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      The way to a woman’s heart...

      
        
        As acting director of her uncle’s retirement village, Lilith Montgomery must hire a chef for the new restaurant. She’s interviewed several candidates, but instantly decides on the sexy Irishman whose culinary creations give her foodgasms. Her rotten luck with relationships makes her determined to resist her attraction to him, even if it means sneaking into the kitchen at night for a taste of his delectable entrées.

      

      

      
        
        Flynn Hastings is finally getting his life back on track after a year of anger and guilt over his sister’s death. He’s returned home to be near his family and has found the perfect job—with one small problem. His boss makes him want to cook in more than the kitchen. Putting aside his hard and fast rule about mixing business with pleasure, he sets his sights on Lilith, hoping their budding friendship turns out to be more than a flash in the pan.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Mr. Burault, many of the residents of Montgomery Crossing have restricted diets. Your sample menu includes undercooked meats, simple carbohydrate grains and vegetables, and desserts laden with refined sugar and saturated fats.” Lilith Montgomery met the interviewee’s haughty gaze and pasted on what she hoped was a polite smile. “Thank you so much for your interest, but I believe your ideas are better suited for an upscale restaurant.”

      The man had the nerve to look down his nose at her and regard her extended hand like a pile of greasy French fries. He tucked his chubby fingers behind his back without a handshake. “Humph.”

      So much for trying to be nice.

      Don't let the door hit you on the ass as you're leaving.

      Tuning out the dull clunk of the office door closing, Lilith sank into the chair behind her uncle's desk and turned her attention to her laptop. The résumé of the next—and last—chef candidate stared back at her.

      Graduate of the Culinary Institute of Chicago. Apprenticed under Chef Bernard Weiss.

      Sous chef at The Westerfield House in Cincinnati for two years. Promoted to chef a little over a year ago.

      Another overqualified, pompous jerk, no doubt.

      Why would someone with that background want to start up a private restaurant on the grounds of a retirement complex?

      Probably because he thinks it’s an exclusive club, just like everybody else.

      She leaned forward and kneaded the knots of tension crawling up her neck with her fingertips.

      Uncle Wade, if you weren't recovering from gall bladder surgery, I'd give you a piece of my mind.

      Then she’d feed his toupee du jour to the paper shredder for placing the misleading advertisement.

      Yeah, right. Like I could ever do something that mean to the man who rescued me.

      An entire day wasted on failed interviews had put her in a nasty mood. The last applicant would probably only add to it.

      The phone buzzed.

      Lilith almost ignored the receptionist's likely announcement that her next appointment had arrived, but the framed photo of her and Uncle Wade caught her eye as she swiveled toward the noise. She’d made him a promise.

      Letting out a resigned sigh, she picked up the phone. “Yes, Wanda?”

      “Your three-thirty appointment is here a few minutes early. Shall I send him in?”

      Tell him to go back to his haute cuisine kitchen and take all five of the previous applicants with him.

      “Yes. Thank you, Wanda.” Lilith was better off getting the ordeal over and done before the weekend.

      Wishing she'd had time to pop a fourth breath mint since tasting Burault's garlic-loaded Chicken Alfredo, she straightened her skirt as she stood. She slid her tired feet into her navy pumps and hoped she survived the trip across the room and back. Less than two hours of heels and business clothes, and then the weekend would be her savior. She rounded the desk as chef number six rapped twice.

      The door swung open.

      “Ms. Montgom’ry? I'm Flynn Hastings. Pleasure ta meet ya.” A bare hint of Irish brogue colored the greeting, and tousled auburn curls framed a handsome face with bright blue eyes and a mischievous smile.

      Her heart skipped a single beat before she reined in the foolish beast. She didn't need any more complications in her life right now, especially the fraternizing with a potential co-worker kind.

      Not that he'll want the job after I tell him the truth.

      She shook his offered hand, ignoring the giddiness in her stomach with the contact. A garlic overdose was probably the culprit. “Hello, Chef Hastings. Have a seat. I should clarify a few points about the position before we get started.”

      “Flynn, if ya don't mind.” He followed her to the desk, waiting until she sat to lower himself into the chair opposite hers.

      At least he has manners.

      “Mr. Hastings—Flynn—we’re looking for an experienced chef interested in running a small private restaurant. Although Montgomery Crossing encourages its residents to remain as independent as possible, we’d like to provide healthy meals for those who can't or prefer not to cook for themselves. The schedule will include breakfast and supper six days a week, plus brunch on Sundays. While the position requires a commitment of working every day, the hours are set at forty per week, with holidays as well as requested days off—within reason, of course.” Surprised she’d held his attention through the disclosure, she gave him a full five seconds to voice his inevitable annoyance.

      He nodded, as if encouraging her to continue.

      Licking her lips, she suffocated a spark of hope. “Nutritional and dietary monitoring rank high in our goals for this endeavor. Many of our clients have medical conditions that require special care where meals are concerned. The facility has to cater to those needs.”

      She held her breath in anticipation of his relaxed expression morphing into a frown and narrowed eyes. So far, everyone she'd interviewed had expected to be managing the kitchen of an exclusive dining club. Uncle Wade had performed the shameless bait-and-switch trick.

      You old snake-oil salesman, you left me to deal with the fallout.

      Flynn jotted several notes in the portfolio on his lap. “Diabetics, cancer treatment patients, people with thyroid problems?”

      Was he truly considering the job?

      “Yes, plus several others. I have a list of all the current health issues for the residents if you'd like to see it.”

      He nodded again, not looking up from his pad of paper. “Sure. Then I'll need a minute to make a couple adjustments to my menu. How many people live in the complex?”

