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      Just one hour. That’s the promise billionaire Anthony Ferrari makes to himself when pressured by his younger sister to attend her latest fund-raising event. One hour and then he can retreat to his high-rise condo to spend the rest of the evening with his favorite companion—a tumbler of Glenfiddich 1937. But some promises are made to be broken. At least that’s what Anthony tells himself when his interest is hooked by an elegant blonde with a knack for disappearing.

      

      Tiffany Delaney—Delaney to her clients—has worked her ass off to earn a rep as one of the best event planners in New York City. Thanks to a last minute break when her competition flakes out on what promises to be one of the holiday season’s premier events, her success is virtually guaranteed. Too bad about that policy she has on not mixing business and pleasure because a one-night stand with the super-hot guy in a tux who keeps trapping her in dark corners would be the perfect way to celebrate.

      

      When Anthony discovers the mysterious woman he can’t stop fantasizing about is the city’s most in-demand event planner, he hires her to plan a perfect, over-the-top romantic Valentine’s Day evening for two. What Tiffany doesn’t know is that the dream date she’s planning is a scene for seduction…hers!
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      “Don’t even think about sneaking out, big brother.”

      Angelique Ferrari gripped Anthony’s bowtie between French-manicured fingertips, preventing him from sliding behind one of the dramatic arches in The Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Great Hall. To onlookers, it would appear the curvaceous brunette was fondly straightening her older sibling’s black tie, but Anthony knew better. His sister had begged, bullied and pouted until he’d agreed to attend her fund-raiser.

      “No longer,” he’d insisted. “Just one hour.”

      “No less,” Angelique had countered drolly. “One full hour. And that doesn’t include travel time or delays at the coat check. I want sixty minutes of your charismatic presence working the room until you’ve charmed a few donations from those society matrons. They like you.”

      That was one of the reasons Anthony avoided events like this. Women loved him. Not just the matrons and the debutantes, but the neglected trophy wives and the scheming divorcees. Heiresses in designer gowns adored him, as did the female servers in their black and white uniforms.

      For some reason, women went a little crazy over him.

      Maybe it was the dark good looks he’d inherited as part of his Italian heritage. A classmate in one of his college English courses had penned a poem entitled Italian Stallion, and while her clichéd references to manhood and bedroom eyes were vague enough for him to deny he’d inspired the badly written poetry, the dreamy glances she threw in his direction as she read it aloud were telling.

      Angelique insisted it was the good manners their mother had drilled into all six of the Ferrari children: “Women like a man who pays attention to them instead of scanning the room or checking his phone. When that man is a sweet, sexy billionaire, it’s the ultimate combination.”

      Anthony attributed his powerful effect on women to exaggerated Page Six stories and the size of his…bank account. Only a few women actually knew the size of his…manhood.

      “You’ve only been on the clock for ten minutes, and I’ve yet to receive a pledge from a single member of the Anthony Ferrari Fan Club.” Angelique smoothed the satin lapels of his tuxedo. “Go. Mingle. Flatter. Flash those dimples. I need to raise at least ten mil tonight, or I’ll be kicked off the board of CHI.”

      “CHI?” Anthony smiled fondly at his kid sister. Ten feet of feisty packed in a five-foot package. Whatever organization the acronym stood for was lucky to have Angelique as a champion.

      “Children’s Health Initiative.” She frowned. “I sent their annual report with the invitation so you could familiarize yourself with them before tonight. Didn’t you get it?”

      “Tamson got it,” he said, referring to his executive assistant. “He probably read the report twice and googled CHI for good measure. If I have to be here for another,” he checked his Rolex, “forty-eight minutes, can I at least get a drink?”

      “Yes. The bar is over there.” Angelique lifted her chin to gesture toward the far end of the hall. “But if I don’t see you circulating, I’m resetting the clock.”

      Anthony tugged the curl artfully arranged to drape along his sister’s cheek. “Relax, sis. I promised I’d be here, and I’ll do my best to help out New York City’s needy youngsters.”

      She grinned, the cheeky expression at odds with her glamorous makeup and updo. His little sister had grown into a gorgeous young woman whose inside was even more beautiful than her outside. The image of her as a chubby teenager with braces and a frizzy tangle of dark hair flashed inside his head. Now she had curves, a brilliant smile bracketed by the famous Ferrari dimples and thick, shoulder-length hair the same lustrous sable-brown as his.

      She stood on tiptoe and pressed a grateful kiss to his cheek. “Thanks, Anthony. I know how much you hate these things so I really appreciate you being here.”

      Grimacing at the tacky feel, he started to thumb away the scarlet lipstick smudged across his jaw, but Angelique grabbed his hand.

      “Leave it. Pretend you don’t know it’s there.” She giggled. “Make the ladies curious.”

      Anthony thought of the various tokens that found their way into his pockets at events like this one. Phone numbers scrawled on cocktail napkins, house keys, husbands’ business cards with their wives’ private cell on the back and, once, a lacy black thong.

      “Good thinking. In fact, that’s such a great idea I’ll give you an extra five minutes.”

      Angelique sashayed off and threw a look over her shoulder. “The clock’s ticking, big brother.”
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      Anthony inhaled the smoky aroma of the single malt Scotch in his glass before taking a sip. Although he did his best to avoid society happenings, he’d been to enough to know that savvy bartenders kept a few bottles of the good stuff hidden away for those willing to tip generously. His personal assistant and valet, Hogan, tag-teamed with Tamson to keep his life running smoothly and that included tucking a couple of hundred dollar bills in his tuxes when they came back from the cleaners for occasions such as this. The bartender who’d poured his drink hadn’t even blinked when Anthony slipped him the crisp bill, simply acknowledging the tip with a subtle nod.

