Embrasser means kiss in French. Delphine D'Arleux, traveling in Belgium for a candy-making class, doesn't expect to have the word demonstrated to her, especially by a stranger. Brad Larsen, an avowed chocoholic, knows he behaved badly by kissing the pretty French girl, but he can't quite regret his actions. Can he show Delphine that a longing fulfilled is sweet to the soul?
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A longing fulfilled is
sweet to the soul.
Proverbs 13:14
One
It just doesn’t get any better than this!
Brad Larsen leaned his head against the front window of a Belgian chocolatier shop in the old Brussels square and inhaled deeply, attempting to smell the chocolate through the glass while gazing at the rows of wrapped chocolates that winked in the slanting rays of the sun like jewels in Aladdin’s cave.
He wanted to go inside, but the shop was currently crowded with eager weekend customers. Brad decided to wait a few more minutes and bide his time ogling the candy.
He smiled wryly at the thought. His old surfing buddies back home had ribbed him about his opportunities to ogle pretty European girls. Although he’d done a fair amount of that while he’d been visiting the continent during the last week with his parents, one had to have one’s priorities straight.
And right now it’s chocolate.
Brad pressed his hands against the glass, willing some of the customers to leave the store. His gaze traveled around the dim interior. Old brick and bad lighting didn’t hinder the candies from appearing to glow with an inner radiance. He closed his eyes and sighed.
When he opened them, he saw a female standing close to the window, staring at him. Her quizzical expression was almost comical. She had enormous ebony eyes fringed by thick lashes, set in a heart-shaped face.
Brad’s gaze widened at the vision she created—made even more delectable framed by shelves and shelves of chocolates. Although he was vaguely aware of the condensation left on the glass from his breath, he couldn’t peel himself away from the window.
I have to meet her.
The girl inside the shop suddenly twisted away, melting into the mob of shoppers. He craned his neck, scanning the crowd to find her, but it seemed she’d disappeared. He pressed a hand to his heart. That tyrant, Madame Chocolat, with all her velvety sweet, cavity-inducing wiles, had been eclipsed by the pretty stranger. He made his way into the store.
Brad edged his way around the people teeming in the small shop. With the advantage of his height, he spotted the girl he had seen where she stood across the room in line near the counter. A dark pink blush on her cheeks made her appear flustered. Brad stood transfixed, ignoring the jostling of customers around him.
When she was first in line, she stepped up and pointed to the boxed selections displayed behind the counter. Brad listened as she gave her order in rapid French. He grinned. Ooh la la…
She paid for her purchases with colorful Euro currency, then lifting her bags high, attempted to turn around in the crush of people. After being bumped by a mother with rowdy children, she darted through a break in the throng toward the door.
Not so fast, mam’selle. Brad stepped neatly to the left to intercept her, pulling his English-French phrase book from his back pocket. She ran right into his chest.
“Oh! Pardon, monsieur!”
Brad smiled at her, delighted she was now within reach.
She gasped—apparently recognizing him from the window—and tried to back up. Brad stared at her. She was even prettier up close. Her irises looked like liquid black ink, her brown hair appeared silken in the low lights. When she saw she was blocked, she frowned at him.
Brad cleared his throat, his mind casting about for something to say. “Um—”
The girl bit her lip in obvious frustration, her dark gaze darting as if seeking a way of escape. Brad pawed through the phrase book, feeling a thin sheen of sweat on his brow as he squinted at the type.
Rats! The book was opened to the airport and customs page. Think, Larsen! Just say hello! “Uh, bonjoor, fair village maiden.”
He peered over the top of his book. The French girl gave him an outraged glare before shoving her way around him.
Huh? Did I say ‘good day’ incorrectly? He scowled at the book as if it was guilty of the offense.
Before he could figure out his mistake, the young woman had slipped through a gap in a group of Japanese tourists and hurried out the door. Brad shoved the book into his back pocket and plunged after her, ignoring the stifled exclamations from annoyed customers.
He stumbled onto the cobble-stoned street and saw the woman stride toward shadows cast by ancient buildings looming along the square. Brad took a moment to admire the way her hair gleamed in the sunlight. She wore a gray jacket with a matching skirt, and black high heels. Very prim and proper. When he’d stood next to her in the store, he’d noticed a wisp of frilly white blouse peeking from beneath the jacket, which hinted at a romantic side. He jogged after her.
“Hey, lady! Um, mam’selle!”
The woman increased her pace, threading her way through wandering shoppers. He neared close enough to almost reach out and touch her. She suddenly dropped one of the smaller bags she carried, and spun around to retrieve it.
Brad saw his chance. He jumped forward and grabbed the bag. He held it out to her with a flourish, trying to catch his breath.
The woman snatched it from him. “Village maiden, indeed!”
Brad opened his eyes wide. “You…speak English?”
I will not smile. This is not funny.
Delphine D’Arleux glared at the look of shock on the young man’s face. “I’m bilingual,” she said coolly.
He had bleached blond, shaggy hair, a lightly tanned face, and merry blue eyes under dark blond eyebrows. She looked away. Just because he’s cute doesn’t mean he’s not a thief or murderer.
“Can I ask what it was I said that upset you, Ms…?”
Delphine glanced back to him and arched her brow, experiencing a stab of irritation when she remembered his actions. “Do you always stare at women through windows? Besides, do I look like a village maiden?”
The man flushed and offered her a lopsided smile. “I meant no harm, really. Your beauty took my breath away.”
Delphine turned and walked away. I don’t have time for this. The bags in her hands suddenly felt like they weighed a ton. She wanting nothing more than to go back to her hotel room and sleep until her flight later that evening.
“Wait, please!” the man exclaimed.
She glanced back over her shoulder. He ran up and came to a stop in front of her.
“At least let me buy you a cup of tea, chocolate or whatever you want…by way of apology.”
Delphine stood rigidly and regarded him, wondering why he upset her hard-won equilibrium. Then she surveyed her surroundings. The old square sparkled in the bright, warm sunlight and bustled with natives and sightseers. Striped awnings of the nearby cafés undulated in the light breeze. Soaring Gothic stone structures hedged in the square, their severe lines softened by window boxes frothing over with riotous blooms. She eased out a breath. Here I am in the middle of Grand Place, Brussels, a place of adventure and romance—and I’ve had neither. Maybe that’s why I’m upset. Not only that, I’m broke—again.
She'd spent the last of her money at the chocolate shop for research purposes and wouldn’t be able to eat dinner before the flight. Her stomach gave an unladylike rumble. Delphine felt her face heat. She looked at the young man and sized him up. Why not? Why not let this guy feed me? Then I can say I’ve had at least one adventure, although minuscule, while in Europe. Even if it serves the dual purpose of getting something to eat. She forced her lips up in an attempt at a smile. “Merci.”
The man grinned and held out his hand. “My name is Brad Larsen.”
She adjusted her bags, reached out, and gave him a limp shake. “Um, Delphine.”
Brad continued to hold her hand. “Delphine,” he said with his eyes closed. He slowly repeated her name as if savoring the sound.
She tugged her hand away, regretting her impulse to accept his invitation. Cute…but weird.
