and back into the chair as I begin to drift off once again.

      

      The next time I wake, I open my eyes to find Janet in the same chair Alek occupied earlier. “Hi. Where’s Alek?” I croak my mouth once again dry.

      Janet reaches for the glass of water on my tray, and moves to give me a sip. “Hey there. I sent him to your place to get some sleep and freshen up. You look much better than the last time I saw you, by the way.”

      I swallow the water and take another sip, before I nod that I’m finished and Janet returns the cup to the tray. “Liar. I’m sure I look like a troll, because I feel like I’ve been under a bridge.”

      Janet laughs as she returns to her seat, and reaches down and pulls a bag into her lap. “Well say hello to your fairy godmother. I have some dry shampoo, and I had the nurse bring in a fresh gown, so we can get you cleaned up a bit.”

      “Thanks Janet.” I press the call button and my nurse Kandace appears a few moments later.

      “What can I do for you Ms. McDaniels?”

      “I wanted to get cleaned up and maybe sit in a chair instead of the bed for a little while.”

      She looks first to Janet and then me as she smiles, “I think I can help you with that. Let me run and get some towels and toiletries for you and I’ll help you to the bathroom.”

      “Thank you.” I turn my attention back to Janet, “And thank you Janet, for calling Alek.”

      She shakes her head at me, “No need to thank me, I didn’t call him.”

      Confusion fills me, “Then how?”

      “I had your phone at the hospital, and he called after his performance. It took him less than two seconds to decide to jump on a plane and fly back here to be with you.”

      I smile at what she’s just told me, because I know, even though he didn’t admit it, that Alek canceled shows to be here with me. “Did you know he canceled shows to be here?”

      Janet huffs a laugh, “It wouldn’t surprise me. He may not be ready to admit yet, but that man is in love with you.”

      Before I can reply, Kandace returns with a bag of toiletries ready to assist me with a quick bath.
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      When I returned to the hospital last night, Rose looked much better than when I first arrived. As much as her visit with Janet refreshed her, it also provided some stress as she realized she wouldn’t be there to help with the flowers for the wedding they have scheduled this weekend.

      I tried to convince her to let me stay again last night, but Rose insisted that I go back to her place and get a good night’s rest. When visiting hours ended, I kissed her goodnight and promised to return with a cup of good coffee and her favorite pastry for breakfast.

      On my way to the hospital, I pick up a hazelnut mocha latte for Rose, two strawberry croissants and a cup of black coffee for myself. When I arrive at the hospital, I knock on Rose’s door and step inside when I hear her muffled “come in,” from the other side. I walk in and sit the coffee tray and pastries down on the bedside table, before leaning in to give Rose a kiss. “Morning beautiful.”

      “Mmm, good morning you,” she whispers against my lips. A smile teases her perfect pink lips, “Is that a hazelnut mocha latte I smell?”

      I laugh and give her another quick kiss before straightening to retrieve her breakfast. “It is, and I have a strawberry croissant, compliments of the ladies at the café.”

      “That was so sweet of them.” She takes the pastry I offer her and immediately takes a bite. Her eyes close as she moans at the taste of the fresh confection.

      I can’t hold back my chuckle, “Do you two need to be alone?”

      “Maybe, but leave the coffee.”

      I sit her coffee on the tray table and pull it closer for her as I take a seat next to her bed. I take a drink of my coffee as she finishes the pastry. “Has your doctor been in yet?”

      She shakes her head as she swallows a drink of coffee, “Not yet, but the nurse said he should be in before lunch.” She runs her finger around the lid of her coffee cup. “Can I ask you a question?”

      I move from the chair to sit on the edge of her bed. “Of course, you can ask me anything, you know that.”

      She gives me a quick smile before returning her gaze to the cup in her hand. “How long are you going to be here?”

      My hand reaches out tilting her chin up to meet my gaze. “I’m going to be here as long as you need me to be.”

      She chews on her bottom lip, her eyes searching mine, “And when I don’t need you anymore?”

      My hand moves to cup her cheek, my thumb coaxing her lip from her teeth. “Then I’m going to stay a while longer, just because I want to.”

      Her eyes glisten with unshed tears as she leans her forehead against mine, “What did I do to deserve such a sweet guy like you?”

      “Oh sweetheart, you didn’t do anything, you were just you. And you did give me that amazing gift basket,” I say trying to lighten the mood a bit.

      She laughs as tears track down her cheeks and she presses her soft warm lips to mine. She pulls away slightly and whispers against my lips, “That’s the sweetest thing anyone has ever said to me.”

      A knock on the door interrupts our moment as seconds later the door as it opens and the doctor enters the room. “Good morning Ms. McDaniels.”

      “Good morning. Doctor Weaver, this is my boyfriend, Alek Berringer.”

      The doctor nods in my direction, “Ms. McDaniels, I have to ask if I can freely discuss your treatment in front of your boyfriend.”

      Rose squeezes my hand as she answers, “Yes, of course.”

      The doctor nods again, “Very well then. As you know, we repaired the compound fracture in your arm with some pins, and the hairline fracture in your shoulder should heal on its own with continued rest.” He flips through the chart in his hands, “According to the nurse’s notes, you’ve not displayed any signs of concussion in the last twenty-four hours.” Closing the chart he continues, “Since it appears that you’ll have help at home, I’m going to discharge you. The nurse will be in shortly to go over your discharge instructions. I expect to see you in my office next week to follow up.”

      “Thank you Doctor Weaver, I’ll be there,” Rose says a smile spreading across her face.

      By the time the nurse comes in to give Rose her discharge instructions, it’s  well after lunchtime. After a quick stop at the pharmacy, we climb back in the car and Rose says, “I really should go to the shop and check on the order for the wedding.”

      I reach over and give her knee a squeeze, “Are you sure you feel like doing that?”

      She smiles as she covers my hand with hers, “It will ease my mind to know everything is on track and I won’t have a disappointed bride on my hands.”