      Slipping off her shoes, she stretched across the desk to hand him her most up-to-date printout. “We’re at capacity with thirty-four right now. Eight couples and eighteen singles. Most of the special diets consist of healthier choices. I've been helping our residents with personal menu planning for the past five years, so they're better informed about what they should and shouldn't eat. A lot has changed regarding the perception of proper diet since they learned about nutrition in school. Oh, and we may have a few employees wanting to dine in the restaurant from time to time.”

      His crooked smile sent her pulse skittering as he scratched a line through one item and scribbled in a new one. “Registered dietitian or self-educated nutritionist?”

      Amazing. A chef who knows about more than just preparing food. And handsome as sin.

      She smoothed her palms down her skirt to calm her renegade hormones. “I have a master's degree in dietetics and nutrition.”

      “Excellent. You'll understand the reasons why I chose the entrées I did.” Pushing to his feet, he set his portfolio in front of her and then moved around the desk to stand beside her chair. His breath caressed her cheek, setting off the wrong kind of shiver. “Because of the relatively small number of patrons, I've limited the menu to four main dishes for the evening meal with a variety of sides. One meat, one poultry, one seafood, one vegetarian. The choices will rotate through the menu no more than twice a week, for a total of sixteen entrées. Each will be plated to order, whether the person makes his or her selections on site or in advance. They should have the same expectations they would from a full-service restaurant. And the menu will change seasonally, depending on what fresh fruits and vegetables are available.”

      Lilith tried to force her attention to the details on the page, but Flynn's woodsy scent distracted her mind as well as her body. “Do you mind if I take a look at this while you prepare your samples?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Thank you. I'll have Wanda show you to the work area.” Dialing the outer office, she sorted the pros and cons of hiring her last option. “Wanda, would you please escort Mr. Hastings to the kitchen?” After an affirmative response, Lilith turned toward Flynn. A quick glance at his menu had told her most of the dishes required more prep than cook time. “Is an hour long enough?”

      He was silent for several long moments, his stare a little unnerving. “An hour’s fine. I look forward to hearing your opinion of my work.”

      Considering the narcissistic nature of all of the chefs she’d interviewed, his response put her senses on high alert. Either he genuinely cared what she thought, or he was sucking up to get the job because he’d been fired from his most recent one. His accent had also vanished.

      Did he really think I wouldn’t notice?

      Uncle Wade’s meddling voice popped into her head. “Give the man the benefit of the doubt, Lily. Not every male is like that good-for-nothing, lying ex-boyfriend of yours.”

      Boyfriend. What an accurate description for the losers she dated up until a year ago. No wonder Flynn’s teasing smile and pleasant scent had gotten to her. Her poor sex drive was tired of plastic playmates and solitary confinement.

      She forced her attention back to the menu as he met the receptionist at the office door. The last thing she needed to see was a tight muscular ass to go with that irresistible leprechaun face, adorable mop of hair, and spotless white uniform. What she wouldn’t give to share a breakfast of steel-cut oats and corned beef hash with her Irish chef.

      Be honest. Food has nothing to do with why you want to share breakfast with the man.

      The computer-generated spreadsheet was neat and organized—except where he’d handwritten the changes. The pencil marks resembled a doctor’s illegible scrawl.

      Cyesslettubd ferlleftyckos? I can’t wait to see what that is.

      Eying the clock on the wall, she swallowed a yawn. Thank goodness for Montgomery Crossing’s monthly birthday party this evening in the clubhouse. No Friday night dinner to make for the whole crew tonight, and a couple of the night staff would supervise the shindig to be sure none of the residents got too carried away during the festivities.

      Who knew what might trigger an episode for Norma Reed?

      Lilith tried to shake off the disconcerting thought. Her dear friend was slowly succumbing to one of the debilitating illnesses that were a depressing reality of the job. No amount of planning could prevent the inevitable.

      Leaving her shoes under the desk, Lilith forced herself out of the too-comfortable chair and padded to her uncle’s mess of a filing cabinet, hoping work would distract her. Although Wade had a system, she had yet to decipher it. Maybe by the time he returned to work, she’d have it figured out and reorganized. Her ridiculous fascination with Flynn Hastings might even disappear into a folder in the darkest depths of the metal drawers as well.

      Instead of fixating on her friend’s illness and a drool-worthy applicant, she pulled out the leases she’d discovered earlier and carried them to the copier. Creating a digital database was far more constructive than letting depression take hold or falling for another heartbreaker.

      The scanner hummed as it copied the last page in the pile, and Lilith couldn’t help but compare the noise to her favorite vibrator. “Ah, Zippy, you know how to make a girl happy.”

      “Um, sorry ta interrupt.”

      The slight Irish lilt had returned, sending a spasm through her uterus. Leave it to the gods of perfect timing to bring Chef Flynn Hastings back to her office while she fantasized about a little self-indulgence.

      “Wanda isn’t at ’er desk, and the menu samples are ready except fer a few last-minute details.”

      She’d have to settle for a delicious meal instead.

      She gestured for him to lead the way. “What do you think of the kitchen setup?”

      “Kudos to whoever designed it.” Holding the door for her, his lips twitched as though he was trying not to laugh.

      “That would be me.” As she took a step past him, sexual awareness morphed into self-consciousness. The difference in their heights had grown from roughly eight or nine inches to at least a foot in the forty-five minutes since he’d gone to prepare his samples.

      Because I’m missing three and a half inches.

      Without slowing, she pivoted to re-enter her uncle’s office. “Seems I forgot something.”

      “Forgetfulness is often the brain’s subconscious way of surrendering to what the body wants.” His words held more than a hint of amusement.

      Moving the chair, she tried to reach her shoes with her foot. They slipped farther into the black hole beneath the desk. “I guess my brain forgot that I’m short and shouldn’t go traipsing through the hallways in my stocking feet.”

