
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
SHORT WORK

 


Five Short Romantic Reads

 


By Elizabeth Bevarly

 


Copyright Elizabeth Bevarly

 


All rights reserved.

 


Smashwords Edition

 


 


 


JUST DESSERTS

 


THE SHORT, HOT
SUMMER

 


TOP CAT AND TALES

 


EVER TRUE

 


ONLY 15 SHOPPING DAYS
LEFT…

 


 


 


JUST DESSERTS

 


 


 



CHAPTER 1

 


“It has to be here
somewhere.”

Claire Reidling shoved aside an
industrial-sized bag of powdered sugar, a white-enameled basket of
Bing cherries, a bowl of milk and a half dozen eggs nestled on a
linen napkin, catching the last just before they careened off the
counter and onto the floor. When the object of her frantic search
continued to elude her, she straightened, settling one hand
impatiently on her hip while she knifed the other through the dark
bangs poking out from beneath her battered chef’s hat. Too late,
she remembered her fingers were covered with flour, and now the few
threads of silver that had dared to brave appearance in the
shoulder-length tresses would be punctuated by premature white, as
well.

“I know I was wearing it when I came in
this morning,” she continued.

She wiped her hand absently on the
front of the white uniform jacket that had been a starched,
spotless wonder when she’d arrived at work that morning. Now, as
the lunchtime rush was winding down, it was splotched in chocolate
brown, butterscotch yellow, and cherry juice red.

“At least, I think I was wearing it
when I came in this morning.” She glanced down at the floor,
lifting one hiking-booted foot and then the other.
Nothing.

“You ask me, it’s a sign.”

Her tension shifted from anxious to
exasperated in less than a nanosecond. Claire turned to her big,
blond companion and expelled an impolite sound. “I don’t recall
asking you,” she muttered through gritted teeth.

Gus Brody sat on the counter behind
her. In the close confines of the kitchen, he seemed even larger
than his usual brawny six-feet-two, one hundred and eighty pounds.
His position was one that might have precluded a nasty fall in a
less balanced, more unfortunate man. But Gus was just about the
happy-go-luckiest person Claire had ever met. In that way, as in so
many others, he was her complete opposite. In spite of that—or
perhaps because of it—Gus was also her best buddy in the world. Her
closest pal. Her lifelong chum.

And at the moment, she was wishing he’d
choke on the chocolate bombe into which he had jabbed his index
finger down to the second knuckle.

“You know,” she said, “that bombe was
on its way to the freezer when you came in. And after that, it was
destined to be dessert for the dinner crowd tonight. But the
Department of Health frowns on serving food that’s been tainted by
the fingers of stockbrokers. They’re kinda funny that
way.”

Gus feigned shock, covering his open
mouth with his free hand, gasping melodramatically. “Oh, no.
Without even realizing it, I’ve gone and ruined your beautiful
dessert. How embarrassing. Whatever will you do with it
now?”

Claire made a face at him. “Gosh, guess
I’ll just have to find a good home for it, won’t I?”

He shook his head ruefully. “Well,
since I was the one who messed it up, I guess the least I could do
is take it home with me and make sure it’s properly disposed of.
Why don’t you wrap it up and put it in the freezer, and I’ll stop
by for it on my way home from work.”

“Yeah, sure, no problem,” she muttered.
“That’s just so very chivalrous of you, Gus. I think I’m almost
moved to tears.”

He covered his heart regally with one
hand. “It’s the least I can do.”

“It’s what you were planning on all
along when you stuck your finger into it, you mean.”

“Who, me?” he asked innocently. “Why,
Claire, you wound me.”

She shook her head at him, but
refrained from further comment. She didn’t mind him stopping by to
have a late lunch with her once or twice a week, seeing as his Wall
Street office was so close, anyway. She only wished that once in a
while—or even once, for that matter—he’d have the decency to pay
for what he ate. After all, it wasn’t like he couldn’t afford it.
He was the boy wonder of the New York Stock Exchange, if one could
believe all the gossip one overheard at the bar when one went in
search of a bottle of Vandermint.

And it wasn’t like Claire owned the
restaurant, either. She was just a lowly pastry chef. A pastry chef
who happened to be on extremely good terms with the owner to the
extent that said owner had asked for her hand in marriage, but that
was beside the point.

“You know,” she said, “you keep coming
around here and sabotaging my desserts like that, we’re both in for
it. I’ll lose my job, and you’ll wind up weighing nine hundred
pounds, and then no self-respecting woman is going to want to come
near you.”

Gus smiled at her, then crooked his
finger to scoop as much of the chocolate insides out of the dessert
as he could. “Sure they will. If I weigh nine hundred pounds, I’ll
be booked on every talk show in New York, and chicks will be
clamoring at my front door trying to take care of me. The cult of
celebrity, dontcha know.”

Claire wrinkled her nose at him. “You
just better hope all those chicks can bake. No one could survive on
your cooking.” She gripped her throat with forceful hands and stuck
out her tongue, executing a last-gasp-for-breath gag as she did
so.

He just wiggled his eyebrows playfully
at her. “I’ve never had to survive on my own cooking, remember? Not
since I’ve known you, anyway. Why do you think I moved into your
building last year? I got tired of driving all the way across town
for dinner.”

She sighed in defeat, as always unable
to stay mad at him for more than a few minutes. The two of them had
been friends for a long time—ever since she bloodied his nose in a
Brooklyn schoolyard the first day of first grade when she caught
him trying to discover if black patent-leather shoes really do
reflect up. Gus had been impressed that Claire didn’t fight like a
sissy girl, in spite of her lacy panties. And Claire had been
impressed by the fact that Gus had been man enough to cry “Uncle,”
even when he was being bested by a sissy girl in lacy panties. It
was the beginning of the proverbial strange and wonderful
relationship, one that had survived more than two decades. No
matter what happened in her life, Claire knew she could always
count on Gus.

Especially on occasions like this, when
she was frazzled with a million things to do and needed someone to
come in and cause her more trouble than she had already. Gus was
especially good at that.

When he shoved his finger back into the
bombe for a second taste, Claire smacked his hand with much gusto.
“Do you mind?” she asked, her jaw clenched tight enough to grind
glass. “I could use a little help here.”

Without even flinching, Gus removed his
finger, sucking a generous blob of chocolate off the digit.
“Perfect as always,” he told her with a satisfied sigh.

As if she needed his
reassurance.

“But I still like your bourbon balls
better.”

Her grin fell, and she gaped at him. “I
can’t believe you. I can whip up a chocolate Bavarian cream lighter
than air, almond truffles that have brought men to their knees, and
the most wicked chocolate soufflé this side of the Atlantic, and
all you ever want me to make for you are those damned bourbon balls
I learned at my mother’s knee.”

He nodded vigorously. “Ever since you
brought them to the Senior Valentine’s Day party, I’ve been in
love. You may not know this, Claire, but those bourbon balls are
what have cemented our friendship all these years.”

“And here I thought it was my sparkling
conversation. That and my Chocolate Raspberry
Debauchery.”

He shook his head. “Your conversation
is nothing compared to your bourbon balls.”

“What about the Chocolate Raspberry
Debauchery?”

Gus cupped his chin in his hand and
thought for a moment. “A close second to the bourbon
balls.”

She growled at him. “Well, you’ll have
to be satisfied with my conversational skills and my Debauchery
until I make them again at Christmas.”

“But that’s ten months
away!”

“You know the drill, Gus. The only time
I make bourbon balls is at Christmastime, and only because you and
dessert heathens like yourself seem to enjoy them.”

He frowned at her. “I liked you a lot
better in college, when all you were good at was melting down
chocolate chips and Jif peanut butter into that dubious mixture you
called fudge.”

She tried not to be too smug when she
grinned back. “Yeah, well, I’ve come a long way, baby.”

“Don’t forget my birthday is next
month,” he reminded her hopefully. “And bourbon balls are nothing
if not cheap.”

She ignored his request and pleaded,
“Gus, would you please give me a hand and help me find that ring?
Ben will kill me if I lose it.” As an afterthought, and not quite
under her breath, she added, “Again.”

Gus jumped down from the counter, and
gazed wistfully at the bombe. With one final swipe, he filled his
mouth with chocolate and turned to Claire. “I don’t know if I
should help you,” he said as he licked the last remnants of the
dessert from his hand. “Any woman who misplaces her engagement ring
as often as you do ... Like I said, Claire. It’s a
sign.”

“It’s not a sign,” she denied,
restlessly shifting her gaze to a row of pastry tubes lined up like
sentries near the oven. “And it’s not an engagement ring, either,”
she added hastily as she scattered the tubes in search of the ring.
“I haven’t told Ben I’ll marry him. Not yet, anyway.”

For some reason, she felt it necessary
to add the not yet part, even though she was beginning to wonder if
she’d ever get around to saying yes. In addition to being her
would-be fiancé, Ben Summers was also her employer. He owned,
managed and was head chef of Chandelles, one of Manhattan’s most
prestigious eateries, a restaurant considered to be the place to
eat when visiting New York City. Claire was Ben’s pastry-chef, and
more than one food critic had suggested that her end-of-the-meal
creations—and not his entrees—were actually what had created and
maintained the restaurant’s popularity.

Naturally, that was a claim Claire
herself had never much bought into. Although she definitely took
pride in her work and knew she was very good at what she did, she
couldn’t possibly presume that the entire future of Ben’s
restaurant lay in her powdered sugar-coated hands. To even suggest
such a thing was just silly. Ben was a superb chef. People always
tended to go crazy for dessert and dwell on the way it ended a
meal. It was the sugar high, the well-known aphrodisiac quality of
chocolate.

“If you still haven’t told Ben you’ll
marry him, then why are you wearing his ring?”

Gus’s question brought her out of her
ponderings, but instead of pointing out that she wasn’t wearing
Ben’s ring, not at the moment anyway, because she had lost
it—again—Claire said, “Because he asked me to.”

Gus nodded knowingly. “And you always
do what Ben asks, don’t you?”

She thrust up her chin defiantly. This
was an old argument, one that Gus seemed to delight in
perpetuating. Why, Claire couldn’t begin to imagine. In spite of
their friendship, her love life was really none of Gus’s business.
And, anyway, he’d never worried about any of her other boyfriends.
It was only since she’d started seeing Ben romantically that Gus
seemed to have begun to take an extraordinary interest in her
social activities.

“I don’t always do what Ben says,” she
assured him, turning her attention now to a stack of copper pots.
After clanging them haphazardly one from one and finding nothing
inside any of them, she added halfheartedly, “Just
sometimes.”

“Always,” Gus countered. “You’re a
disgrace to your gender the way you jump when that guy says
‘Move.”‘

She dropped her gaze to the floor as
she said, “Well, he is my boss, after all.”

Gus Brody sighed and shook his head at
Claire. She’d changed since she’d come to work at Chandelles. Ben
Summers, that jerk, had her so tied up in knots lately that she
didn’t seem to know what the hell she was doing. He still couldn’t
believe she was actually considering marriage to the guy. Didn’t
she realize she was way too good for that schmuck? Hadn’t she
figured out by now that the only reason Ben wanted to marry her was
to keep her in the kitchen, cranking out chocolate mousses—or would
that be chocolate meese?—for the rest of her life? Hadn’t it
occurred to Claire by now that without her, Ben Summers’s
restaurant would go straight down the tubes, and that was the only
reason the guy wanted to tighten the tether around her
neck?

Gus sighed. No, he supposed there was
no way Claire could know those things. Except for the part about
her being way too good for the schmuck, Gus only knew about those
things himself because of what he’d heard as an investment broker
from his restaurateur clients. At best, it was nothing more than
gossip and not worth repeating. And at worst, it was all privileged
information he had no way of revealing to her without having the
SEC come down on him for violation of client confidentiality.
Either way, he was better off keeping his mouth shut. Just because
he didn’t like the guy didn’t mean Ben didn’t have some redeeming
quality. Something Claire saw hidden in him that was totally
invisible to the rest of the modern world.

All Gus could do in the meantime was
stew silently and hope that Claire was smart enough to eventually
see what a cretin her employer was and never let him become her
fiancé. And he supposed it wouldn’t kill him if he helped her find
that damned engagement ring. If nothing else, his assistance would
enable her to return the obnoxious two-carat monstrosity to its
rightful owner when she finally did come to her senses. After all,
Ben Summers would never love anyone but Ben Summers. He should be
the one to own his grandmother’s antique engagement
ring.

“Okay, where was it the last time you
saw it?” he asked her.

She tossed him a doleful expression and
held up her left hand. “Duh, gee, right here on the fourth
finger?”

He gritted his teeth at her and decided
to ignore her sarcasm. “You say you were wearing it when you came
in this morning, right?”

She nodded, but her expression was
anything but confident. “I think so.”

“But you’re not positive?”

She sighed and appeared to be giving
the question much thought. Then she snapped her fingers and smiled.
“Yes, I’m positive. I remember catching it on the key when I was
unlocking the back door.”

Gus lifted a hand to rub his cheek in
thought. “Yeah, that’s a pretty major chunk of ice. Seems likely it
would get in the way of a lot of things.”

He didn’t want to ponder further just
what kind of things, specifically, the ring would get in the way
of, but for some reason, he couldn’t quite squelch the sexual ones
his brain began to suggest to him. Dammit, Claire’s love life was
none of his business, he reminded himself. So why did he get
gut-wrenching nauseous every time he thought about her and Ben ...
uh ... having ... um ...

“Gus?”

Only then did he realize that Claire
had been speaking to him for some moments, and he hadn’t heard a
word of what she’d said. “What?” he asked impatiently.

“I said, ‘Oh, my God.’“

He narrowed his eyes in confusion. “Why
did you say, ‘Oh, my God?’“

“Because I just thought of
something.”

He waited for her to clarify, and when
she didn’t, prodded, “And that would be...?”

Her green eyes wide with panic, she
whispered, “What if it’s...?” Again, she hesitated and left
incomplete whatever it was that was worrying her.

“What if it’s what?” Gus asked, his
impatience growing.

She glanced over each shoulder, then
lowered her voice even more when she pointed at the big mountain of
chocolate still sitting on the counter beside them. “What if it’s
in the bombe?”

He turned to look at the punctured
dessert. “What would it be doing in the bombe?”

She stretched her arms out to her sides
in something reminiscent of a shrug, but her expression was
anything but careless. “Gus, I’ve looked everywhere I can think to
look. That ring is nowhere. Unless it’s in the bombe. What if it
fell off while I was mixing the ingredients and got baked into the
pie, so to speak?”

“Only one way to find out.” He eyed the
confection adoringly. “You hungry?”

She curled her lip a fraction. “Not for
chocolate.”

He gazed at her, incredulous. “How can
you be a pastry chef and not be hungry for chocolate all the time?
That’s the only thing I’ve never understood about you, your loving
dessert, but not loving chocolate.”

“I can’t help it. I’m just not that
crazy about it, that’s all.”

His shook his head, disgusted. “What
are you, a Communist or something? Not that crazy about chocolate
... jeez.”

“I don’t dislike it,” she said
defensively. “You know that. It’s just not my favorite dessert in
the world, that’s all.”

He shook his head at her, completely
befuddled. “Claire, I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again. You
are one weird dame, you know that?”

She ignored his comment and pointed
out, “Besides, it’s lunchtime. Who wants to eat chocolate for
lunch?”

His disbelief doubling, he said, “Lots
of people. I, myself, packed a couple of Ho-Hos, a bag of Oreos and
a carton of chocolate milk for lunch this morning. Of course, that
was before I decided to come visit you and see what I could filch
here.”