      “Okay. I’ll take you to the shop so you can visit and then I’ll go pick us up some lunch. Deal?”

      “Deal. Thank you.”

      I lean over and place a soft kiss on her lips, “You’re welcome.”

      I pull out of the parking lot and drive the short distance to the flower shop. I pull into a parking spot, turn off the engine and exit the vehicle to assist Rose out of the car. Opening her door, I help her to stand before walking her into the shop.

      A young strawberry blonde greets us as we enter. “Hi, can I…Rose what are you doing here?”

      “Hi Stacy. We were on our way home and I asked Alek to stop by so I could check on you all.”

      Before Stacy can say anything else, Janet comes through the doorway, stopping short with her hands on her hips. Tossing a glare my way I raise my hands in surrender.

      “Rose McDaniels what are you doing here?”

      Rose smiles and shakes her head, “Don’t be mad at Alek, I asked him to bring me by.  I’m not staying, I just stopped by to make sure you were doing okay with the wedding order.”

      Janet softens as she steps toward Rose and hugs her gently, “We are doing just fine. I have two more bouquets to make and the boutonnieres to put together. Stacy is going to help me with the delivery tomorrow, and Taylor is watching the shop while we’re gone.”

      Rose visibly relaxes, “I hope you know I never doubted that you’d have everything under control, I just wanted to make sure for my own peace of mind.”

      Janet smiles softly at her, “I know. Truth be told, I would have done the same thing. You know I could make those arrangements in my sleep, so you have nothing to worry about. Now you let this handsome man take you home and get some rest.”

      Rose wraps her arm around Janet’s neck and gives her a hug. “I will. Thank you all for taking care of everything.”

      Janet steps back out of her embrace, “It’s no problem at all. Now get out of here. We’ll call if we need you for anything.”

      We say our goodbyes and then head over to the café to get us each a sandwich, before we are on our way back to Rose’s house.

      We pull into the drive and I place the car in park before retrieving the bags from the backseat. I round the front of the car and open the passenger door, offering Rose my hand with a slight bow, “M’lady.”

      Rose giggles and places her hand in mine, “Why thank you kind sir.”

      I raise her hand to my lips and kiss it gently, “Come on let’s get you inside and feed.”

      By the time we get inside and settled down to eat I can tell Rose is getting tired. Other than a few walks around the nursing station, this is the most she’s been up in the past few days.

      As we begin to eat our sandwiches, Rose glances up at me and says, “In case I haven’t told you, thank you.”

      I sit my sandwich down and take a drink from my bottle of water before I offer, “For what?”

      She tilts her head to the side as if to study me, “Leaving your tour, rushing back here, sitting with me in the hospital, taking me by the flower shop, for everything.”

      I scoff a laugh and shake my head before my eyes meet hers again. “One of these days you’re going to understand there isn’t much I wouldn’t do for you.”

      Rose gets up from her chair, walks over and sits in my lap. Wrapping her arm around my neck, she leans in and kisses me. “There isn’t much I wouldn’t do for you either.”

      I kiss her once again and whisper against her lips, “I’m glad to hear that.” I trail kisses along her jaw and I hear a soft moan escape her. My teeth find the soft lobe of her ear and I nip it gently to the sound of another moan.

      “Mmm, Alek,” she whispers as she squirms in my lap.

      I suck the soft flesh my teeth just nibbled, “I’ve been thinking about tasting you again since I left.”

      Rose turns to straddle my lap, fingers tangling in my hair, her delectable mouth a breath away from mine. “What are you waiting for then?”

      My hands squeeze her thighs before skating up her sides to cup her face. “Rose you have no idea how much I want you right now.”

      She interrupts me, a sexy smile pulling at her mouth as she grinds against me. “Mmm, I may have some idea.”

      I groan as my dick strains against my zipper, “Sweetheart it’s your first night home, I don’t want to hurt you.”

      Her lips make contact with my neck and in between each kiss she coaxes, “I have a big comfy chair in my room that would be perfect for us. I even promise to leave on this sexy sling.”

      I turn my head so we are breathing the same air, my gaze drops to her lips and her tongue sneaks out to wet them. “Now how can I refuse an offer like that?”
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      Alek’s hand rests on my hip as we take the stairs up to my bedroom. When we reach my room, I notice my bed is just as I left it. Coming up behind me, Alek wraps his arms around my waist and leans in to kiss my neck.

      My head falls back against his shoulder giving him better access to continue his sensual assault on my neck as his fingers work the button on my shorts. He slides down the zipper and gives them a gentle push so they pool at my feet. His hands skate slowly up my thighs leaving goosebumps in their wake, “So soft.”

      His fingers hook into the lace waistband and he drags them down my legs. Placing a kiss at the base of my spine, his hands caress my ass before he moves in front of me. Carefully removing my tank top, he tosses it into the pile with the rest of my discarded clothes. “Beautiful.”

      I squeeze my thighs together, trying to relieve the ache between them as Alek’s sultry gaze takes me in. My body hums with anticipation as his hand cups my breast and his thumb caresses my nipple into a hardened peak. “Alek, please,” I beg breathlessly.

      His hand falls away and I immediately feel the loss of his touch. He takes a step back, pulls his polo shirt over his head, and tosses it on the floor. He toes off his shoes as his hand goes to his belt before releasing the button on his jeans.

      Before he reaches for the zipper, I step forward. “Let me.” With my arm in a sling, my foreplay participation is at an all-time low, but this I can do. I let my finger lightly caress the skin just above his waistband and I hear his sharp intake of breath. I slowly pull down the zipper, close the distance between us and slip my hand into his pants. The moment my hand makes contact, Alek’s cock leaps and a moan rumbles through him before his mouth crashes into mine.

      He nips and sucks my lips, “You keep doing that and I’m not going to last.”

