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        Thanks for picking up my book! If you want to check out more of my titles and sign up for reader alerts, please visit my author page at www.authorabbyknox.com.

      

      

      
        
        Happy reading!
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      Chloe

      

      I've been obsessed with the famous baker since I was far too young to fall in love with a man so much older. My family thinks it's an innocent celebrity crush, but what they don't know is I've been saving myself for this stone cold silver fox. And now, to everyone's disbelief, I've got my chance. There's only one problem that I hope he doesn't notice: I'm a terror in the kitchen.

      

      Phillip

      

      Everything about my life is endlessly enviable. A celebrity chef with his own television show, best selling cookbooks, and a sprawling estate-- it would seem I have it all. Except for one thing. I need someone to help me fill these empty rooms -- with love, with children, and with a feminine touch. And then one day, a single catastrophic audition video changes everything. I'm going to do everything in my power to meet this woman. I only hope she doesn't mind leaving the cooking to me.
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      Chloe

      

      “Who. Is. That?”

      My handful of popcorn pauses halfway to my mouth, eyes glued to the stone-cold Daddy on the screen.

      My mom, who is cuddled up under a blanket on the sofa next to me, gestures impatiently for me to hand over the popcorn bowl. It’s our favorite night of the week, when we watch baking competitions together and eat junk food. We’ve already binged all of them, so tonight, Mom and I are trying out a show that’s new to us. I’m already hooked.

      “Phillip Wildwood,” she answers after I hand over the bowl. “He’s supposed to be some super-famous bread chef, but I’ve never heard of him before now.”

      As Mom crunches away, distracted by the snacks, I feel dormant places inside me awaken to the dominating presence on the screen, as if a homing beacon has summoned me.

      I study the manners of this Phillip Wildwood as he appraises each fidgety contestant with a cool, unreadable stare. The man’s icey scrutiny has knocked all the smart words out of me.

      The barrier of a television screen does nothing to reassure me that man is not also judging me. And I—always the overachieving oldest child—like to be judged. All my life, I’ve thrived under stern guidance from teachers, coaches, and tutors. This feels different. Phillip’s seemingly cold countenance, and the way his aura makes everyone around him twitchy, rouses not my instinct to win at something, but to win…him.

      My awakening also feels like a fortune teller has pulled back the curtain dividing my present from my future. I’m looking straight at my life in a few years, and my future world is staring back at me with unyielding regard. The man seems committed to intimidating people, but my body, mind, and soul feel something else.

      I don’t know the first thing about baking, except as a spectator sport. But I do know one thing. One day I’m going to marry that man.

      As a rule, I regularly crush the high school competition in chess, debate (comedic monologue, thank you very much), and Model United Nations. Baking, cooking, and domestic talents are the domain of my sisters Cara and Cherise, ages fifteen and thirteen, respectively.

      Tonight, Cara’s busy with her study group, and perky Cherise is at cheerleading practice. Middle child, Diana, my closest confidant, has snuck out of the house with her stoner friends—again—and has sworn me to secrecy. The youngest, Cecily, is holed up in her room, writing the great American novel.

      Just as well my sisters are not joining Mom and me tonight; the four of them become ruthless little badgers whenever they see my cheeks turn rosy, and that’s usually when Henry Cavill’s chin dimple appears on screen.

      Henry has a lot going for him, but I’m very sorry to that man today. Because when Phillip Wildwood opens his mouth to speak, the accent bowls me over. I’m finished. Dead. Ruined. “Oh. Wow. He’s…wow.”

      Mom lifts one shoulder casually. “Meh. Seems a little full of himself.”

      But I can see there’s plenty more to Phillip Wildwood than ego. Beneath the layer of ice lies oceans of warm currents.

      “I’m going to have his babies one day.”

      My mom snorts, thinking I’m exaggerating for comic effect. “He’s older than your father.”

      “You don’t know that!” I laugh. But if she’s right, does it matter?

      A realization dawns on me, however, that could potentially pose an obstacle.

      “Wait a minute. He’s in Great Britain?”

      Mom speaks through a mouthful of popcorn, watching a contestant jump a whole foot in the air in fright upon noticing a silent Phillip standing behind her, observing her technique of folding dried cherries into her biscuit dough. “The location is, like, in the name of the show, Pop Tart.” My mom’s nickname for me makes me grin and roll my eyes. Pop Tarts are pretty much the only thing I can’t mess up in the kitchen.

      And here I am, on the other side of the pond, experience my sexual awakening.

      This just won’t do.

      One way or another, I am going to meet this Phillip Wildwood. And I am going to make him mine.
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      Phillip

      

      “Bloody Americans.”

      Bloody everyone, if I’m honest. I switch off the news; I can’t take any more nonsense tonight.

      Leaving the media room, I make my way down the stone hallway to my bedroom, thinking how nice it would be to have someone to talk to about current events.

      It’s lonely being Phillip Wildwood. I’ve made sure of it.

      I pause halfway to my room and rest my hand on a doorknob of the most sumptuous room in the castle, and it’s not the kitchen. This exquisite room, I’m saving for a special someone. Against my better judgment, I push the door open to have a look.

      Sheets protect all the furniture, reminding me that I have no one in my life who I feel I can trust with the secrets of this room. The paddling room, I call it. Surveying the four-poster bed, the luxurious bedding, elegant furniture, state-of-the-art sound system, and of course the trunk full of toys, I wonder if I’ve put the cart before the horse.

      Maybe I should have waited for the woman to show up before creating the one-of-a-kind room for us to play in.

