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Rome for the Holidays



TALK ABOUT SEXY AS sin...

Arie Angelis is floored when she lays eyes on the handsome hunk seated at the head table at the holiday event she's catering. She literally can't take her eyes off him.   She's always prided herself on being the consummate professional, but not this time. But, attracted or not, when she finds out who he is, she  realizes he's way out of her reach. But this is one girl who never let a challenge stop her.

Rome Milano is used to getting what he wants, but when he meets the hot and heavenly Arie Angelis, he soon learns that he  can't always have his  way. He's  used to  calling  the  shots,  but with this little lady, not this time!

CHAPTER ONE

“Arie Angelis. get over here.  Stop staring at that man.”

Arie ignored Lena’s fierce whisper. Her business partner didn’t know a good thing when she saw it. “Are you kidding me?” she whispered back as she hid in the shadow of the passageway. “Look at him.”

From her hiding place, she drank her fill of tanned skin, chiseled jaw and lips that were dying to be kissed. Mercy, had God given him those lips to torture women the world over? She couldn’t tear her eyes away from them.

And then, those eyes – deep, dark, liquid brown – they gleamed in the light cast by the candles on his table, now making him look so intense, and then giving him a look so sultry that her heart literally picked up pace. A smile curled Arie’s lips. If the man only knew the effect he was having on an unknown woman hiding in the shadows, a total stranger to him.. But, then again, maybe he did. He probably had that effect on every woman within viewing distance of him...and he knew it. She could see it in the way he sat, back straight, confidence exuding from him as he surveyed the room. And it didn’t help that his raven-dark hair curled sexily just above the collar of his obviously expensive suit. God, he was just too much.

“Aristotle Angelis, if you don’t remove yourself this minute -”

“All right, all right, I’m coming.” Arie backed away, then turned to give her friend a searing look. “And will you stop reminding me about my joke of a name? You know I hate it.”

Lena, her hands filled with table napkins and her face sporting a grin, came a step closer and nodded. “It got your attention, didn’t it?” Her smile widened. “Like it always does.”

Arie smiled back and shook her head. “My birth mother must have hated me, to saddle me with such a name. She must have been one weird Greek girl.”

“Oh, come on. It’s a beautiful name. It makes you sound smart, even if you’re not.” Lena almost burst out laughing when Arie made after her, but then she stifled it and drew closer to the drapes behind which Arie had been hiding. She peered out at the banquet hall full of diners as they ate their meal, some chatting, some laughing, while others focused their attention on the sumptuous spread before them. “Finished checking him out?” she asked.

“No, not yet,” Arie said, drawing closer so she could peep out again, “but how can I, when I have you bugging me every second?”

“I’m bugging you,” Lena said slowly, almost patiently, “because our team members are wondering why they’re busy working while the boss is over here, ogling one of our clients.”

Arie rolled her eyes. “Oh, please. I bet they didn’t even notice.”


Lena chuckled. “Don’t be so sure of that. They’ve been doing some ogling of their own. And not just the girls, either.


Everybody’s checking out the celebrity.”


That got Arie’s attention. “Celebrity? Who is he? An actor? No, he’s 


got to be a model, right?”


“Nope. He’s a bigwig in the company. They say he likes to keep a low profile but he’s pretty big.” 


Arie lifted an eyebrow. “Oh, he is, is he?”


Lena nodded. “Yes, he is, so take your eyes off him, sister. He’s way out of your league.”

Now, if that wasn’t a dare, Arie didn’t know what was. And if Lena had really wanted her to back off, the last thing she should have done was present her with a challenge like that. 


“Oh, yeah?” she mumbled, even as she turned to head back to the kitchen and to her catering staff. “We’ll just see about that.”

Arie was soon back in ‘boss’ mode, making sure her team moved with the smooth efficiency that had made Talk of the Town the  catering  company of choice for corporate and social events all across Louisiana. She and her college roommate had formed the company four years earlier and now, at the age of twenty-seven, she could count herself as one of the successful businesspeople in her community, the classic rags-to-riches story.

She’d been one of the unfortunate ones who hadn’t been adopted into a family. Maybe it had been her independent spirit, maybe her unusual name. Who knew? Instead of enjoying the security of one loving family, she’d moved from foster home to foster home, spending two years here, then four years there, until, before she knew it, she was eighteen and off into the big, wild world. Thankfully, she'd been the independent, 'go-getter' type. She’d survived on her own, graduated magna cum laude, and had done darned well for herself, all things considered.