      “Then quit making me wait.” I pant as I try to help him remove his pants. When the last layer between us is gone, I push him down in the chair and straddle him. He runs the tip of his cock through my wetness, and a moan escapes me. “Alek, I need you,” I shamelessly beg.

      His hands grip my hips as he guides me down onto his hardened shaft. “You have me baby, all of me, heart and soul.”

      “And I’m all yours,” I pant out as we begin a slow sensuous rhythm. Alek grips my hips controlling the pace as he moves me up and down. I place my hand on his shoulder shifting positions, making each thrust from him feel even deeper than before. “More, Alek. I need more.”

      His voice is as breathless as mine, “You want more? I’ll give you more. Hold on baby.”

      I wrap my arm around his neck and he carries me the few steps to my bed without breaking our connection. Lying me down on the bed, I wrap my legs around his waist as he drives into me harder and deeper than before, causing me to cry out with each powerful thrust.

      “Is that what you were looking for Rose?”

      My voice is louder than I intend it to be as I answer him. “Yes! Yes, just like that, don’t stop. I’m close.”

      Alek takes my breast in his hand and with his forefinger and thumb pinches my nipple. The sensation shoots desire through me causing my inner muscles to constrict around him and bright white lights explode behind my eyes as my orgasm takes over. Alek’s thrusts slow as he finds his release, filling me with his essence.

      Alek gently breaks our connection and leans in to capture my mouth with his, before covering me with a blanket. He rounds to the other side of the bed and crawls in behind me. Wrapping his arm around my waist, he draws me close, his hand caressing the fingers of my broken arm. “I love you, Alek Berringer.”

      He places a kiss on my shoulder and then my neck just beneath my ear. “I love you too, Rose.”

      I snuggle deeper into him and let sleep claim me as I lie in the arms of the man I love.

      

      The bed seems colder when I wake a few hours later the faint sound of music greets me as I realize I’m alone in bed. I pull the afghan from the back of the chair and awkwardly wrap it around me with my good arm. I make my way down the stairs, letting the sweet sound of Alek’s violin guide me.

      He stands at the French doors, violin tucked under his chin, pulling the bow across the strings creating the most beautiful melody I’ve ever heard. Shirtless in the moonlight, jeans hanging low on his hips, I watch as the muscles of his back expand and constrict with each move he makes. I stand silently watching him as he creates a piece that floats through the air and fills my heart and soul. When he finishes, he turns to place his violin back in the case catching sight of me out of the corner of his eye.

      “That was beautiful.”

      He smiles as he secures the violin case and then moves to stand in front of me. His arms encircle me and he places a soft kiss on my forehead. “You inspired it.”

      My eyes find his, widening with his words. “Me?”

      His hand cups my face, his thumb caressing my cheek, “Yes, you. Meeting you, falling in love with you has awakened my creativity.”

      I run my hand over his muscular chest and then wrap my arm around his neck, pulling his face down until our lips are almost touching. “What do you say we go back upstairs and see if I can spark some more of your creativity?”

      His smile is wide as he captures my lips in a teasing kiss, “I like the way you think.”

      I squeal as Alek swings me up into his arms, causing my makeshift wrap to fall to the ground.

      “My cover,” I gasp as I try to catch it.

      He nuzzles my neck as he takes the stairs two at a time, “Leave it, you won’t need it anyway.”
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      It’s been five days since Rose came home from the hospital and cabin fever is beginning to set in. I promised I’d get her out for a while today, even take her by the shop so she could check on things there, as long as she promised she wouldn’t overdo it.

      Along with cabin fever, Rose’s determination has also returned. Confident she can bathe herself, I run her a bath and help her get undressed. After wrapping her cast, and getting her settled into the warm water, I washed her hair and left her to bathe while I started breakfast. Mixing some eggs, I add cheese, diced ham, and green peppers before pouring it into the skillet and placing it in the oven. I start a pot of coffee and then head back upstairs to check on Rose.

      I knock on the door as I open it, “Are you doing okay in here?”

      She’s submerged beneath the water, head back as she answers, “Mmm yeah, but it would have been much more enjoyable if you had joined me.”

      I kneel beside the bathtub and kiss her forehead, “Next time, I promise.”

      A lazy smile teases her delectable mouth, “I’m going to hold you to that.”

      I smile as she closes her eyes sleepily again; it’s good to see her so relaxed. “You won’t have too, it’s a promise I intend to keep.” I hold out my hand, “Now let’s get you out of here before you turn into a prune.”

      Rose places her hand in mine and I place my other hand at her side to help leverage her to her feet. “I’m going to get you all wet.”

      I shake my head, “I appreciate the concern, but my shirt will dry, and you need assistance, so let’s get you out and dried off before the frittata burns.”

      She cocks her head at me, “Anyone ever tell you you’re bossy?”

      I chuckle as she gets to her feet and steps out of the tub. I wrap her in a towel and pull her flush against me, “I think you like my bossy side.”

      A smile turns up the corners of her mouth, “I wasn’t complaining, in fact I find it very sexy.”

      I drape my arms around her waist, “Do you now?”

      She places a kiss on my neck, “Mhmm, very sexy.”

      The timer sounds on the oven and I kiss the tip of her nose and take a step back. “You my beautiful Rose are very distracting. Now let’s get you dressed so we can go eat.”

      I help Rose dress, and then brush out her hair, “Do you want me to braid your hair?”

      She giggles and smiles, “You know how to braid hair?”

      I chuckle at her surprise, “I’ve yet to master the fishtail braid yet, but I can do a basic one.”

      She glances at me over her shoulder, “A fishtail braid? Who are you?”

      I laugh at her question, “I’m just an uncle, wrapped around his six year old niece’s finger, who ends up with his nails painted and bows in his hair during every visit.”

      I can see Rose’s smile reflected in the mirror above her dresser. “I bet that is the sweetest sight. What’s her name?”