      About to head off to bed, a pinging sound from the library disrupts me. No surprise there, as I have a habit of leaving my phone to charge in there all day, much to the dismay of my assistant.

      The bare stone floor chills my feet as I trudge grumpily down to the library. Why the hell would I, a working-class kid from Liverpool, buy an empty Warwickshire castle for myself alone? Because I could, first of all. Second, the location makes stunning pastoral visuals for my show, Britain’s Best Baker. Also, because I mistakenly thought I’d be wifed up by fourty, and this hollow space would be bursting with children by now. Once again, Phillip, your dreams are bigger than your reality.

      I dash to the library, determined to get this digital exchange over with so I can go to bed. Alone. As always.

      “Please check your email,” is the text that I read from my assistant, Jason. Harrumphing, I switch over to email and see a message from the executive producer.

      “We’re going to produce a special American episode for the show.”

      I don’t bother reading the rest.

      I phone the executive producer, Harlow, not caring that the time is after midnight. She may hold the purse strings, but she can forget this appalling idea as of right now.

      “I know why you’re calling, Phillip. But the idea was already focus-grouped. People responded positively, and we need something fresh. We’re losing viewers.”

      I grumble, “Not my problem. I’ve been giving them exactly what they want since day one.”

      “You’ve become grouchier over the years. The focus group said you’re a downer. We need a softer image.”

      “Harlow, we’re friends, so I can say what I’m about to say. Phillip Wildwood has two settings: hungry and horny. Both make me the charming bloke everyone’s fallen in love with. Grouchy is my brand.”

      Harlow sighs. “As much as I love it when you refer to yourself in the third person,” she says sarcastically, “the Wildwood brand is less charming than it used to be.”

      She pauses for my reply, and I let the silence hang for a moment. Maybe she’s right.

      “Fine,” I respond through gritted teeth. “I’ll go along with it. But I get the final say on who makes it through.”

      “Of course,” Harlow chirps, a smile beaming at me through the phone. “Goodnight, Phillip.”

      I hang up and march up to my waiting, empty king-sized bed.

      Unfortunately, I can’t spank an American on worldwide television, but I take solace in the prospect of figuratively paddling a cocky colonist into submission.
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      Chloe

      

      My mom and all four of my younger sisters are utterly shocked that I’m going to be on TV.

      I don’t know why they’re so surprised. I’ve been talking about nothing else since the age of seventeen. Now age twenty-three, I’ve watched every episode of that English baking show at least a hundred times in between improv classes and stand-up gigs. I’ve bought all of Phillip Wildwood’s cookbooks and memorized them. I subject my family to my terrible baking skills at least daily. And I even wrote a raunchy comedy bit about my crush, and it always kills at the Chuckle Bucket. Or, at least, I killed that one time there were fans of British television in the audience.

      “But you don’t even know how to bake! How is this possible?” Mom asks, not believing the congratulatory email even as she reads it on my phone.

      “I know how to bake!” I shout back, a little bit hurt. “It just…never turns out exactly as planned.”

      I look forlornly at the plate of scones on the breakfast island. This is exhibit A. They’re the texture of hockey pucks. But nothing can spoil my mood. The universe has blessed me with an opportunity, and I’m going to go and get my man.

      Dad, because he’s a wonderful man who will lie to protect my feelings, pipes up from behind his morning newspaper, “I loved that soft pretzel you made for my birthday, and don’t let anyone tell you you can’t do something.”

      I curtsy. “Thank you, Dad.”

      He beams at me and then looks at Mom. “See? She even knows how to curtsy for when she meets the queen.”

      I giggle. “I’m not going to meet the queen. Especially not if she’s ever heard that one joke I made about Prince Andrew.”

      Dad winks at me. “You never know.”

      “Bill! Don’t encourage her. I’m trying to stop her from getting her hopes up; to save her from rejection and humiliation. In a foreign country, no less!”

      I chirp, “No need to get my hopes up. I already know it’s meant to be.”

      Mom turns to my dad, exasperated. “The only reason she wants to go is that she’s got this cockamamie idea of making that rude British judge fall in love with her.”

      “That old guy? Huh.” Dad seems neutral. Maybe he feels that at twenty-three, he doesn’t need to be so protective of me anymore. He would be correct.

      “Yes! Doesn’t that make you want to protect your only daughter from getting hurt? I looked it up; he’s forty-eight years old! Older than you!”

      “Huh,” Dad repeats. I know that sound. He strokes his beard. And then I hear the smile in his voice. “You know, she’d be well looked after. He’ll probably treat her better than those creepy dude comedians at the Chuckle Bucket. And she’s always wanted to go to England.”

      Mom clucks, “That’s because she’s been holding out for that man! I’m telling you, the fantasy is out of control!”

      “I tell you what,” Dad says, sighing and folding up his newspaper. “How about if she does go to England and is subsequently humiliated, then you can say I told you so, and I can finance a brand new car of her choice. It’s the least we can do for her, with all of the debt she’s acquired from improv classes, acting classes…”

      I run at him, throwing my arms around the only person besides my sister Diana who truly gets me.

      My mother shakes her head. “You spoil her rotten.”

      Dad’s face, however, beams with irrepressible sunshine, just like mine. “Knock ‘em dead, princess.”
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        * * *

      

      And now, here I am, getting ready to knock ‘em all dead.

      I have been saving myself for Phillip Wildwood, and my day has finally come.

      I am in London, on my way to meet the man himself. Well, according to my itinerary, I’m actually in the English countryside, somewhere near a place called Warwickshire. Don’t ask me to pronounce it.