She made a tsking noise and waved him
off with a negligent swipe of her hand. “Well, that doesn’t
surprise me at all. You’re a chocoholic of twelve-step proportions,
Gus. No normal person would eat that much chocolate for
lunch.”

He shook his head again. “You are so
naive. And so wrong. Which is good, because if it weren’t for
chocolate-obsessed people like me, you’d be out of a
job.”

She sighed. “At the moment, that’s not
such an unappealing thought. Oh, my God,” she added with a quick
gasp.

He wasn’t sure he wanted to know, but
asked anyway. “What now?”

When Claire turned to look at him
again, her expression bordered on panic. “I just thought of
something else.”

Again, she failed to elaborate on just
what exactly had her preoccupied this time, so again, Gus asked,
“What?”

“If the ring isn’t in the bombe,
there’s only one other place it could be.”

With only a minor hesitation, he asked,
“Where?”

“In something else I’ve created
today.”

“Claire, could you help me out a little
here? What else have you created today?” As an afterthought, he
added, “Or should I ask?”

She twisted her hands together
fretfully, twining her fingers. “Actually,” she began, drawing the
word out over several time zones, “I mean ... technically ... I’ve
only made three things today.”

Gus tried not to sound like an
indulgent nanny speaking to her misbehaving charge as he asked, “I
assume the bombe is one of those things, right?”

Claire nodded, her expression still
worried. “And seeing as how there were no mishaps with the
chocolate-cherry cheesecakes we served for lunch, the ring couldn’t
have been in one of those.”

“So what would the third thing
be?”

Her knuckles turned white as she
squeezed her fingers together anxiously. “The third thing would be
... um ...”

“Yes?”

“Um ... the third thing would be about
five hundred single-serving desserts that Ben is planning to
showcase at the Death by Chocolate fund-raiser for the Children’s
Hospital tonight.”

Only hours ago, Claire had been
blissfully delighted to be working on Chandelles’s entry for the
fund-raiser. Every year, on Valentine’s Day, the local Children’s
Hospital sponsored Death by Chocolate, a
one-hundred-dollar-per-head, by-invitation-only fund-raiser that
allowed guests to indulge in unlimited quantities of the most
decadent chocolate desserts Manhattan’s four- and five-star
restaurants could create. It was a premier showcase of the city’s
premier restaurants, an opportunity for each of them to show off
and good-naturedly compete. This was the first year Chandelles
would be included. And Ben was more than a little determined that
his restaurant stand head and shoulders above the rest.

Until that moment, Claire had been
confident her desserts would be the talk of the evening. Now that
there may very well be a surprise hidden inside one of them—in the
form of a molar-cracking, esophagus-clogging gemstone roughly the
size of Rhode Island—she wasn’t nearly as self-assured.

Gus shook his head and covered his
mouth with his cupped palm. “Where are those five-hundred
single-serving desserts right now?” he asked from behind his
fingers.

She chewed her lip for a moment, then
said, “On their way to the ballroom at the Plaza Hotel.”

“Claire, sweetheart,” Gus said,
dropping his hand to cover her two, completely unsuccessful at
prying them apart, “you better hope like hell that ring is in the
bombe.”

 


 


 



CHAPTER 2

 


It wasn’t in the bombe.

As Claire stood over the counter,
eyeing the pile of cold, gelatinous brown goo that had been a
beautiful, flawless (until Gus stuck his finger in it) bombe only
moments earlier, her heart began to beat rapidly and a whimpering
hole opened in her stomach. Ben was going to kill her. Never mind
that she had misplaced an expensive family heirloom that rightfully
still belonged to him. Never mind the symbolic implications of
losing a ring given to her by a man who intended for it to
represent a forever-after kind of love. Never mind that she
couldn’t recall now whether or not Ben had told her the ring was
insured.

What really worried Claire at the
moment was that the ring in question was doubtless sitting inside a
chocolate confection waiting to be sucked into the windpipe of
someone who had a whole lot of money to spend on legal
representation, and enough social clout to besmirch the reputations
of both Claire Reidling and Chandelles. This could spell disaster
for her relationship with Ben. And worse, it might just end her
career as a pastry chef.

She groaned inwardly, staring at the
mess again. How had this happened?

Her hands, like Gus’s, were covered
with chocolate. But where she simply made matters worse by wringing
her fingers together, he was taking great delight in lifting his,
one by one, to his mouth, cleaning each with his tongue with all
the relish of a cat with an empty tuna can. Bits of chocolate
smudged his lips and jaw, but he seemed not to notice or
care.

“Oh, no,” she muttered. “It’s in one of
the desserts that are on their way to the Plaza. It has to be.
There’s nowhere else it could be.” She buried her head in her
hands, oblivious to the chocolate that streaked her face and hair
when she did so. “What am I going to do? What could possibly make
this day worse than it already is?”

As if cued by her question, Ben Summers
bolted into the kitchen, mired in that singular mood Claire had
long ago dubbed piqued. In another man—someone like Gus, say—she
would have used words like resentful or outraged or mad as hell to
describe such a state. But Ben Summers was never any of those
things. She told herself it was one of the things that endeared him
to her, the fact that he never got mad. He did, however, frequently
get piqued. And as much as she tried to convince herself otherwise,
that did tend to irritate her a little sometimes.

“Claire!” he bellowed, catching sight
of her before she had a chance to duck beneath the expo
line.

“What?” she chirped, cursing the heat
she felt seeping into her face. It was then that she realized
exactly what she had done when she’d hung her head in her hands,
and that her face was covered with the remnants of what had
promised to be a beautiful dessert. She cursed again, this time out
loud.

“Dammit,” she hissed as she snagged a
linen towel from a nearby hook and began to rub ineffectually at
the chocolate smearing her face and hands.

Ben approached her quickly, then seemed
to forget what he had intended to tell her when he caught sight of
Gus. “What the hell is he doing here?” he demanded. “I’ve told you
I don’t want anyone other than employees in the
kitchen.”

“I know, Ben, and I’m sorry,” she
began. “But Gus was just—”

“Leaving,” Gus supplied with a wicked
smile and brief wiggle of his chocolatey fingers in
farewell.

“Oh, no, you don’t,” Claire said,
collaring him with a sticky fist. A sticky left fist.

She remembered then that the normally
all-too-obvious ring was missing from her left hand and quickly
released Gus for fear that Ben would notice the glaring absence,
even through layers of chocolate bombe. Jamming her left hand
behind her back, she turned and grabbed Gus’s silk necktie with her
right instead.

When he gazed down at the small hand
clutching his tie, his smile fell. “You know, that’s an YSL tie
you’re smearing chocolate all over. Not to mention a Hugo Boss
shirt.”

“Too bad,” she snapped. “You’re not
going anywhere until you help me get this settled. Sit
tight.”

“Children,” Ben interrupted the byplay.
His dark eyes—nearly the same espresso color as his hair—skimmed
them both briefly from head to toe and flashed with impatience.
Then his gaze wandered behind them, to what was left of the bombe.
“Good God, what happened?” His gaze settled on Claire. “I could
have sworn I asked you to make that bombe to serve twenty, not to
give yourself and your best friend facials.”

Claire bit the inside of her cheek to
keep herself from saying something she knew she’d regret later,
then planted her foot firmly on top of Gus’s to keep him from doing
likewise.

“Sorry, Ben,” she said coolly. “We had
a little bit of an accident.”

Gus nodded. “Yeah. That bombe exploded.
Is Claire good or what?”

Ben narrowed his eyes at each of them
in turn. “The dinner crowd will start trickling in in a few hours,”
he told Claire. “I assume you have something else to serve them for
dessert?”

Gus leaned close and whispered, “I
could run down to the market real quick for a big bag of Ho-Hos, if
you want.”

Claire lifted her foot and brought it
back down on his again—hard. “It’s okay, Ben,” she assured her
boss. “I’ll stay late and fix something else. Those chocolate
liqueur cups don’t take long. And I’ll whip up some white chocolate
medallions, too. Those went over well when we tried them
before.”

Ben eyed her skeptically. “Will that
still give you time to get to the fund-raiser tonight?”

“Yes.” But it sure wasn’t going to give
her much time to get there early and search for his ring, she
realized dismally.

“All right, then,” Ben said. “As long
as you’re sure you can get there on time, then the liqueur cups and
medallions will be fine.”

“What was it you wanted to see me
about?”

He studied her thoughtfully for a
moment, and Claire wasn’t sure she liked the speculative little
gleam in his eye. Yet he said nothing more to belabor the subject,
and she exhaled a small, silent sigh of relief.

“Did those desserts go out to the
Plaza?” he asked.

She nodded vigorously. “Uh-huh. Mel is
driving them over as we speak. I gave him strict instructions on
setting up the booth, along with an illustration of how I want the
presentation to look. He’ll be fine.”

Ben nodded back. “Good. I don’t have to
tell you again how important this is, do I?”

She shook her head. “No, you don’t,
Ben.” But she knew he was going to do it, anyway.

“This could make or break Chandelles.
It’s our big chance to show everyone once and for all just what a
superior restaurant this is. Everyone who’s anyone is going to be
there tonight—”

“I’m not going to be there,” Gus
muttered. “I wasn’t invited.”

“—and a lot of them,” Ben
continued, “haven’t eaten here, though why they haven’t tried us
yet, God only knows.”

“God only knows,” Claire concurred
obediently, ignoring the rude sound Gus made under his
breath.

“This could be our one chance to pull
them in. It’s absolutely essential that we make a good impression
tonight, Claire. It’s vital. It’s crucial. It’s imperative. It’s
... it’s ...”

“Really, really important?” Gus
supplied.

Ben eyed him venomously.

“I understand, Ben,” Claire assured
him. “And don’t worry. I’ll be right there the whole time,
schmoozing and fawning and singing Chandelles’s praises. You have
nothing to worry about. I promise.”

He didn’t look in any way
convinced.

“Ben,” she cajoled. “Trust me. What
could possibly go wrong?”

Gus made another rude sound under his
breath, and when she recalled that she was still clutching his
necktie, Claire tightened her grip to stifle any other outbursts he
might be entertaining.

Again her almost-fiancé’s gaze wandered
from one to the other, but eventually, Ben seemed placated by her
reassurances. “All right,” he told her. “I’m counting on you to
take charge of the booth. But I’m going to be there, too, working
the crowd. Between the two of us, we ought to be able to pull this
off beautifully. But I’m warning you, Claire, if one tiny little
thing goes wrong, it could spell the end for Chandelles. And for
both our futures in this business.”

“Nothing will go wrong,” she said,
hoping she only imagined the little squeak in her voice that seemed
to punctuate the statement.

“You had better hope so.” With that,
Ben nodded once and turned on his heel, exiting in exactly the same
way he had entered—piqued. “Now let’s get dinner on the road!” he
called out over his shoulder to the entire kitchen staff as he
passed through the doors leading to the dining room.

“Nothing will go wrong,” Gus mimicked
when the other man was safely out of earshot. He turned to Claire,
yanked her hand free of his tie and settled his hands on his hips.
“Nothing except that some society matron, who just so happens to be
a client of F. Lee Bailey, is going to choke to death on a
two-carat diamond engagement ring that belonged to Ben’s
grandmother, and he’s going to have his ass hauled into gigantic
claims court dragging you behind him.”

“Shhh,” Claire bit off loudly. “Will
you just... shush. Don’t even say it.”

She began to scrub furiously at her
face with the linen towel again, glaring at Gus as she did so. He
wouldn’t be able to go back to work looking like he did. He was an
executive at one of the most conservative brokerage houses in the
country, and she was fairly certain that having chocolate blotching
your hundred-dollar tie, glazing your solid-gold cuff links and
smudging your eyebrows were all probably pretty major fashion
don’ts. The state of his appearance didn’t seem to bother Gus,
though. He simply went back to sucking the remnants of the bombe
from his fingers quite cheerfully.

When Claire was certain she’d cleaned
herself up as well as she was likely to, she found a clean spot on
the towel and started swiping at Gus’s face.

“Ow,” he said, jerking his head away.
“Don’t be so rough.”

“Oh, stop it,” she said playfully. “You
like it when women rough you up. You told me so yourself.” She wet
the towel with her tongue and went after a particularly large
splotch of chocolate near his lip.

“Oh, gross, Claire,” he objected,
circling her wrist with one hand and pulling it away from his face.
“Cut it out. I wouldn’t even let my mother do that.”

“Don’t be such a big baby. You can’t go
back to the office all covered with chocolate.”

She made another lunge for the stains
on his face, but he held her wrist fast and wouldn’t let her budge.
His gray eyes glittered menacingly, his lips thinned to a tight
line and his jaw twitched viciously, once. Claire wasn’t sure what
she’d done to make him so mad, but there was no mistaking his
anger.

“What?” she asked softly. “What did I
do?”

For a long moment, Gus didn’t say a
word. He only met her gaze evenly and frowned at her. Finally,
Claire yanked on her wrist again, if for no other reason than to
snap him out of his sullenness. But instead of easing his ill
humor, her gesture only seemed to increase it. Gus tightened his
hold and suddenly jerked her forward, the action making her lose
her balance and fall against him.

“Gus ...” she objected, splaying her
free hand open over his chest to steady herself. What she
encountered below her fingertips was solid muscle, warm and rigid
and in no way yielding. And for some reason, her heart began to
hammer hard against her rib cage, rattling her to her core. What on
earth was happening to her?

“Gus?” she asked again, her voice soft
and unsteady. “What’s wrong?”

“Are you really gonna marry that
guy?”

The question threw her, but not because
he’d never asked it before. She’d probably heard him voice it at
least once a week in the two months that had passed since she’d
agreed to wear Ben’s ring while she considered his proposal. No,
this time what caused Claire to stumble over a reply was the way in
which Gus had delivered the question. He sounded almost ... hurt.
Like she’d betrayed him somehow. His voice was quiet and
controlled, but there was no mistaking the anxiety
there.

“I... I don’t know,” she stammered
honestly. “I... I’m still thinking about it.”

His eyes remained flinty as he asked,
“Well, how long are you going to think about it before you give him
an answer?”

She scrunched up her shoulders and
dropped her gaze, finding that what she saw at eye level was her
own hand spread open over his very impressive chest, covering the
spot where his heart was beating rapidly beneath her fingertips.
And for some reason, the sight bothered her. A lot. So she dropped
her gaze again and stared at the floor.

“I don’t know,” she repeated softly. “I
told Ben I’d give him an answer by March.”

“That’s only two weeks
away.”

“Yeah...”

“So, what are you going to tell
him?”

“Like I said. I don’t know.”

When Gus remained silent in response to
her response, she lifted her gaze warily to his face once again.
His eyes were still stormy, and his mouth was still set in a rigid
line. He was still angry.

She knew he didn’t like Ben Summers.
And she pretty much knew why. Gus had always been more than a
little protective of her. Because of their longstanding friendship,
he was, in many ways, like the big brother she’d never had, the
kind who was always looking out for her welfare. Plus, Ben was
fastidious, a perfectionist of the highest order, and had a
tendency to get uptight over the smallest inconvenience. Ben was
all the things Gus wasn’t. The two men just rubbed each other the
wrong way.

But Ben could be a real sweetheart,
too, Claire knew. At work, he did indeed worry about even the
smallest detail, and he did tend to lose his temper easily. But
when the two of them were alone, Ben devoted every scrap of his
attention to her. He treated her as if she were the most
delectable, most mouth-watering confection he’d ever had the
pleasure to encounter, one that he wanted to savor in every way.
With the attention he paid her, Ben made Claire feel beautiful and
interesting and important.

