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The help wanted sign in the window of the quaint little bakery lured me closer like a beacon on a dark night. I’d been on the road for weeks, staying at shabby motels here and there and picking up odd jobs for food and gas money so I could drive some more. It didn’t matter where as long as each destination took me further away from Los Angles and the pile of rubble which was all that was left of my five-year relationship and my dream of my own bakery. No place enticed me to stay until I got all the way down to Coral Gables in South Florida. In that quaint little neighborhood, I saw the sign in the window and I just felt like staying.

I reached into my backpack on the passenger seat of my little Volkswagen and took out a manila envelope filled with papers which stated that I’d studied at the best schools in France and the United States, I’d operated my own bakery for almost two years, and had a recipe in a very successful cookbook for my award-winning chocolate chip cookies.

Still, my knees wobbled as I walked up to the white glass-paned front door of the little wooden yellow shop. I wiped my sweaty palms on my jeans and pushed my strawberry blonde hair away from my pale face. A little bell jingled when I opened the door. I stood just inside of it and looked around.  The smell of fresh baked goods was almost orgasmic to me. The store was packed with customers. Some stood in line waiting to order while others sat at little tables enjoying theirs. The floors were white-washed wood and the furniture was white iron with yellow seat cushions and a handful of mismatched floral club chairs scattered around the room. It was a very homey place.

I meandered through the crowd to the counter and shyly told the middle-aged blonde doling out pastries and change that I was there to see about the position. She quickly scrutinized me.

“Can you bake?” she asked in a gruff voice.

“I’m a pastry chef,” I replied. 

She jerked her head to the right. “The boss is in the kitchen.”

I walked in the direction she’d indicated and carefully pushed on the steel door. I peered into a small but upscale kitchen that smelled like heaven. To me, there is nothing in the world like the smell of baking. If I could turn it into a perfume I would have. The large blonde with her back to me turned from the stove where she was cooking what smelled like cherries.

“Tell them to hold their horses; I’m almost done with the cherry pie.” Her eyes narrowed. “Who the hell are you?”

I swallowed. “I’m Isabelle and I’m here about the position.” 

Like the blonde out front, she looked me up and down.

“It’s been filled. I need to take that damn sign out of the window.”

My face fell. “Oh, well, I’m sorry to bother you.”

I was about to close the door and crawl back to my car when I heard some very unladylike expletives. 

“Do you know how to bake?” she asked.

“Yes ma’am, I’m a French-trained pastry chef.”

More colorful words followed. She turned the stove off and beckoned me closer. I walked over to her with my envelope clutched to my chest like a shield. 

She glared at me. “You really need a job, don’t you?”

I nodded.

She wiped her hands on her apron. She was big, with ruddy cheeks and pale blue eyes I just felt could be kind when she wasn’t glaring.

“So what’s your story? You married, got a boyfriend, into women, or very religious? Any of the above would make me very happy right now.”

I was a little taken aback by her questions. “I’m single, not into women, and not very religious either.”

“Shit!”

My gray eyes widened. “Are any of those part of the job requirement?”

“Are you from around here?” she asked instead of answering my question.

“No, I’m from Los Angeles. I had my own bakery for a while, but I couldn’t keep up with the expenses.”

Her eyes softened. “It happens to the best of us, and you’re so young. How did you get all the way down here?”

I shrugged. “I just drove until I felt like stopping. When I saw your sign in the window, I felt like stopping.”

She sighed and held out her hand and I shook it. “I’m Lourdes.  I came to this country from Columbia thirty years ago and someone gave me a chance in their bakery. I really need someone because the other girl quit after...” Her face hardened again. “I have three rules. If you obey them we will get along fine. One, never steal or lie to me. I will give you my last if I know that I can trust you. Two, you must work hard. I can’t stand lazy people. The third rule is the most important, which is you must never, ever, sleep with my boys. Is that clear?”

My lashes fluttered in confusion. “What makes you think I would want to sleep with your sons?”

She sighed again. “Wait until you meet them.”She pointed a finger at me. “I don’t care how beautiful and charming you think they are, you stay away from them, okay? I love them, but they are playboys and they will only hurt a nice girl like you.”

“Ma’am, I recently got out of a long-term relationship with a man who cheated on me. I’ve lost everything. My main focus is to find a job and a place to live. I don’t have time for anything else.” 

She didn’t need to know that I fully intended to change my good girl persona after being hurt so badly. Being a good girl hadn’t gotten me anywhere and it was time for a change. If men like her sons could sleep around, then so could I. I just wouldn’t do it with them.

“Lourdes’ face lit up. “My boys have a couple of low-cost rentals not too far from here. It was their first investment and they’ve gone on to own half of the real estate in South Florida.” She smiled proudly. “They keep these ones to remember where they came from as if I would ever let them forget. I will tell them to come by later.”

My body filled with relief. “I can rent it by the week. I don’t have first and last for a month.”

Lourdes placed a hand on my shoulder. “Relax, baby. You can live free for a month. We’ll handle all the paperwork tomorrow. Today you will show me what you can do. Grab an apron and let’s get to work.”

I wanted to be happy but something nagged at me. “Why did you tell me the position was filled when it wasn’t?” I asked.

“Because you are young and beautiful, and now that I know you had a bad break-up, I can see that you need more than a job.”

I blushed in embarrassment and then squared my shoulders. “I need this job more than anything.”

She smiled, and I saw the kindness I knew she was capable of. 

“Okay, let’s get to work then.”

The hours flew by because I was doing what I loved and needed very little instructions from Lourdes. I’d been a baker all my life and there wasn’t anything I didn’t know how to bake, or couldn’t learn how to very quickly. In addition to various types of bread and pastries, the bakery also served gourmet sandwiches, coffees, milkshakes, and freshly made gelatos, and there was a brisk crowd until we closed at three. Lourdes insisted on fresh products and that meant baking throughout the day, and she also took special orders. At the end of the day, I was exhausted, but so happy to be back in the kitchen again.

I was out front enjoying a milkshake with Tamara, the other blonde when the bell above the door jingled even though the closed sign was out, and in walked the most beautiful man I’d ever seen.

He was super tall and broad-shouldered, with wavy dark brown hair, a straight nose,  the most sensual wide mouth I’d ever seen on a man, and hypnotic big brown eyes filled with curiosity as he stared at me. I took one look at him and suddenly remembered that it’d been one year, three months, and eight days since I’d last had sex. I suddenly remembered how much I wanted to have sex and invisible greedy fingers of desire reached out to grab him. While I stood there
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