      After the butler shows me to my room in the wing where the six other American contestants are staying, I decide to explore. Sitting on a plane for that long has me ready to climb the walls. We’re all supposed to meet in the ballroom in thirty minutes to be briefed by the show’s producers, so I’m sure I can fit in a quick walk around the grounds. To get into the spirit, I’ve borrowed this kickass Victorian dress from my friend’s theater troupe. What other time in my life will I have the opportunity to roam around a place that looks like a historical film set, dressed as a noble lady? Never. And also? This thing makes my boobs look amazing.

      The castle grounds do not disappoint. A stunning rose garden lies hidden beyond a hill at the back of the castle, facing a small lake that’s smooth as glass apart from a group of swans gliding across the surface. It occurs to me I might not be able to find my way back to the ballroom, but I don’t care. The scent of the enormous blooms overwhelms me, and I have the urge to lie down in the grass and take it all in.

      The breeze is so lovely, the sky so blue, and I’m actually here, at the home of my one true love. He just doesn’t know it yet.

      I close my eyes and inhale the scent of roses, wondering what I’m going to say when I finally meet my Phillip.
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      Phillip

      

      Today’s the day, and a sudden panicky feeling has overwhelmed me that I’ve taken this whole thing too far.

      As I pace back and forth in my room, I can’t think of a single word in the way of introduction.

      When Chloe finds out that I’ve manipulated this entire process just to meet her, she’ll be running back to Heathrow. Justifiably.

      A few weeks ago, I perused the audition videos, one after the other. About fifty unbearable videos in, I spotted her. Not a prize-winning baker with any domestic credentials to speak of, but a winner in all other immeasurable ways. Long dark hair framed a pair of deep soulful eyes, perky nose, and full lips turned up in an impish grin. She wore a frilly apron, joking and babbling her way through a disastrous cooking demonstration. At one point, she set a sauté pan on fire by accident. She put it out with the apron—while she was still wearing it—and continued on with her life story without missing a beat, as if nothing alarming was happening.

      On that day, I didn’t know her name, and I didn’t care. She looked like a nightmare in the kitchen, and I didn’t care about that either. I just knew I had to have her.

      Sure, I could have tracked her down instead of inviting her here under the pretense that she has any chance of winning a baking competition. Problem is, I’m so terrible at meeting women, I honestly don’t know which would be creepier.

      I am so nervous about meeting the woman of my dreams that I have to walk off my anxiety. The director has scheduled me to meet the contestants in the ballroom in thirty minutes—enough time for a quick jaunt.

      I’ve thought about nothing else since seeing Chloe’s audition tape.

      I decide to take a stroll through the rose garden, as it always calms my nerves. As I reach the far end of the garden, I see a scene that looks straight out of a Victorian novel. A young woman in a long empire-waist dress lies in the tall grass.

      As I get closer, I freeze in my tracks. It’s Chloe. But that’s…

      Don’t say impossible, you nitwit. Of course it’s possible. You pulled every string to get her here. And now, she’s here.

      She’s not supposed to be here, precisely. She’s supposed to be in the ballroom, waiting for me. “What the hell are you doing in my rose garden?”

      The woman sits bolt upright, eyes wild, hair mussed, her dress covered in grass.

      “What! Where am I!?”

      Oh, dear. I’ve startled the poor girl. Perhaps I was a bit too gruff.

      “You’re in my rose garden. And if I’m not mistaken, I believe you’re mine. I mean, I believe you’re my contestant. One of the contestants. For the show.”

      Oh god. I’m making a complete fool of myself now.

      She rubs her face and looks up at me, then her eyes widen.

      “It’s you!”

      I cross my arms in front of my chest. “You know me?” I try not to sound too pleased, sure that I’m failing at that miserably.

      She grabs her chest. “It’s a good thing I’m sitting down because if I were standing, I would fall and pass right out!” She has a Southern American accent that’s even more pronounced than it was in the video, and I have to fight the urge to kiss her before she starts babbling.

      “Sorry if I startled you. I’m not the best at introductions.”

      She struggles to stand, and I feel like an idiot for not realizing right away that she needs help. I grip her arm and assist her to her feet, brushing off the grass from her skirts.

      Looking her up and down, she’s even more lovely than I thought possible from her audition video. Her dark hair is done in an elaborate braid around her head. She wears a strange old-fashioned dress with a pinafore over top of it. Her deep brown eyes study me and still appear frightened. That’s the last thing I want. She’s also smaller than I assumed. Shorter and with a soft, feminine little body that I’d love to throw over my shoulder like a Pirate of Penzance and march up to my private rooms right the hell now.

      “Chloe Williams?” I say, swallowing the emotions in my throat. Those feelings threaten to destroy me, destroy my entire persona, my reputation. I’m hurtling straight into an affair with a contestant, and no one in all the realm can stop me.

      Her sweet, round face breaks into the most heartbreaking smile I’ve ever seen. She lights up the darkness in my soul and threatens to undo all the years I’ve spent building this armor around myself.

      “You know me?”

      No reason to lie. “Yes. Of course I know you, love. I found your audition video…well, unforgettable is a word that comes to mind. Welcome to Warwickshire.”

      Is it possible for that smile to grow any wider? For her face to become even more lovely?

      She looks so clueless and innocent; my heart will break if she finds out she didn’t get here on baking merit.

      “I’ll have to break you in first.”

      She blinks up at me, her lips turning dark pink.