That was the Ben that Gus had never
met, because the only time the two men ever saw each other was at
the restaurant, when Ben was being his professional self. And that
was a real shame. Because that other Ben—the personal Ben—was the
man that Claire was considering for her potential
spouse.

“Well, you better start thinking about
what you’re going to tell him,” Gus told her. “Because Ben’s going
to be expecting an answer soon.”

He released her wrist and cupped her
jaw, rubbing his thumb gently over what must have been a spot of
chocolate she’d missed on her cheek. It was an affectionate
gesture, and not unlike him. But for some reason, it felt different
from the simple touches he normally offered her. And for some
reason, it made her go all warm and gooey inside.

“And so will I,” he added
softly.

Claire didn’t recall him having asked
her a question that required an answer, but before she could point
that out, he dropped his hand back to his side, and his eyes
cleared of their troubling discontent. As quickly as the odd moment
had erupted, it disappeared, and everything seemed normal
again.

Or almost normal, anyway. Gus sure did
smell nice today.

“Is that a new cologne you’re wearing?”
she asked, tucking her head into the curve that joined his shoulder
and neck to inhale an idle sniff.

“I... uh ... I think they call them
men’s fragrances now.”

He took a step in retreat, clearly
bothered by her sudden interest, and found himself backed against a
convection oven, which was, fortunately, not in use at the moment.
When he realized he could go no further, he pressed himself against
it as much as he could, obviously striving to put as much distance
between himself and Claire as he could.

How very odd, she thought. He’d never
done anything like that before.

She took a step forward to match his
backward and nestled her head into his shoulder again. “Okay, is
that a new men’s fragrance you’re wearing? You smell
wonderful.”

“Thanks,” he said, still obviously
suspicious. “It’s called Ravage.”

She burrowed closer still, cupping one
hand behind his neck. “Mmm ... it’s nice.”

She inhaled deeply, rising on tiptoe to
get better range, and found that her mouth was rather close to his
ear, close enough to whisper sweet nothings to him, if that was
what she had a mind to do. Which, of course, it wasn’t. Not in the
way most women whispered sweet nothings to men, anyway. Why would
she want to do something like that with Gus? Her nearness to him
now had nothing to do with wanting to... well, be near him. She
just had a plan she needed to put into action, that was all. And
the sooner she got things rolling, the better.

So, with that in mind, she adopted the
sultriest tone of voice she could conjure and purred, “I’ll bet all
the women at the Death by Chocolate fund-raiser tonight would go
wild for that scent.”

Too late, she remembered just what a
quick study Gus was. Grasping her shoulders, he set her at arm’s
length and gave her a scolding look any gym teacher would be proud
to call his own.

Rats, she thought. She should have
known he wouldn’t be stupid enough to fall for that one.

“Oh, no you don’t,” he said. “Now I get
it. Now I know what you’re up to. And it isn’t going to work. I
have a date tonight. With that new consultant in Legal. So just
knock it off, Claire. I am not going to go to Death by Chocolate
and help you look for that damned ring.”

“Oh, come on, Gus.” She folded her arms
irascibly over her abdomen.

“Forget it,” he reiterated. “I’m not
going. You got yourself into this. You can get yourself out. I
wasn’t invited anyway.”

“Gu-uh-us,” she whined, shaking her
whole body with frustration. “You can be my guest. You have to come
with me. I need your help. Now that I have to stay here late to
substitute something for the bombe for the dinner crowd, I’m not
going to have time to get to the Plaza early to check those
desserts.”

“Too bad.”

“Please?”

“No.”

“I’ll pay your way.”

“Uh-uh.”

“I can’t handle five hundred desserts
on my own. I’ll get insulin poisoning or something.”

“I told you ... I have a date. With
that new consultant in Legal. The big blonde, Claire. Remember
her?”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. I remember. Camille.
The one with the big hooters.”

“That’s the one. I’ve been trying for
weeks to—”

Suddenly, the gist of Claire’s comment
sunk in, and he eyed her narrowly. “Wait a minute. Did you say you
can’t handle five hundred desserts on your own?”

She nodded petulantly, her lower lip
thrust out like a child’s. But her gaze was focused on the fingers
she had tangled again in his necktie. “Uh-huh.”

Her admission roused his interest. “As
in, you can’t consume five hundred desserts on your
own?”

Again, the nod. “Uh-huh.”

“Let me get this straight,” he said,
needing full clarification. “You want me to come with you to help
you eat five hundred chocolate desserts tonight?”

Finally, she looked up at him, hope
flickering to life in her eyes. “Well, yeah. How else are we going
to find that ring? We have to get to those desserts before anyone
else does. It’s essential, Gus. It’s vital. It’s crucial. It’s
imperative.”

She smiled at him, dragging the fingers
of one hand up and down along the length of his necktie. For some
reason, his heart did a funny flip-flop when he witnessed the
gesture, and his lungs suddenly seemed empty of air.

“In short,” she concluded, “it’s
really, really important.”

This time Gus was the one to nod, but
he hesitated a moment before speaking, not certain his voice was
going to behave. Man, it was getting hot in here. Then again, they
were standing in the middle of a kitchen. Still, there was
something very...odd...about this particular heat. Like, why was he
only feeling it in certain parts of his body? Certain, rather
intimate, parts of his body?

Pushing the realization away, he
focused instead on something more tangible, something more
important. “So,” he began, “just out of curiosity, which of your
delectable little specialties did you prepare for the big chocolate
feast tonight?”

She smiled, smoothing out a spot on his
shirt where he sure didn’t see any wrinkles. “For starters, my
Chocolate Raspberry Debauchery, of course.”

“Of course.”

She leaned in closer, seemingly to
straighten the knot in his tie, but actually drawing much nearer
than was actually necessary for that. Her voice was fairly a purr
as she continued, “I also made those chocolate orange truffles you
like so much.”

A wide, searing heat licked at his
belly, and although he tried to convince himself that it was a
result of the chocolatey promises with which she was plying him, he
had to concede that there might be just a bit more to it than that.
“Oh, yeah,” he murmured, the words sounding low and throaty as they
emerged from his mouth. “Those are so good, Claire. So
good.”

She nodded, her nearness causing the
silky softness of her dark hair to brush against his chin. “And
something new,” she told him. “Something...special.”

Somehow, he managed to silence the
groan he felt erupting from the depths of his libido. “Lay it on
me, baby.”

She dropped her voice to a whisper as
she revealed, “Something I’ve named Chocolate M-Cubed.”

He drew in a slow, languid breath and
held it. “Sounds very...intriguing...”

She skimmed her fingertip slowly across
his chin, her voice a bare whisper as she told him, “It’s
chocolate... mocha...mint...macadamia.”

“Oooooh, Claaaaire ...”

“It’s...it’s a torte.”

“Mmmm...yessss...”

“I just know you’re going to love it,
Gus.” She licked her lips before adding, “I made it with you in
mind.”

“And, uh...you...uh... you say you’ll
actually pay my way to this thing, too?”

“Of course I’ll pay your way. Isn’t
that the least I could do?”

When she phrased it like that, Gus
realized he could think of quite a few things that she could do
that might bring him around to her way of thinking, and plying him
with chocolate was only the beginning. How strange, he thought
further, to be making those kinds of plans with Claire.

He grinned, shoving those thoughts
away, instead making a mental note not to eat anything for the rest
of the day, just to be sure he’d have room in his stomach for his
half of the banquet that was to follow that evening.

“Well, hell, Claire,” he said as he
dropped his hands to cover the ones still fiddling with his
necktie. “All you had to do was ask me. Of course I’ll go to the
fund-raiser with you. It will be my pleasure. I’ll just tell
Camille that we’ll have to make it next week. But tell me. Just
what does one wear to consume mass quantities of
chocolate?”

 


 


 



CHAPTER 3

 


Claire was hurrying out of the
restaurant to go home and change when she heard Ben call out her
name again. But this time when he beckoned to her, his voice held
none of the anger or impatience that had been so prevalent earlier.
He was smiling when he caught up with her at the kitchen door, the
one that led out to the street, and she hesitated before shrugging
into her jacket.

“Claire, I’m glad I caught you before
you left,” he said, taking her hand gently in his.

Her right hand, fortunately, she noted
with relief, shoving her left behind her back as unobtrusively as
she could. “What’s up?” she asked.

“I just wanted to double check with you
on your arrival time at the fund-raiser tonight. I’ll be getting
there right about the time the function begins, but I’m not
planning to spend much time at the booth. That will be your
job.”

“No problem,” she assured him. “We...I
mean I plan to get there about an hour before the event begins. I’m
on my way home to change now.”

“Oh, I don’t think it’s necessary to
get there that early,” Ben objected. ‘“Take a little time for
yourself this evening. You’ve earned it.”

“Thanks. But I’d rather get there
early. Just in case. That way I can take care of any last minute
problems that might arise.”

His smile fell a little. “I thought you
said there won’t be any problems.”

Nice going, Claire, she thought to
herself. “Oh, there won’t be,” she promised hastily. “Nothing
major. But you know how these affairs are. There’s always something
that comes up at the last minute. Besides, I want to make sure Mel
created the presentation correctly. I’d like to be there early.
Just in case.”

His smile returned, and she breathed a
silent sigh of relief. “All right. I know how conscientious you are
where your desserts are concerned.” He squeezed her hand softly and
brushed his lips lightly over hers, the small contact warming her
from fingertip to nose. “It’s only one of the many things I love
about you.”

She smiled back. Ben often told her he
loved her. But for some reason, Claire hadn’t quite been able to
take that step herself. She told herself she did love Ben. She
must, if she were considering marriage to the man. But something
still prohibited her from voicing it. She wasn’t sure what. She
supposed she just wanted to be absolutely certain about her
feelings before freeing them into the open where everyone could
see.

“You’re sweet,” she told him, cupping
her hand gently over his jaw before giving him a brief, chaste kiss
on the lips.

When she pulled away, her
gaze met his, and as always, she was struck by his abundant good
looks. Ben Summers was the epitome of tall, dark and handsome, his
eyes, the color of bittersweet chocolate, made even more compelling
by the presence of long, sooty lashes, his deep brown hair kissed
with red highlights and bound at his nape in a ponytail. With his
sunken cheeks, his fashionably unshaven jaw and his Versace suit,
he might as well have walked out of the pages of
GQ.

There were times when Claire honestly
wasn’t sure what a man like him was doing courting a woman like
her. Not that she was a slug or anything, but Ben was just
so...so...so gorgeous. So sophisticated. So self-assured. So
different from her. Then again, she reminded herself, everyone said
opposites attracted. And why was she worried about his good looks?
His looks, of course, were what had attracted her in the first
place. His attentiveness and deep regard for her were what had tied
her to him even more closely.

And her love for him, she reminded
herself. That kept her tied to him, too. Didn’t it? Of course it
did.

“Look,” he began again, “I know I
haven’t been easy to live with over the past few weeks. But this
whole Death by Chocolate thing is an incredible opportunity—for
both of us—and I’m very anxious to make a good impression tonight.”
His voice was gentle when he added, “I mean, I don’t have to tell
you again just how important this is, do I?”

“No, Ben, you don’t.”

But, of course, he did anyway. And when
he was through, Claire told him, “I understand. I feel the same way
about it. It’s as important to me as it is to you.”

“I know it is, sweetheart. That’s the
point. I’m sorry if I’ve been a little rough on you. You know I
don’t mean it.”

“I know.”

“You’re more important to me than
anything in the world.”

“I know that, too.”

“I don’t want to do anything that will
risk chasing you away. So I apologize for all of my bad behavior.
After tonight, I promise I’ll settle down.”

“It’s okay, Ben. I know you don’t mean
it when you get stressed out. And I don’t take it
personally.”

“Good.” He gave her hand another gentle
squeeze, then asked, “Have you thought any more about...you
know?”

Claire chewed her lip, striving for a
suitable stall that wouldn’t sound so much like...well...a stall.
“Um, not really. It’s like you said,” she added hastily when she
saw his crestfallen expression. “This whole Death by Chocolate
thing has been consuming my thoughts and concentration. I just
haven’t had much of a chance to think about anything else lately.
Even your proposal.”

He nodded, but seemed in no way
reassured. “I understand. But, Claire?”

“Yes, Ben?”

His expression was both hopeful and
fearful as he asked her, “You’ll give me an answer by March, won’t
you? You did promise, after all.”

When Claire had promised him that,
March had been more than two months away. Now it was scarcely two
weeks away. And she was no closer to a decision now than she had
been before.

In spite of that, she forced herself to
say, “By March, Ben. I promise.”

 


Later that evening, when Gus walked
down the two flights of stairs that separated his West Village
apartment from Claire’s, he wasn’t thinking about a lot of things.
He wasn’t thinking about lost rings or blondes with big hooters or
idiot fiancés or even the way Claire’s green eyes earlier that day
had seemed so full of...what? So full of something strange and
wonderful when she’d been trying to flatter him into helping her
eat her way through the Chandelles booth at the fund-raiser
tonight.

No, what he was thinking about was
chocolate. Mountains of chocolate. Rivers of chocolate. Or, at the
very least, five hundred single-servings of chocolate, half of
which—maybe more—he would be required to inhale in the name of
friendship.

Was this a great country, or
what?

And when Claire opened her front door
and stood before him in just about the most form-fitting, least
skin-covering, itty-bitty black dress he’d ever seen, there was
something else Gus wasn’t thinking about. He wasn’t thinking about
how she was his best friend in the whole, wide world and he had no
right to be wondering what she was wearing underneath that dress—if
anything. Instead, he was thinking he should be ashamed of himself
for the ideas parading through his head.

“Thanks for getting here early,” she
told him. “We really do have to hurry if we’re going to get there
early enough to check those desserts.” As she turned her back to
him and strode into her living room, her posture offered him an
even more remarkable view.

The seams of her smoky-black silk
stockings were perfectly in line, delineating very well what he
realized were surprisingly nice gams. He’d never noticed before
what long legs Claire had. She was such a tiny woman—a good foot
shorter than he—that long legs had just seemed an impossibility.
Now, Gus understood he’d been paying her a grave disservice all
these years.

She had a nice back, too, something
else that he’d never noticed before, but something that the dress
revealed quite obviously now, thanks to the transparent film of
black fabric covering her arms, shoulders and upper back. Somehow
that sheer scrap of see-through shading seemed more revealing than
no fabric at all would have been. With her normally loose hair
woven into a tight French braid and bound at the bottom with a big
black bow, and with her eyes and mouth made seemingly larger—and
more succulent, he thought strangely—by the enhancement of
cosmetics, Gus scarcely recognized her.

Usually, Claire was the queen of
flannel, a woman who claimed more plaid shirts in her wardrobe than
a lumberjack, a woman to whom dress shoes were anything that didn’t
lace up above the ankle. She was the earthiest woman he’d ever
known, one who bypassed the brightly lit makeup counters of
department stores without even noticing them, and only held charge
cards for Eddie Bauer and Land’s End. He’d never known her to even
own a little number like the one she was wearing now, let alone
actually put one on with the intention of going out in
public.

“Uh...” he began eloquently as he
crossed the threshold into her living room and closed the front
door quietly behind himself.

Claire spun back around to face him,
fixing a big, silver hoop in one ear. “What’s wrong? Are my seams
crooked?”

She glanced back over one shoulder, an
action that caused her back to arch and her breasts to thrust
forward. Normally, Gus would have looked away rather than risk
seeing Claire in such an erotic, provocative pose. It was nothing
personal. He just didn’t like to think of her in such a...such
a...well, in that way. This time, however, he was helpless to do
anything but ogle her.