      A dimple appeared in his left cheek as his mouth curved upward. “Petite, not short. And strange saying, that, especially nowadays when stockings are called socks.” He cocked his head, looking even more like a giant irresistible leprechaun. “Unless you really are wearing stockings.”

      Good gravy, I’m not touching that comment with a ten-foot four-leaf clover.

      His eyes had darkened to stormy blue, an instant warning to her that he might be willing to step over the line between acting director and interviewee. Just as quickly, his demeanor changed. “My apologies, Ms. Montgomery. That was unprofessional of me. It’s been a long year, and, well…I’m sure you don’t want to hear about it.”

      A sweep of color inched up his neck to contrast with his stark chef whites. He seemed to have as much trouble with women as she had with men.

      Or did he?

      More than one of Lilith’s dates had used the “poor me” story to try for a piece of ass. She was better off ignoring the bait, especially with his part-time accent.

      Finally resorting to ducking under the desk on her hands and knees, she grabbed her shoes and then slipped them on as she straightened. “Let’s go taste those entrées before they get cold.”

      He stepped aside, gesturing for her to exit first. His light footsteps behind her belied his height and breadth. “I haven’t dished up anything yet, in case you couldn’t come to the kitchen right away. I don’t use warming ovens.”

      Glad to have successfully changed the subject, she hurried along the empty corridor toward the dining wing. The sooner she finished the interview, the sooner she could stop pretending her feet weren’t killing her. Each painful step reminded her why she hadn’t gotten a business degree. Playing dress-up was a whole lot more fun when she didn’t have to do it every day.

      When they reached the dining room, Flynn led her to a table set for two. “If you’ll have a seat, I’ll bring out the samples.”

      She sat as he held the chair for her. The cloth napkin unfolded as she picked it up, and she spread it over her lap. “Thank you.”

      Giving a nod, he walked toward the kitchen, his uniform shifting with the movement of his long legs and far-too-indistinct backside. Some women swooned at a man clad in military or civil servant garb. Sure, firemen, policemen, and soldiers caught Lilith’s eye, but a guy in whites held it.

      Unfortunately, so had the loser wearing UPS brown the day he got fired. Then he’d lied to her about being employed for three months—until she’d caught him lazing on her couch watching afternoon talk shows when he should’ve been working.

      She wasn’t about to make that mistake again.

      “Do you like lemonade?” Flynn stood poised to pour pale yellow liquid into a water goblet filled with ice and lemon slices.

      How had he arrived back at the table without her realizing it?

      Lemonade?

      Her confusion must have shown on her face, because his eyebrows rose. “To cleanse your palate between entrées. Three servings of lemon sorbet might be a little excessive.”

      “Yes, of course.” Why hadn’t she thought of that? “Lemonade is fine.”

      If I stop thinking about uniforms, my brain cells might function a little better.

      Strong hands gripped the handle of the pitcher and the goblet as he poured, the ice tinkling against the glass. His nails were clean and neatly trimmed, his fingers long and tapered. She forced down the request for him to hold up his hand for her to visually measure the distance from the tip of his thumb to his middle finger. Common sense had failed her in the past, and she refused to let sexual attraction dictate her social life ever again.

      Had he not been the last applicant for the chef’s job, she might’ve even considered telling him she’d already filled the position. As it was, she was stuck, and she’d have to keep a tight lid on her simmering hormones.

      The image of a pressure cooker formed in her head.

      Not a good sign.
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      Flynn hurried into the state-of-the-art kitchen for a quick breather. Lilith Montgomery’s curvy body and shamrock green eyes had almost made him say to hell with the job interview, he needed the woman more.

      That was a lie, though.

      He’d turned in his two weeks’ notice to The Westerfield House almost a month ago. After finishing out his term, he’d packed up his apartment and moved to the other end of the state. Kent wasn’t near the size of Cincinnati, but with its close vicinity to Cleveland, he’d figured finding employment would be a piece of cake.

      Plenty of opportunities had come along. He’d been offered three head chef positions, all at highly respected establishments, with excellent pay—and long hours. After spending nearly eighty hours a week on the clock for more than a year, he’d proven cooking therapy was ineffective. Working himself to death wouldn’t change what had happened. Nor would it make him forget.

      Gotta get my head in the game. No more wallowing in guilt and self-pity.

      He couldn’t afford to blow this interview. Preparing meals for the residents of a small retirement community seven days a week beat the high-stress business of rolling out several hundred entrées in a few hours’ time. Wanda, the middle-aged blonde behind the reception desk, had seemed friendly too. Employment at Montgomery Crossing was exactly what he needed.

      Ms. Montgomery, on the other hand, fell into the “want” category. She’d even managed to set off his usually dormant Irish brogue twice. He had no reason to be nervous, especially since asking her for a date was out of the question.

      Plating two modest servings of iron skillet-seared salmon on beds of rice, he added a sprig of fresh dill to each. He dropped a couple handfuls of pasta into the pot of boiling water and gave it a stir. The timer in his head set itself, the ticks so automatic he no longer had to check his watch.

      He returned to the dining room to set a dish at Ms. Montgomery’s place, reciting the information she’d likely want to know. “Entrée number one. Dilled Salmon with Spinach and Brown Rice Pilaf. High in Omega-3 fatty acids, complex carbs, and iron. Moderate sodium content. Most vegetables and fresh mushrooms can be substituted for the spinach. And it’ll be served with a variety of sides.”

      The aroma rising from the table made his stomach rumble. Taking the seat across from her, he waited for her to taste the offering.

      She lifted the fork to her lips. Several moments passed with no indication of her like or dislike of the fish. The only movement of her face was an occasional blink and rhythmic chewing.

      A bite of rice followed, her reaction as stiff and bland as the first one. He might’ve expected unresponsive behavior from a food critic, but not from a potential employer.