      “Excuse me?”

      Oh fuck. I’ve said that out loud. I’ve been talking to myself too long.

      She doubles over in a fit of giggles. “Be careful around me; I’m likely to use that in a bit.”

      A bit? “Forget what I said.”

      “I could never. I…I need to confess something. I’ve been watching your show for years and, well, it seems silly, I know, but the truth is…” Chloe’s cheeks blush a shade of pink that rivals my best roses. Her breasts rise and fall rapidly in her nervous, shallow breathing, tempting me with salacious ideas. The size and shape of them will fit perfectly in my hands. My greedy sausage fingers have itched to touch nothing but that glowing skin of hers, to trace my thumb over her lips…and use my other one to viciously strum her to completion. I could make that adorable, unguarded face go taut with lust with one solitary finger. I could grab those curvy birthing hips and make her beg. Oh, and I will. I’m going to ruin this cheery little American tart. She’ll be absolutely wrecked for anyone but me by the time I’m done with her.

      Bollocks, where are my manners?

      I can’t have her disqualified before the show even begins. “Don’t…don’t finish that sentence. You don’t want me knowing too much about you.”

      Her smile never falters; she only takes on an air of curiosity. “Oh?”

      “Yes. I am the judge, you know. We shouldn’t even be talking. No fraternizing until…after.”

      Her lips part in either shock or disgust.

      I reach out toward her and say, “I didn’t mean to offend you. Please don’t take it the wrong way.”

      She closes her mouth, and her shining lips curve up in a small, knowing smile. “I could never take anything the wrong way with you, Mr. Wildwood. I think…I think you’re just…just…”

      Her face goes slack all of a sudden, and it takes me half a second to realize she’s overcome. I catch her just as her knees give out.

      “Are you all right, love?”

      Her eyes flutter open, and she smiles up at me.

      “Jet lag,” she replies absently, her eyes roving over my lips. God, she can probably see my mouth beginning to drool. I get the distinct impression she’d let me kiss her right now. I’d be a monster if I did it, but it might be worse if I let her go through with the competition.

      A man’s voice cuts across the dreamy atmosphere rose garden, and I look up to see my assistant, the executive producer, the director, and my publicist all staring at us—me, with my arms around one of the contestants that I’m supposed to be judging.

      “Phillip! They’re, er, all waiting for you in the ballroom,” says the director, Jamie.

      “All except one, I see,” Harlow remarks with a smirk.

      This doesn’t look good.
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      Chloe

      

      Today is day one of shooting: Cookie Day. Or, as I believe they’re called here: biscuits.

      I’m so nervous.

      I might have made myself more nervous by accidentally meeting the man himself yesterday in the rose garden.

      Here’s hoping I didn’t make a terrible first impression. Imagine finding a strange woman asleep in the grass at your house! A contestant, no less, who was supposed to be somewhere else at the time.

      My memory wanders back to yesterday, specifically when Phillip caught me in his arms. I’d blacked out from standing up too quickly. He’s bigger, thicker, and stronger than he looks on television. His hair and eyes were twice as vivid in the flesh. My obsession bloomed into real, animal attraction so powerful I could have climbed him like a tree. He and his strong, masculine fingers could have violated me ten ways right there in the grass, and I would have said, “Thank you, sir, may I have some more?”

      He’s too big, too beautiful for me. How in the world did I make it this far on this esteemed competition of skill? He’s going to know I’m a fraud immediately, and then I will have lost my chance. He’ll be disappointed, and I can’t handle that.

      The still-small voice inside my head, however, reminds me of who I am.

      You are Chloe Williams. You belong here just as much as anyone else. And that man is your future husband. So let’s make some damn cookies.

      All six of us wait at our stations in the ballroom, checking and double-checking our ingredients. I run my hands over my pink polka-dotted apron, examining the clothes I wore underneath. Is it sexy enough to get Phillip’s attention? Too sexy? Does it clash with my skin? Am I showing too much skin?

      As if the clouds part and the heavens open up, he finally appears next to his fellow judge, Georgianne. The sight of Phillip makes my insides tumble with joy and my lady bits hum with longing.

      Was it a terrible idea to have saved my virginity for a celebrity? Probably. I’m so damn horny; I know there’s no way I’ll be able to focus on the biscuit recipe.

      “Bakers,” he grumbles. “Welcome to Warwickshire. For the sake of our American contest this week, we’ve changed some of the terminologies to avoid confusion. Cookies, instead of biscuits, for one thing. Some of the things we haven’t changed, however. And that’s the way we measure ingredients. If you’re not used to the metric system, fear not.”

      Great. I almost had a panic attack when he said “metric system.” I’m such an idiot that I completely forgot about that.

      I think for a second that he’s going to tell us the recipes have been converted. But that’s not what’s happening here.

      “Each of you at your station has a food scale, and a conversion chart. You’re welcome. And good luck.”

      We all stare wide-eyed at Phillip until he growls, “Get on with it, then.”

      This jolts me out of my stupor, and I immediately begin converting the measurements for the recipe, which is in American English. Already, I start to sweat.

      The extra work takes up at least fifteen minutes that I don’t have to spare, but finally, I get the cookie dough mixed to my satisfaction.

      As I’m spooning the dough onto my prepared cookie sheets, I have a strange feeling as though I’ve forgotten something.

      Suddenly, a masculine scent tickles my senses. The fine hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

      Keep working, Chloe, I tell myself.

      “Are you forgetting something?”

      The man’s voice startles me out of my shoes.