      I stand from the bed and help Rose to her feet so we can head downstairs for breakfast, “Claire, or as she would tell you, Claire Elizabeth Berringer. She’s as pretty as her momma, and will give my brother fits when she gets older.”

      When we reach the kitchen, Rose pours us each a cup of coffee while I get the frittata out of the oven and place it on our plates. “What about your sister?”

      I smile loving the fact that she wants to know more about my family. “Ahh well, my sister has a one year-old little boy. Tyler looks just like his daddy and has his momma’s temper.”

      She laughs as she carries one cup of coffee to the table before returning for the second. “Let me guess, your sister is a red-head?”

      I chuckle as I carry our plates to the table. “You would think so, but no. My Dad had a quick temper, so I’m pretty sure that’s where she gets it from.”

      Rose cuts into her frittata and loads her fork, “I bet they were a lot of fun to grow up with.”

      I tease her by moving my head back and forth in consideration, “Most of the time.” Rose is quiet for a moment as she picks at her food, so I cover her hand with mine, “Hey, what’s going on in that pretty head of yours?”

      She smiles as she glances up at me, “It’s nothing really.”

      I squeeze her hand, forcing her to look at me again. “Tell me.”

      “I was just thinking how much I would have loved having a brother or sister growing up.”

      I lean over and kiss her soft lips, “I will gladly share my family with you.”

      “You would?”

      I kiss her again, “Of course I would. I’m pretty sure they’d love you as much as I do.”

      Her smile lights up her face, eyes sparkling, “I love hearing you say that you love me.”

      “Then I’ll tell you as often as possible. Now let’s finish our breakfast so we can go to the shop.”

      

      Once we have everything cleaned up from breakfast, I help Rose into the car and we drive over to her flower shop.

      Janet greets us with her hands on her hips, eyes zeroing in on me. “You are supposed to keep her home.”

      I shrug before gesturing toward Rose, “Have you met Rose? She’s pretty determined once she has something in her head.”

      Rose raises her hand, “Hello! I’m standing right here.”

      “I know,” Janet says making her way around the counter. “You should be home resting.”

      I chuckle and lean in to kiss her cheek, making Janet laugh as Rose rolls her eyes.

      “I’m fine. You do realize I’m not going to stay away the entire six weeks right?”

      Janet fires right back, “I do know that missy, but I’m pretty sure you shouldn’t be here five days after being released from the hospital.”

      Rose sighs, “I was starting to go a little stir crazy so Alek brought me out for a little while. I promise I’m not staying, I just wanted to sign off on payroll and make sure everything went well with the wedding.”

      “Well, I’m sure everyone would like to get paid so I’ll allow it. As for the wedding, Megan hated to hear what happened to you, but she loved all the flowers and promised to stop by and show you some of the photos when she gets back from her honeymoon.”

      “I’m so glad she loved them, and I can’t wait to see the photos.” Rose looks first at me and then Janet, “Now if you’ll both excuse me, I’ll go send payroll over and then get out of your hair.”

      Rose makes her way to the back room to do payroll, leaving Janet and me in the front of the shop.

      Janet watches and once Rose is out of ear shot she turns her attention back to me. “Tell me the truth is she giving you a hard time?”

      I smile and lean against the counter, “Not at all. But she was getting a little antsy, so I thought it best to get her out for a little while.”

      “Good idea. I don’t want her worrying about this place, we have everything under control here. She just needs to focus on healing.”

      “Thank you. I know she really appreciates you taking charge while she’s out.”

      Janet waves a hand dismissively, “Please, it’s no problem at all. I’ve told her a hundred times all she has to do is say the word and I’d look after the place.”

      “That’s good to know.”

      Rose comes through the doorway, a puzzled look on her face.  “What’s good to know?”

      I wrap my arm around her waist and draw her into my side. “That Janet is willing to look after the shop if I want to whisk you away for a romantic getaway.”

      She leans into me and smiles, “A romantic getaway, huh? I like the sound of that.”

      I lean down and drop a chaste kiss on her lips, “Me too.”
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      After we left the flower shop, Alek and I stopped by the grocery store to pick up a few things. When we pull into the driveway of the house, Alek puts the car in park, turns off the engine and comes around to open my door. He offers me his hand, which I take and step out of the car.

      Smiling up at him I tease, “You know opening doors is one of the few things I can do on my own.”

      “That may be so, but if I allowed you to do it, I’d be breaking rule number two.”

      “Rule number two?”

      Alek drapes his arms around my waist, “Yes, rule number two, always open doors for a lady. You wouldn’t want me to break a rule would you?”

      I grin up at him and wrap my arm around his neck urging his lips closer to mine. “No, I wouldn’t want that.”

      Alek’s gaze travels over my face before landing on my lips once again as he whispers, “Not to mention how disappointed my parents would be.”

      “Oh we definitely couldn’t have that. I can’t have them thinking I’m a bad influence out to corrupt their son.”

      Alek kisses the corner of my mouth while backing me up against the side of the car, his body pressing into mine. “Who’s to say I’m not the one corrupting you?”

      “Oh you are, but only in the most delicious ways,” I purr just before he captures my mouth with his.

      My body ignites as his tongue slips into my mouth doing a sensual dance with mine. His hand grips my thigh raising it to his waist allowing me to feel his hardened length. I grind against him needing the friction only he can provide in this moment.

      Alek tears his mouth from mine, as we both gasp for much needed air. Soft warm lips find my ear as he kisses the sweet spot on my neck. “What are you doing to me?”

      “The same thing you’re doing to me,” I reply breathlessly.

      His thumb caresses my cheek as he places a kiss on my forehead. “Whatever it is, don’t stop because I need it as much as I need air to breathe. As much as I need you.”

      Tears fall from my eyes and track down my cheeks, and Alek gently wipes them away. “I won’t if you won’t.”

      He smiles softly, his eyes filled with warmth, before he kisses me again. “I won’t, I promise. Now go open the door and I’ll bring in the groceries.”