      Unable to restrain his need to know if the food warranted the lack of emotion, he flaked off a piece of salmon and put it in his mouth. The texture was perfect—not tough or chewy. A mix of mild fish flavor, salt, black pepper, and freshly chopped dill spread over his taste buds. It tasted exactly the way it had the thousands of times he’d prepared it.

      Could the rice be the problem?

      He slid the fork under the grains, certain he had the right proportion of spinach to rice. Leaning over the plate, he lifted the bite to his lips. The rice was firm but not crunchy, the spinach and seasonings adding enough hint of flavor to complement the earthy tone of the dish.

      Taking a peek at his dining partner, he finished chewing. He’d no more than swallowed when she shuddered and closed her eyes. They opened again, staring straight at him with a slightly glassy look as she pulled in a shaky breath.

      Please don’t tell me she’s allergic to⁠—

      “Oh my.” She fanned her fingers at her face as she squirmed in her seat.

      No cayenne. No hot pepper sauce. No peppers, period—not even black in the rice—and only the lightest dusting of freshly cracked on the fish.

      Sifting through the ingredients in his mind didn’t help identify the culprit. “Are you all right?”

      Her tight smile didn’t reassure him. She lifted her napkin to dab at her lips, not quite hiding her quick exhale. “Um, yes. I’m fine. Good. Shall we try the next?”

      Wasn’t she going to comment on the entrée? Or had she decided to wait until she’d completed the taste testing to evaluate the samples?

      “Good” could’ve referred to the dish, couldn’t it?

      Pushing up from his chair, he paused before setting off for the kitchen again. The dish had been better than good, and he shouldn’t put too much stock in her response. Confidence in his cooking skills had never been an issue for him.

      Drain and dish up the pasta.

      Ladle the sauce.

      Position the port.

      Garnish.

      He was on his way in less than two minutes.

      His judge slid her now-empty plate to the side and drained her glass.

      Empty?

      She had to have inhaled the rest of her salmon and rice while he was gone. That fact alone eliminated the possibility of a known allergy to the fish.

      Her gaze seemed glued to the dishes in his grasp. “This must be entrée number two. Campanelle and Portabellas with Roma Tomato Sauce.”

      Flynn bit the inside of his cheek to keep from groaning aloud as he placed the pasta dish between her utensils. Her husky tone suggested she might prefer food to sex. A combination of the two would certainly be interesting.

      Just what I need—to lose this gig before I get it. Focus, damn it!

      He’d already risked making a bad impression with the stupid stocking comment, no matter how sexy her legs were. After a casual adjustment to the front of his chef’s coat to hide his body’s reaction to her voice, he refilled her glass and then rounded the table to sit opposite her again.

      “Thanks.” This time she hesitated a couple seconds before picking up her fork and knife. “Tell me more about the vegetarian selection.”

      Curious to see if her expression became an unreadable mask, he launched into a full description. “The pasta is made from chickpea flour instead of semolina. Higher protein, fewer carbs. Whole wheat or whole grain is another possibility, but I’d add a protein to the sauce to make up the difference. The ports are seared in olive oil for good fats. Freshly grated Parmesan for vegetarian, or without for vegan.”

      She held her loaded fork near her chin. “Chickpea pasta sounds fairly expensive and not readily available. What protein options would you use?”

      “Cannellini works really well. Marinated and sautéed tofu is another. Black beans.”

      She gave a curt nod. The ruffled edge of the sauce-covered campanelle disappeared between her teeth. She looked more thoughtful than with the first entrée, her tongue sneaking out to lick her lips. Her fork clinked against the porcelain plate, and he held his breath for her verdict.

      Her sudden gasp as she grabbed the edge of the table didn’t bode well. The small squeak probably meant she was in pain, and her fingertips turned white from her death grip.

      Stumbling out of his seat, he rushed to her side. “You’re not all right. I’m not a doctor, but I’d guess acute appendicitis. Or maybe a really bad case of acid reflux.”

      She shook her head, sending her strawberry-blonde ponytail swinging back and forth. “Fine. I’m fine. Really. I just, um, bit my tongue.” Her chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm as she straightened in her seat. “You’re hired. Can you start work on Monday?”

      The abrupt announcement and unexpected question should’ve made his day, but he could only gape at her. Her eyelids fluttered as if she was having a difficult time focusing, and she wanted to know if he could make breakfast for the residents of Montgomery Crossing on Monday morning?

      “You’re still interested in the job, aren’t you?”

      Was he?

      While seeing her every day would likely test the control over his attraction to her, the idea of running a cozy restaurant for a few dozen old people appealed to him. His life would become his own again. He’d no longer have to deal with the conceited personalities of his peers. He’d have set hours and a new start, not to mention the ideal location.

      Hooking his foot around the closest chair, he pulled it closer to sit facing her. “Yeah, I’m interested. I can start Monday.”

      She seemed to relax, finally easing his worry about her health a little bit. “Good. You’re a phenomenal chef. We can go over the details of the contract in the office.”

      “Give me fifteen minutes to clean up the kitchen? You can try the other two entrées while you wait if you like.”

      Reaching for the goblet, she seemed to consider his suggestion. “Oh, I’m not…very hungry. I ate a late lunch, and I’m on this…diet.”

      Diet?

      Why in the world would a woman all of about five-foot-three and a hundred twenty pounds need to lose weight? He’d never understand the way the opposite sex viewed their bodies.

      He shrugged, untangling his feet from the chair leg to stand. “Okay.”

      She did the same. “Would you like some help?”

      Exactly what he didn’t need—sharing close quarters with a female capable of tempting him to break his hard and fast rule about getting involved with his boss. He still wasn’t entirely convinced she was feeling a hundred percent, but he’d rather she didn’t find out how his body was responding to hers. “Thanks for the offer, but, no. My mess, my cleanup. How about if I meet you in your office when I’m done? That way you won’t get bored waiting on me.”