      Shrieking, I whirl around and see Phillip standing right in front of me. Shaking, I slip my sandals back onto my feet; the man instinctively reaches out to keep me steady as I do so.

      “I don’t know. Did I forget something?”

      Phillip stares at me. That wolffish, unreadable gaze that features heavily on every episode—and also in my dreams. Of course, he’s not going to tell me.

      I don’t want to look away from his lovely face, but I have to get the cookies into the oven. I turn around, pick up one sheet, open the oven door…and realize what I’ve forgotten.

      “Oh shit! I forgot to turn on the oven!”

      Two of the nearby contestants make sympathetic noises. I fiddle with the unfamiliar dials. “What? These numbers don’t make any sense.”

      “It’s a convection oven, love.”

      I spin around again, and I see the slightest whisper of a smile in his eyes as he walks away. The devilish crow’s feet grow sexier by the year.

      He called me “love.” Again. That’s the third or fourth time.

      I don’t know, nor do I care, if that’s a common thing to call people you don’t necessarily love or even know well. I’m going to float on it for the rest of the week.

      It’s enough to give me the confidence to figure out the temperature and get my mini-crisis under control. The timing is slightly off now—I’ve just placed cookies in an oven not all the way pre-heated. But at least they’ll be done on time. I think.
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      Phillip

      

      Who is she?

      Apart from the silly girl I found asleep in the rose garden, of course. And apart from the hot mess in her audition video.

      With her pink apron, sunny disposition, and warm, friendly eyes, she’s the antithesis of me.

      I have scoured the internet for anything and everything about her, and I’ve come up woefully short. She’s an enigma.

      Chloe flits around her workstation, making messes of flour and sugar. Measuring—with her little tongue poking out—as if that helps to concentrate. Then re-measuring because she’s not sure she converted everything correctly.

      She hums while she works, talks to herself, scratches her head, tosses out two entire batches of biscuit dough, and still, she maintains that ineffable smile on her face. How? How does she do it?

      The more she handles her pots and pans, the way she holds a mixer, the more I’m convinced she has no idea what she’s doing. What is she doing here? Why did she audition for a baking competition in the first place if she doesn’t even think to research the kinds of ovens we use on the show? She’s not only going to lose but she’ll also be humiliated. Her biscuits are going to come out terrible.

      And whose fault is that, Phillip? You insisted on browsing all of the candidates, and she was the one who made your dick hard. You ensured that she would embarrass herself on television.

      I have to remove her from the show. I can’t let her make a fool of herself.

      I’d thought it might be fun to bring that charming American girl over the pond and make her submit to my will, but she’s winning me over with her sparkling personality. I love her, and I hate it.

      Bloody hell, who taught this woman how to bake? And why is she topping those half-baked monstrosities with vivid blue icing?

      Georgianne asks Chloe that very question when judgment time rolls around: “Why did you choose such a lurid color for the top? It adds nothing to the flavor.”

      Chloe’s smile falters only a little, but then she answers—while staring straight at me. “I wanted to make cookies in a color that reminded me of Phillip’s eyes. And I don’t think they’re lurid at all. They’re like the clear sky on a cold winter day. That’s the kind of blue that cheers me right up when I’m feeling low.”

      Other contestants titter at her bald-faced admission that she likes my eyes. To the casual observer, she’s trying to goad the surly judge. She wouldn’t be the first to try. But I see what’s happening here.

      “I’m very sorry to tell you this, dear, but they’re just plain awful. Burnt edges. Soggy bottoms,” Georgianne remarks.

      I cross my arms, then change my mind and hook my fingers in my belt loops. Then I switch again and simply stand with my balled-up fists leaning on the countertop in my signature stare-down. The editors will decide which posture to use.

      I just have to think of something to say and then move on to the next contestant. My mouth goes dry. I can’t say what I think. It’s true; her biscuits are dreadful. But I’m moved by her sweetness, in new and strange ways.

      What is she doing to me? “Your…your biscuits. They do have issues. But—oh god, hold on.”

      Cameramen murmur and give their shoulders a break while I reach for a bottle of water. I gulp it down and hand it back to the production assistant, and the camera begins filming again. I can’t say what I want to say, so I hope to god the silly girl can read between the lines. “It’s not a hopeless cause. You’re very charming, but you’re overthinking it.”

      Out of politeness, I try not to appear as if I’m suffering to get through the remaining contestant’s biscuits.

      The second we wrap shooting for the day, I’m off to find Chloe.

      I don’t even care who overhears me call after her as she makes her way toward the elevators to the guest wing. She tugs at the string in her apron, her head slightly bent, her shoulders hunched.

      “Chloe!”

      She spins around. “Y…yes?” My hand darts out to hold the door.

      The rest of the contestants trickle away up the stairs and other elevators, and I don’t say another word until they’re gone.

      “Would you like for me to show you what you did wrong?”

      Her brown eyes sparkle, and she bites her lip.

      “I didn’t do anything wrong,” she says. “I nailed you. I mean, your eyes. I nailed your eye color.”

      Studying her face, I can’t decide if she’s messing with me or what. “The kitchen is yours if you want to practice for tomorrow.”

      She blows out a breath. “Wow. Honestly, I’m tired, and I don’t want to look at an oven again until tomorrow.”

      “Oh. You’re prepared for bread day, then?”