      He tipped the glass again, savoring the peaty flavor and the smooth, creamy mouthfeel of the liquor. His parents, both of whom were hot-blooded, passionate Italians, had encouraged their children to cultivate an appreciation for the sensuality of everything in life from food to music to clothing. Sadly, it had been a long time since he’d enjoyed the sensual pleasures of lovemaking.

      Sex led to expectations and messy entanglements, both of which he preferred to avoid. Why couldn’t he meet a normal, sane woman who just wanted a few nights of hot, raw sex without the morning-after drama?

      Keeping an eye out for Angelique and careful to avoid the grabby hands of the more aggressive women in the crowd, he meandered across the marble mosaic floor and made his way to the Great Hall Balcony overlooking the grand entrance below. He leaned a hip against the railing and appraised the setting. Holiday greenery, twinkling lights and trees adorned with silver bows and red ornaments created a festive background for men and women attired in eveningwear. Below the murmur of voices and laughter, he recognized the instrumental version of a traditional Christmas carol. Buffet stations were set up around the perimeter of the room. Tables draped in red fabric provided seating for those inclined to eat sitting down rather than standing up.

      It was the same as a hundred other fund-raisers he’d attended. The same people. The same causes. The same—

      Wait a minute, there was something different. Or, to be more accurate, someone.

      A statuesque woman in a cream-colored pantsuit edged her way around the clusters of people, pausing every so often and then moving on. Anthony’s perspective from the balcony revealed a hint of subterfuge to the woman’s movement, as if she were trying not to draw attention to herself. Intrigued, he trailed her from the second floor until he came to the stairway and lost sight of her.

      He hurried down, curious about what she was up to. His pulse increased a beat. From a distance, the woman appeared tall, slim and elegant with reddish-blond hair pulled back from her face. He wanted to see what color eyes went with hair that gleamed like burnished gold in the glow of the tiny white fairy lights.

      Angelique spotted him halfway down the stairs. His first impulse was to turn and flee, but he smiled as she crossed her arms and waited for him.

      “Mrs. Dubois has complained to me twice that you’ve yet to speak with her. Do you think you could pretend an interest in my fund-raiser instead of hiding upstairs?”

      “I was scoping out the crowd.” He shrugged.

      His sister planted her hands on her hips and stomped her foot, the strappy silver stiletto whispering against the marble floor. “Anthony DeMario Ferrari, I swear—”

      “Okay, okay,” he muttered in a soothing tone. “Meet me back here in thirty minutes. I’ll trade you a million bucks in donations for an introduction to that tall blonde…” His words trailed off as he craned his neck, impatiently looking for the elusive woman.

      His sister’s mood shifted instantly. “You get me a million dollars for CHI, and I’ll introduce you to every female in the room.”

      Tossing back the rest of his Scotch, Anthony scanned the room a final time. “Deal. But there’s only one woman I’m interested in meeting.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Tiffany Delaney slipped into the kitchen, deftly dodging a server who carried a silver tray loaded with amuse-bouche appetizer spoons containing tiny portions of smoked salmon, mango and avocado mousse.

      “Slow down, Ricardo. You’re serving canapés at The Met, not hawking hot dogs at Yankee Stadium.”

      “Sure thing, Delaney. Sorry about that.” The young man took a deep breath and exited the kitchen at a more sedate pace.

      “Frank, they love the Chateaubriand. We’ll be ready for another one at both carving stations in ten minutes or so.”

      “Rosalyn and I are already on it.” Frank, a perpetually cheerful military veteran who’d gotten his start in the kitchen peeling potatoes for the Army, called out a response over the hushed clatter of dishes and cutlery.

      “Emily, give that tray to Denise. Go into the bathroom and pull your hair up. The last thing we need is complaints about hair in the food.”

      “I’m sorry, Miss Delaney. I came right from school and forgot my hairband.” Emily, a junior at CUNY, was a hard worker but often disorganized.

      “It’s just Delaney,” she reminded the young woman. “There’s a package of hair ties in the tackle box on the counter. Help yourself.” The infamous red tackle box also contained disposal toothbrushes, stain remover wipes, Band-Aids, cotton swabs and travel-size deodorants. Being prepared for any eventuality was one of the keys to Tiffany’s success and the inspiration for the name of her event planning company, Eventualities.

      Several of the servers looked down to check themselves, anxious to avoid being called out on a messy appearance. Delaney nodded in satisfaction when Emily returned, curly chestnut hair back in a tidy ponytail. “The baguette cups with roasted red pepper and eggplant dip need to go out before the bread gets soggy.”

      Emily took the tray and joined the line of servers ferrying food and drink out to the guests.

      Tiffany watched Frank test the doneness of the tenderloin filet, almost drooling as the aroma of red wine and beef wafted upwards. Her stomach grumbled in complaint, and she realized she hadn’t eaten since breakfast.

      “Save me an end piece,” she whispered. “And some of those mushrooms.”

      Frank grinned and slid his eyes to a foil-covered plate on the counter. “All you need is a fork.”

      Giving his broad shoulders an appreciative squeeze, Tiffany strode through the kitchen, back out to the Great Hall.

      She’d dreamed of coordinating an event at The Met when she started her career as an event planner after graduating from Cornell University with a degree in hospitality management six years ago. The exclusive venue was one of the most sought-after locations for black-tie galas and tonight’s event, a holiday fund-raiser for one of the city’s largest non-profits, had literally fallen into her lap.

      Jasmine Snow, who was something of a celebrity event planner thanks to a weekly gig she’d landed on the local morning show Rise and Shine
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