It was that damned dress, he thought. A
freakin’ goat could be wearing that thing and it would make a man
question his impulses.

“Uh...” he tried again.

“Gus?” she asked, turning her attention
back to him, her expression puzzled.

There was that voice again, he
realized, squeezing his eyes closed in a fruitless effort to shut
out the images the sensual tone evoked. It was sultry and slow and
sweet, and it made him want to roll naked and sweaty on the floor
with its owner. It was the same voice Claire had used earlier that
afternoon when she’d been trying to coax him into coming to the
fund-raiser with her. At that time, for just the briefest of
moments, he’d almost fallen for it. He’d almost believed she was
actually entertaining thoughts about him she had no business
entertaining. Of course, it hadn’t taken him long to figure out
what she was really up to and realize she was faking the whole
thing and playing him for a sap.

But she had him now, sap that he was,
melting like butter in the palm of her hand, ready to follow her to
the ends of the earth. Why was she using that voice again? Just
what the hell was Claire up to? And why was he suddenly wishing
she’d use that voice more often?

“Uh...” he began a third time. He gave
himself a mental shake and forced himself to say, “Your seams are
fine. You look...” Helplessly, he lifted his hand to his forehead,
as if trying to ward off a fever. “Claire, you look
incredible.”

She smiled brightly. “Thanks. You look
pretty amazing yourself.”

He glanced down at his charcoal Brioni
suit, his white Armani dress shirt, his Valentino necktie and his
Gucci loafers. There had been a time in his life when his flannel
shirt collection had rivaled Claire’s, and denim was the only other
fabric with which he was familiar. Nowadays, it seemed that every
article of clothing he wore had a name. An Italian name, at that.
And although he would have preferred something considerably more
no-nonsense, like Butch or Duke or Hank—or even Levi Strauss—there
didn’t seem to be any fashion designers who preferred those
monikers. Even his Breitling watch sounded too posh for an
otherwise regular guy.

“Thanks,” he responded as he glanced up
again, wondering for the first time when he’d started feeling so
comfortable in such clothing. “But it’s nothing special. It’s the
same thing I wear to work every day.”

“You still look amazing,” she told him.
“You’re a handsome guy, Gus. Deal with it.”

“You don’t have to flatter me, Claire.
I’ve already promised to go with you.”

She made a face at him. “I’m not
flattering you. I mean it. You look really nice.”

Still suspicious, he nevertheless
replied, “Thanks. So do you.”

She rolled her shoulders uncomfortably.
“Feels funny to be wearing something like this. It itches. But I
had to buy something for the fund-raiser. You don’t think this
dress is too much?”

She spread her arms open wide, the
gesture hiking the tight skirt even higher on her thighs than it
was already. Suddenly, Gus wanted nothing more than to rush right
to her and lose himself forever in the embrace she seemed to be
offering.

Try not enough, he thought. “No, no,”
he said quickly. “It’s great. You’ll be the talk of the
party.”

Her smile fell some. “Yeah, I just hope
it’s not because I get taken out in handcuffs when someone chokes
on Ben’s ring. I mean, I don’t think the organizers of this party
meant for Death by Chocolate to be taken literally.”

He crossed the room to stand in front
of her, dropping his hands to cup her shoulders. The fabric of the
dress was cool, but the skin beneath it was warm, its easy heat
seeping into his fingertips like welcome rain after a long drought.
Gus tamped down the errant thought and tried to smile
reassuringly.

“It’ll be fine, Claire,” he said
softly. “We have more than an hour before the thing gets started.
We’ll find the ring before anyone even gets there, and no one will
ever be the wiser.”

“Yeah, but all those little holes from
our fingers will just ruin the presentation.”

He squeezed her shoulders
encouragingly. “If that actually becomes necessary, we’ll just poke
everything from the bottom. No one will ever know. I
promise.”

She chewed her lip and met his gaze
evenly, and he wondered why he’d never noted the tiny flecks of
color that radiated from her pupils into her irises, a starburst of
gold against green. He noted too that she smelled wonderful, a
light mixture of sweet and spicy that seemed perfect for her
somehow.

When he realized he was pressing his
fingers into her shoulders and pulling her closer, he immediately
dropped his hands to his sides again and strode toward the kitchen,
tossing over his shoulder a request for a beer that he didn’t even
want.

“Sure,” she told him. “There’s some in
the fridge. But hurry, okay? We have to get going.”

“Quit worrying,” he reminded her again
as he reached the kitchen. “I’m ready when you are.”

“Just give me another couple of
minutes,” she called out.

Gus used the distance and momentary
separation to gather his thoughts, forcing himself to stand in
front of the open refrigerator door for some moments on the outside
chance that the frigid air wafting from inside might cool the heat
winding through his body. Even though he had no desire for one, he
bent to snag a long-necked bottle of beer from the bottom shelf. As
always, he took the cold brew’s presence for granted even though
Claire didn’t drink beer herself—she just always kept some on hand
for him. He pressed the sweaty brown bottle to his forehead,
thought about Claire’s lips, and sighed heavily.

It was going to be an interesting
night.

When he returned to the living room,
she was nowhere to be seen. He heard drawers opening and closing in
her bedroom, so he moved to the sofa, figuring she was going to be
a while, in spite of her repeatedly uttered need to rush. Women
always took a long time when the occasion called for massive bodily
maintenance. At the moment, she was probably trying to shove as
much of her bathroom as she could into one of those little black
purses that were barely the size of an electron. Suddenly, he was
grateful for his beer, after all.

Her return was much faster than he’d
guessed it would be, but she was indeed carrying a tiny black bag,
along with a lightweight, black velvet coat, both of which Gus
assumed must be other recent additions to her wardrobe. Without
asking, he plucked the coat from her grasp, holding it up to help
her into it, and an odd thrill of delight wound through him at the
brilliance of her answering smile.

“Thanks,” she told him. “Gee, you’re so
chivalrous. This is actually beginning to feel like a real
date.”

For some reason, he felt it vitally
important to put an immediate halt to any kind of misinterpretation
she might be entertaining in response to his gestures. So, as he
settled her coat carelessly over her shoulders, he responded, “Hey,
you are paying my way, after all. And if I’m going to be such an
expensive date, the least I can do is make sure you get your
money’s worth.”

He’d meant for the statement to be
light and jesting, but when Claire turned around to face him again,
she wasn’t smiling. Instead, she almost looked as if he’d hurt her
feelings somehow.

“Yeah, well, just find that ring for
me,” she said unhappily, “and we’ll consider it even.”

“We’ll find the ring, Claire. Don’t
worry.”

She expelled a sound of dread, and her
expression became even more troubled. He hated seeing her so
distressed, and without planning to, he dropped his hands to her
shoulders again, this time surrendering to the impulse to draw her
close. For God’s sake, he told himself. It wasn’t like the two of
them had never hugged.

But somehow, before they even completed
it, he knew there was going to be something different about that
hug. And he was right. As everything else had been since that
afternoon, holding Claire close now felt... funny. Not funny ha ha,
but funny strange. And as hard as he tried to figure it out, he
couldn’t quite pinpoint when the changeover had occurred. It may
have been mere hours ago, or it may have been weeks ago. Perhaps
even before then. But suddenly, somehow, an odd friction had
erupted between them. And he couldn’t for a moment understand
it.

Gently, he set her at arm’s length and
tried to smile, but he knew instinctively that his face never quite
managed to make it look convincing. So he gave up trying, and
instead retreated to an old, familiar action. He fitted his hand to
the small of Claire’s back, then wordlessly guided her to the front
door. As they passed through it and into the hallway, he draped his
arm casually over her shoulder and lightly around her neck to
playfully pull her close, the way he used to do, back when they
were in college. In response, Claire looped her own arm around his
waist, falling naturally into the familiar embrace. That action,
more than anything else, seemed to comfort them both.

But as they approached the stairs, try
as he might, Gus still couldn’t make himself sound encouraging when
he said, “Will you please relax? There’s nothing to worry about.
We’ll be getting there early, after all.”

 


 


 



CHAPTER 4

 


They didn’t get there early.

In fact, thanks to the heavy Manhattan
traffic, a double-parked delivery truck and some unexpected
roadwork in a place where there had been none only a day before,
Gus and Claire arrived fifteen minutes after the appointed time for
the event’s unveiling. Fortunately, it being a society function—New
York society at that—very few people arrived on time. And because
Chandelles’s booth was situated on the side of the ballroom
opposite the official entrance to the affair, only a handful of the
restaurant’s desserts had been sampled by the time the two of them
bolted across the room to position themselves like sentries in
front of the table.

A table that looked absolutely
splendid, Claire realized with a sigh of both relief and
satisfaction as she approached it. Her assistant chef, Mel, had
followed her instructions to the letter, and the desserts were
arranged in just the right way that would show them off to their
perfection. The chocolate orange truffles were tucked into shiny
foil pastry cups and looped about in an elaborate coil. The
portions of Chocolate M-Cubed were nestled on white paper doilies
and scattered in a seemingly haphazard arrangement. Behind the
single servings was an example of the torte as it looked when
whole, a gorgeous two-tiered cake with chocolate lattice trim,
topped with a pile of fresh mint leaves and a scattering of
macadamia nuts. Beside that, her famous Chocolate Raspberry
Debauchery was a sight to behold, a cloud-light confection dusted
with powdered sugar, each serving topped with a fresh, dewy
raspberry.

She really, really hated what she was
going to wind up doing to that table tonight. If she and Gus didn’t
find Ben’s ring immediately, then by the time they were finished,
the whole arrangement on the table was going to look like World
Chocolate War Three had broken out. Maybe she should have made
another bombe. Somehow, it just seemed appropriate for the
occasion.

As she drew nearer the table, she saw a
rather rotund woman dripping with midnight blue sequins reaching
for a sample of Chocolate Raspberry Debauchery. As she came up
behind the woman, Claire had to force herself not to slap her
jewel-encrusted hand in an effort to make her release the
confection. She was tempted to identify herself as a representative
from the Health Department, and that they’d received an anonymous
tip that there was a potential for rat droppings in the dessert,
but she managed to clamp her mouth shut just in time and force a
smile instead. Her false cheeriness must have been convincing,
because the woman actually smiled back.

“You’ll love it,” Claire promised
her.

“I’ve heard so much about Chandelles’s
desserts,” the woman said before taking a generous bite of
Debauchery.

Around the mouthful of chocolate, she
sighed dramatically, then rolled her eyes to the back of her head
and lifted a hand to her heart. Claire was about to spin her around
and administer the Heimlich maneuver, until she realized the
woman’s reaction was one of ecstasy, and not
asphyxiation.

So Claire held her breath to
see if the woman would chip a cap instead. But when she just closed
her eyes and murmured a lengthy Mmmm
in response, Claire managed to release the breath
she hadn’t been aware of holding.

“Oh, that’s scrumptious,” the woman
said after swallowing. “I must take one to my husband.”

This time, Claire was unable to help
herself as the woman reached for another serving. This time, she
did indeed smack the woman’s hand, then slapped her other hand over
her own mouth in horror at her reaction.

“Oops,” she muttered. “Um, I mean...”
She tried to smile again, knowing her expression was anything but
happy. “Uh...that is...just one serving to a customer,” she finally
finished lamely.

The woman frowned at her. “I thought
this was all-you- can-eat for the price of entry.”

“Uh...” Claire hedged again.

“A rather hefty price of entry, too, I
might add, even if it is for a good cause.”

“Yeah, well...you see...”

The woman arched her penciled-in
eyebrows and pursed her overly outlined lips in thought. “Perhaps I
should take this up with the event coordinator,” she said, turning
in a huff. “Or even the owner of Chandelles.”

“Oh, no.” Claire stopped her, taking
the woman’s wrist lightly in her own. “Here.”

With her other hand, she plucked one of
the larger servings of Debauchery from the table, hoping the woman
didn’t notice when she shoved her index finger into the side facing
her in a last ditch effort to find Ben’s ring. Unfortunately,
judging by the incredulous gape the woman threw her in response,
Claire figured she’d been nowhere near discreet when she’d
performed the action.

“I’m sure your husband will love this,”
she said halfheartedly, extending the confection toward
her.

The woman threw up her chin in regal
disgust and yanked her wrist free. “I think not,” she said as she
moved on to the next table.

Claire watched her leave, then eyed the
dessert in her hand. No use letting it go to waste, she thought, as
she popped the confection into her mouth. As a precaution, she bit
down carefully, rolling the tasty delight around on her tongue for
a minute before swallowing, just to be sure it wasn’t doubling as a
jewelry box. The smooth, raspberry- flavored chocolate melted in
her mouth as easily as butter, the faint traces of Chambord warming
her throat and insides as it settled in her belly.

Perfect, as always, she thought as she
sucked the last bit of chocolate from her thumb. Okay, so maybe she
could see why people loved chocolate so much. As she had told Gus
earlier that day, it wasn’t that she disliked it, just that there
were other sweets she liked better. Like key lime cheesecake, for
instance. And crème brulee. And banana Popsicles. Of course, she’d
never admit that last one to anybody. Other than Gus, anyway, who
knew all of her weaknesses.

The moment the blue-sequined woman was
out of sight, Claire heard his not so muffled chuckle behind her.
“Oh, nice going, Claire. That was real professional.”

She spun around to find him shaking his
head at her in mock disappointment. Unwilling to have a repeat of
the encounter she’d just botched completely, she moved behind the
table and began to lift the desserts one by one, hastily inspecting
each to see if any bore obvious signs of having a surprise inside
that might prove shocking.

“Get over here and help me out, will
you?” she demanded. She lifted a serving of Debauchery in one hand
and a chocolate orange truffle in the other, shifting both hands up
and down as if weighing the two desserts. “See if you can tell if
any of these are a carat or two heavier than they should be. Maybe
we won’t have to resort to sabotage after all.”

She watched as he pulled back the
sleeves of his jacket and shoved up his cuffs as far as he could
without unbuttoning them and making himself obvious. Gus really did
have the nicest hands, she thought idly, forgetting for a moment
that she was supposed to be thinking about Ben and his ring. Gus’s
hands were big and blunt-fingered and utterly masculine. In spite
of his working behind a desk and in front of a computer terminal,
they weren’t soft or fleshy. Thanks to a very active athletic life,
his hands had been beaten and bound on more than one occasion, and
he still harbored a number of faint scars from school-yard
mishaps.

Claire had always been of the opinion
that a man’s hands were great indicators of his social and sexual
prowess. She’d always known Gus to be socially gregarious. Funny,
though, that she’d never much considered his sexual
skills.

Not since that bizarre New Year’s Eve
seven years ago, anyway. But then, that had been an extremely
unusual circumstance, one brought about by too much champagne
consumption for both of them and not enough contact with the
opposite sex for either of them. It had been an occurrence that
neither Claire nor Gus had ever had the inclination to repeat. And
really, when she got right down to it, not all that much had
happened. Not really. Just a kiss. Just one innocent little kiss,
that was all.

Okay, not so little, she conceded
quickly, dropping her gaze from Gus’s hands. By the time they’d
come to their senses and put a stop to that one kiss, the two of
them had been half-undressed and gasping for breath, with Claire
straddling Gus’s middle in a way that was anything but innocent.
But in the scheme of things, it really wasn’t that big a deal. Not
really. Not much. Still, they’d both agreed to never think about or
discuss it again, and they hadn’t.

At least, Claire hadn’t. Hadn’t talked
about it, anyway. Not at length. And certainly not with Gus. She
hadn’t thought about it, either. Not more than a few times, at any
rate. Not lately. And since Gus hadn’t mentioned that night—not to
her anyway—she assumed he didn’t think about it, either.