      “Yes sir,” I tease with a mock salute, causing him to shake his head and chuckle as he watches me walk away.

      I unlock the door, leaving it open for Alek to carry the bags inside. Knowing he won’t allow me to help put away the groceries, I head upstairs to gather and sort laundry.

      I smile to myself finding Alek’s laundry mixed in with mine. It seems so natural for the two of us to be living together. I should probably clear out a couple of drawers for him to use so he doesn’t have to live out of his suitcase, not that he’s not used to that.

      I’m just putting the last pile of sorted laundry back into the basket when the doorbell rings. Knowing Alek will answer it, I continue what I’m doing until I hear a raised voice I recognize immediately as my ex-husband.

      I quietly step out of the bedroom and stand at the top of the landing.

      Todd's is the first voice I hear, “Her boyfriend?”

      “Yes,” Alek replies cautiously. “And you would be?”

      “I’m her husband,” Todd spits back.

      I can almost see Alek's posture straighten and I smile to myself.

      “You mean ex-husband.”

      “Whatever, I still care about her. Now get out of my way!”

      “You care for her? Seriously?” Alek raises his voice, followed by an indignant huff, “Like you cared for her when you were married? Last I knew cheating on the woman you are supposed to care about, kind of gives the opposite impression. But don’t worry, I’m loving her and taking care of her exactly as she deserves.”

      Todd doesn’t reply, or if he does, it’s low enough I can’t hear him. The next voice I hear is Alek’s.

      “I’ll let Rose know you stopped by, but don’t bother doing it again.”

      The front door closes and shortly after I hear a car door slam followed by an engine roaring to life.

      Footsteps ascend the stairs and Alek runs his hand through his thick dark hair when he sees me leaning against the wall.

      His eyes find mine as he blows out a frustrated breath, “Your ex-husband stopped by.”

      “I heard. Thank you for handling that.”

      His hands find my hips and he pulls me into his chest resting his chin atop my head. “My pleasure. I enjoy being your knight in shining armor.”

      I smile against his chest, “Well then, Sir Alek, how do you feel about carrying the laundry basket downstairs for me?”

      Alek steps back and performs a sweeping bow, “Anything for you, M'lady.”

      I follow Alek downstairs, and start the washing machine while he adds the detergent and the clothes. It’s still too early to start dinner, but the perfect time for me to do some rearranging upstairs so I can surprise Alek. He sits the basket on the floor and follows me out of the laundry room.

      “Do you mind if I get some practice in?”

      “Not at all. I have a few things to do upstairs anyway. Besides, I love to hear you play.”

      “Okay, nothing strenuous though,” he says, raising a brow at me.

      I smile as I raise up on my toes and kiss his lips, “I promise.”

      I hurry upstairs and walk back into my bedroom. I do a quick check, and decide to clean out the chest of drawers for Alek. Most of the items in the drawers, I can either transfer into the closet or donate since I haven’t worn it in a while.

      As I empty out the drawers I create two piles on the bed. The soft sounds of Alek’s violin drifts through the air. He’s already warmed up with the piece he was playing the night we met, and is now playing a Bach piece. When that one ends he begins to play one I don’t immediately recognize at first. As he plays I realize this is the piece he created, the one he said I inspired.

      Moments after the music ends, Alek walks into the bedroom. “What’s all this?”

      I know what he’s asking but I decide to play coy. “This pile is going in the closet, and that one I’m going to donate.”

      Alek steps farther into the room, “Okay, but where did it come from?”

      “Well I was sorting the laundry, and I realized that you didn’t have anywhere to put your clothes. I didn’t like the idea of you being here and still living out of a suitcase, so I cleaned out the chest for you to use.”

      He looks at the bed then back at me, “All of this was in the chest, and you cleaned it out for me?”

      I nod my head slowly, “It’s the least I could do with all you’ve done for me.” He continues to look at me, as if he still doesn’t understand and I’m beginning to second guess my decision. I begin to pace back and forth to the closet adding things to hangers as I begin to ramble. “If this is too much, you can keep using your suitcase. I was just trying to make you more comfortable. If you’d rather I can clean out the one in the spare room for you. Maybe I’m being too presumptuous that you even want to stay any longer than necessary. I mean our circumstances are a little unusual and you have a life and tour to get back to. I shouldn’t presume that…”

      I’m so inside my own head rambling, that I don’t notice Alek has blocked my path until I collide into him. Strong arms steady me then move to cup my face as his mouth descends on mine for a breath-stealing kiss.

      Ending the kiss, Alek pulls away smiling, “It’s perfect. And like I’ve told you before, I’m exactly where I want to be.”

      “Yeah?”

      His smile widens, “Yeah. Now how about I help you with the rest of this stuff?”

      “I’d like that.”
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      It’s been one month since Rose's fall and subsequent surgery.  Her four week follow-up appointment shows she is progressing well, and that the shoulder fracture is almost completely healed. She no longer needs to wear the sling, and she has traded her traditional arm cast to a softer, though rigid version.

      The doctor has allowed her to return to work on limited duty, which means I too am spending time at the flower shop. Of course, unbeknownst to Rose, my role is twofold. Not only do I do the heavy lifting, I’m able to make sure her ex-husband doesn’t show up to harass her. He's left her alone since the day he stopped by the house, but I still don’t trust the guy not to show up and start trouble.

      I’m helping put away their weekly delivery when my phone rings. Fishing it out of my pocket, I see Vince's name on the display.

      “Take it,” Rose says from beside me. “I promise I won’t lift a finger.”

      I lean over and kiss her cheek and she smiles, “I won’t be long.”

      “Tell Vince I said hi,” she calls as I walk toward the door.

      I answer the call as I step out the back door. “Vince, what’s up?”

      “Just checking in on my favorite client. How’s everything going? How’s Rose doing?”