      He’d also be able to box up the rest of the food to leave with her. Half a dozen bites of rice and salmon and one of the campanelle wasn’t enough to keep a bird alive.

      Heading to the kitchen again, he gave her a brisk salute. “See you in a few minutes.”
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      Lilith hobbled along the corridor and into the office with her pumps dangling from her fingers. If she’d tried navigating with them on her feet, she would’ve collapsed into a boneless heap on the floor.

      She dropped her shoes beneath the desk and fumbled through the stack of papers her uncle had labeled “Very Important” with a sticky note for the contract. It contained all the vital information she had to discuss with Flynn Hastings, including his salary—which couldn’t possibly be generous enough.

      The man was a gastronomical genius. One taste of his food had given her orgasms like she’d never experienced in her life. That she hadn’t died from embarrassment at having them happen right in front of him was a miracle, because the most pleasurable event of her life had also been the most humiliating.

      Her bikini top falling off as she climbed out of the pool at her only teenage boy-girl swim party now ranked a lowly second. Her prom date stepping on her gown and ripping off half the skirt in front of three hundred people slipped to third. Getting her period in Mr. Warden’s fifth-grade health class fell to fourth.

      Why did things like that always happen to her?

      “You know, Lily, sometimes shit happens. But it takes manure to grow a pretty flower.” Uncle Wade always managed to make her feel good about herself, especially when something traumatic bit her on the ass. Eventually, the ordeal would fade to a less noticeable odor.

      She slid the single typewritten page from the pile, scanning the print to refresh her memory.

      Restaurant schedule. Vacation days. Pay scale.

      Nowhere did she find a notation about the consequences of a resident having spontaneous orgasms and dying from eating the food. Maybe she needed to rethink the job offer.

      A knock at the open door set the butterflies in her stomach aflutter.

      Flynn stepped into the room at her wave. A surreptitious glance at the front of his pants didn’t reveal the half-expected telltale stain, a sure sign he hadn’t come from eating his own food.

      Did his secret ingredient only work on women?

      Holding out a trio of waxy cardboard containers, he sat in the chair across from her. “The other two samples and the rest of the campanelle. In case you get hungry later.”

      “Oh, thanks.” She’d have to make sure she was alone when she ate any more of his cooking. Partaking with the residents in the dining room would be tantamount to suicide if he agreed to take the job.

      No more public orgasms for me.

      She traded him the contract for the boxes. “I’m sure you’d like to read through this before you sign. It’s pretty straightforward. Not too much legal jargon.”

      Giving a nod, he crossed his ankle over his knee and looked down toward the paper as he seemed to concentrate on every word in the binding document.

      She busied herself behind the desk realigning Uncle Wade’s all-important stack. Next, she alphabetized and straightened the lease files.

      “I have a question about the last paragraph in section two.” Flynn swung his foot to the floor as he leaned forward. He laid the contract on the desk, pointing to a spot near the middle of the page. “This reference to a housing option—what kind of option?”

      Lilith almost whimpered aloud. How could she have forgotten about the on-site apartment clause in the agreement?

      Clasping her hands in her lap, she forced her gaze to the dimple in his left cheek. “Montgomery Crossing has a limited number of employee apartments on the premises, let on a first-come, first-served basis.”

      She hadn’t lied, even if she hadn’t exactly invited him to apply for the housing option.

      “Do you have a unit available?” His hopeful question defeated her vague implication that all of them were taken.

      Not trusting her voice, she nodded.

      “Can I see it before I make a decision?”

      She cleared her tight throat. The top drawer slid out with a gentle tug, and she removed the set of keys to the only empty apartment. “Of course. Give me a minute to change shoes and put on a jacket.”

      He didn’t move from his spot in the chair as she retrieved her running shoes and blazer from the coat closet. Even with her back to him, the itchiness crawling up her spine told her he watched her.

      Why in the world had she ever agreed to be acting director during Uncle Wade’s sick leave?

      She double-knotted the second shoelace and then straightened to slip on her jacket. When she turned around, Flynn was fiddling with one of the buttons on his chef’s coat. She was losing her marbles. He hadn’t been watching her at all.

      “I’m ready.” Or at least as ready as I’ll ever be.

      He stood, the difference in their statures becoming obvious again. She was Sprout to his Green Giant.

      “If you’ll follow me, we’ll take a quick tour of the grounds on our way to the apartment.” At his smile, she walked at a controlled pace through the reception area and followed the hallway to the exit. The automatic doors whooshed open at her approach, sending a rush of goose bumps over her legs from the cool autumn air. “The sidewalk goes past the gardens and outdoor recreation area to Building F. The two buildings to the right of the courtyard house our couples, four in each. The two buildings to the left have six apartments each for singles, and the two straight ahead have six units apiece for singles, including the employee residences we added last year.”

      “Nice place.” Flynn paused at the colorful profusion of hardy mums near the entrance to the covered patio. “A lot of attention to detail.”

      “Thank you. This is the last place a fair number of our tenants will live. We want it to be a pleasant experience.” Not wanting to dwell on those who’d passed during the five years she’d worked there, she picked up her pace. “Each building has its own laundry facility and each unit a direct phone line to the office.”

      “What about utilities?”

      The closeness of his voice reminded her that his stride was much longer than hers, and she barely resisted the urge to increase the distance between them by jogging ahead.

      “Water’s included. Electric isn’t. Cable and internet are available for an additional monthly fee.” Adjusting the keys in her grasp, she continued along the sidewalk toward the far end of Building F. Her heart rate increased with every step toward the last door.

      “I saw parking at the other end of the sidewalk when I drove in. Is that lot for employees too?”