He offered her a charming smile. “Such a beautiful name.” Brad swept his arm in the direction of a nearby outdoor café.
Eyeing him—half-wary, half-intrigued—Delphine followed him to the clusters of tables and chairs. When they were seated at a small marble-topped table, he yanked a phrase book from his back pocket. After scanning a page, he cocked his head at a waiter and rapped his hand on the table. “Monsoor! Doo chocolah! Toot sweet!”
She hid a smile behind her hand. His French was appalling. While the stiff-faced waiter took their order, she studied Brad from beneath her lashes. Delphine realized he appeared somewhat older than she’d first thought. She could see faint lines at the corners of his eyes and his face had a more sculpted look up close. His hands holding the phrase book were strong and tanned.
Perhaps his air of insouciance made him seem younger—not to mention his apparel. His faded Levi’s topped by a loud Hawaiian shirt seemed out of place in the midst of dark-clad natives or the tourists in coordinated sweat suits. He lounged in his wrought iron chair, apparently at ease with the world. His heavy-lidded gaze regarded her with obvious amusement.
Delphine realized she’d been caught staring and lowered her eyes. Usually she remained imperturbable against the wiles of over-familiar men. Perhaps the old romantic air of the city had infected her common sense.
Her heart gave a lurch. What would it be like to be frivolous, unfettered by cares? Maybe even flirt with a handsome man?
Delphine pressed her hands together in her lap, alarmed at the direction of her thoughts. Now wasn’t the time to become careless. She mustn’t forget this was a business trip—not an excuse to entertain silly thoughts about a beguiling young man she’d never see again. She suppressed a sigh. Being twenty-four suddenly felt like eighty.
When she looked up, she saw Brad watching her. Delphine felt a fresh tide of heat creep up her neck. She took a deep breath, telling herself to relax.
The waiter appeared, placing two cups of hot chocolate and a plate of croissants in front of them. Brad thanked him in strangulated French and picked up a cup.
“Since I first saw you in a candy store, I trust you like chocolate,” he said, winking.
Delphine smiled and took a sip. “Thank you, it’s very good.” She frowned, staring into her cup.
“Is anything wrong?”
“Non, I mean, nothing is wrong.” She set her cup down. “I’m trying to decide if this is made from the Bourbon or Bahia bean.”
“Excuse me?”
“The type of cacao bean used to make the chocolate.”
“Tastes like good ol’ Swiss Miss to me.”
Delphine raised her brows and decided to tease him a little. “Powdered chocolate mixes cannot stand up to the real thing.”
He grinned. “The real thing being…?”
“Well, considering the Aztecs developed it and drank it as a beverage, I’d recommend using solid Mexican chocolate with at least a seventy percent cocoa content.”
“Huh?”
She continued. “Then I’d grate six tablespoons of the chocolate per cup, melted with milk, half and half, vanilla, a little cocoa powder and salt. Heat it, add cold butter and mix until it has a glossy sheen. After it’s rested, reheat, strain, and serve.” She smiled at Brad’s fixated expression and could almost imagine him drooling.
“All that for one cup?”
“Trust me, it’s worth the effort for the quality.”
Brad leaned forward. “Are you a gourmet or something?”
She gave a thin smile. “No, I’m a—” Then her smile faded. I’m a what? An foolish girl with dreams too big for her bank account? She swallowed a lump in her throat and straightened her shoulders. “I’ve been in Belgium to take a course on candy making. So, now you could say, chocolate has become something of a science to me.”
“And also a pleasure, I hope,” Brad said, his eyes shining.
A melancholy pang made her sigh. I think I’ve forgotten what pleasure is.
Brad idly stirred his cocoa with a spoon. “That Aztec stuff sounds good. Maybe you could make me a cup of it one of these days.”
Flirt! “I don’t think so.”
He seemed unaffected by her prim tone. If anything, the twinkle in his eyes deepened. She forced her expression into a polite mask. “What about you, Mr. Larsen? What brings you to Brussels?”
“Besides the chocolate, I’m here with my parents. My dad’s here on business. It’s his first trip to Europe, so my mom and I decided to tag along.”
“And you’re helping your father with the business?”
Brad stretched his arms above his head. “Nope. I’m on summer vacation. It’s playtime for me. I just finished at Cal State.”
Delphine regarded him steadily, wondering why she felt a pang of disappointment.
“I know what you’re thinking, mam’selle,” Brad drawled, revealing a dimple in his cheek. “That someone my age—twenty-six to be exact—is too old to be finishing school. Well, for your information, I didn’t flunk my way through several years. I actually started late. Rushing off to college right after the behemoth task of finishing high school just wasn’t my cup of tea.” He raised his cup. “Or chocolate.”
While he took a drink, Delphine experienced a spasm of sheer envy. She’d never had such a choice. “So what did you do? How did you support yourself?”
“Professional surfing. I moved to Hawaii and recruited some sponsors and rode the pipelines for four years.” He made exaggerated surfing motions with his arms. “I earned enough to survive, but not enough to retire.” Brad gave her a self-deprecating smile. “I was good, but not that good.”
“Sounds...interesting.”
“So, Miss Delphine. What about you? What’s your story?”
She gave a choked laugh. “Nothing as adventurous as yours, I’m afraid. After high school, I started college, but had to drop out—to care for my family.” She shrugged and picked up her cup. “Now I have plans to open a chocolate shop, but it might not be realistic.”
He leaned forward. “If it’s your dream, you can make it happen.”
“Trite words,” she said tartly over the edge of her cup. “If I can get the funds I need to start, then we’ll see.”
Brad wondered why he felt chastened by this pretty lady’s words. She hinted at hardship, but surely things weren’t as bad as she made them out to be. What could be negative on so beautiful a day—in Europe, no less? The female sitting across from him, delicately sipping her chocolate, seemed tense and wary, and yet she reminded him of the prim librarian type with a secret, wild and passionate side. What could he say to make her relax, to make her forget about any troubles, real or imagined? Opening a chocolate shop sounded like a shoo-in for success. What could be more romantic than that?
Yes, this Delphine only needed the right guy to help her shed her worries and embark on a Belgian adventure. And Brad knew he was just the guy to come to her rescue—especially as it coincided with his favorite flavor.
“Are you opening a shop here?” he asked, somewhat distracted by the intriguing picture she made. He had a sudden mental image of her—exotic yet domesticated—in a ruffled apron, her faced flushed as she labored over her confections…a delicious smudge of chocolate on her mouth just waiting to be kissed away.
“No, not here in Belgium, if that’s what you mean.”
Brad’s eyes widened when he realized he wasn’t totally imaging things. The chocolate at the corner of her mouth was real. His knees banged against the table, causing the liquid in his cup to slosh over the rim.
“Oh! Is everything all right, Mr. Larsen?”
Brad regarded that smudge of chocolate. He felt his heart pound—the way it did when he was about to do something outrageous. And now that the thought had entered his mind, he couldn’t shake it. After all, by train, they were only half an hour away from Paris, the romance capital of the world. Close enough to justify his impudence. So, when in Rome…or whatever.
The breeze lifted a strand of Delphine’s hair aloft. Her dark eyes regarded him with solemn curiosity. Brad stood up and stepped over to where she sat. Before she could speak, he bent down, and pressed his lips softly against the corner of her mouth.