So why was she thinking about it now,
when she had a far more important quandary facing her? And why,
suddenly, did she want to put more into that night than had really
been a factor at the time?

“Well, what was I supposed to do?” she
hissed under her breath in response to his earlier question,
pushing her other errant thoughts away. “Risk having her choke to
death?”

Gus eyed one of the truffles, then
evidently not wanting to take any chances, shoved it whole into his
mouth. “No,” he said after he’d swallowed it. “But you might have
at least done something more convincing and less obvious than smack
her hand and shove your finger into her dessert.”

“Like what?”

He picked up a piece of the Chocolate
M-Cubed and sent it on the same trip the truffle had taken,
swallowing it with a heartfelt sigh. “Like fake a stumble and let
the thing go flying,” he said afterward. “That’s what I would have
done.”

She continued to survey her desserts,
but expelled a derisive chuckle. “Oh, right. A food fight. That’s
exactly what we need to do. Turn this event into a Three Stooges
movie.”

He, too, continued to study each of the
sweets instead of meeting Claire’s gaze. “Oh, and what would be so
terrible about that? That’s the problem with you women. You just
don’t appreciate good slapstick.”

“Not when it could cost me my job—and
maybe the man I’m going to spend the rest of my life with—no.
You’re right.”

“And you don’t think sticking your
finger into someone’s dessert isn’t going to show up on your
employee evaluation? Even if you do agree to marry Ben, he’s not
likely to let you get away with something like that.”

She had been holding a serving of
Debauchery up to the light, but tossed it back onto the table to
settle her hands on her hips instead. Then she glared at Gus with
all her might.

“Why do you always do that?” she
demanded.

He, too, stopped what he was doing and
turned to meet her gaze, glower for glower. “Do what?” he snapped
back.

“Why do you always adopt that tone of
voice whenever you mention me being engaged to Ben?”

“What tone of voice?”

“That totally sarcastic, contemptuous
tone of voice.”

“I don’t—”

“Yes, you do. And I want to know
why.”

When he said nothing in his defense,
she crossed her arms over her midsection and glared harder at him.
“You were never bothered by any of the guys I dated before. Jeez,
you always got along great with all the guys I dated before. But
Ben’s presence in my life has turned you into a rabid watchdog. Why
do you constantly go out of your way to malign Ben?”

He set his mouth rigidly, as if trying
to keep his response from flying out of his mouth against his
wishes.

“Gus?” she asked. “Answer
me.”

“Because...” he hedged.

“Because why?”

He expelled an exasperated breath of
air and said on a rush of words, “Dammit, because you’ve never
threatened to marry any of the guys you dated before, that’s
why.”

She arched her brows in surprise.
“What?”

The one-word reply was all she could
think to say. And by the time she did come up with something more
elaborate—namely, and rather lamely, What do you mean?—another
philanthropic chocolate lover approached the table and reached for
a serving of Debauchery. A serving of Debauchery that Claire hadn’t
yet inspected.

“Oh, no,” she said, halting the man’s
hand as it hovered over the dessert. “You don’t want that one. You
want...uh...”

She glanced about frantically, then
snagged a piece of Chocolate Mocha Mint Macadamia from Gus’s hand.
When she realized she still had no idea if it contained the ring or
not, she panicked. In spite of the fact that she was standing
stock-still, she faked a stumble and sent the confection flying
across the room. She had rather hoped she would lose sight of it in
the light of the crystal chandelier sparkling overhead like a cache
of diamonds, and not have to worry about where it landed. Instead,
she saw it hit a white-haired woman squarely in the back of the
head.

“Oops,” she murmured sheepishly,
ducking behind Gus when the woman spun quickly around, her hand
flying to the back of her coiffure.

“Nice shot, Sandy Koufax,” Gus
whispered beside her. “I think you’re ready for the World Series
now.”

“Miss...?”

Claire and Gus both had forgotten the
tuxedo-clad man who looked like he might be the CEO of a very
important company—or maybe the president of the bank that held
Ben’s mortgage for Chandelles—and who had picked up a serving of
uninspected dessert despite her protest. And when they both turned
to look at him at the same time, they both remained silent, as if
each had forgotten the question.

“Yes?” Gus finally asked, having indeed
forgotten what the man wanted to know.

The man eyed him warily in return, then
cocked his head toward Claire. “She said I didn’t want this. Why
not? Is it unsafe?”

Gus thought fast. “Uh...” Well, maybe
not as fast as he would have liked. “Um...no...no, that’s not it at
all. Everything here is safe. Perfectly safe. As safe as...as...as
the vault at Tiffany’s.” He heard Claire wince at his analogy, but
ignored the response. Instead, he reiterated, “Of course these
desserts are safe. It’s just that...”

“You look like more of a truffle kind
of guy,” Claire interjected.

Gus threw her a withering look. No man
in his right mind ever wanted to be referred to as a “truffle kind
of guy.” It did nothing to impress the chicks.

“What my associate means,” he tried
again, “is that this—” He picked up a serving of Chocolate M-Cubed
that he had earlier squeezed and managed to remold into its
original shape—mostly. “This is something completely new. We’re
very anxious to get the public’s opinion.”

Claire’s expression when she looked at
Gus indicated she was impressed with his response. The man’s
expression when he looked at the dessert indicated he was not
impressed with it.

“I’d rather have this,” he said,
nodding at the chocolate he still held.

Gus reached across the table, snatched
it from his hand and slapped the mangled confection down in its
place. “Trust me,” he said. “You’ll love this.”

The man lifted the dessert Gus had
forced on him, wiped his thumb over his index finger at a smudge of
chocolate left behind, and then moved along to the next table. As
he went, and without bothering to even try and hide his action, he
dropped the serving of Mocha Mint Macadamia onto the floor and
kicked it beneath the table.

“Well, I never...” Claire began
indignantly. She spun around to face Gus. “Did you see what he did
with my dessert?”

“I saw.”

“Did you get a chance to check it for
Ben’s ring yet?”

He nodded.

“Oh. Okay.” She returned her gaze to
the table and sighed heavily. “The crowd is starting to pick up.
We’ve already missed the opportunity to check a dozen desserts that
people have picked up too quickly for me to stop them. So I guess
there’s only one thing left to do.”

“Yeah,” Gus told her as he noted the
figure cutting a very quick, very deliberate swath through the
crowd toward them. “Run away.”

She glanced up at Gus, then followed
the direction of his gaze. “Oh, no,” she muttered.

“Oh, yes,” Gus assured her.

Coming right toward them at a pace just
under Mach speed was Ben Summers, dressed to the nines for the
occasion in his designer tuxedo and black collarless shirt, sans
tie. A sapphire stud winked in his right earlobe, and his long hair
was swept straight back from his forehead with some kind of shiny
goo and caught in a ponytail at his nape. He looked cool and intent
and professional.

But he did not look happy.

 


 


 



CHAPTER 5

 


Okay, so Ben Summers was a good-looking
guy, Gus conceded as the man approached the table, his gaze
fastened on Claire and no one else. Gus still couldn’t see what she
saw in Ben that might make her consider marrying the guy. Simply
put, he just wasn’t her type.

“He’s staring at you,” Gus said. “I
don’t think he’s seen me yet, so I’ll just...”

Without completing the sentence, he
dropped to his hands and knees and crawled beneath the table,
yanking the skirt of the tablecloth closed behind him. He sure as
hell hoped Claire appreciated what he was doing for her. No way was
he spooked by or hiding from Ben Summers. He just figured his own
presence at the function would cause Claire more trouble than she
already had, and if hiding meant Ben went a little lighter on her,
then the least Gus could do was retreat for a little
while.

Not to mention his new position would
afford him an opportunity to consume all the servings of chocolate
he’d inspected and not been able to fashion back to their
original—more presentable—states. He reached into his jacket pocket
for a handful of truffles, bit indelicately into the first, then
settled himself in to shamelessly eavesdrop on the conversation
that quickly escalated above him.

“Claire, what the hell have you been
doing over here?”

“I don’t know what you mean,
Ben.”

“Mrs. Singleton just approached me and
said you put your finger in her dessert before serving it to
her.”

“Oh, don’t be silly. I’d never do
something like that. My finger slipped. It was just an accident. It
could have happened to anyone.”

“But it didn’t happen to anyone. It
happened to me.”

What a jerk, Gus thought, peeling the
foil away from another truffle to pop the confection into his
mouth.

Claire’s voice was tight as she
replied, “No, Ben, it didn’t happen to you. It happened to
me.”

“Well, it might as well have been me.
Anything that happens to you is a reflection on me. How could you
let that happen?”

Blah, blah, blah, Gus thought, tuning
out the verbal exchange as he bit into a rather large portion of
Chocolate M-Cubed. He closed his eyes and enjoyed every second as
the confection melted its way down to his belly. Boy, Claire sure
did have a way with chocolate. Too bad she couldn’t judge men the
same way she did her recipes.

What the hell did she think she was
doing, considering marriage to a guy like that? How could she even
be attracted to someone like Ben Summers, let alone think about
spending the rest of her life with him? She’d never gone for guys
like Ben—all preened and pruned and prissy and perfect. Guys who
got manicures once a week and who said they loved Marcel Proust for
his symbolism and who only listened to fusion jazz, whether they
understood it or not.

She’d always preferred regular guys.
Guys who played rugby in Central Park on the weekends and who
thought they might have heard of that Lord Byron guy—he played
basketball for UNLV didn’t he?—and who were die-hard fans of The
Band. Guys who Gus had liked a lot.

Or rather, guys who had been a lot like
Gus.

And that’s when the crux of his problem
with Ben Summers hit him. Hit him like a ton of gold-wrapped
truffles. What bothered him about Ben wasn’t just the fact that he
wasn’t anything like Gus. It wasn’t just those obvious differences
of opinion that rubbed him the wrong way. Hell, he didn’t mind if
people went about their lives differently. To each his own, and all
that.

No, what really bothered Gus was that,
for the first time since he’d met her, Claire had made clear that
what she liked in a man—liked enough to consider marrying him—bore
absolutely no resemblance to Gus. And that didn’t sit well with
him. It didn’t sit well at all.

Crouching there in the dark beneath a
chocolate-laden table, munching absently on a serving of Claire’s
Debauchery, Gus forced himself to reevaluate his motivation in
harboring such a hefty resentment toward Claire’s would-be fiancé.
What did it matter to him who she married? Why should he care who
she chose for her permanent mate? Unless, of course, Gus just
didn’t want to see her married. And the only reason he could fathom
for why he might not want Claire married was that maybe, just
maybe—

“Ben, will you please calm down?” he
heard her voice rise above the table, sending his admittedly
jumbled thoughts scrambling into even more erratic
pieces.

“Calm down?” Ben sputtered in response.
“Claire, look at these desserts. They look horrific. What have you
been doing to them?”

“Um... I think Mel might have gotten
sideswiped in the van on his way here. That’s the only reason I can
come up with for their...uh...their unusual condition.”

“Unusual?’ he barked. “Unusual? Claire,
they’ve been mangled beyond recognition some of them. Some even
have holes in them, as if someone’s been sticking their fingers
into them.”

“Wow,” she said, her voice way too
overflowing with disbelief. “You’re right. I didn’t notice that.
Who do you think could have done such a thing?” After a telling
pause, Gus heard her add, “I bet it was a pastry chef from one of
the other restaurants, trying to sabotage our entry.”

Ben sounded doubtful as he muttered,
“What on earth are you talking about?”

But Claire was obviously warming to her
hastily formed theory. Her voice dripped with enthusiasm as she
said, “Yeah, that’s it. That new guy over at
Starling’s—Jean-Michel, who’s been claiming he’s Cordon Bleu, but I
sincerely doubt it—has been badgering me about this event for
weeks, wanting to know what we’re sending and if we’d have anything
new.”

Gus waited to see if Ben would go for
it, then heard the other man’s thoughtfully uttered, “Has
he?”

“Yeah. And you know something else?”
Claire’s voice was very animated now, as if she were really getting
into the lie.

“What?”

“He’s not actually French. Not many
people know this, but he’s from Quebec. He even speaks French like
a Canadian. But that doesn’t stop him from telling everyone he
learned his trade in the petit boulangerie in Nice that’s been in
his family for centuries.”

“Are you saying he’s a
liar?”

“And evidently a saboteur,
too.”

Gus shook his head ruefully. If Claire
didn’t stop laying it on so thick, she was going to wind up with a
defamation suit on her hands.

“I’ll go talk to him,” he heard Ben
say.

“No, wait!” Claire cried.

“What?”

“Maybe ... maybe you should let me
handle this, Ben. Jean-Michel and I go way back.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. Waaaay back. Ever since cooking
school, when my Chocolate Bête-Noir completely overshadowed his
mango chutney pork loin during finals.”

“All right then.” Ben’s voice was
surprisingly calm. “I’ll let you handle it. But,
Claire.”

“What?”

“I don’t have to remind you again how
important this is, do I?”

“No, Ben.”

But Gus knew Ben would anyway. And he
did. So Gus used the time to finish off the last of the chocolate
he’d pilfered from the table, waiting an extra couple of minutes
after Ben’s voice trailed off before sticking his head out from
beneath the table again.

“Is he gone?” he asked as he
emerged.

Claire frowned at him. “Yes, he’s gone.
No thanks to you.”

Gus rose and rolled his shoulders
around, arching his neck to work out a few kinks. Then he brushed
himself off, straightened his necktie and muttered, “Man, I thought
he’d never leave.”

“Gus...”

Before she could do or say anything
that might alter his focus from the task at hand and return him to
the very strange workings his mind had been experiencing a few
moments ago, Gus interrupted her. “You’re right about the crowd
picking up. It’s twice the size it was when we got here. If you
want to find that ring, Claire, there’s only one thing left for us
to do.”

Her expression clouded, and she lifted
a hand to rub at the furrows forming on her forehead. “What’s
that?”

“We’re just going to have to start
eating our way through all this chocolate before anyone else has a
chance to.”

She glanced down at the table where
hundreds of desserts still sat harmlessly awaiting consumption. “I
was afraid you were going to say that. And I’ve already been eating
two for every one that I poked my finger into. I’m going to have
chocolate overload if I eat any more.”

“Here,” he said, picking up a serving
of Chocolate Raspberry Debauchery. “Have some more of this. This
stuff is fabulous.”

She glanced first one way and then the
other, as if fearful that Ben were still watching her from a hidden
roost. Then she met Gus’s gaze and took the dark, rich confection
from his hand. “I know it’s fabulous,” she said softly. “Not only
have I had about ten servings of it tonight, in case you’ve
for-gotten, I created it.”

She bit delicately into the dessert,
though whether because she feared breaking her tooth on a two-carat
diamond, or because she revered the confection as sacred, Gus
wasn’t sure. Probably the latter, he decided as he consumed another
serving for himself. Chocolateyness really was next to godliness in
his book.

Next she reached for a generous helping
of Chocolate M-Cubed, sampling it with a bit more gusto than she
had the Debauchery. He watched as her eyelids fluttered down over
her green eyes, and something in his gut tightened when her tongue
darted from her mouth to catch a crumb that lingered on her lower
lip. Oh, man, he’d been hoping to help her find that crumb himself.
With his own tongue.

The realization stayed his hand as he
reached for another truffle. Until tonight, he hadn’t had a sexual
thought about Claire since that New Year’s Eve debacle seven years
ago. Well, not really. Nothing too licentious, anyway. Not very
often. Not recently at any rate. But suddenly, sex and Claire were
linked uppermost—and irrevocably—in his mind. When the hell had
that happened? And why?