      She halted at apartment six, willing her hand to stop shaking. The deadbolt clicked with a quarter turn to the left. “Yes. A permit is required. I’ll give you one when all the paperwork is done.”

      Inserting the key in the knob, she kept her eyes trained on the door.

      Please hate it. Please hate it.

      “You said this is the only vacant unit. Mind if I ask who lives next door?”

      She crossed the threshold as she withdrew the key, holding on to the knob for dear life. “Um. I do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Beige walls, floors, and curtains barely registered in Flynn’s brain as he pretended to inspect the living room, kitchen, and bathroom. The place was like new and a hell of a lot more practical than the fifteen-hundred-square-foot condo he’d rented in Cincinnati—and his pretty boss lived next door.

      His guide had encouraged him to explore the apartment at his leisure, but he hesitated at the bedroom doorway. By the locations of the exterior doors, the floor plans seemed to be mirror images of each other, meaning her bedroom would be on the other side of the wall from his.

      How would he sleep with all of about six inches between him and her?

      Next door. I’m going to be living next door to a woman I want to share a bedroom with.

      He rubbed his fingers over the tight muscles in his upper back as he ventured into the last room. Even without furniture to gauge the size of the area, he had no doubt a king bed would fit, an absolute necessity for a six-foot-three man. He’d have to find a way to deal with his attraction to his employer, because he wanted the job, damn it. He needed the job, and screwing it up over a woman wasn’t happening.

      After a cursory check of the closet, he returned to the living room. “I’ll take it. How soon can I move in?”

      Ms. Montgomery’s jaw twitched ever so slightly. If he hadn’t been watching for her reaction, he probably would’ve missed it.

      Was she having second thoughts about the offer?

      “The apartment is ready, but you’ll need to fill out the paperwork and I’ll need to run a credit check.” She lifted her wrist and glanced toward her watch. “I should have the report tomorrow morning. Or if you prefer, we can set up a payroll deduction for rent in lieu of the credit check. A nominal security deposit is required as well. As soon as the check clears, the keys are yours.”

      “Let’s do the payroll deduction, and I can pay cash for the security deposit.” After living in a motel for two weeks, he was more than ready to settle into something more permanent. Paying for another week of storage would be a waste of money.

      “Oh, okay.” She gestured at the exit. “Then we have a couple contracts to sign.”

      The quiet walk back to her office suggested she wished he’d said no to the housing option. Her spiel had been informational rather than enthusiastic, and she hadn’t given him a move-in date even after he’d chosen the easiest route to finalizing the lease.

      Did the thought of having a guy twice her size living next door worry her?

      Or she could think he was a jerk after his earlier misstep.

      Had his food saved him from falling victim to a “we’ll-be-in-touch” dismissal?

      The automatic entrance stole an opportunity to prove his manners by holding the door for her. Maybe he should’ve helped her into her jacket earlier. He sure as hell should’ve kept his mouth shut about the damn stockings. He was lucky she hadn’t kicked him off the property for that suggestive remark—especially since she was wearing stockings. When she’d bent over to tie her shoes, he’d gotten a clear glimpse of the dark band circling her thigh through the back slit of her skirt. That slit had also drawn his eyes up to her magnificent ass.

      She rounded the corner of the desk, putting the obstacle between them as she shuffled through some papers. A stapled packet of several pages slipped free. Thrusting them at him, she straightened the pile. “The lease. While you read through that copy, I’ll prepare another with your name and the unit number to print out and sign.”

      Looking up from the document, he frowned. “Not that I think you’re trying to pull a fast one, but I’d rather read the lease you’re going to print out.”

      “A fast one?” Her fingers froze over the keyboard of her laptop, and her jaw twitched again. “Of course.” Though her words were agreeable enough, they sounded tight and forced. Her gaze flicked toward a point on the wall behind him. “I’ll have it ready in a few minutes. Perhaps you can sign and date the work contract. You’ll also need to fill out a withholding form.”

      The phone buzzed, and she almost jumped out of the chair. The woman really needed to relax. Stress or an ulcer, possibly even lack of food, had likely caused her pained reaction earlier. If she’d actually bitten her tongue, he’d broil his smelly gym socks for supper.

      She snatched the receiver from its cradle. “Yes, Wanda?”

      After several seconds of silence, she closed her eyes and lifted her hand to her forehead, her thumb and forefinger kneading the shallow furrows. “No. He charges an arm, a leg, and your firstborn for afterhours calls.”

      Flynn tried to go back to rereading the last section of the agreement, but her frustrated voice distracted him.

      “I’ll take care of it. You need to get home so Bob doesn’t have a meltdown. Okay. I’ll see you Monday.” She hung up the phone and sighed. “Do you have a few minutes, Mr. Hastings? I have to make a quick phone call.”

      The “afterhours” reference suggested she had electrical or plumbing problems, and he had nowhere he had to be. “Sure. Take your time.”

      “Thank you.” Taking a cell phone from her pocket, she pursed her lips. Then she tapped the screen several times and put the phone to her ear. “Hi, CC. It’s Lilith. I’m sorry to bother you at the party, but I need your plumbing powers. Great, thanks. See you in a minute.”

      Plunking the phone on the desk, she exhaled and set her fingers clacking on the keyboard. She let out a low growl and pointedly hammered on what had to be the Delete key. After another clatter of typing, she stood, aiming toward a printer on the other side of the room. It spit out the last of a dozen sheets as someone knocked on the door.

      She—Lilith—hurried to answer the summons. The door swung inward when she reached for the knob, the six-panel slab of oak conking her on the forehead. “Ow, ow, ow! Geesh, CC, I was about to let you in.”

      Flynn winced at the sympathetic twinge of pain.

      A man wielding a plunger peeked around the door. “Oops. Sorry, Lily honey. You okay?”