When he raised his head, Delphine sat frozen, her cheeks burning with two spots of color.
Uh oh.
Before he could explain his behavior, she slapped him across the face.
Hard.
Brad stumbled backward a step when the redoubtable Frenchwoman jumped up, grabbed her bags, and stormed off. As he watched her leave the square, he bemusedly rubbed his hot cheek. Despite the sting, he didn’t regret kissing her. Not one little bit.
He took a deep breath. Still, I need to explain. Brad dug into his pocket, and tossed some Euros down onto the table. Once clear of the café, he trotted along the square, looking for Delphine’s retreating figure among the flower vendors and meandering tourists.
After several minutes of fruitless searching, Brad decided she must’ve taken a cab or train from the square. He sighed. Despite Delphine’s obvious assumption, he didn’t go around kissing strangers. He wanted to find her. But how?
I don’t know her last name and I’m in a country where people aren’t impressed with my attempts to speak the language.
This problem requires going to the top.
Brad’s gaze arched upward past the dark medieval lancet windows of the guild houses. He looked past the black, yellow, and red Belgium flags snapping in the rising wind, beyond the towering spire of the Town Hall, to the eggshell blue sky above.
He closed his eyes and said a prayer, hoping that somehow Delphine would reappear once more in his life.
Feeling a strange sense of peace, he plunged his hands in his pockets and went back to the chocolate shop to buy that candy.
Two
Delphine arrived at the Charles De Gaulle airport as the last vestiges of pink and orange sunlight shimmered below the hazy Parisian skyline. She stepped from the TGV train and walked to the Delta desk, one stop on her way to Aérogare/Terminal 2C.
She sighed, wishing she’d had more of a chance to sightsee. I missed so much, but then my budget was so tight. Delphine wondered if she’d ever make it back to Europe to explore at her leisure.
Not likely.
But the courses she’d attended, hosted by a world-renowned candy makers, would give her much needed cachet, especially after she’d exhausted all the classes at home. She hoped to incorporate the Old World skills she’d learned here into her future business back in Glendale.
She thought back to her decision to come to Europe. Deep price cuts in airfares had made the opportunity irresistible, and in an uncharacteristically impulsive move, she’d drained her meager savings to make the trip. It was a once in a lifetime opportunity she couldn’t pass up.
Now, with her head full of new skills and recipes, along with distressingly empty pockets, she wondered if she’d been insane to embark on such an endeavor. For a moment, she wished she possessed the optimism of someone like Brad Larsen.
Delphine’s lips thinned as she remembered his audacious kiss. That man was best forgotten.
Unfortunately, the recent memory of his behavior had plagued her for the rest of the day. When he’d kissed her, her world had tilted out of focus. Treacherous feelings had surged through her body at his touch—feelings that left her alarmed, bewildered, and angry—angry that a flippant philanderer could provoke such a melting reaction in her.
Stop thinking about him!
She took a deep breath and joined the crowded queue to check in for the Delta flight, wondering if the two hundred thousand travelers who passed daily through CDG airport were all trying to get on the same plane as she was.
“Identification, please?”
Delphine looked up to see she was next. She handed her driver’s license to the clerk. The harried employee scanned it, then shook his head.
“I’m sorry, we don’t have any record for you. If you want to purchase a ticket, you’ll have to go to the other desk.”
Smiling a thin smile, Delphine cleared her throat. “I bought a round trip ticket, which I used to fly to France. Now I would like my boarding pass so I can fly home.”
The man scanned the license again. “No, you must be mistaken. There’s no record of your reservation.”
Delphine groped through her purse until she came upon a wrinkled itinerary, printed off when she’d reserved her flight online. She handed it to the clerk.
“This is proof, non?”
He glanced at it. “Not really. Even though the flight number and time is correct, my computer still shows nothing about your having a reservation. You’ll either have to purchase another ticket or talk to an airline representative.”
“Then can you scan the bar code on my luggage tag? Surely, that should tell you something.”
The clerk passed a device over the barcode attached to her bag. “This shows that you arrived from LAX but gives no other information.”
“This is ridiculous!” Delphine cried, beginning to feel ill. “I would like to speak to your supervisor.”
The man nodded distractedly, made a quick phone call, and moved on to the next passenger.
Delphine glanced at her watch. Two hours. Her flight left in two hours. Surely this would be straightened out quickly and she could slump into her airline seat and close her weary eyes.
“Excuse me?” asked a voice in French. “You are in need of assistance?”
Delphine looked up at a male airline representative in a dark blazer with the name of the airline embroidered into the pocket. She handed him her license and itinerary as she quickly sketched out the problem. The man led her to another desk where he accessed a computer. As his fingers tapped on the keyboard and his frown deepened, her stomach twisted into a Gordian knot.
Finally, he shook his head. “We’ve been having occasional glitches with our new software and this morning the computers were down for a while, but everything’s up and running again. However, we have no record of your reservation and I cannot issue you a boarding pass.”
“Glitches? Well, tell me how I can get home. My flight leaves in two hours.”
Still shaking his head, he looked up from the screen. “You will not be able to get on that flight unless you purchase another ticket. When the problem is taken care of, you may be assured will refund your original ticket price once we confirm your information.”
Delphine stared at him in disbelief. A thin line of sweat trickled between her shoulder blades. “I bought a round trip ticket and flew into France without any problem. This is not my fault, this is the airline’s.”
The clerk tapped on the keyboard again as if he hadn’t heard her. “You’re in luck. On the flight you want, there are two seats left in first class. But as I said, you will have to purchase a ticket to be on it.”
When he named the amount, she nearly fainted. It was triple what she’d paid originally. “What if I don’t have the money?”
The clerk’s impassive face regarded her. “Then you will not be on that flight. I’m truly sorry, but with security precautions, and no record of your reservation in our computers, there’s nothing else I can do at the moment.”
Delphine pushed her hair back from her damp forehead, her mind racing. Dear Lord, I need Your help. Suddenly, she remembered that she should have just the amount in her checking account, since she’d used only her savings to finance the trip. The only problem was it could take months to get a refund from the airline when they found the problem. And the money in her checking had been carefully budgeted and set aside for household expenses—not this trip. How could she make it until her next paycheck? Then again she wouldn’t have a job if she failed to show up to work.
But what choice do I have? I can’t just hang around hoping they’ll fix the problem. What if they never find my reservation?
Delphine grabbed her wallet and pulled out her debit card. “I’ll be filing my complaint with the airline,” she said, her voice shaking. “And I expect full reparations to be made.”
“Of course,” the clerk said, taking her card, “with our apologies.” He ran the card and stared at the screen waiting for approval. “Um, I’m sorry, but we cannot accept this card.”
Her stomach twisted again. What now? “There must be some mistake. Please try again.”
He ran the card once more and shook his head. “It has been declined.”
The heat, combined with shock, made Delphine’s head reel. The din of surrounding travelers sounded far away. “What? I don’t understand!”
“Due to insufficient funds.”
“Ma foi!” Delphine gripped the edge of the counter and bit her lip, trying to stem the rising panic. “I have no other money. What can I do?”