Shaking his head to clear it, he
grabbed the truffle he’d been aiming for and shoved it whole into
his mouth. He remembered then that he hadn’t eaten anything since
lunch. That must be the explanation for why his thoughts were so
jumbled tonight. Yeah, that was it. He was starving, and his brain
was addled as a result. Therefore, the solution was to eat. Eat
until he was completely stuffed, and all the synapses in his brain
were functioning properly again. And how convenient that he had an
entire table before him set with some of the most delectable
delicacies ever created.

“Mmmm,” Claire murmured beside him,
holding up a truffle she’d just bitten into herself. “Oh, wow.
These turned out even better than I thought they would. Try
this.”

Even though he’d just consumed one, Gus
opened his mouth obediently when Claire held up the chocolate for
him to sample, the bite already taken from it suddenly the most
erotic sight he’d ever beheld. She skimmed the confection lightly
over his lower lip before tucking it into his mouth, the brief,
seemingly harmless gesture pooling heat in his groin like he’d
never felt before. When her fingers followed the chocolate into his
mouth, he clamped his teeth down gently on them, skating the tip of
his tongue over each of her fingertips before closing his lips over
them entirely, exerting just the tiniest pressure as he tried to
suck them further into his mouth.

Claire’s cheeks flamed
bright pink at his gesture, her pupils expanding nearly to the edge
of her irises. God, why had he done that? he asked himself as he
slowly, reluctantly, opened his mouth to release her hand. It was
as if he hadn’t been able to help himself. As if what he’d just
done were something he did all the time. Oh, hi, Claire, how are you today? Want to go for a cup of
coffee? Mind if I suck on your fingers?

“Yeah, that really is good,” he
murmured when he managed to swallow his share of the truffle. “But
this,” he added, his eyes never leaving hers as his hand fumbled
across the table for a serving of the Chocolate M-Cubed, “this is
even better.”

He lifted the dessert to his own mouth
first, taking a bite as Claire had done. Then he plucked the sprig
of mint from the top and brushed it gently across his mouth,
running the tip of his tongue idly over each of the fragrant
leaves. Without a beat of hesitation, he extended it to Claire’s
mouth and raked it leisurely across her lower lip, too.

Her eyelids fluttered closed again, and
her lips parted fractionally. “Ooohhh,” she moaned. “That is
good.”

“But you haven’t even tasted it yet,”
he said softly.

“Yes, I have,” she whispered
back.

Gus shook his head slowly, even though
he knew she couldn’t see him. “Not the way you should. Not the way
you’re going to.”

She opened her eyes at that, and they
seemed different somehow. Heavy-lidded, larger, more expressive,
brimming with something Gus couldn’t quite identify. He lifted the
half-bite of torte to her mouth, cupping his free hand beneath her
chin to catch any errant crumbs. He felt his own lips parting as
she bit into the dessert, and all he could do was wish that it were
him, and not the sample of torte, that she was consuming
whole.

And then, just as he had hoped, a stray
crumb did tumble into his palm. Immediately, he scooped it up with
his thumb and lifted both to Claire’s mouth again. Without
resistance, she parted her lips and he tucked the crumb inside, and
when he did, she nipped the pad of his thumb with her teeth. The
gesture was completely unexpected and utterly arousing. He felt
himself grow hard and heavy, and all pretense and playfulness
fled.

Their gazes locked intimately, and he
couldn’t look away. His heart kicked up a funny rhythm as he
realized all he wanted to do right now was crawl under the table
again. Only this time, he’d pull Claire under there with him,
figure out how that little black dress unfastened and—

“Um, Claire?” he asked, interrupting
his own train of thought, his voice sounding strangled and not a
little desperate, a reflection of the tumultuous uproar currently
rocking him to the edge of his being.

She seemed not to notice, though, and
he could tell by her expression that she was every bit as
distracted as he. “Yeah, Gus?” she said, her voice low and husky
and full of something he was afraid to speculate about.

“I...uh...”

An idea erupted in his brain, and with
his gaze pinned to hers, he raised one hand to eye level for both
their inspections. Then, with the other, he began to wrestle free
one of the cuff links from his shirt. While Claire watched, he
dropped it onto the floor, where it ping-ping-pinged for a moment
before rolling under the table.

He smiled. “I think I lost a cuff link
on the floor when I was under the table. Would you mind giving me a
hand to look for it?”

Claire smiled back. Evidently no longer
bothered by the specter of the missing ring—or maybe having even
forgotten about it completely—she nodded eagerly, her eyes growing
darker, the pink stain on her cheeks deepening.

“Sure, Gus,” she said softly. “Sure. No
problem. Under the table, you say?’

He curled his fingers around her wrist
and lowered himself to his knees, pulling her down alongside him.
“Yeah, I think it was over in this direction somewhere...” he
began, moving them both toward the gap in the tablecloth. “Under
here...”

The darkness beneath the table beckoned
to him. And so did something about Claire. Slowly, Gus moved
forward, tugging an unresisting Claire along behind him. He still
wasn’t sure where he intended to take either of them. But he was
suddenly in a very big hurry to get there.

 


 


 



CHAPTER 6

 


The moment Gus had Claire close enough,
he pulled her into his arms, the motion so quick and adamant that
he fell backward onto the floor, pulling her down on top of him. He
felt hard and warm beneath her, and she splayed her hands open over
his solid chest to steady herself. Then she realized she didn’t
need steadying, because Gus had looped one arm soundly around her
waist, had cupped his other hand behind her nape, and was pulling
her head down to his. For one long, searing moment, he only met her
gaze with his, his gray eyes turbulent, as if giving her the chance
to push him away if she wanted.

She didn’t push him away.

Instead, she lowered her head to his.
But before she could make contact, he closed the distance himself
by lifting his own head to meet her, fastening his mouth over hers.
Without warning, a rush of memory overcame her. That one night,
that single solitary encounter the two of them had shared seven
years ago, raged up in her mind and her libido with the speed and
ferocity of a raging bull. She remembered what Gus tasted like,
what he felt like, what he sounded like when he was aroused. Then
she realized that what she was experiencing wasn’t a memory at all.
It was real. It was now. It was Gus.

She wrapped her arms around his neck
and held him as close as she could, almost fearful that he would
try to pull away once he realized what was going on. She wasn’t
sure what madness had come over her to suddenly want him in such a
way, but she was helpless to stop herself. His lips were warm,
moist, yielding. His mouth was hot and tasted so sweet. He smelled
of some fragrant, spicy aftershave and, more strongly, of
chocolate. There was no way she could resist him.

His mouth on hers was masterful, his
lips fluid and deft and arousing. He dragged his tongue along her
lower lip, pausing to taste the corner of her mouth before delving
deeply inside her. She gasped at the intrusion, an action he used
to his advantage. She tangled her tongue with his, as eager to
consume him as he seemed to be her. His hand at the small of her
back spread open, then dipped lower, skimming down to cover her
fanny and push her more intimately into his waiting warmth. When
she felt him ripening hard and full beneath her belly, she was
helpless to stifle the groan that bubbled up from somewhere deep
inside her.

The small sound was Gus’s undoing. He
still couldn’t believe he was holding Claire so intimately, still
couldn’t understand the suddenness or nature of whatever had
overcome them both. And he still couldn’t get enough of her. As
close as he held her, she still seemed to be too far away, as if
the thin barrier of their clothing was a wall three feet thick
instead.

So he urged his hand lower still,
opening his palm over the warm silk covering her thigh. Yes, that
was definitely better. His fingers danced over her soft flesh,
dipping first one way and then the other, finally settling at the
hem of her dress. He played with the soft fabric for a moment,
mustering his courage to follow his instincts, fearful that if he
made one wrong move, Claire would pull away from him forever. He
tore his mouth briefly from hers and met her gaze, his breathing
ragged and undisciplined, his heart rate climbing.

But when her gaze lingered on his, he
could see that she had no intention of stopping him from doing
whatever he wanted to do next. Her green eyes were vivid with
unquenched desire, her lips wet with the passion they’d done
nothing to assuage and everything to enflame.

Those lips moved then, forming a silent
direction Gus couldn’t quite understand. His confusion must have
shown on his face, because Claire lowered her head until her mouth
was right beside his ear. Then, in a whisper so soft he almost
didn’t hear her, she told him, “Do it.”

As if acting of its own accord, his
hand ducked beneath the hem of her dress, then pushed the fabric up
along her thigh until he encountered the lacy tops of her
stockings. God. Not pantyhose. Stockings. Bare, heated flesh met
his fingers as they passed further upward, until they halted at the
edge of her silky panties. Strangely, the only thought that wound
through his head then was a curiosity about what color they were.
Then he ceased to think at all, because Claire shifted her body,
her leg, to offer him an access that sent his thoughts spinning
into a rampage.

Her panties were damp and warm where he
touched them, indicating quite nicely thanks that she was as ready
for him as he was for her. Gus had to bite back the guttural sound
of need he felt clawing at the base of his throat. He wanted to
strip those panties away and bury himself so deep inside her that
neither one of them would be able to think straight again. But
there was no way he was going to start something like that
underneath a table in the ballroom of the Plaza Hotel while
hundreds of wealthy society icons milled around discussing the
stock exchange and the Dior spring collection.

Not unless he had time to
finish.

And, unfortunately, he knew his and
Claire’s time was limited. So instead of following through with
what his libido commanded, Gus slowly withdrew his fingers,
dragging them down along her thigh, smoothing the fabric of her
dress back into its original position. Unable to help himself,
though, he shifted their bodies until they lay facing each other on
their sides, curling his fingers over her hip, then inching them
slowly to her flat belly.

As he drew his hand up along her torso,
she moved closer to him again. Her lips hovered against his for one
long moment, and he could feel the damp whisper of her breath
caressing him. She covered his mouth with hers at the same moment
she cupped her palm over the hard ridge that had risen in his
trousers, stroking her hand up and down the length of him. In
response, he covered her breast with curled fingers, thumbing her
stiffening nipple to life with a sure, circular motion.

For a long moment, they simply lay
gasping and groaning, holding each other, melting into each other.
The sensation of being joined in such a way was so sweet, so
delicious, so all-consuming, that neither of them paid much
attention to the rough clearing of a throat overhead. Not even when
it sounded a second time. Or a third.

Not until it was followed by a rather
loud, rather obvious, “Hello? Is anyone there?”

Gus and Claire sprang apart at that,
eyeing each other as if neither remembered exactly what had
happened over the last several minutes. Their breathing was an
identical mixture of quick bursts and heavy sighs, and both
scrambled at the same rapid pace to gather their wits and rearrange
their clothing.

“Oh, my God,” Claire gasped, running a
shaky hand through her bangs. “What happened?”

Gus scrubbed both hands through his
hair and said, “I don’t know. I...we...it...” He surrendered to his
confusion, and shook his head mutely.

“Hel-loooo?” the voice beckoned
again.

Claire wiped a hand frantically over
her mouth, her lips feeling swollen and heavy beneath her fingers.
She hoped like hell her lipstick wasn’t as messed up as it probably
was after a mouth-to-mouth session like the one she’d just shared
with Gus. What on earth had happened? How could they...? How could
they have...? How could they have done...that?

“Excuuuuse me?”

With a final jerk of her dress down
over her thighs and a quick pat of her hair, Claire scuttled out
from beneath the table, leaving Gus to cope with the aftermath
alone. Considering the way he’d felt beneath her—and she had to
fight off the heat that consumed her at such a consideration—he was
probably going to need a few minutes to...collect himself. Or
whatever guys did when that sort of thing was
interrupted.

When she crawled out from beneath the
table, it was to find herself being evaluated by an elderly couple
standing on the other side. For a moment, they only watched her
warily, as if they weren’t quite certain she could be trusted.
Claire tried to smile, but just as she managed to complete one,
Gus’s hands appeared from beneath the tablecloth, clamping down
hard on the tabletop beside her. Then he heaved himself out from
beneath with a heartfelt groan, clawing the tabletop with both
hands as he emerged. He was still on his knees when he noticed that
he and Claire weren’t alone, and he, too, tried to
smile.

Oh, boy, Claire thought. If her effort
was as weak and unconvincing as his was, they were really in
trouble.

When Gus finally shoved himself up to
standing, he ran his big hands through his hair once more, craned
his neck to straighten his necktie, then rolled his shoulders with
a casualness that suggested this kind of thing happened to him
every day.

“I...uh...” he began. He rolled his
shoulders again, this time with less conviction. “I lost a cuff
link,” he mumbled, holding up the object in question for their
approval.

The elderly couple eyed them both even
more warily, but still said nothing. Claire looked at Gus, and Gus
looked at Claire, then they both turned to the couple
again.

“What?” they chorused, their impatience
and frustration rising to the fore.

Both the man and woman took a step
backward at exactly the same time, as if the move had been
choreographed. And at precisely the same moment, their sweet
expressions fell, to be replaced with mirror images of discomfort.
Claire supposed when you’d been together as long as those two
obviously had, you did that kind of thing automatically. Then she
realized just how rude she and Gus had been in their response to
the couple, and she tried once again to smile. Unfortunately, as
hard as she tried, she never quite managed to make a smile
appear.

With a restless sigh, she smoothed a
hand down over the front of her dress, noting that her heart was
still pounding fiercely behind her ribs and that the breast Gus had
held in his hand was still throbbing and unsatisfied. She told
herself not to think about it, cleared her throat and tried to
smile again.

But it was no use. She didn’t feel like
being polite or solicitous right now. She didn’t feel like being
nice. And she didn’t feel like looking for Ben’s damned ring in
what was left of her desserts. What she did feel like doing was
ripping Gus’s clothes off and running her hands and mouth over
every inch of him. What she felt like doing was running out of the
ballroom with him in tow, driving to JFK and hopping on the next
flight to wherever it was dark and hot and isolated.

Her patience finally at an end, she
sounded in no way polite when she clarified, “I mean, what can we
do for you?”

The woman’s smile had begun to return,
but it dimmed some at Claire’s uncooperative tone of voice.
“We...er...we had rather hoped to try some of that Chocolate
Raspberry Debauchery we’ve heard so much about.”

No longer able to tolerate being
courteous when her hormones were in such an uproar, Claire located
two servings of the dessert, made no effort to hide the way she
shoved a finger into each one, then scooped them up and shoved them
across the table to the couple. When she noted the puzzled
expressions in response to what she’d done, she held up each of her
index fingers, still smudged with chocolate, and wiggled
them.

“Haven’t you heard? It’s the
secret ingredient,” she said. “It’s what makes the dish so
special.”

Both the man and woman nodded, but
neither seemed convinced. Nevertheless, they gingerly picked up
their portions and turned away from the table, scurrying off, heads
bent together in conversation.

Dammit, Claire thought. She’d had
enough. There was no way she could go on like this any
longer.

“That’s it,” she said. “I’ve had it.
There’s no point in even continuing with this charade.”

“You’re right,” Gus said beside her.
“It’s about time to face up to this like adults.”

She nodded. “I’m just going to have to
tell Ben what happened.”

“Yes. You will. Or, rather, we
will.”

She turned to look at him, puzzled by
his offer. “Why ‘we’?”

His expression would have been the same
if she had just stuck her finger in his eye. “Why we?” he
repeated.

She shrugged. “Yeah. This doesn’t have
anything to do with you. It’s all my fault. “

“Excuse me, Claire, but I think I had a
little something to do with it.”

“No, you didn’t.”

“Yes, I did.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “Wait a
minute. What are you talking about?”

He narrowed his eyes back her. “What
are you talking about?”