      With a hand to her head, she nodded. “Yeah, I’ll be fine.”

      “Are you sure? Wade’ll ban me from the office if you end up in the emergency room again.” The bulldozer kissed the top of her head as he stepped into the room.

      Wade? Her husband?

      The idea of another guy⁠—

      Wait a second. She said the employee units are for singles, and I’m moving in next door to her.

      Boyfriend?

      I’m better off if she has one.

      His insides begged to differ. He tightened his grip on the pen instead of rubbing at the faint ache in his gut.

      CC winked at him. “Wade’s her uncle, by the way.”

      Flynn clamped his lips together to keep from letting out a whoop of relief. Luckily, the action also kept him from laughing out loud at the old man’s clothes. The orange high-tops might’ve been okay if they didn’t have purple tights fitted to wiry legs coming out of them. The tool belt slung low on his hips would’ve been fine, if not for the wrestling uniform the same color as his shoes. The purple mask, however, was too much.

      Ms. Montgomery—Lilith. Lily—had mentioned a party. Could it be a Halloween party? That certainly would explain the crazy costume.

      She seemed to take the outrageous getup in stride. “Bonnie thinks she lost her earring down the sink in the locker room. Will you check the trap please?”

      “’Course!” Patting the pipe wrench hanging from his belt, CC grinned. “You s’pose she’ll give me a kiss for thanks?”

      “A hug at the very least.” She ducked as the plunger swung around toward her head. “I appreciate the help, CC.”

      “Any time. Good choice for the new chef. Decent looking and about your age. A little hoochie-coochie would do you good, Lily.” With a salute, he exited the office, pulling the door closed behind him.

      “Sorry about that.” Her cheeks flamed as red as the spot in the middle of her forehead when she turned to face Flynn. “The residents here are notorious for their matchmaking attempts.”

      He shrugged. What else could he do? Tell her he agreed with the old guy that they should get together? “No problem. Contract is signed and withholding done. Ready to take care of the lease?”

      The change of subject seemed to her liking since she hurried to the printer and gathered the papers. She handed him the stack. “Yes. You asked about a move-in date. The keys are yours as soon as we’re done with the signatures and security deposit. The amount is in section four. Oh, and we have a part-timer to help with cleanup in the restaurant. Will you need an assistant to help with prep?”

      “A colleague of mine contacted me a few days ago about possibly taking on a student who needs an internship. The school will pick up the tab for his hours. I’d like to go that route, if you don’t mind.” Glancing up from the first page, he caught her touching her fingertips to the bump. The poor woman had to have a headache besides the welt. “Are you okay? I can get some ice from the kitchen.”

      She waved off his offer. “This is nothing. I’ll down a couple ibuprofen when I get home. An intern is fine.”

      “I’ll get in touch with my colleague on Monday.”

      A quick skim of the details had to suffice. His instincts told him he could trust her, and by the way she kept eyeing the clock, her workday had probably ended sometime between five and five thirty. The clock now read five fifty-five.

      The “nominal” deposit was far less than he expected and well within the cash in his wallet, so he scribbled his signature on both the designated lines and initialed each section. Handing her the document and cash, he let relief settle over him. He’d found a position to allow the kind of structure that would balance his life again.

      She signed the lease, her neat script looking incredibly feminine next to his. “I’ll make a copy for you, write out a receipt for the deposit, and the keys are yours. Here’s my business card, in case you have any questions or problems. I check my e-mail several times a day, but feel free to call or text if you need an answer right away. Oh, and you’ll need a parking permit.”

      Five minutes later, he stood to leave, but reluctance held his feet in place as she gathered her shoes, purse, and the boxed leftovers. “I think I’ll take a few quick measurements at the apartment before I go. Want me to carry something for you?”

      Her eyes skipped from him toward the computer bag still laying on the desk. “Yes, thanks. I appreciate it. Would you mind taking the food? I’m afraid I’ll drop it and miss out on…a real treat.”

      What had she meant to say? Didn’t she eat meat? Could that have been the reason she’d cut off his taste testing halfway through?

      He smiled, hoping she’d believe he’d taken her statement as a compliment, even if she’d only intended to keep him from knowing she’d likely toss the chicken and pork dishes in the garbage. That made her a considerate person in his mind, although he preferred honesty to a kind fib.

      He waited for her to lock the office door and then walked with her down the hall and outside. Laughter and music came from the opposite end of the building. Lights shining through sliding glass doors revealed the party she’d mentioned. He almost missed Lilith’s soft words for the background noise.

      “I promise the residents aren’t party animals. Quiet hours start at ten, but they’re usually all home by nine.”

      Recognizing the path she’d led him along less than an hour ago, he kept pace with her. “I’m not much of a partier myself. Getting mellow in my old age, I guess.”

      Her laugh triggered a ripple of awareness in his veins as she stopped at unit five in Building F. “They tell me I need to learn to loosen up and let my hair down. I think you’ll get on just fine with them.”

      Considering the sudden ease of their conversation, Flynn was relieved they’d reached her apartment. Another few minutes of walking and talking, and he would’ve revealed much more than she needed or wanted to know about him.

      He handed her the containers of food. “Nothing wrong with cutting loose once in a while. See you around. I’ll be the one hauling furniture and boxes tomorrow.”

      “Thanks. And if you need help, Kip the maintenance guy lives at the other end of the building in number two.” Her tone suggested she’d resigned herself to him living next to her. She stepped through the open doorway.

      “Good to know.”

      “Goodnight.” The door closed, leaving him to stand there or move on.

      Three steps to the right took him to his own apartment and his new opportunity. He wasn’t going to waste it.
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      Listening for another light thud from next door, Lilith paced her living room. She’d stashed Chef Flynn Hastings’ third and fourth entrée samples in the fridge with the rest of the second—but only because she didn’t want him overhearing her reaction to them, especially if they affected her body the same way the first two had.