The clerk gave a tight smile. “Perhaps you have friends or family to call? Otherwise, we will make every possible effort to straighten the problem out and get you on another flight. I just can’t say how long it will take.”
“I need a moment to think,” she said faintly. Her heart roaring in her ears, Delphine stumbled from the desk. The crowds blurred into streams of color and noise around her. What happened? Where did the money go?
Delphine remembered leaving her card number with her parents, in case of dire emergency. She sucked in a breath. They wouldn’t…they couldn’t have used it. And if they had, they would’ve let her know. Right? Delphine wracked her brain for an explanation. Spotting a cash machine, she hurried over to find out her balance. Perhaps she was just shy of the full amount and could find a seat on another airline.
Delphine stared in disbelief at the piece of paper fresh from the machine. Fourteen dollars. A balance of fourteen dollars? What happened to the eleven hundred she’d set aside? She closed her eyes, willing away the hot tears building behind her eyelids. There was no question of an airline ticket now—not to mention money for a hotel room.
I’m stuck in Paris!
There must’ve been an emergency back home. A new terror gripped her and she headed for a pay phone. Her mother was diabetic, her father had heart disease, and neither of them took any responsibility for their health.
Fighting a fresh wave of dizziness, Delphine stood in another line to use a public phone. When it was her turn, she made a collect call home, but no one answered. Next, she called her neighbor to make sure her parents were all right. She got through, and after being assured of their well-being, Delphine hung up the phone. Moving away, she looked out to the surging crowds of travelers all around—each confident of where they were going. Unlike me.
Someone tripped over her suitcase and snapped at her to get out of the way. Mortified, she dragged her suitcase to a nearby bench. Now what? Relief that her parents were all right warred with outrage at her predicament. What had happened to the money? Although she now felt certain her parents were behind this problem, a part of her held out hope for their innocence. Maybe there were bank problems—just like there were airline computer problems.
She lowered herself onto the bench and held her head in her hands. “Éternel, me délivrer.” The half-formed prayer tumbled from her lips, quickly replaced by a stifled sob. Squeezing her eyes shut, Delphine took several deep breaths to calm herself. Please! I must get home!
“I can’t understand you. Your accent is too thick! Is there an interpreter available? This is ridiculous!”
Through the fog of despair, Delphine became aware of a strident voice rising above the general din and babble surrounding her in the airport. She wearily looked up through a break in the crowd and saw a tall, middle-aged man standing a few steps away. He shook his head at a gesticulating French clerk.
The American, jabbing at a pile of suitcases, stood next to a blonde, worried-looking woman. Guess I’m not the only one with problems today.
A younger man had his arms crossed and seemed to survey the whole scene with a kind of detached boredom. His gaze swung her way. Delphine caught her breath when she recognized him.
The man who kissed me!
His face lit up when he spotted her at the same time. He headed toward her, threading through the travelers.
Oh, no! I don’t need this on top of everything else! Delphine rose to her feet, taking a step backward until her calves bumped against the bench.
“We meet again, Miss Delphine.”
When Brad stopped in front of her, he lifted her hand to his lips. She snatched it away, wanting only to escape. I don’t have time for this. Dear Lord, please help me get home!
“I prayed I would see you again, and here you are.”
Delphine stared at him when she heard his reference to prayer. She thought it doubtful someone of his ilk could be a Christian. His blue eyes are too sparkly.
What am I thinking? Remembering her degrading situation, she looked around, needing to distract him from asking too many personal questions. She saw the couple who must be his parents. They continued to wrangle with the clerk.
“Are they, um, your parents? Is there a problem?”
He nodded, rolling his eyes. “He’s got more baggage than he came with and is trying to figure out how much he has to check and how much he can bring aboard. Unfortunately that French guy is kinda hard to understand.”
She took a deep breath. “Perhaps I can help.” Without waiting, she strode over to the couple.
Delphine hoisted her purse onto her shoulder and addressed the clerk in French. Obviously relieved to speak to someone in his own tongue, the clerk launched into his story. When she ascertained the problem, she turned to Brad’s father. “He says that although you may not bring the extra bags on board, you can check them for an additional fee.”
The elder Larsen’s face cleared. “Oh, is that all? Why didn’t he just say so?” He opened his wallet and pulled out several U.S. bills.
Delphine glanced back at the clerk. “Le besoin il d'argent etre changé à Traveleux Bureaux de Changes?”
He nodded and looked nervously at Mr. Larsen. “Peut-être une carte de crédit?”
“He says if you want to use cash you must have it changed first. Or you can use a credit card to pay the fee.”
Brad’s father replaced the cash and pulled a card from a slot in his wallet. The clerk took the card and began the process. Mr. Larsen reached out and shook Delphine’s hand.
“Thank you, young lady. I just couldn’t quite make out what he was trying to say.”
Mrs. Larsen, a feminine version of Brad, edged past her husband and took Delphine’s other hand. Her blue eyes snapped with curiosity, obviously wondering at the connection to her son.
“My name is Elaine and this is my husband, Don.”
“Delphine saves the day,” Brad teased. His gaze flicked to her luggage. “Where are you heading?”
“Los Angeles,” she replied—before remembering her predicament.
“Are you flying Delta? If you are, then you’ll be on our flight!”
A feeling of faintness assaulted her once again. Brad stepped forward and put his hands on her upper arms. “Hey! You’re white as a sheet! What’s wrong? Are you okay?”
Making a monumental effort to compose herself, she attempted to smile. “I…won’t be on your flight.”
To her horror, tears began rolling down her cheeks.
With Brad on one side and his mother on the other, they hustled her to one of the curved benches and made her sit down. Mrs. Larsen produced a tissue and pushed it into Delphine’s hand.
“You must tell us how we can help,” she said.
Her maternal tone nearly crumbled Delphine’s defenses. Through a blur of tears, she glanced up at Brad. When she saw the sincere concern in his eyes, she buckled completely. While despising herself for her weakness, the whole sorry tale poured out.
Mrs. Larsen waved her husband over. “Don, we need to purchase a ticket for Miss D’Arleux. We’re taking her home.”
Despite her tears, Delphine suppressed the hysterical urge to giggle, feeling like a stray puppy about to be adopted by an animal rights activist.
She wiped the moisture from her cheeks with the tissue. “Mrs. Larsen, thank you for your generosity, but I just need to hash it out with the airline. I’m sure I’ll be able to work everything out. It’s the heat and the crowds—”
Mrs. Larsen stood, pulling Delphine up with her, and led her back toward the ticket counter, deaf to her protests.
****
Brad stretched out his legs in the first class section of the plane, still amazed that his prayer had been answered. Not only had Delphine appeared at the airport, but his dad had been able to purchase a ticket in first class where they’d booked their seats.
Now he had Delphine right where he wanted her—in the seat next to him. She sat nearest the window. His parents sat one row ahead. The girl from the chocolate shop is really here right beside me. Thank you, Lord.
Brad glanced at her again, seeing the worry etched on her features, the rigid set of her posture. He grabbed her wringing hands.
“Relax and try to enjoy the trip. It’s a straight shot to L.A., so it’ll be a long one.”