      She shakes her head. “Not at all! Bread-making is the worst. No offense, I just don’t understand the appeal. Apart from the aroma⁠—“

      I can’t take anymore. I let go of the elevator door and step inside, towering over Chloe, backing her against the wall. My hands still her small, cheerful face, and I draw my lips over hers. Gently, at first. When her body jerks in surprise and she gasps against my mouth, a surge of desire overtakes me, and I clench my fists in her hair. Chloe emits a sexy, noisy little sigh. I deepen the kiss, and her sighs turn to a whimper, which crescendos into a needy moan that conjures up all sorts of filth in my pervy brain.

      I pull away from the kiss because I know where this leads. This leads to tongues down throats and hands fondling naked flesh. I’m half out of breath with lust already.

      “Why’d you stop?” Chloe asks, as breathless as I am and smiling in the face of my frustration.

      I thought for sure she was going to smack me for not asking for a kiss first.

      “Oh, little Chloe. You’re not ready for what happens if I don’t stop.”

      Her pink tongue darts out, and she sucks her lips into her mouth. “If you only knew. You see,” she says, taking a second to swallow back her nervousness, “I’ve been saving myself for you.”

      My ego is about to soar through the roof, but that can’t be what she means.

      “You mean you’ve wanted to meet me. To be on the show. Saving money for a trip?”

      She shakes her head and looks up at me knowingly. “I have a secret, and I’m about to tell you now. Come closer.”

      Swallowing, heart pounding, I lean in low so she needn’t rise to her toes to reach my ear. Her breath against my skin sends gooseflesh spreading like wildfire everywhere, and blood rushes to my cock. “You were my first kiss, Phillip.”

      I jolt backward. “How old are you?”

      She blinks at me. “I’m twenty-three. Is that important?”

      I can see the headline in the Daily Mail already.

      “I’m forty-eight.”

      Chloe smiles. “And?”

      I smile and brush a lock of hair, letting it spill over my hand, conjuring up a picture of this gorgeous mane splayed out across my pillows. Better yet, matted with sweat after a spirited, bed-breaking screw. “And it doesn’t bother you that I’m old enough to be your father?”

      She glances down and then bats her long, luscious eyelashes at me. “You’re older than my father. My parents married young.”

      “Jesus.”

      Her shrug is too dismissive. I have to be careful here.

      “Look,” she says. “Nothing was ever going to stand in my way. I might be the only virgin stand-up comedian in the entire United States. Do you think I’m scared of anything? And look. Here we are.”

      I study her face. So open, so vulnerable. This can’t be true.

      “If you’re a stand-up, how come you have no internet presence to speak of?”

      Her eyes light up. “You’ve been googling me!”

      “Yes.”

      “I perform under a fake name. The industry is crawling with creeps. Also, I’m astonishingly unsuccessful.”

      I don’t know the first thing about the working conditions of comedians anywhere, but the thought of anyone so much as looking at Chloe suggestively makes my head explode. I have to kiss her again to settle my raging blood pressure.

      Chloe’s full lips drown me in bliss. Yet I can’t help but recognize the fact that a perfect, innocent young thing like Chloe should be kissed by a good boy her own age. A respectful young man with a similarly sunny outlook who isn’t annoyed with the world at every turn. Someone who doesn’t want to possess her and keep her in his pocket. I shouldn’t be so gratified to know I’m the first one ever to kiss those lips, but I’m wickedly delighted to know I’m also the last. Because now that she’s here, I’m never letting her get away from me.

      I pull her in close to me and keep kissing her soft mouth while I tug the apron ribbon at the small of her back. She pulls away to chuck the apron off and immediately pulls me back down for more mouth-to-mouth.

      I can’t get enough. I want her. I want all of her—more of her vanilla and citrus scent in my lungs and her taste on my lips.

      I cinch her as close to me as two creatures can get, just as her juicy tongue teases my bottom lip.

      I’m absolutely doomed.

      But the moment I push past her lips and slide my tongue against hers, the elevator doors open, and a sharp voice echoes in the hallway. Chloe freezes as footsteps approach.

      “Phillip? There you are! We need to discuss that psychotic little tart—oh, excuse me!” My frame pivots to reveal to the director, Jamie, that the “psychotic little tart” is right there.

      “Watch yourself,” I say.

      Jamie tut-tuts at me. “Fraternizing? This is grounds for disqualification.” I open my mouth to set him straight, but Chloe beats me to it.

      She pushes off the wall of the elevator to face Jamie. “It sure is. You should do that. Disqualify me right away and make up a reason to explain why I’m gone. I would never want to tarnish the reputation of this esteemed program.”

      Jamie retracts his proverbial claws. “I just think it’s unseemly, and…and an unfair advantage.”

      Chloe chirps, “I’m a terrible baker, and I’m going to lose no matter what.”

      I can’t help but snort. “I hate to say it, but it’s true.”

      Jamie looks from Chloe to me and sees he’s not going to win this round. He stalks away, leaving me alone—finally—with my delicious little American biscuit. Or, cookie.

      “Now, where were we?”
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      Chloe

      

      If the elevator were glass, the two of us would steam it up as we kiss and chat and make each other laugh like teenagers for who knows how long.

      Phillip is a perfect gentleman, dammit. I was all set to have my V-card punched in an elevator—how many people can say that?—but on the other hand, I am gratified to know I might be the first person ever to make the sexy Phillip Wildwood belly laugh.

      Alas, our little hookup in the elevator ends too soon, as it’s time to prepare for the nightly meeting with the director to brief us on tomorrow’s shoot.

      Phillip and I decide it’s best for the show if we don’t get caught in the middle of any more interludes like today.