      He didn’t plan on staying all night, did he?

      She toed off her running shoes at the end of the couch before padding to her bedroom. If she had to kill time waiting for Flynn to leave, she could at least swap her work clothes for yoga pants and a hooded sweatshirt.

      With her skirt in the basket of dry cleaning, she unhooked the clasps from her stockings, her interviewee’s comment replaying in her mind.

      He couldn’t possibly have known.

      Could he?

      A soft thunk sounded. Was he finally gone?

      A sprint to the living room sent her hose drooping around her feet, but she peeked through the blinds instead of worrying about her elephant ankles. Flynn passed her window as he sauntered along the sidewalk, glancing back over his shoulder and looking her in the eye. His cheeky grin made her stomach flip-flop, and she jerked her fingers free of the slats.

      Caught.

      Geez, he probably thought she was nosier than a stereotypical little old lady. She was behaving like one, even if spying to find out about the new tenant wasn’t her motive. No, her reason won the prize for most embarrassing. She was jonesing for a foodgasm.

      Hey, at least I have a discerning palate.

      Food-induced orgasms brought a whole new meaning to safe sex, and she didn’t need batteries, either—only a method to reheat her meals.

      Flynn’s masterpieces deserved warming in the oven rather than the microwave, so she headed to the kitchen, intent on her task. While she waited for them to heat, she’d finish changing clothes, pour a glass of wine, and read a chapter or two from the book two of her female co-workers had raved about a few weeks ago.

      The handwritten labels on the two containers made Lilith shake her head as she pulled the food out of the fridge. She had no idea what the pen markings said, or which was right side up. Giving up on trying to make sense of the scrawl, she popped open the first lid.

      A stuffed boneless pork chop. Apples in the filling? Hm…

      The second box held a lightly browned chicken breast tenderloin and a separate cup of lumpy orange relish of some sort.

      Fruit chutney?

      Lifting the plastic cover, she sniffed the mystery sauce.

      Mm, peaches.

      If these dishes didn’t shoot her to the moon, nothing would.

      With her dinner transferred to a casserole dish, she placed it in the oven to heat. Comfy pants and a glass of soft red were next on the agenda. Friday night at home alone didn’t have to be lonely.

      Oops! Better set the timer.

      She finally settled at the table with her wine and her e-reader after a quick clothes swap. A few taps of her finger on the screen brought up the title.

      “Iced Latté.”

      Strange.

      Erin didn’t usually go for stories so innocuous sounding. Romance was her addiction, not a title that gave the impression of a bunch of women sitting on the patio at Starbucks exchanging gossip.

      Lil clicked open the file to enlarge the cover. A dark-haired man with intense brown eyes caught her immediate attention. He held a woman with skin the color of milk-diluted coffee in his arms, her expression suggesting she was more than willing to let him cover her in icing and lick it all off.

      A giggle escaped. “Oh, Erin, you naughty girl.”

      Curious about the other book Erin had loaded for her, Lilith closed Iced Latté and opened the next in the list, Just Desserts.

      “This oughta be good.” She gave a snort of laughter as she tapped her finger on the thumbnail-sized cover.

      A moment later, it loaded.

      Auburn curls framing the face of a nearly naked man caught her eye first. Then the strawberry-blonde hair of his lover registered.

      A disconcerting shiver raced up Lilith’s spine. “My God! That’s Flynn and me!”

      Granted, the models were hardly identical matches for either of them, but the likenesses were a bit unsettling. She slid the e-reader away from her as she rose, her thoughts chasing her when she paced to the living room.

      How in the world would she ever look at him again without wanting to see how his muscles compared to the man on the cover?

      I will not strip him naked. I will not think about stripping him naked.

      She’d been perfectly content with her boyfriend-free life for the past year. Only a fool would ruin it by letting a picture tempt her into abandoning her self-preserving choice.

      High-pitched beeping called her from the next room.

      Determined to put the book out of her mind, she rushed to the kitchen to take her dinner out of the oven. She and Flynn were officially co-workers starting Monday and neighbors as soon as he moved in next door. While he seemed nice enough and probably worked hard, she couldn’t act on her attraction, tempting chef whites or not. She’d have to find satisfaction in the meals he prepared—and preferably in private.

      She carefully scooped the entrées onto a plate, unwilling to forgo civility when her food demanded better of her. Any dish capable of triggering an orgasm deserved her best china, fine flatware, and a cloth napkin.

      Ignoring the darkened screen of her e-reader, she sat down to test the potency of the chicken and pork entrées. A sip of wine did little to calm her skipping pulse. As many times as she’d seen to her own needs, simply diving into the steaming invitation to euphoria should’ve been a no-brainer. The enticing scents of delicately seasoned meat, tart apples, and sweet peaches made her mouth water, but she hesitated.

      She wiggled in the chair to get more comfortable. After cutting off the tip of the chicken tenderloin, she dragged it through the fruity puddle and then lifted it to her mouth.

      Insert.

      Chew.

      And…

      Nothing.

      She swallowed the delicious morsel, waiting for the much-anticipated burst of physical pleasure.

      Still nothing.

      Another stab at the peachy chicken yielded a party for her taste buds and nothing more.

      The pork. I’ll try the pork. I’m just too tense. Too expectant.

      A slice through the tender mix of boneless center-cut chop and apple stuffing sent a ripple of hope through her veins. She crammed a too-large bite into her mouth, ready for the overload of sensation in her inner muscles.

      It didn’t come.

      She didn’t come.

      Not fair!

      Not only had she made a huge mistake in hiring a stud of a chef, now his fabulous food didn’t even make up for not getting to have sex with him.

      Her body had proven once again that she wasn’t normal.
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