With a savvy friend like Lena Rossini in her life, how could she have gone wrong? Every day she thanked the stars that fate had thrown them together in that tiny dorm room on the Duke campus. That had been the beginning of a partnership that had blossomed into a catering company that benefited from Lena’s business acumen and showcased Arie’s culinary skills.

And today was more of the same. They’d been contracted by the planning manager of Belitalia to host their sales award dinner, and the fact that the occasion was scheduled just days before Thanksgiving did not faze Arie one bit. Sure, they had six events scheduled over the next four days, but that was what made Talk of the Town so special. When it came to being organized and handling multiple projects efficiently, their reputation was spotless.

But there was just one little problem. Today, for the first time since she’d started her business, Arie was distracted. And it was all the fault of that too, too sexy man sitting at the head table, making her think thoughts that had absolutely nothing to do with cooking or catering.

She shook her head, trying to clear him from her mind, then turned toward her tuxedoed team of well-trained servers, some of them talented apprentice chefs. “Time for the Bananas Foster, guys. Let's get some fires going.”

“We’re on it, boss.” That had to be Paul, always willing, always the first to tackle a task. She smiled as the young man led the way  into  the  massive  banquet hall, straight to the specially prepared table in the middle of the room.

There, four of them would prepare the classic New Orleans dessert right there in front of a rapt audience. Of course, with all that fire flaming in the pans, there would always be two other servers watching and waiting in the wings, fire extinguishers in hand. Thankfully, in all her years in the catering business, they’d never had to use that contingency plan.

With the guests totally caught up in the show her team was putting on, Arie saw the perfect opportunity to glide out and, as inconspicuously as possible, make her way from table to table, making sure that all was well. She often did that at big events, just to reduce the likelihood of any eventualities, but today she had an ulterior motive. What better way to get a closer look at the object of her admiration? And no, she wasn’t a desperate, sex-starved woman who had nothing better to do with her time. She was just enjoying the view, that was all.

Arie smiled when the staff members of Belitalia burst into applause as Paul finished the dish with a flourish, bowing low in appreciation of their praise. Showman that he was, he was never one to disappoint.

As the chatter and applause died down, she turned, still smiling, and  suddenly  found herself staring directly into the deep, brown eyes of a man who was watching her so intently that she almost stopped in her tracks. It was her Adonis.

She blinked.  That fraction of a second was what it took to unfreeze her and release her from his unwavering stare.

Earlier, she’d been the stalker, but now she knew what it felt like, to be stalked.  He was stalking her. Mercy, was he checking her out?

The idea was farfetched, she knew, but contrary or not, it made her nipples pebble in her blouse as she turned and hurried back to the safety of the kitchen.


Lena was laughing as she strode in. “Don’t give me that innocent look,” she said. “I know what you were up to.”


“I was just checking that things were going smoothly.”

“Among other things,” Lena said, coming this close to rolling her eyes. “Just remember what I said. Out of your league.”

Arie only smiled and busied herself with arranging the tea and coffee trays. Lena didn’t know it, but her insistence that she back off only made her want to know this guy more. Call it the temptation of the forbidden fruit. Whatever.

All Arie knew was she would not stop until she knew exactly who her mystery man was, and why the heck  he’d sparked such a reaction in her. Lena would just have to live with it.

––––––––
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BELLA. That was the word that came to mind as Rome’s eyes locked with the deepest blue ones he’d ever seen. The woman was staring at him with a wide-eyed gaze, a hint of a smile on her lips, a smile that seemed only for him. It was as if they shared a secret from which they’d excluded the rest of world, and that secret was sexy as hell.

As soon as she’d  seen  him watching her, she’d she dropped her gaze and headed back to the hallway, her long, blonde ponytail bouncing behind her. Within seconds, she’d disappeared into the shadows.

Who the devil was she? She’d   stared  at him with open candor, a look of admiration in her eyes and a smile on her lips.

She was throwing him an invitation, that much was clear, and he planned to accept. He wouldn’t be a man if he didn’t.

Wanting to ask about her, he was leaning over to speak to his second-in-command, the chief operating officer of the US division, when he heard his name being called. Damn. Time to head to the podium. As award dinners went, he was expected to give a speech where he would congratulate all the winners and motivate those who had room for improvement. He’d done more than his fair share of these, and he hated them. Public speeches were not his thing, but knowing how important they were, he did them anyway.

To the applause of his employees, he stood and, looking around the room, he gave them a practiced smile. It was one that had served him well in the past, and it would do for tonight, too.

As he approached the front, the clamor rose, and when he climbed the platform and stood behind the podium, he had to hold up a hand to quiet them
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