Her dark gaze restless, Delphine worried her bottom lip with her teeth. “You need to make your father understand that I will pay him back as soon as possible.”
Brad’s gaze dropped to her mouth. “Hush, or I might be tempted to kiss you again, just to silence you.”
Her cheeks flooded with color. She snapped her mouth shut. Brad wondered what it was about her that made him behave so badly. But he smiled to himself anyway. When she turned her head to look out the window, he speculated what she might be thinking about. She leaned back against her seat and blew out a breath.
Brad drummed his fingers against his leg, trying to come up with something to say, still in awe that she was sitting next to him. He didn’t question why God had apparently answered his prayer, but he did wonder how to proceed. How can I gain her trust and make sure I get to see her again?
He cleared his throat. “Are you still mad at me about that kiss?”
Her head swung around and she stared at him. “Why should I be angry that a complete stranger took such liberties? When I travel, I expect nothing less.”
Her icy sarcasm made him shiver. Yep. Still mad.
He cleared his throat. “Forgive me, for, um, taking such liberties.” He ducked his head and peered up at her with what he hoped was an appealing expression. “Does it make you feel any better to know I’ve never done that before?”
She spread out her hands. “Tremendously. What a comfort.”
Ouch. Brad shifted in his seat. The puppy dog eyes didn’t work and I’m running out of ideas.
Delphine leaned back against her seat, her starchiness seeming to wilt. The slump of her shoulders and shadows under her eyes reminded him of her ordeal at the airport. She’d looked about to drop when they’d found her. After a few moments, he noticed her eyes flutter closed.
Poor thing, she’s obviously exhausted.
Brad watched her until he was certain she’d fallen asleep. He knew what he wanted to do, but also knew he’d probably get in trouble again. I just want to help…her be more comfortable. Surely she’d understand. Gazing at her tired face, he made the decision. Brad pushed the armrest to an upright position and scooted closer to her. With extreme care, he eased his arm behind her until her head rolled into the hollow of his shoulder. A light fragrance of flowers drifted up from the silkiness of her hair. Brad sighed happily. A French damsel in distress who could make chocolate.
What man could resist?
****
Delphine slowly awoke with a distinct feeling of security. She half-opened her eyes, reluctant for the sensation to end. The drone of engines reminded her she was on an airplane. Dim light filtered through the cabin from a few overhead lamps. The other passengers were shadowy figures, snoring softly or speaking in hushed tones.
Turning her head, she realized her pillow was warm—and breathing. Delphine let out a squeak of distress to find herself nestled in Brad’s arms. She jerked away, causing his head to roll back. He blinked a couple of times and smiled sleepily in her direction. She gave him a little push when he tried to cuddle up to her again.
“What time is it?” he asked in a husky voice, stretching like a cat.
Delphine shot him an outraged glare, unable to believe his nonchalance. When she didn’t answer, he checked his watch.
“Two-thirty in the morning, Paris time.” He turned to her. “How are you doing?”
Gritting her teeth, she edged further away. “Are you working on another slap in the face?”
“Shh. People are trying to sleep.”
“Well?” she hissed.
Brad let out a cavernous yawn and settled himself more deeply into his seat. “Just with you, Delphine. And you have to admit, it was very comfortable.”
She lowered her gaze when she remembered how good it felt to awaken in his embrace. Infuriating man.
“I suppose I should ask if there’s a jealous boyfriend I need to worry about avenging you with his fists. My poor face can’t take any more abuse.”
Delphine blushed. She’d never slapped anyone like that before and was still embarrassed about it—regardless of whether he deserved it. Her blush deepened that he’d reminded her of the fact there was no boyfriend, and hadn’t been in ages.
“No risk of my being avenged,” she said in a chilly tone.
He rubbed his hands together, his eyes alight. “Now that have the formalities are taken care of, tell me more about you.”
“What if you’re a stalker?” she snapped. “I shouldn’t be giving out personal information.”
Brad smiled lazily. “Stalkers are known to bring along their parents, aren’t they?”
She shot him a dark frown.
“Listen, we’re stuck together on this flight for a long time. I’d like to get to know you.” He reached down and opened up his carry-on bag, pulling out a slender box of chocolates obviously purchased from the same shop where she’d first seen him. He lifted the familiar gold lid and held the box out to her.
She shook her head. Nonplussed, Brad plucked one from the box and popped it into his mouth.
“Makes life worth living,” he mumbled around the candy.
Delphine relaxed. While she still didn’t entirely trust Brad Larsen, she realized she needed to be at least civil. His family had paid for her passage, after all. “There isn’t much to tell about my life.”
“Where do you live?”
“Glendale. And you?”
“Redondo Beach. We’re practically neighbors!”
She wasn’t surprised to hear that he lived in an affluent area of L.A. Based on what she’d seen, Brad and his parents appeared to be financially well off.
“How long have you lived in the U.S.?”
Delphine gave him a quizzical look. “I assure you I’m as American as you are, Mr. Larsen.”
“So you’re not French? You have a slight accent.”
“My mother is French and came to the U.S. from the Loire region in France. My Father is also French but was born in the States.” She bit her lip, wondering if she should confess the whole story. She’d always suspected that her mother had every intention of marrying an American to gain citizenship. Delphine glanced up at him, deciding the partial truth would do.
“Maman entered a contest and won a trip to Disneyland. While she was in Anaheim, she met my father and they quickly married, which of course made it possible for her to stay here. I was born a year later.”
Brad waggled his eyebrows. “How romantic.” He ate another chocolate. “So she’s never been back to France?”
“My parents were never able to afford it,” she said with a tight smile, embarrassed by the way money ran through their hands like water. She changed the subject. “You mentioned you went to Cal State. What did you major in?”
He leaned forward and lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I really don’t want to tell you. It’ll blow your image of me.”
Delphine raised a brow. “Let me guess. You’re a lawyer?”
Brad put up his hands in mock horror. “As if! Try business management.”
“Seems a little dry for you, but I bet you’ll find a way to make it interesting.”
“See, you’re catching on,” he said, his gaze caressing.
She shook her head at his automatic flirtatious manner, but began to relax. They spent the next several hours chatting. After a while, she found herself warming to Brad’s charm. She had to admit he had a sweetness about him, a kindness that softened his roguish personality. Perhaps the amazing amount of chocolates he consumed while they talked made him seem more amicable.
And he was apparently an answer to her prayer, although she questioned God’s choice of benefactors. Those eyes are definitely too sparkly.
Much later, when she noticed the pearling of the sky outside her window, she realized she’d almost miss him when they went their separate ways.
Almost.
Three
As the plane taxied on the runway and came to a stop at the gate, Brad sensed Delphine emotionally distancing herself from him. He regretted it after the hours they’d spent talking.
He felt it was way too premature to end such a blooming friendship. Yet he knew if he pressed to see her again, she’d demur and slip away—this time maybe forever. Brad tried to think of a way to detain her. Once the seatbelt light went off, she rose to her feet, scooting past him to retrieve her carry-on.
When he saw her stretching up to the overhead compartment, it took a fair amount of self-control on his part not to put his arms around her and pull her down onto his lap. He chewed on a knuckle and wrestled with his conscience.