      I’ve spoken with Vince at least once a week since I left the tour, and kept him up to date on her recovery. And yet it still impresses me that he asks about her each time.

      “She’s good, almost a hundred percent. I’m helping her out at the flower shop today.”

      He chuckles through the phone, “Domesticated and doing manual labor. Who would have ever believed it?”

      “Laugh all you want, I’m enjoying every minute.”

      “I know you are, and I’m really happy for you.”

      Over the years Vince has become more of a friend than a manager, so I can recognize the sincerity in his voice. “Thanks Vince. And thanks for not pushing to reschedule the missed dates, even though I know we need to. I haven’t brought it up to Rose yet, but I will this week.”

      “Just let me know when you are thinking.”

      “Will do. There’s one more thing I want to run by you.”

      “Okay, what’s up?”

      “I’ve been working on some new pieces, and I was wondering if you could get me some studio time?”

      Vince is quiet for a beat, most likely shocked at my admission. “New pieces as in original compositions?”

      I smile at his question, “Yeah, I seem to have found my inspiration in the past few months.”

      “I’d say. It’s been nearly two years since you’ve written an original piece.”

      “Yeah, guess I just needed to find my muse.”

      “Yes you did. I’ll see what’s available as far as studio time and get back with you.”

      “Sounds good, thanks Vince.”

      “My pleasure. Say hi to Rose for me.”

      “Will do. Talk to you later.”

      I end the call, slide my phone back in my pocket and head back inside. Rose looks up as I come through the door.

      “How’s Vince?”

      “He’s good. He was happy to hear you're doing so well, said to tell you hi.”

      “That was sweet of him.” She glances up from the arrangement she’s creating, “Does he have anything scheduled for you?”

      I walk up behind her and wrap my arms around her waist, before kissing her temple. “Why are you trying to get rid of me?”

      “No, but I’m sure he’s chomping at the bit to reschedule the shows you missed.”

      I turn her in my arms and tilt her chin up so I can look in her eyes, “Yes, I do need to reschedule those dates, but Vince works for me and I get to decide when they get rescheduled. And that’s not going to be until you are either one hundred percent or can come with me. Okay?”

      She smiles softly at me, “Okay.” She wraps her arms around my waist drawing us closer together. “Just out of curiosity, where are these shows that need to be rescheduled?”

      I fight to hide my smile, loving the idea of her going with me. “Texas, California, Oregon, and Washington.”

      “I’ve never been to the west coast, it might be nice to visit before I jump back into work head first.”

      “Are you sure? I know you’ve been anxious to get back to work.”

      She gives a little shrug, “Only because that’s what I’m obligated to do. The girls have done an excellent job at handling things while I recovered so I’m sure they can handle it a while longer.”

      Her casualness at leaving the business in the hands of her employees surprises me a little. I tighten my arms around her, “Tell you what, I’ll have Vince feel out the venues and see what dates they have available and then after your final doctor appointment, we’ll get everything finalized.”

      “I like that plan,” she says with a smile. “Of course, I like any plan where I’m with you.”

      My lips softly brush across hers, “Me too.”

      

      The next week, during Vince’s check-in call, I give him the go ahead to schedule the shows I had to cancel.

      “Do you want me to schedule as usual?”

      In the past, I’ve travelled alone, driving from city to city staying a few days before moving on to the next show. This time I have Rose to consider, and while she’s already said she trusts her employee implicitly, I don’t want to keep her away from her home or business too long.

      “See what you can block together. Rose is just getting back to work, and I’d rather not keep her away more than two weeks at a time.”

      “Got it. Now about that studio time you wanted.”

      I take a seat at the dining room table, “What did you find out?”

      “I know you normally use a studio in New York, but I did find a couple that are closer to Charleston, if you’re interested.”

      “Yes, that would be great.” I grab a notepad and pen off the counter and write down the names of the studios so I can research them further.

      Vince and I talk a little while longer before ending the call. I’m scrolling through the site for one of the studios when Rose walks into the room.

      Seeing the notepad, she stops beside my chair. “What’s this?”

      I sit my phone down on the table, wrap my arm around her waist and pull her down into my lap. Rose automatically puts her arm around my neck and I reach up to kiss her before I explain.

      “Those are the names of a couple of, somewhat local recording studios.”

      She looks at the list and points to the first name, “Since this one has peach in its name, I’m guessing it’s in Georgia. Where’s this one located?”

      “You would be correct, that one is in Atlanta, the other is in Orlando.”

      “Have you used either one before?”

      I shake my head, “No, I usually record in New York.”

      Her brow furrows as she looks at me, “So why would you want to record somewhere new?”

      I smile as my hand cups her cheek. “So I can be closer to you.”

      She melts into my touch before leaning in to kiss me. “Alek, I love you, and I appreciate the consideration, but don’t change where you record or who you work with because of me.”

      This woman amazes me. I love the fact that she is so unpretentious and so considerate of those she loves.

      I tighten my arms around her waist, and nuzzle her neck, the whiskers of my beard tickling her delicate skin. “What if I’m not doing it for you? What if I’m doing it because I’m a selfish bastard that doesn’t want to be away from you?”

      Rose giggles while wrapping both of her arms around my neck as she teases in a dramatic voice. “Well then, that’s something entirely different and you should take me with you everywhere you go.”

      “That can definitely be arranged,” I promise as I stand with her in my arms and begin walking toward the stairs. “First stop on the tour, our bedroom at the top of the stairs.”

      Rose giggles before her lips find my neck, "I think I'm very much going to enjoy being part of this tour. Very much indeed," she says as I kick the door closed, ready to show her just how much I love her and this life we are creating together.

    

  







            Epilogue

          

          

      

    

    






Rose

        

      

    

    




      One year later

      Sitting at my desk I go through the order line by line ensuring that I have everything entered before I hit send, when Janet pops her head through the doorway.

      “This is your final fifteen minute warning.”