“Ben’s ring,” she said. “I’m going to
have to tell him I lost it and face the consequences. What else
would I be talking about?”

Gus’s eyebrows shot up in obvious
surprise. “What else?” he echoed. “Gee, I don’t know. Maybe the
fact that you just crawled out from under a dessert table after a
nice round of touchy-feely that left your hair a mess and your
panties in a twist and your mouth looking like...like...well, never
mind what your mouth looks like...and the guy who wants to marry
you wasn’t even there. How about that for a ‘what
else’?”

Claire dropped her gaze to the table.
She’d been rather hoping all of that had been some kind of bizarre,
sugar-induced hallucination. “Oh, that,” she muttered.

From the comer of her eye, she saw
Gus’s expression sour. “Yeah, that.”

“I... um ... I don’t know what to
say.”

“I have a suggestion,” he was quick to
supply. “How about, ‘Let’s get out of here, Gus. Take me back to
your place and make wild monkey love to me all night
long.’“

She bit her lip, amazed that she could
feel like laughing after what had just transpired. “No, I don’t
think that would be an option.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s just not.”

“Why?”

“Gus—”

She honestly didn’t know what to say.
She couldn’t think of a single good reason why she should put Gus
off. She only knew that she should. It was just too weird, what had
just happened between them. It was just too new. Too strange. That
New Year’s Eve seven years ago, she’d been able to blame their
unusual behavior on the festive occasion and the magnum of
champagne they’d consumed. But there had been no champagne to blame
tonight. Tonight, there had only been—

A festive occasion. And chocolate. Lots
and lots of chocolate.

Of course, Claire thought. Chocolate.
That explained everything. It was common knowledge that chocolate
was an aphrodisiac. And considering how much they’d had to consume
tonight, it was no wonder they’d become so...aroused. So agitated.
So easily and completely overcome with passion. It all made sense
now.

Still, was it really possible for
chocolate to generate that much desire in a person? Hey, she knew
her desserts were good, but she didn’t know they were that good.
Maybe it was about time for her to strike out on her
own...

Claire pushed the errant thought away
and focused on the more pressing of her concerns. Unfortunately,
having an explanation for her actions this evening did absolutely
nothing to make her feel better. On the contrary, the knowledge
that what had just happened between her and Gus had been the result
of a chocolate-induced frenzy, and not an honest, heartfelt lust
fest, was more than a little disheartening. Nevertheless, she knew
it was essential that she make him realize the real reason for what
had just happened. That way they could be on their guard to make
sure it never happened again.

Although why it was so important that
such an event never occur again, she wasn’t entirely sure at the
moment. She only knew there could never be a repeat of the episode.
She was an almost engaged woman, after all. And Gus was her friend.
She didn’t want to do anything that would mess with
that.

“You don’t realize what just happened
here, do you, Gus?” she said.

He continued to eye her warily, and not
a little lasciviously. Her heart rate doubled when she noted the
tiny smudge of lipstick that still stained one comer of his mouth.
When she automatically lifted her hand to rub the spot of red away,
he gripped her wrist fiercely in one hand.

“Oh, I think I know exactly what just
happened here, Claire.”

He pulled her hand away from his mouth,
then, as if he knew what she had intended to do, he scrubbed his
own fist over his lips instead. Yet he didn’t let go of her wrist,
and continued to eye her with displeasure.

“But don’t tell me,” he said evenly.
“Let me guess. You’re going to tie it all up nice and neat and then
toss it over your shoulder without a second thought, right? You’re
going to explain it all away with a snap of your fingers and then
pretend it never happened.” After a telling hesitation, he added,
“Just like you did on New Year’s Eve seven years ago.”

She lifted her chin, telling herself
the gesture was not defensive, but merely an attempt to meet his
gaze. “We just got a little carried away,” she said softly. “It was
no big deal.”

He laughed, but there wasn’t an ounce
of humor in the sound. “Oh, I’ll say we got carried away.” He
tightened his grip on her wrist and jerked her forward, until she
had no choice but to fall against him. “But I beg to differ,” he
added in a vicious whisper, his anger obvious. “I think it was a
very big deal.”

“It was the chocolate,” she said
lamely.

He narrowed his eyes at her. “It was
what?”

She nodded. “It was the chocolate. It
was. Everybody knows chocolate is an aphrodisiac. After all we’ve
had to eat tonight, is it any wonder we...um...” She felt her
cheeks flaming with embarrassment. “That we responded to each other
like that?”

Without warning, Gus bent his head and
fastened his mouth to hers again, heedless as to who might be
watching them. The embrace lasted only a few seconds, but when he
pulled back, Claire was as breathless and unsteady as he was. He
released her wrist with enough force to make her hand slap against
her thigh, then glared at her.

“Here’s a news flash for you, Claire.
It wasn’t the chocolate. And seven years ago, it wasn’t the
champagne.”

“That’s silly,” she said, the words
coming out weak and thin. “Of course it was. What else could it
have been?”

He shook his head, looking as if he
were disappointed in her. “Oh, gee, I don’t know. Just a shot in
the dark, but... maybe it’s because we turn each other on. Because
we’ve turned each other on for years. Because we’ll keep turning
each other on until we do something about it.”

His voice had gradually risen in volume
with every sentence he completed, and it grew even louder as he
continued. “And maybe even that won’t stop it. Maybe, just maybe,
Claire, we’ll be turning each other on for the rest of our
lives!”

They’d attracted an audience, Claire
noted from the corner of her eye, though thankfully Ben didn’t seem
to be among the people surrounding the table. Nevertheless, there
was no reason why she had to let Gus’s tirade go on any longer. He
was clearly suffering from sugar shock. There was no other way to
explain the thoughts exploding in his addled brain.

“Are you finished?” she asked
quietly.

He gazed at her, but said
nothing.

“Good,” she said, deliberately turning
her back on him. “Then you won’t mind helping me pack up these
desserts. I think it’s safe to say this night has come to an end.
And none too soon.”

She heard Gus shift restlessly behind
her and prayed he would let the subject drop. At least until they
were in a setting that was more conducive to exploring the strange
new avenue their relationship had just taken. There was nothing
like standing in the middle of a crowded ballroom with hundreds of
eyes boring into one to inhibit one’s conversation just a trifle.
If Gus was still insistent tomorrow that their embrace had been
more than a chocolate kiss, she promised herself she’d keep an open
mind.

But that was tomorrow. Tonight, she
still had to face up to Ben and tell him about the ring.

When she turned back around, she saw
that Gus had pulled an empty box from beneath the table and had
started to fill it with truffles. For each one that he put in the
box, however, he was popping one into his mouth. Just what they
needed, she thought. More chocolate. As if her desserts hadn’t
caused enough trouble for one night.

“Ben’s never going to forgive me for
this,” she muttered under her breath, trying to alleviate some of
the tension that still burned up the air between her and Gus. “And
he may very well fire me. But I’m just going to have to tell him
his grandmother’s ring is inside one of these desserts, or about to
be discovered by some unwitting guest.”

“Claire—”

“No, Gus, don’t try to stop me,” she
interjected. “It’s pointless to continue this way.”

“But, Claire—”

“I mean, so far tonight, we’ve managed
to alienate enough people that word of mouth alone could spell the
end of Chandelles.”

“But, Claire—”

“Not to mention completely destroy any
future relationship I might have with Ben.”

“I found the ring.”

“It’s not so much the job I care about.
I just—”

Gus’s announcement finally sunk in
then, and she spun around to find him gritting his teeth at her.
Gritting his teeth around one of the most obnoxious, ostentatious,
offensive pieces of jewelry she’d ever had the misfortune to
encounter.

And for some reason, she was in no way
pleased by the new development.

 


 


 



CHAPTER 7

 


“You found it?” she repeated, her voice
sounding very small.

Gus plucked the ring from his mouth,
swiped at the chocolate coating it, and nodded. For some reason, he
didn’t seem quite as angry as he’d been before. But he still didn’t
seem very happy.

“Yep. That sucker was hiding in one of
your truffles.” He lifted his hand to his mouth and jiggled a
canine with his thumb and forefinger. “Little bugger damn near
broke my tooth, too.”

“Oh, Gus,” Claire whispered as she
seized the ring from his hand and shoved it down over the fourth
finger of her left hand, chocolate and all. She swallowed a
miserable lump in her throat and squelched a sob. “You’ve...you’ve
made me the happiest woman alive.”

Funny, though. She didn’t sound very
happy. She didn’t feel very happy, either. For some reason, she was
wishing the ring she’d just taken from Gus had been one he was
offering himself, and not one that had been given to her by another
man.

Another man who seemed to have been
conjured out of thin air by the recovery of his grandmother’s ring.
The moment Claire slipped the ring down over her finger, Ben
appeared behind her and placed a chaste kiss on her neck. He was
saying something sweet, something nice, something about how much
someone had liked one of the Chandelles desserts. Then he saw Gus,
and his voice turned sour.

“What the hell is he doing here?” Ben
demanded.

It occurred to Claire then that the
dubious greeting was the same one Ben always offered to Gus, and it
was really beginning to annoy her. Then, what registered in her
mind was Ben’s kiss. Ben’s little kiss. The chaste little kiss. The
chaste little kiss that had done nothing to make her blood rush as
fast and furious as a hot, raging river.

It hadn’t been anything like Gus’s kiss
at all.

And that was when Claire knew she could
never, not in a million years, marry Ben Summers. He just wasn’t
the man for her. Chocolate or no chocolate, the right man was the
kind of man who could make a woman feel the way Gus made her feel.
At once warm and cozy and hot and bothered. Content one minute,
confused the next. Sometimes winsome, sometimes wanton. But always,
no matter what, wonderful.

Gus, she realized then, was the right
man. At least he was when they were both overcome by chocolate. Now
all she had to do was see if they could recreate that passion
without the added enhancement of dessert. But how was she supposed
to get Gus to give up chocolate?

Knowing she had a far more pressing
dilemma to attend to first, she turned around to meet Ben’s gaze
and tried to smile.

“Hi, Ben,” she said, attempting to
inject a lightness into her voice she didn’t feel.

Gus, on the other hand, didn’t even try
to mask his animosity when he told the other man, “Nice to see you,
too, Summers. I’m here because Claire invited me.”

This time, Ben turned his frown on
Claire. “Why?” he asked sharply.

She scrunched up her shoulders, as if
by shrinking her body in such a way, it might be possible to make
herself disappear. “I thought he might have a nice time?” she said
lamely. Before Ben could comment further, she prodded him, “What
were you saying about Chandelles’s booth going over
well?”

Her ego stroking seemed to do the
trick, because Ben’s expression softened. He turned his back on Gus
and focused his full attention on Claire. “We’re a hit,” he told
her. “In spite of a few...um...unfortunate occurrences, Chandelles
is being praised right and left tonight.” He took her hands in his
and kissed each one. “And it’s all your doing, Claire,” he added
softly. Impulsively, he rushed on, “I can’t wait two more weeks.
Give me your answer tonight. Right now. Tell me you’ll marry
me.”

She could feel Gus tense behind her,
and she glanced over her shoulder to look at him. She had no idea
what must have shown on her face, but whatever her expression held,
Gus evidently didn’t like it. Before she had a chance to say a
word, he spun on his heel and strode deliberately away, crossing
the ballroom with quick, wide strides. He didn’t hesitate, and he
didn’t look back, and all she could do was watch as he disappeared
into the crowd.

Her instincts commanded her to follow
him, but Ben had just offered her the perfect opportunity to give
him the explanation she needed to give. So she turned back around,
gently removed her hands from his, and restlessly twirled the ring
on her left hand with the fingers of her right. But she couldn’t
quite find the words to say what she needed to say.

“Claire?” Ben prodded, clearly puzzled
by her lack of response.

“Ben...” she began, her voice
containing none of the self-assurance she tried to force into
it.

“Yes, Claire?”

“I...um...”

“Yes?”

“Ben, I...that is...”

“Yes?”

She bit her lip, commanding herself to
just say it and be done with it. She continued to twist the ring on
her finger, finally with enough force to dislodge it. It slipped
over her knuckle so easily, so painlessly, so effortlessly, that it
gave her the needed boost to speak.

“No. No, Ben, I can’t marry
you.”

She had expected him to be
disappointed. She had expected him to be upset. She had even been
prepared for the possibility that he might be a little piqued. What
she hadn’t expected, what she wasn’t prepared for, was for all the
color to drain from his face and for his lips to start twitching
violently.

In spite of all that, his voice was
deceptively calm as he asked, “You what?”

For the first time since meeting him a
year ago, Claire felt unsettled by Ben. She’d never seen such a
reaction from him before. So subtly outraged, so silently furious.
Granted, he’d been under a lot of pressure lately, and being turned
down after hoping for a positive reply for two months was enough to
make anyone feel a little angry. But still...

Maybe there was a side to Ben that
Claire hadn’t seen before. After all, every day there were new
stories on the evening news about guys who were just so smooth and
so charming until they got a woman to marry them, and then it
turned out they were serial killers wanted in seventeen states and
the Republic of Togo for doing in dozens of wives. Not that Ben was
necessarily quite that bad, but there was something—some
unidentifiable something—about him that had bothered her ever since
he’d proposed. It was what had kept her from saying yes right away.
And it was still bothering her now.

But before she could put her finger on
it, and as quickly as it had arisen, Ben’s quiet choler evaporated,
to be replaced by a very definite demeanor of desperation. Sweat
broke out on his forehead, his pupils shrank to pinpoints and his
body began to tremble.

“Okay, Claire. That’s all right. I
understand. I do.”

“Thanks, Ben,” she said cautiously,
still not sure what to make of this new development. “That’s big of
you.” When his body began to shake more, she asked, “Are you
okay?”

“Sure. Sure, I’m fine. Fine. But,
um...you’ll still stay on at Chandelles, right? Just because you’re
not going to marry me, that doesn’t mean you’re going to quit, does
it? You wouldn’t do that to me, would you?”

Understanding began to dawn on Claire
then. Dawned like a good solid blow to the back of the head. “Just
what are you trying to say, Ben?”

He shook his head. “Nothing. Nothing at
all. I just...I just want to make sure you’re not going to leave
me.”

She bit her lip delicately. “I thought
that was what I just did.”

He nodded, the gesture too quick, too
hasty, too confident. “Yeah, I know. But you’re not going to...you
know...leave the restaurant, too, are you?”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “You’d
actually want me to stay on at Chandelles after telling you I won’t
marry you?”

Panic. That was the only way to
describe the expression that overcame him next. “Of course I want
you to stay. You have to stay.” For the first time, he touched her,
gripping her upper arms with enough force to bruise them. “Claire,”
he said in a much too steady tone for a guy who supposedly just had
his heart broken. “You have to.”

“I don’t have to do anything, Ben. Let
me go.”

Immediately, he released her, smoothing
his hands carefully up and down her arms. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean
it. I just...Don’t go, Claire. Please stay on at Chandelles.
Please? With chocolate-covered strawberries on top?”

“I’m not sure it’s a good idea, Ben.
I—”

“But if you leave, my clientele will go
with you. Your desserts are the only reason anyone comes
in.”

“Oh, I don’t think that’s—”

“If you go,” he interrupted, some of
the color returning to his face, making it a very odd shade of
purple, “my restaurant will be ruined. I’ll be washed up. You have
to stay, Claire. You just have to. Otherwise, I’ll be out of a
job.”

His reaction told Claire all she needed
to know about her ex would-be fiancé. No, he wasn’t a serial
killer. He was just a big jerk. And either way, she was better off
without him.