From the seats in front of them, his parents turned and gave him a speculative look. Brad started guiltily and cleared his throat. “Delphine. Where can we drop you off?”
She looked over at them all with wide eyes, then lowered her gaze. “Thank you so much for your generosity, but I had planned to take a shuttle home and—”
“Nonsense,” breathed Elaine Larsen.
Brad groaned inwardly, recognizing the avid look on his mother’s face. She was ever on the lookout for matrimonial prospects for the last of her unmarried offspring.
His dad joined in. “Just tell us where you live, Miss D’Arleux and we’ll be happy to take you there.”
Delphine seemed to consider the notion, then gave the slightest nod of her head. “Thank you.”
Brad felt a moment of triumph. Now he’d have her address. “Well,” he said brightly, “shall we?”
After disembarking from the plane and retrieving their luggage, they took a shuttle to the long-term parking area and climbed into the leather seats of his parents’ Ford Excursion. His dad again asked for Delphine’s address. After she gave it, she seemed to retreat back into her shell.
Brad frowned at her behavior. Why had she become so withdrawn all of a sudden? Couldn’t she tell they were a nice family? Certainly not people to be afraid of. Frustration gnawed at him when he saw the strained smile on Delphine’s pinched face as his mother plied her with questions. He wanted to reach out to her some way, but didn’t know how.
God, for some reason, you brought her back into my orbit. Please keep her here, okay?
Nearly an hour later, his dad turned down her street. The neighborhood appeared rundown, with groups of young men hanging about, staring boldly as they drove by. Litter lined the street and paint seemed to peel from every house.
At last, they stopped in front of an old stuccoed apartment building, obviously built sometime in the twenties. The quaint lines and stained glass windows failed to hide the overall air of neglect.
Brad scrambled out of the SUV and helped Delphine out on the other side. His mom followed, giving her a hug.
“I will have the money for the ticket as soon as possible, Mrs. Larsen.”
His mom wouldn’t hear of it and tried to reassure her not to worry. Brad almost had to drag her away from the vehicle.
“Relax about the fare, all right?” he said when his parents were out of earshot. “My dad gets good deals on tickets and it’s all probably tax deductible anyway.”
Delphine looked up at him, then shook her head. “You don’t understand.”
“These bags are getting heavy,” he said, hoping to distract her.
They went in the main entrance and Brad followed her up a flight of stairs. In front of her door, she let out a sigh.
“Thank you, for…everything.”
He gave her a wicked grin. “Everything?”
“You know what I mean,” she said, reaching for the door handle.
“Wait,” Brad said, setting down the bags. “I’d like to see you again.”
Delphine’s lips lifted a little. It struck him as a sad sort of expression.
“I’m sorry. That’s not possible.”
She twisted the handle of her door, lugged her bags inside, and shut the door with a decisive click. Brad stared at the wooden panels for several moments, his hands shoved in his pockets. He heard Delphine’s voice inside.
“Maman, Papa, I’m home!”
****
Delphine’s shoulders slumped once the door latched behind her. She called to her parents and collapsed onto a fraying, overstuffed rocking chair. The living room was dimly lit by a couple of old Victorian lamps, which helped mask the shabbiness of the furnishings. From the dining room, she heard the television playing a commercial about cheap airline travel.
She closed her eyes, wondering if she’d ever have the courage to travel again. This trip had too many near misses—including her fib that she’d planned to take the shuttle home. Well, I had planned to—but with a drained account, I was going nowhere fast! She blew out a shaky sigh. Thank you, Lord, for getting me home. And help me to repay the Larsens!
“Ma chèrie! Tu à màison!” Delphine’s mother, Clarice, small, dark and wiry, emerged from the kitchen. She rushed to her and embraced Delphine. After kissing both her cheeks, Clarice stood back and smiled.
“Where is Papa?” Delphine asked in French. Though her parents knew enough English to get by, they insisted on speaking their native language at home.
“He is taking a nap.”
A noise from the direction of the bedroom heralded his entrance. “No, I am up! Hello Delphine! Welcome home.”
Leone D’Arleux walked into the living room and gave her a hug. “I prayed for your safe return and here you are,” he said in a low voice.
Delphine smiled at his rather portly figure and felt relieved her parents were obviously doing so well.
“Has Mrs. Hanson been by today?” she asked, hoping the neighbor had checked in on her parents regularly as agreed.
Clarice waved the notion away. “Yes, yes. But do tell us about your trip. How I long to see the Loire Valley again.”
Delphine sank onto her chair while her parents settled themselves on the gold brocade sofa. She looked at them, noticing their affable, open countenances. Her father’s eyes were blue and childlike, his features almost cherubic.
“As you know, Maman, I didn’t get to sightsee, and I certainly didn’t make it to the country. But what I saw of Paris was very grand.”
Her parents questioned her with exacting detail about every aspect of her trip. Delphine grew impatient with the long explanations. She had a pressing question to ask them.
Finally, during a break in the conversation she took a deep breath. “I need to ask you something.” Leone and Clarice exchanged looks with each other—an action which gave Delphine a distinctly uncomfortable feeling.
“At the airport, when I tried to purchase my ticket for the flight home, my card was denied for insufficient funds. You didn’t happen to use it, did you?”
They remained silent for a moment. Her mother traced a finger along a scratch in the scarred coffee table. “You had purchased a round trip ticket, no? Why would you need to buy another?”
“There was a computer problem.”
“Ah.”
She watched them with increasing anxiety as they avoided her gaze.
Finally her mother spoke. “Hélas, we did. We had to make the rent payment. The landlord was most pressing. Most pressing, chèrie.”
“Maman, I gave you money for the rent before I left. What became of that?”
Clarice’s faded, pretty face clouded for a moment, making Delphine feel she really didn’t want to know what mischief they’d embroiled themselves in. It would only demoralize me further.
“Well,” her mother said in a defensive tone, “as you know, your father and I have not had much in the way of entertainment as of late…” She looked away.
Delphine felt sweat dot her brow. “Maman, the money!”
“With you enjoying yourself in Paris, we decided we needed to have a little fun, too.”
“Traveling to Paris and Belgium was a business trip. A trip calculated to start a business to provide us an income. Again, I ask you. The money?”
Her father leaned forward on the sofa cushions. “My dear, we only went to Palisade Winds for a nice dinner and some games with friends and—”
Delphine shot out of her chair. “You went to a casino? And it cost you several hundred dollars?” Her voice shook with anger, anger long repressed in hopes her parents were innocent. “Do you know that I had no money for the fare home? That I was stranded in another country?”
“But here you are!” Clarice said, her hands fluttering in the air like restless birds.
Delphine gritted her teeth. “A businessman and his family took pity on my plight and paid for my ticket. I now must find an extra amount of money to pay them back! What were you thinking? Or did you think of me at all?”
Clarice rose and put her arms out to her daughter. “You are too young to fret so. Only see how it worked out. What an adventure!”
“No, Maman. Not an adventure. A nightmare.” Delphine bit her lip, knowing her words weren’t exactly true. She’d enjoyed her time with Brad more than she wanted to admit.
Leone rose from the couch and tugged on his wife’s arm. “Come, dearest. Only see how fatigued our daughter is from her journey. We shall let her rest.”