      I laugh and shake my head, “You’ve been giving me warnings since the top of the hour, are you sure this is the last one?”

      Janet steps farther into the room hands on her hips. “Hey, don’t kill the messenger, I’m just doing as instructed.”

      I glance over at her and smile, “I know you are, and I love you for it.”

      I click send on the order and print the confirmation, before shutting down the program. “Finished, and I have ten minutes to spare.”

      “Great! Getting you out of here earlier will keep me in Alek's good graces,” she says as she hands me my purse from the desk drawer.

      I roll my eyes and tease, “Like you could ever get on his bad side.”

      Over the past year, Alek has spent as much time at the flower shop as I have. He insists on being here on delivery days to help lift and store items for us, and took it upon himself to hire a couple of high school boys to help out when he’s away. During that time, he’s also managed to charm all of my employees. And when it comes to organizing surprises for me, they are more than willing to do his bidding.

      I’m fairly certain he has something planned for tonight, but I’d never ruin his surprise. It means too much to me that he goes out of his way to make me feel special.

      “Are you going home to change?”

      I take my purse, dig out my keys and put it over my shoulder. “No, Alek insisted I could change at the venue, so he took everything with him when he headed over there.”

      My hand is on the doorknob when Janet stops me.

      “Don’t forget this.”

      She hands me the basket I still need to deliver, making me smile as I take it from her. “No, I wouldn’t want to do  that.”

      She smiles as I open the door, “Have a great time tonight, I want to hear all about it tomorrow.”

      “Will do,” I reply as the door closes behind me.

      I unlock my car and place the basket in the back seat along with my purse, before climbing behind the wheel and starting the engine. I pull out of the parking lot and turn my car towards the performing arts center.

      As I drive across town, I think about how we’ve spent the past year. I’ve gone from being a divorcee trying to survive on her own to being in a committed relationship with a world-renowned violinist.

      Alek is amazing. Most days I still can’t believe that he tracked me down after his concert to ask me out. That first date turned into one of the best years of my life, although I could have survived without the broken arm. Then again, Alek and I might not be where we are now.

      Once the doctor cleared me, Alek had Vince reschedule the performances he missed. Taking my business and me into consideration, Alek insisted the shows be scheduled in three blocks over two months. Our trips to the west coast were incredible, and seeing Alek in full performance mode was a remarkable sight.

      Over Thanksgiving, Alek took me to Virginia to meet his family, which I immediately fell in love with. Since then, his parents have travelled to Charleston to visit and both his sister and sister in-law have begun texting me on a regular basis. I even did the “right thing” and introduced him to my mother on our way home from his parent’s.

      While I stay busy at the shop creating floral arrangements, Alek has written several new musical arrangements of his own. It’s those new arrangements that we're celebrating tonight. Alek recently finished recording a new album and insisted that the first stop on his new tour be here, in Charleston, where we met.

      He often tells me that I’m his muse, and without me he’d just be a washed up has been. I don’t believe him, but it’s sweet of him to say.

      I catch a glimpse of the gift basket in the rearview mirror and smile. It’s an exact replica of the one I delivered to Alek the night we met.

      I pull into the parking lot of the performing arts center and drive around to the back entrance. I park my car and exit the vehicle. I open the back door to retrieve the basket and my purse, and tuck one final item into the basket. Closing the door, I click the lock and head for the performer’s entrance.

      I ring the bell and a moment later I’m greeted by Ben.

      “Evening Rose,” he says as he opens the door wider for me to step through. “I wondered what time you’d be showing up.”

      I smile as I turn to him, “I’m earlier than usual, had to give myself plenty of time to get dolled up before the show.”

      Ben laughs, he and Lola have been married for years so he understands. “Well I better not keep you then.”

      “Thanks. Dressing room number one?”

      Ben nods his head and chuckles, “Yes, ma’am.”

      I make my way down the hall, each step bringing me closer to the music I hear drifting on the air. I stand outside the door and just listen for a moment. It’s the same piece I first heard him play the night we met. I quietly open the door and place the basket on the table while I listen to him play. When he’s finished, he places his violin in its case and turns to me.

      In two long strides Alek is standing in front of me, hands resting on my hips, “Hello beautiful.”

      I roll my eyes at him as I wind my arms around his neck and look down at my work clothes, “Please, I’m a mess.”

      He smiles as he draws me closer, “But you’re my beautiful mess.”

      “That I am,” I whisper before his mouth captures mine.

      When the kiss ends, I smile up at him dreamily, “Mmm, that’s the first time I’ve been kissed in a performer’s dressing room.”

      “I’m very happy to hear that,” he says before dropping another quick kiss on my lips.

      He takes a step back before taking my hands in his, and I miss the closeness immediately. His thumbs gently caress my hands as he begins to speak.

      “Rose, meeting you here, in this dressing room last year, changed my life. You don’t know this, but before I met you, I was contemplating retirement. I felt as though all my creativity and passion for music had been used up. And then, last year, after I finished playing, I opened my eyes and saw you standing right here, in this dressing room looking just as beautiful as you do right now.”

      I return his smile and shake my head as tears begin to fill my eyes, not wanting to interrupt him.

      “You were radiant and when I took your hand that night, I felt life flow back into me again. There was so much beauty surrounding you, that I knew words would never be able to express it properly. It would be up to me to share that beauty with the world through my music. You saved me that night Rose. You rejuvenated my career and in the past year, you’ve shown me what it truly means to love and be loved. And  there’s no one I’d rather spend my life with than you.”

      Alek let’s go of my hands and reaches into his pocket before dropping down on one knee. Tears of joy flow freely down my face and cloud my vision as he presents me with the most beautiful ring I’ve ever laid eyes on.

      “Rose McDaniels, would you do me the greatest honor, and become my wife? Will you marry me?”

      My heart is bursting with happiness as my head begins to nod, before I can get the words out. “Yes! I would love to be your wife.”