      That night, after a quick production meeting about tomorrow’s Bread Day competition, some of the contestants invite me to join them in the village for a drink. I pass, as I’ve never been fond of alcohol. Also, I don’t want to answer any questions about my silly cookies or my obvious flirtation with Phillip.

      I do not doubt that gossip is already circulating.

      Instead, I go to my room, sit on the massive four-poster bed, and spend the next few hours texting with my mom and my closest sister Diana. Diana, twenty-one, is the wildest of the five of us and the least judgmental regarding my decisions.

      I tell my mom about everything except the kissing. She’s still very wary of the whole situation. To Diana, I spill all the beans. Diana’s been telling me her own naughty tales for ages, and now it’s my turn. There’s a whole lot of squeeing back and forth that night over the Atlantic Ocean.

      Eventually, I hear the other contestants arrive and go to their rooms. Everything is quiet after another hour or so, as we’ve all got to be awake early the next day.

      As for me, I lie awake and touch my fingertips to my lips. Could they still be a little swollen from the kissing? It could be wishful thinking that he’s left his mark on me. But I swear, I can still feel his masculine arms wrapped around me, holding me tight while his mouth ruins me. I can still feel him, taste him, smell him. See his sexy crow’s feet smile at me. I’m both floating in happiness and drowning in need for more.

      I close my eyes and wait for exhaustion to overtake me, but it never does.

      At least, I assume it won’t until I’m startled awake by a presence on my bed.

      “Virgin Mary on toast, what are you doing here!” I try not to scream and wake everyone up. Probably a hopeless cause, as everything echoes in this place.

      I hear a chuckle. “Getting to know my psychotic little tart better.”

      It’s Phillip, of course. “Are you crazy? This has to be against the rules.”

      “Fuck the rules; it’s my house.” Lord help me, why did hearing him say that make me wet?

      “Oh. My,” I say, my voice trembling.

      His thick, rough fingers brush the hair away from my ear. His breath warms me in private places nowhere near that spot as he whispers, “But we do have to be quiet, love.”

      I whisper in reply, “I don’t know if I can be quiet with you. I’m so excited I might squeal like a stuck pig.”

      He chuckles, then scolds me playfully. “Quite an image. Well, we can’t have that. I shall have to keep your mouth occupied.”

      Phillip kisses me again, but it’s different from earlier. Our first kisses were gentle, playful, and exciting. This kiss is a lover’s kiss, and it warms me everywhere. My cheeks heat, my heart pounds, and my sex trembles. His tongue plunges into my mouth, wrestling with mine as he pulls me on top of him on the bed.

      This is it, Chloe. This is what you came here to do.

      As we kiss with needy tongues, I slide my legs apart until my knees reach the mattress on either side of his hips. Phillip may be large in comparison to me, but he fits so comfortably between my legs. He groans into my mouth when I do what comes naturally: grind against that ever-lengthening steel rod pushing against my pelvis.

      “Slow down, darling; we’re not ready for that yet.”

      I whimper, “Yes, yes I am. Yes, we are.”

      “You’re going to have to trust me on that. There’s no other word for it, but I’ll have to, er, stretch you out first.”

      I nod, even though he can’t see it in the dark. “I know. It’s in books and…other things.”

      He hums in mock surprise. “Oh, dear. What naughty books has my future wife been reading?”

      When he says the phrase “my future wife,” it kicks up a hundred reactions in my body. The slick heat between my legs surely means I’m ready, no matter how big he thinks he is. “I prepared myself for…meeting you. I knew I would need to know how to…how to take you. And how to please you. I read things, and sometimes I watch porn. Studying my colleagues’ raunchy comedy doesn’t hurt either.”

      This elicits a low rumble in his chest as he grips my face. Even lying beneath me, he owns my body with his passionate kiss.

      “Good girl. And what sort do you watch?”

      I bite my lip, not having expected this interrogation. “Um, well, I don’t know. I like to watch lots of different things.”

      “And do you make yourself come when you watch lots of different things?”

      I shake my head. “No. Never. Sometimes I’m so desperate it just happens. Sometimes in my sleep. But I never even touched myself. I wanted you to be the first.”

      His body stills under me; his hands paused on my back. I wonder if I’ve said too much. Am I genuinely sick for holding back so much just for this one man?

      The next thing I know, I’m under him, as easy as if he’s flipping a pancake. “Poppet,” he says, hissing in my ear, his hand cradling my neck. “You think far too highly of me.”

      There’s no way that’s possible. “You don’t think highly enough of yourself.”

      “If you only knew the things I need from you…”

      “I want to turn on the light so I can see you,” I whisper.

      “No,” he says sternly.

      The strictness in his voice makes me tremble with need and nervousness. I can’t help but release a giggle. “But you’re so cute; I want to look at your sweet face.”

      He growls and pulls his weight off of me, making me want to reach out to him and make him come back to me. “I am neither cute nor sweet.”

      I feel his weight shift on the mattress as he sits upright. What I would give for him to take me fully right now, make me his, make so much noise in this cavernous space.

      I sit up next to him and examine him in shadow. “Phillip Wildwood, I have been studying you for years. I can tell you with the certainty that you are gorgeous, and underneath that gruff exterior lies a sweet, mushy heart.”

      He grunts. “Don’t kid yourself. There’s no mush in here.”

      There’s a sound of his fist thumping his chest. I reach out and cover his hand with mine, then smooth my palm over the spot where his heart beats, pushing aside the lapels of his robe. “I feel it,” I say. “It beats in there.”

      “It beats for no one and nothing until you showed up in my garden last night.”