Once they’d left the living room, Delphine collapsed onto the rocker. She clutched her head in despair, blinking back useless tears. Though her parents had always been unwise with money, they’d never done anything like this before. Since she’d started working and had taken control of the finances, life had stabilized somewhat, and she’d assumed her parents would no longer be tempted to make rash monetary decisions.
How could I have been so wrong? In the last several years, it seemed as if she and her parents had changed places. She’d become the parent, and they, the children.
And the money. How would she ever pay back Mr. Larsen?
Money, money, always money. She was sick of her financial troubles. What had seemed like a good business move going to Europe was nothing more than an extravagant folly.
How could she blame her parents when she’d spent so much more on her trip?
Delphine stood, grabbed her luggage, and went into her bedroom, closing the door firmly behind her. The small room contained only a twin bed covered by an old-fashioned crocheted bedspread, a nightstand with a small lamp and clock radio, and an old wooden rocking chair, one of the last few remnants of her childhood. The floor was bare wood with a small oval rug at the bedside.
Delphine pushed back the sheer curtains and lifted the shade over the window. Sunlight leaked into the room, highlighting the Spartan quality of the décor. She hoisted her bags onto the bed and unzipped them. As she began to sort through her clothes, she struggled to rein in her anger at her parents.
Her dream of opening a chocolaterie had been her one motivation. Making chocolates here in her parents’ kitchen, with the perpetual smells of cooking and cigarette smoke in the air, wasn’t an option. She needed a small shop if she wanted to succeed, and obtaining training by French-Belgian masters had seemed so important to that success. She’d saved little by little for years for the opportunity.
Now it all seemed fruitless.
Delphine had only one hope left. Earlier in the month, she’d applied for special financing through the Small Business Administration to lease a shop and buy equipment. Surely, she’d get that loan. Once she started selling chocolates, she could begin earning the money to settle her debts. Her current job at a local bakery barely covered monthly expenses.
The small business loan had to come through. If she was denied it, she’d be denied a future—which would make her just another gambler.
No better than Maman and Papa.
****
By the end of the following week, Delphine’s mood had not improved. She stepped off the city bus and walked the remaining block to the bakery, already tired before she started her day. Getting back into the routine of work was harder than she’d imagined.
Although her trip to Europe had been technically work, she couldn’t deny it had been a whole lot more enjoyable travailing over exotic chocolate confections than getting up at four in the morning to work in a little run-down bakery in a rough part of town.
She entered by the back door of the building. After storing her purse, she slipped on the well-worn apron. Again, she found herself depressed by the exposed heating ducts, wiring, plumbing, and the sight of rust and chipped paint. Old warehouse light fixtures hung down from the ceiling, their bulbs surrounded by cloudy coronas from the perpetual flour dust in the air.
While cleanliness and order was at all times enforced, the place looked so dismal, she could only wonder if the gloomy interior manifested itself in the baked goods. She considered the quality only so-so.
Even the lobby was devoid of all charm, the décor tending toward stark utilitarianism. Delphine often thought even a small attempt at homey decorations would encourage customers to linger and possibly purchase more products. As it was, the majority of the customers simply popped in to make their daily purchase, leaving the small Formica-topped tables for the most part empty.
Delphine began her chore of removing the day old bread and baked goods—to be donated to a local homeless mission—then restocked the shelves with fresh product. All the racks and fixtures were metal or white wood, anemically illuminated by the same kind of lighting that was in the production area.
Trying not to sigh aloud, she set her mind to the task at hand. If an image of Brad Larsen managed to infiltrate her consciousness, she worked that much harder to banish it.
Four
Brad felt like a caged tiger. It had been a week since he’d returned home from Europe, and he hadn’t been able to get the pretty French girl out of his mind. Despite the fact his mother had grilled him relentlessly on everything he knew about Delphine, he still wanted to see her. He paced in the den of his family’s home wondering what he should do next.
He had to be careful to figure out a way to see her without his mother’s knowledge—because if she knew he planned to seek Delphine out, she’d undoubtedly start planning a wedding.
Finally, his parents decided to go visit some friends. Brad marshaled his courage and decided to drive to Delphine’s home and see if he could speak to her. He jumped in his red VW Jetta and headed for Glendale. Forty-five minutes later, he turned down her street and soon came to a stop in front of her apartment. Feeling oddly nervous, Brad paused for a moment.
Glancing at his reflection in the rearview mirror, he combed his fingers through his hair. Then he peered down at what he wore. He hadn’t even thought to check before he left the house. Hopefully faded jeans and a cotton hooded pullover would suffice. He noticed a brown spot on the front of the pullover and grimaced. It was evidence of his chocolate binge earlier that morning.
Brad gave a snort of disgust at his preening. I’m just going to see a girl, that’s all. Nothing to get all worked up about. He hit his forehead on the door of the car when he got out. Rubbing the sore spot, he made his way to Delphine’s apartment.
After rapping on her door, he looked around at the surroundings. He hated to be judgmental, but he didn’t like the idea of her living in such a neighborhood. The door swung open and a small woman with large brown eyes peered up at him.
“Qui êtes vous?”
Must be Delphine’s mom. He opened his mouth to speak, but suddenly heard a voluble stream of French coming from inside the apartment. He recognized Delphine’s voice—and she was apparently upset about something. Temper, temper.
Remembering he’d had a taste of that temper, he stifled his amusement and summoned his most charming smile. “I’m Brad Larsen, here to see Delphine D’Arleux.”
The woman’s eyes widened in surprise, and a smile curved her lips. Without taking her gaze from him, she called for her daughter.
A moment later, Delphine appeared at the door. Her dark eyes widened when she saw him.
Brad caught his breath. She looked even lovelier than he remembered, especially with flushed cheeks and her hair piled carelessly on top of her head. Several strands framed the sides of her face.
He smiled. “Miss D’Arleux, we meet again.” Brad released an unsteady breath. Nice remark, Larsen. Real suave. You hardly bumped into her by accident while standing on her doorstep!
His frozen smile faltered when Delphine continued to stare at him as if he’d grown a second head.
Her mother stood aside and opened the door wider. “Monsieur Larsen,” she said in heavily accented English. “Pleeze come in.”
Avoiding Delphine’s gaze, Brad stepped into the apartment and looked around. The small living room boasted a loveseat and upholstered rocking chair, both draped in brocade, shiny with wear. The other pieces of furniture, though rough around the edges, looked like antiques. Beaded floor lamps sent out prisms of color into the rather dim room. A faint smell of garlic and musk hung in the air.
Rather Bohemian.
Beyond the living room he could see the kitchen counter and backsplash of multi-colored tiles. A braid of garlic hung on one wall above stacked copper pots and pans on the counter. Delphine’s candy-making cookware, no doubt. Feeling her gaze upon him, Brad turned around and smiled at her.
“This is a great place.”
“If you’re here to collect the airfare I owe, I—”
He put up his hands. “No way. I’d totally forgotten about that.”
Delphine crossed her arms over her chest and raised a brow. “So, what brings you to this part of town then?” she asked, her tone flat.