      Alek slides the ring on my hand, wrapping me in his arms as he gets to his feet and kisses me as if his life depends on it.

      When the kiss ends, Alek whispers against my lips, “I love you Rose, thank you for bringing me back to life.”

      I lean my forehead against his and smile, “I love you too. I better get ready or you’ll be late for your performance.”

      He tightens his arms around me bringing me flush against him as he nuzzles my neck. “Let them wait, they can’t start without me.”

      I giggle and try to wiggle my way out of his arms, “True as that may be, the sooner the show begins, the sooner it ends and we can go home and celebrate.”

      He growls in my ear before kissing my neck again. “I like the way you think.”

      I walk toward the closet and pull my dress from the rack and grab the bag with my toiletries, before stepping into the bathroom. I stick my head back out the door, “You should check out your basket while I get ready.”

      “All my favorites,” I hear him say before I hear a crackling noise from one of the bags.

      I slip into my dress and heels, touch up my makeup and brush out my hair and step back into the room just as Alek removes a small box from the basket.

      His brow furrows as he looks at the long narrow box. “I don’t remember a box like this in the first basket.”

      He glances up at me and I bite my lip to hide my nervousness, “Open it.”

      He lifts the lid and stares into the box for a minute before realization dawns. Wide eyes meet mine and I can no longer hold back my smile.

      “Is this? Does this mean what I think it does?”

      I nod, my smile taking over, “Yes!”

      Alek jumps up from the sofa, knocking over the basket in the process and scoops me into his arms and spins me around. “We’re having a baby?”

      I nod again as I lay my hand on his cheek, “Yes we are.”

      Alek sets me on my feet as a knock sounds on the door. “Come in.”

      Vince steps inside and Alek wraps an arm around me keeping me close to his side.

      Vince looks first at Alek and then me and smiles, “Well you two certainly look happy.

      Alek gives me a squeeze,  “We are. She said yes.”

      Vince looks to me for conformation and I nod holding up my left hand. “Yeah? That’s great!”

      He shakes Alek’s hand and gives him a hug before kissing my cheek. “Congratulations to you both. I’m really happy for you.”

      I smile and lean into Alek’s side once again. “Thanks Vince.”

      Vince claps his hands together, “You ready?”

      Alek looks at me and grins, “Yeah, I’m ready.” He turns to Vince, “Take care of my girl?”

      “Like she was my own,” Vince says as he offers me his arm.

      Vince leads me out of the dressing room and to the front row seat, specifically reserved for me. Once I’m seated, he returns backstage to watch the performance.

      A few moments later the lights dim and music begins to play. As the lights begin to brighten on the stage, Alek strolls out, violin tucked under his chin. The Bach sonata he plays has long been a favorite of mine, but now it holds even more meaning.

      I watch, mesmerized by his movements as he brings the music to life. When the last note fades, the audience begins to applaud, and I couldn’t be more proud that I’m forever going to be part of his journey.

      Alek takes a bow and addresses the audience. “Good evening ladies and gentlemen. Thank you so much for coming tonight. Tonight is a celebration. Last year, I arrived in Charleston and played in this very theater. I had no idea how much my life would change with just one show.”

      His eyes find mine and he smiles before he continues. “You see that’s the night I met the love of my life. The night I found the inspiration I felt I'd lost. The muse I needed to once again create music. And tonight, in the very dressing room where we met, I asked Rose McDaniels to be my wife, and she said yes!”

      The crowd explodes into applause again as Alek blows me a kiss from the stage. As the crowd settles down, Alek begins to speak again, “So again, thank you for being here. I hope you enjoy the music and let it speak to you as it did me.”

      Alek picks up his instrument and begins to play again. The music washes over me filling me with light and life and I realize, this is what my life will be like from now on. A life filled with light, love and continuous music all wrapped up in the perfect arrangement.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      Angelina Smith - Thank you for naming these characters and being the first person to read, Alek and Rose’s story.

      My Beta Readers - Amanda Whitley & Christina Stewart - Ladies, thank you so much for reading and giving me your feedback. You have no idea how much I appreciate getting your input.

      Michael R. Burhans - Thank you so much for editing this book for me. Your insight and suggestions were truly appreciated.

      Tracie Douglas - Thank you so much for creating this cover and formatting An Arrangement for Rose. It was a pleasure to work with you and I look forward to working with you in the future.

      And last but certainly not least, a huge thank you to my mom, Linda Fields, who not only is the first person to read every story, she is also my biggest fan and supporter and I am forever grateful. I love you, Mom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            All About Michelle

          

        

      

    

    
      Michelle Rene is author of The Strong Hearts Collection and co-author of The Winter Haven Series.

      

      Born and raised in Kentucky, Michelle grew up in Florida where she still lives today. When not spending time with her family, you can find her writing, or cheering on the Florida Gators. Due to her one-click addiction, Michelle spends her downtime reading one of the many books on her Kindle.

      

      Newsletter Sign-up: https://bit.ly/2LDz0V8

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: Amazon icon] Amazon

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            More Books by Michelle Rene

          

        

      

    

    
      The Strong Hearts Collection

      Decorating With Love

      Leaning On Love

      A Beautiful Heart

      When Love Grows

      

      Standalones

      The Flyboy’s Girl – A Photographs Novella

      

      The Winter Haven Series

      (Co-written with Xana Jordan)

      Nixon

      Lyndon

      Hayes – Available 2020

      Pierce – Available 2021

      

      Michelle Rene is a contributing author in the following Anthologies

      Nuts About You

      Help Our Heroes

      For the Love of Politics

      Denim and Blues: A Country Music Inspired anthology

      

      Michelle Rene is a contributing author in the following Coloring Books

      Shaded with Love - Volume 2

      Cooking with Love

    

  

cover.jpeg
MICHELLE RENE






images/00003.jpeg
AN

OR

MICHELLE RENE