      “Tell me the truth, Phillip. Why am I here? Why did I make it through?”

      He shifts, pivoting toward me. “What do you mean?”

      Snortling, I say, “Come on. I’m a terrible baker. How did I get here?”

      “Bright smile and persistence, I would wager.”

      “Stop it,” I say. “Tell me the truth, or I’ll kick you out of this bed.” Good lord, I do not want to kick this man out of bed.

      He heaves a heavy sigh, and then the truth comes out. “I saw your audition video. I wanted to meet you. I made sure you got through. I told them it didn’t matter what was on your audition tape; we needed you on the show.”

      My hand still on his chest, Phillip circles my forearm with one beefy hand. I worry for a second he’s going to push me away, but instead, he hoists me onto his lap sideways, like Santa Claus. He holds me in his big bear arms, safe and secure, his warmth radiating into me. I don’t know how long we sit there like that, snuggled up in a mountain of luxurious pillows, kissing, petting, and talking, but I can say unequivocally it’s the best night of my life.

      We kiss so much that I know now for sure I’ll discover a bruised lip in the morning. Our hands explore as much as can be explored without taking off our clothes. For the first time, I feel a man’s erection pressing against me. With my consent, anyway. I’m fascinated and aroused as I feel it grow longer, thicker, and stiffer every time I touch him over his pajama bottoms, but amazingly—and frustratingly—he refuses to let it go any further that night.

      “Phillip,” I whine. “Please. I want you to rip my PJs off and stuff me like a Thanksgiving turkey.”

      He laughs, then hums and helps himself to a handful of my breast, stroking my nipple into a stiff peak through my pajama top. “I prefer a Christmas goose to a Thanksgiving turkey, love. Better yet, think of me as the filling to your cream horn. But not tonight. I want your first time to be special. Just be patient, a little bit longer.”
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      Phillip

      

      These people look like they’ve seen a ghost.

      But it’s just me. I’m the specter of expert bread baking, and today is Bread Day.

      None of these contestants had better deliver anything less than perfection, or it’s going to be destruction come judgment time.

      Except for Chloe. By her own admission, she’s going to fail this round with flying colors. I have an entire particular type of judgment waiting for her, and only her.

      But that will have to wait until tomorrow, after Cake Day.

      I do the maths in my head, and that’s thirty hours away. Good god, how will I last that long?

      What was I thinking, going to her room last night?

      And now my willy threatens to destroy my trousers if I don’t set it free.

      I explain the rules: each baker must produce a 3-D work of art with their bread. Chloe, of course, is the only one jumping up and down with excitement at her workstation.

      Today, she wears a frilly pinstripe apron, and her hair is twisted up into two buns, fastened with sparkly barrettes. Her crop top, paired with an extra-short plaid skirt, makes her appear much younger than she is. She’s aiming for schoolgirl bombshell, just to twist the knife in my side. She’s mocking me over my concerns about our age difference. While she works, I see the softness of her hips just out over the top of her waistband. I want so badly to grab onto that cushion, bend her over her workstation and take her from behind, I have to bite my tongue. Firmly. I’m equal parts frustrated and annoyed. If she wants to torture a caged man, she’s doing it exactly right.

      I have to take a walk to cool off. I might have to jump in the lake.

      “Phillip!” the director calls after me, and I know why. I’m supposed to be available to provide “talking head” footage about the contest and what I’m expecting. There’s loads of time for that after I get some relief.

      I stand in the shower for the second time this morning, gritting my teeth, my eyes rolling back in my head, as I grip my cock with thoughts of her. She’s done it now. The image of her in that outfit and her silly space buns has done me in. She knows full well what she’s doing. When she bent over to turn on her oven, legs spread wide for my benefit, I could see the entire crotch of her wet knickers.

      Finishing alone in the shower feels like anything but finished. I’m not satisfied, and I won’t be until that pretty little petal is riding my cock. Until I’m filling her up with my cum.

      I asked her to be a good girl today, and look what she’s done to me.

      I’ve yanked myself to completion, and I’m still frustrated. All I see is those soft, pouty lips. I can still feel them. My body remembers Chloe’s every soft curve and valley pressed against me.

      Pull yourself together, man. You promised her that her first night would be special, and it damn well better be. Now get back on the set and do what you do.

      I have to do three takes with the director before he’s satisfied with my talking head segment. Happily, I remember why I’m here. The remaining hours of watching the contestants make bread turns out to be fun. This is what I am all about, after all.

      Soon, the aroma of fresh baking bread fills the ballroom, and I’m in my element, being extra careful to avoid any physical contact with Chloe. Every time I come near her, her spark threatens to give us away.

      Titters from the other side of the ballroom draw my attention to her, despite my efforts. I glance over and see two of the contestants gathering around her, giggling about something. I desperately want to know, but then again, maybe I don’t. The one male contestant looks like he’s hovering a little too close to Chloe for my comfort. Before I can stop myself, I eat up the distance and stand with my shoulder between him and Chloe.

      With my most professional tone, I tell him, “So glad everyone seems to be finished with their breads. Have you tidied your stations?”

      He casts me a guilty look and gets to work cleaning the layer of flour from his countertops.

      Chloe whispers behind me, “Was that necessary?”

      Over my shoulder, I quietly reply, “It is if I’m going to keep you in line.”

      Chloe slides in close, reaching between my arm and torso, and drops a utensil into the sink. Her breath warms the side of my neck as she whispers, “Yes, Daddy.”

      Oh boy, is she going to get it.
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distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
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permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
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