She took his hand in hers and turned it
palm up. “Um, thanks for asking, Ben,” she said, “but I think I’ll
try my hand freelancing for a while. Maybe I’ll even open my own
place.” She dropped his grandmother’s ring into his hand and closed
his fingers over it. “I’ll call it Just Desserts. What do you
think?”

Ben gazed down at his closed fist and
sighed heavily. “I think,” he said with resignation, “that my life
is over.”

Claire thought about Gus, about the
times they’d shared in the past, about the most recent incident
under the dessert table, and about the way the two of them had
parted. And she wondered what it was going to take to get them back
to where they were before.

“And my life is just beginning,” she
said as she pushed past Ben and made her way into the crowd. “I
hope.”

 


Claire waited until late Sunday
afternoon to call Gus. For one thing, she wanted to give them both
at least thirty-six hours to make sure all the chocolate—and its
consequent aftereffects—were well and truly gone from their
systems. For another thing, she had a little shopping to do.
Nothing major—just a few things from the gourmet grocery up the
street. Oh, okay, and maybe one or two items from that little
lingerie shop on the corner. She had plotted out a plan that she
was fairly confident would succeed, but a woman didn’t want to have
to rely on flannel shirts and cotton underwear where true love was
concerned. Better safe than sorry, she always said. And better
red—red lace anyway—than dead.

When she finally did call him, the
phone rang six or seven times before Gus picked it up. And when he
did, he sounded groggy and cranky and less than willing to talk to
her.

“I was wondering if you’d like to come
down for dinner,” she said in spite of his surliness.

“Me?” he asked. “Why do you want to
have dinner with me? Why don’t you call Ben instead? I think you’ve
made it clear you prefer his company over mine.”

Oh, how cute. He was being petulant.
Claire smiled. It was a good sign. “I don’t want Ben to come for
dinner,” she told him. “I want you.”

“Why?” he demanded. He still sounded
angry.

She inhaled a deep breath and released
it slowly before saying, “Ben and I split up.”

There was a moment’s hesitation from
the other end of the line, followed by a quiet, and very wary, “You
did?”

“Mm-hm. And I quit my job at
Chandelles, too.”

There was another pause before he
repeated, “You did?”

“Yeah. I’m thinking maybe I’ll open my
own place. A little pastry shop here in the Village. I’ve got some
money saved up, and I could do a little catering on the side to
bring in some extra cash flow. What do you think?”

His response was yet another
hesitation, then a very cautious, “You, uh ... you split up with
Ben?”

“Mm-hm.”

“You’re not going to marry
him?”

“Mm-mm. But the shop, Gus. What do you
think of my idea about striking out on my own?”

His voice softened some when he asked,
“Striking out on your own professionally? Or
personally?”

Just to get a rise out of him, she
replied, “I don’t know. Maybe both. The men in my life have been
acting very strangely lately. It might be better to just fly solo
for a change.”

His response this time was a
noncommittal “Mm.”

“But if I do open my own place, I’m
going to have a lot of competition,” she went on quickly, before he
had time to make up his mind about things one way or the other. “So
I’ve been experimenting with some recipes. I need a second opinion.
You free for dinner or not?”

“I guess I could make time.”

“All I’m fixing are
desserts.”

“We’re going to have just
desserts?”

She bit her lip to keep from laughing
at the appropriateness of his query. “I hope so. So what do you
say? Can you come down for dinner? I promise it will be better than
Ho-Hos and chocolate milk.”

“I’ll be right there.”

As she hung up the phone, she muttered
to herself, “I figured you would.”

 


 


 



CHAPTER 8

 


In spite of his assurances of
immediacy, it was a good forty-five minutes later that there was a
knock at Claire’s front door. When she opened it, she found Gus
standing on the other side—freshly shaved and showered by the
clean, spicy smell of him—looking nowhere near as confident about
the evening ahead as she was feeling herself. He was dressed as he
used to dress all the time, in faded Levi’s and an equally faded,
long-sleeved T-shirt that had once probably been a deep navy blue,
his hiking boots identical to the ones she usually wore, except
that they were a whole lot bigger.

“Hi,” he greeted her.

“Hi,” she replied.

For the first time in two decades, an
awkwardness seemed to rise between them. Claire had been so sure of
herself before she’d twisted the knob of her front door. But faced
with Gus now, looking so handsome and boyish and uncertain, she
couldn’t quite remember what she had planned.

Seduction, a little voice at the back
of her head reminded her. You were going to ply him with dessert
and lure him into your bed.

Oh, yeah. It was all coming back to her
now.

“Come on in,” she said, stepping aside
to allow him entry.

He lifted his nose into the air as he
crossed the threshold, then smiled. “Something smells
wonderful.”

She smiled. “Dinner. Or, rather,
dessert.”

“I thought they were going to be one
and the same tonight.”

She hoped her smile wasn’t too
lascivious as she promised, “Oh, they will be.”

Gus eyed Claire curiously, wondering,
among other things, why she was wearing her chef’s uniform at home,
but he offered no indication of his suspicions. Instead, he crossed
the tiny living room in a few long strides and made his way to the
even tinier dining area.

Claire’s furnishings were as practical
and no-nonsense as she was, and hadn’t changed much since she’d
graduated from college. A colorful quilt covered the old sofa,
hiding the places where the stuffing had begun to peek through the
cushions. The windows were draped by gauzy fabric that pooled on
the gleaming hardwood floor beneath, turning the late afternoon sun
shining through into a filmy yellow glow. Her coffee table was a
steamer trunk tipped on its side, and her metal chairs were more
suited to a patio than a living room. Area rugs in just about every
color under the sun were scattered haphazardly about, and the
museum posters that had once been taped to the walls were now
framed and covered with glass.

Her dining area, on the other hand, Gus
realized as he approached it, looked like a Victorian matron’s
dream. She’d covered the scarred mahogany table with a lace
tablecloth and set it with the china and crystal she’d inherited
from her great-grandmother, items that had been packed away in
boxes for as long as she’d owned them. She’d accessorized the soft
colors with fresh flowers and gently flickering tapers. Then she’d
filled every serving dish she had with a dozen different kinds of
desserts.

Chocolate desserts.

Just what the hell was Claire up
to?

“Claire?” he began.

He spun around quickly, only to realize
too late that she had followed him over and stood directly behind
him. His action caused him to turn right into her, and when he did,
she grabbed his upper arms with both hands to keep herself from
falling backward. Without even thinking about what he was doing, he
cupped his hands over her shoulders and urged her closer. Then
slowly, very slowly, he lowered his head to hers. But before he
could pull her into his arms, she spun away from him and fled to
the opposite side of the table.

“What are you up to?” he
asked.

She lifted a hand to the top button of
her chef’s jacket and began to fiddle with it a little anxiously.
“I’m not up to anything. What do you mean?”

“I’ve known you a long time, Claire. I
know when you’re up to something.”

She shook her head. “No, I just...
Before you dive head-first into all this, I need to point out that
there’s more to enjoying dessert than just the flavor of what’s on
the menu.”

“Oh?”

She nodded, a vigorous gesture that
told him she was more than a little nervous. “Of course. Any chef
worth her salt will tell you that presentation is also very
important.”

“Presentation?”

“Mm-hm.”

Her response came out a little
strangled, piquing Gus’s curiosity more. “And just...um...just how
did you plan to present all this stuff?”

Instead of answering him verbally, she
unfastened the button she’d been playing with on her jacket. Then
she moved her hand to the second button and unfastened it, as well.
Then the third. Then the fourth. As Gus watched fascinated, his
complete attention focused on the comings and goings of her hands,
Claire finished with her jacket and reached for the drawstring of
her white pants underneath. Unable to quite convince himself that
she was actually doing what she appeared to be doing, he stood
motionless, his heart pounding hard and heavy when she shrugged out
of both garments.

Under her uniform was a little scrap of
red nothing that she was almost wearing. Her breasts were full and
high and straining against the lacy fabric, a fabric that sort of
covered her flat belly and nether regions. The high cut of the
teddy showcased her legs in a way Gus sure never would have
considered fantasizing about them, and all he could do was
stare.

“Well?” she asked anxiously, and he
could see that she wasn’t entirely sure of the reception she would
receive.

He tried to tamp down the urge to leap
across the table and wrestle her to the floor, and instead cleared
his throat and swallowed hard. “That, uh...that’s some
presentation, Claire.”

“Do you like it?”

“Uh, yeah. Yeah, I think I can safely
say that you’re definitely onto something here. I’m just not sure
how the cops are going to feel about having a pasty—I mean, pastry—
shop like yours in the neighborhood.”

She smiled, her expression still a
little nervous. “I guess I still have a few kinks to work
out.”

Gus smiled back. “I’ll be more than
happy to do what I can to help work your kinks.”

“You still haven’t tasted anything
yet.” Her hands were trembling when she snatched up a piece of what
appeared to be very dense chocolate cake and shoved it toward
him.

“Here, try this first,” she said, her
voice none too steady when she spoke. “Instead of Black Forest
Cake, I’m calling it Black Foremost Cake. What do you think? Pretty
clever, huh?”

His eyes never leaving the expanse of
soft, creamy skin that beckoned to him, Gus took the piece of cake
and bit into it, all but oblivious to the smooth, chocolatey flavor
that rolled around on his tongue. She could have handed him a snow
shovel to taste, and he would have told her it was
delicious.

“Tastes great,” he said. “And the
presentation is exceptional. But why don’t you just call it Black
Forest Cake? Is that copyrighted or something?”

“No, I just wanted something different.
You like it?”

He took another few bites without
replying, his gaze fastened on the shadowy line between her
breasts. “Uh, yeah. Yeah, it’s terrific.”

He started to move around the table,
but she stopped him by reaching for something else that appeared to
be chocolate pie and extended that toward him. “It’s Chocolate
Dream Pie,” she told him.

Obediently, he took a hasty bite, then
set the dessert down and began to move around the table again.
“Dreamy,” he told her. “But why not call it chocolate cream
pie?”

As he drew nearer, she held up her
hands palms out in a silent indication for him to stop right where
he was. Then she reached for another sample from the table, handed
it to him and said, “This is the best of the bunch. Baked
Yukon.”

With an impatient growl, he stopped
within inches of her and obediently took the dessert. “Instead of
Baked Alaska? Clever. But why are you changing all the names of
traditional desserts?” he asked.

He bit into the Baked Yukon, the sweet
coldness of it doing nothing to alleviate the heat that had been
pooling in his midsection and groin since she’d whipped off her
chef’s uniform.

“I told you,” she explained, “I wanted
something different.”

“Oh, this is definitely
different.”

She started to reach for something
else, but Gus closed what little distance remained between them and
stayed her hand over a rich-looking chocolate torte. “Why aren’t
you having any?” he asked.

“I’ve already tasted them
all.”

“So taste them again.”

“But—”

He glanced down at the table and saw
that she had even fixed him his favorite—bourbon balls. So he
picked up one of the chocolate confections dusted with powdered
sugar and popped it into his mouth.

“Oh, Claire, these turned out even
better than usual.”

She smiled. “You think so?”

“Mmmm. Try one.”

He scooped up another piece of the
candy and held it to her lips, but she made no move to open her
mouth to receive it. “Thanks,” she said a little breathlessly, “but
I’ve been eating this stuff as I go all afternoon. I’m
full.”

“Come on, Claire,” he coaxed. He curled
his fingers around her nape for a moment, then traced a slow,
delicate line around to her throat. Her pulse exploded beneath the
pad of his finger, her flesh felt hot and alive. “Just a little
nibble. You know you want to.”

She started to shake her head, but he
held the candy to her mouth again. So she bit into it, her tongue
stumbling over the sweet, still managing to catch a few stray
pieces that threatened to fall. Gus’s fingers clenched convulsively
over the chocolate, crushing it into crumbs. A spot of powdered
sugar lingered on her lips, and without even thinking about what he
was doing, he leaned forward to kiss it away.

His lips on hers were soft, seeking,
solicitous. Claire felt herself melting into his kiss as easily as
butter combined with cocoa. There had been a few moments there when
she hadn’t been sure exactly how Gus would react to her obvious
overture. But the moment she’d taken off her jacket, she’d seen
sparks of heat ignite in his eyes, and she’d known he was every bit
as eager as she to explore this new development as she.

He pulled away from her for a moment,
gazing down into her eyes as if wanting to put voice to a question.
But before she could ask him what that question might be, he dipped
his head forward again, kissing her more insistently, arousing her
to every edge of her being. The hand at her throat was joined by
his other, his fingers dancing over her skin like the flutter of
butterfly wings. Then he cupped her jaw in one hand, and skimmed
the fingers of the other down along her shoulder, tracing an
unsteady path to her breast.

Claire sucked in her breath when he
covered the tender flesh with his hand, palming her breast gently,
kneading it with sure fingers. He rubbed his thumb confidently over
the fabric housing her swollen nipple, then ducked his head to drag
open-mouthed kisses along her throat and shoulder. When his mouth
encountered the wispy strap of her teddy, he shoved it and its mate
on the other side down over her shoulders, urging the garment to
her waist. Then he moved his mouth to her breast, tasting her with
the hunger and finesse of a gourmet long deprived of his favorite
delicacies.

“You’re so sweet, Claire,” he
whispered, intoxicating her with the headiness of his voice. “So
delicious. I don’t know if I’ll ever have enough of
you.”

She tangled her fingers in his silky
hair and held him to her breast, her legs growing weak as he
intensified his attentions. “You’ll have a lifetime to find out,”
she managed to gasp. “If that’s what you want.”

He seemed oblivious to her offer,
having moved to her other breast, suckling her thirstily as he
rolled her other nipple between his thumb and
forefinger.

“Oh, Gus,” she whispered, “I can’t take
much more of this.”

As if understanding her demand, he
scooped her into his arms with the obvious intention of carrying
her to the bedroom.

“Wait,” she said when he started to
turn away.

“Wait?” he repeated
incredulously.

“Bring some of the Baked Yukon,” she
instructed with a salacious wiggle of her eyebrows. “And some of
those dipped strawberries.”

He smiled. “You’re right. We’re going
to need our energy.”

Juggling Claire with one arm, he
reached for the desserts and handed them to her. Then he kissed her
all the way to her bedroom and settled her reverently in the middle
of her bed. As he undressed, she idly sampled the dipped
strawberries one by one, rubbing them gently over her lips before
sinking her teeth into the juicy fruit. She saw Gus’s pupils—and
other parts of him, too—grow large with wanting every time she
swallowed a bite.

“My turn,” he said when he joined her
on the bed.

Claire took her time ogling his naked
body, her heartbeat quickening with every inch her gaze covered. He
was solid and beautiful, muscles rippling poetically along his
torso and arms and legs, the sinew defined more completely by
strong veins and tendons. As he lay on his back beside her, she
curled up on her knees, then dangled a strawberry over his
lips.

“Delicious,” he said when he
swallowed.

“They are, aren’t they?”

His gray eyes gleamed almost silver as
he said, “No, I meant you.”

An erratic thrill of heat wound through
her body, exploding in her belly like a ball of fire.

“I love you, Claire,” he said softly.
“I think I’ve loved you since I was six years old.”

She smiled. “Are you sure that’s not
just dessert talking?”

The question threw cold water on the
fires that had been burning up Gus’s insides. Oh, man, he thought,
was Claire right? Was what he felt right now just a response to the
chocolate? That it wasn’t love at all? That it wasn’t even honest
lust? Was that really possible? He’d never been more turned on in
his life than he was right now, and he’d never experienced such an
incredible sense of well-being. But was that because of a chocolate
overdose?

“Maybe you were right,” he said
sadly.
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