“Why, to see you, of course.” He turned to the smaller woman. “You must be Mrs. D’Arleux.” Brad took her hand and kissed the back of it.
Delphine’s mother batted her eyelashes. “You may call me Clarice.”
“Only if you call me Brad.”
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Delphine roll her gaze to the ceiling. A moment later, a man emerged from the kitchen. Spotting Brad, he stopped. Brad went to him and held out his hand.
“Mon chèr,” Clarice said, “This iz Delphine’s ami Brad Larsen. Monsieur Larsen, this iz my Leone.”
Leone shook his hand. “Bienvenue, er, welcome! Come and sit and tell us all about yourself.”
“Didn’t Delphine mention me?” Brad asked, lowering himself onto the loveseat.
Clarice suddenly clapped her hands together. “Tiens! You must stay for dinner! You can tell us all about yourself then. Delphine, you must entertain our guest. Leone! Come help me finish preparations in the kitchen!”
Suddenly he and Delphine were alone in the living room. Brad looked up at her. She stood shifting her weight from foot to foot.
“Did I come at a bad time?” he asked in a low voice.
For the first time, he noticed a sheet of paper in her hand. As if aware of his interested gaze, she folded the paper and tucked it into a front pocket on her apron. She removed the apron and draped it over the back of the rocking chair before perching herself on the edge of the cushion.
“Delphine?”
“I just didn’t expect to see you again—so soon,” she said, her hand reaching up to smooth back a wayward lock of hair.
“Would you like me to leave?”
She offered him a stiff smile. “Of course not. But if you will excuse me, I would like to change.”
Before he could respond, she hurried from the room. Frankly, he hadn’t noticed what she’d been wearing. His gaze slid to the apron on the chair. However he had noticed that piece of paper, a letter by the look of it. And moments before he’d arrived, she’d been upset about something—maybe something in that letter.
Brad’s conscience gave him a powerful jolt, but he knew Delphine would never tell him anything. He looked around the loveseat past the dividing wall, noting her parents were busy in the kitchen. What to do, what to do? It would be so shameful to snoop, but what if it was a problem he could solve? Maybe it would make Delphine more open to his friendship.
The little clock on the wall ticked loudly. Any moment she would appear. If he was going to find out what was in that letter, he had to be quick. Stifling the knowledge he was behaving disgracefully, he rose and took a couple of steps to the chair. With his back to the kitchen and a glance toward the bedrooms, he slipped the paper from the pocket of the apron and unfolded it.
Brad raised his brows at the letterhead. The Small Business Association? Scanning the letter, he let out a low groan. It referred to a loan Delphine had applied for, obviously to start her candy making business. The word DENIED jumped off the page.
“What are you doing?”
Brad jumped at the sound of Delphine’s voice. He turned around to face her, knowing he looked every inch a guilty schoolboy. He hid the letter behind his back, his mind racing to explain his actions.
Delphine’s dark eyes burned like coals. She marched around him and twitched the letter from his fingers. “You had no right!”
Brad puffed up his cheeks, hoping for inspiration to excuse his grubby behavior. He noticed Delphine had changed into a rose-colored dress. He blew out a breath, deciding to try diversion. “You look very pretty.”
She crumpled the letter into a ball and threw it at him. It missed, which only seemed to infuriate her more. Delphine crossed her arms and opened her mouth, obviously preparing to unleash a scalding lecture upon him.
Brad crossed to her side and put his hands on her arms. He tipped his lips into a smile, desperately hoping to diffuse the situation. “Poor Delphine. Nothing’s working out for you, is it?”
She shook his hands away. “Don’t you dare mock me!”
Strike two! He spread his hands in a gesture of resignation. “I’m not mocking you, Delphine. I’m sorry for snooping, but I knew whatever was in that letter upset you. I just want to help.”
“I don’t need your help!”
Clarice walked into the living room. Her bright gaze swiveled between them as a smile lit up her features. She took a step backward, spun on her heel, then returned to the kitchen. Brad could’ve sworn he heard her say l’amour.
Even a California boy knew the meaning of that.
Delphine thought if her face grew any hotter, it would surely burst into flames. The comment her mother made about love didn’t help matters either. Seeing the genuine look of distress on Brad’s face caused all the fight to drain out of her. She put a hand to her head and sank onto the sofa. “I’m sorry, Mr. Larsen. This hasn’t been a very good day.”
Brad came to her side, seating himself next to her on the loveseat—so close she could smell the citrusy scent of his cologne, feel the warmth from his body—his strong, masculine body. Every absurdly weak, feminine atom within her screamed to lean into that strength.
She clenched her hands together in her lap.
“Delphine,” Brad said gently. “I had no business snooping like that. Please forgive me.”
She made a Herculean effort to compose herself. Swallowing, she raised her gaze to his. “You were right. I was upset. All my plans, everything depended on that loan. Since I don’t have the proper credit to go through the bank, the SBA was my only hope.” She gave a nonchalant shrug, belying the turmoil roiling within her. “C’est la vie, eh?”
Brad took one of her hands. This time Delphine didn’t have the willpower to yank it away. His grip felt warm and soothing, like a sedative seeping through her veins.
“I have an idea, but please don’t take this the wrong way. My dad has helped a lot of entrepreneurs get their start. Would you consider putting together a business proposal for him? I can’t guarantee anything, but it might be worth a try.”
“I couldn’t take anything else from your family.”
Brad shook his head. “Not take. Borrow. This would be a business proposition, and my dad is always looking for new ways to make money. If he were to give you a loan, you would be expected to pay it back with interest. Same thing as a loan through a bank.”
Lowering her gaze from his compelling one, she took a moment to consider his words. At first, they sent her heart pounding with new hope. In the next instant, reality raised its insistent head. Why would this guy want to help me? What’s in it for him? A sudden suspicion clouded her thoughts. She looked up at him. “How would I know this isn’t a scam? Who’s to say your father is trustworthy?”
Brad’s mouth opened. He closed it and smiled. “I suppose I deserved that.” His grip on her hand tightened. “Put together a proposal and if my dad accepts it, take any paperwork he gives you to an attorney and get it checked out.”
Looking down at their hands, Delphine could feel her pulse jump. The temptation to take Brad’s advice was strong. The trip to Europe would be an utter waste unless she could begin a business. With her savings account drained, she needed money, plain and simple.
Delphine also knew a loan from Brad’s father would bring her into Brad’s sphere. Could she bear to see him and know he’d only see her as someone to flirt with? Or worse than that, like a stray dog in need of a handout? God forbid, she didn’t want his pity.
Well, what do you want?
She peered up at Brad through her lashes, annoyed that attraction warred with common sense. Those blue eyes of his seemed to promise blue skies—while the possible solution to her problems tantalized her beyond belief.
She felt herself swaying in his direction.
Clarice erupted into the room. “À table! Time for dinner, mes enfants. Tonight we have Blanquette de Brochet.”
Catching her breath, Delphine tugged her hand free from Brad’s clasp and got to her feet. “I’ll think about it,” she said in a husky voice that sounded odd to her ears.
****
Delphine arose at four the following morning, readied for work, and checked on her parents before leaving the house. Catching a bus from the street corner, she sat on the hard seat and gave in to her relentless thoughts.
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