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      I know it’s so wrong, but my best friend needs to know.

      So, how do we say it?

      Hey, I’m pregnant with your father’s child! You’re gonna be a big sister! Yay!!!

      

      No, this can’t happen.

      She can’t know. No one can know.

      

      I always understood he was off limits,

      But I couldn’t imagine my life without him.

      In fact, I saved myself for him!

      And working at his restaurant was…fun.

      My ‘let’s seduce Michael plan’ was working,

      And soon he was feeding me chocolate covered strawberries,

      And I was tasting whipped cream off of his lips and…you know what…

      But we screwed up…big time!

      

      So, time for Plan B now.

      Yep, when shit hits the fan, I do the easy thing and run away.

      Will my Prince Charming come after me?

      Or did I just ruin my only chance at a happily ever after?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue: Stevie

          

        

      

    

    
      It was The Day.

      I remember that I had written it in all caps on my calendar hanging on the wall of my childhood bedroom. Mom and Dad assumed that I wrote it that way because it was the day of my high school graduation, and I let them keep thinking that. They would have lost their minds if they’d known what it really meant.

      The thing was, I knew I was graduating high school. I had always had great grades, I was an active member in the drama club and the field hockey team, my teachers loved me – but in my head, graduation day was more for my parents. They got to see their baby girl walk across the stage and get her diploma. For me, all the hard work had already been done.

      So for me - for me, the big day wasn’t about graduating.

      It was about the afterparty.

      I was finally eighteen, and I was out of high school. Two very important distinctions when you’ve got a huge crush on a man who is old enough to be your father.

      Nobody knew about my crush, of course. I wasn’t an idiot and I knew what everyone would think. But all through high school I was just so… done with all the boys my age. Even the college age boys that I met at parties or through my older brother Andy. They were immature, and inexperienced. They didn’t know what they wanted out of life, they were thoughtless and honestly wouldn’t know how to get a girl off if their lives depended on it.

      I wanted someone with class, someone who had his life together, someone with maturity and brains and compassion. And someone who knew what he was doing in bed. Someone who could take charge and make me beg for him.

      And that man was Michael Madison.

      I met Michael through his daughter - my best friend Brooke. Brooke was… not the sharpest knife in the drawer, bless her. But she was kind, so very kind and thoughtful. She had a smile for everyone. She was always one of the most popular girls in our school and not because of any machinations on her part, shockingly, but because she was genuinely such a lovely person that everyone wanted to know her and be her friend.

      Everyone always said I was lucky to be her best friend, and I was. Brooke was there for me no matter what, and I was happy to be there for her too.

      I was just also lucky in another way.

      Michael - he insisted I call him that rather than Mr. Madison—was tall, fit, and so very handsome. He had this light brown hair that curled a little when it got humid or when he’d been working in the hot kitchen all day, and these soulful green eyes that sucked me in, like an ocean. I often found myself accidentally staring into them for too long, just… lost in them.

      But more than just being handsome as sin - he was such a good person. He never spoke to me like I was a child but talked to me like I was the same age, like an adult. It was so refreshing, after dealing with everyone still treating me like I had no idea what I was doing with my life. He would teach me how to make fancy dishes when I slept over at Brooke’s house while Brooke watched us, making jokes. He never chastised me when I used swear words - which I used a lot. I’d always had a problem with cursing.

      He gave me my love of cooking, my love of food. He was the reason I had decided to go to culinary school instead of a proper four-year college. My parents didn’t mind, thank God. I thought they might protest, but instead they thought a vocational college was an excellent idea and they were grateful to Michael for his mentorship.

      If they knew all the things I thought about Michael fantasizing alone in my bed at night, touching myself, whimpering into my pillow as I imagined him inside me, pulling my hair, biting my neck and telling me stay quiet, that’s a good girl.

      He was the reason why I hadn’t had sex yet. Oh, sure, I’d fooled around a little, but just a make out session with a guy was enough to tell me that just as I’d suspected, they didn’t have what I wanted. And I listened to Brooke talking about her experiences and… no thanks. I was going to wait for someone who knew what he was doing, who knew how to get me actually turned on and desperate and needy.

      Now I was eighteen, legally an adult, and out of high school. Also about to leave for culinary school and be away for three years.

      There would never be a better time for me to make a move on the man starring in my fantasies for years.

      Of course, all this would be a moot point if he was married, but Michael’s wife left him last month for another man.

      That was… that was hard. Brooke cried on my bed for hours. She and her mom had been extremely close. Brooke had always looked up to her, as well as her father, even as she’d admitted from time to time that her mother was focused on the wrong things in life—the material things, money and clothes and objects instead of people. But Brooke loved her and they would go shopping all the time, hanging out, friends as well as mother and daughter. She told her mom everything, and she said her mother was always very patient and understanding about things like high school parties and fooling around with boys.

      Then the other shoe dropped, and Brooke was left to wonder if the mother she’d known and loved all this time had been a lie.

      Virginia - that was her name, broke her daughter’s heart. I don’t think I would ever forgive her for that.

      But hey. It meant that Michael was single and in need of some sweet, sweaty, sexual comfort after the shock of his wife leaving him. Right?

      Right.

      We even had the perfect setting: my joint graduation party with Brooke at Michael’s restaurant.

      Michael insisted on hosting the party and making sure it was perfect for Brooke and me. He went all out, putting up streamers and balloons and getting a big sign. Brooke and I talked for days about exactly what kind of cake we wanted (alternating layers of chocolate and vanilla) and Michael insisted he’d make it for us, don’t even worry about it. I know my parents were grateful not to have to plan anything. I thought it was incredibly sweet of Michael… and I hoped I’d get to reward him the way I wanted to.

      For my plan to work—to finally get to have him touching me, kissing me, the way I’d been dreaming of for years—I had to make sure that he saw me as an adult, and not a child. It would be difficult, sure, I was his daughter’s best friend and this was my high school graduation party. But I’d always been told I was mature for my age, and then I had those curves…and moves…I’d like to think so at least.

      I wouldn’t lie, I was quite proud of my body. I didn’t go around preening or anything but when I looked at myself in the mirror I thought yeah, nice. Especially if it would help me get Michael’s attention. I hated going to school with my ass and my breasts because the boys were constantly catcalling me and making remarks, as if I was some kind of… piece of meat, ugh. I would wear long pants and long-sleeved shirts at school whenever I could to try and minimize comments.

      But for Michael - I was glad of my curves. I wanted to show them off, I wanted him to notice, to look at me with dark, hungry eyes, to get his mouth and hands on them.

      I got a dress just for the occasion. White, so that I would look nice and stand out, but tight, really hugging my curves, with a daring leg slit up my thigh and a single, diagonal gauzy shoulder strap that went across my body and wrapped around my waist. It took me forever to find it, to know that it was the right one. And then my hair—oh man, that had taken me hours. My makeup I tried to keep minimal, focusing mostly on my eyes, adding a touch of silver glitter.

      Everyone was giving me compliments at the party. “You look beautiful, Stephanie,” was what I got from my relatives, and, “smokin’ look, Stevie!” from my friends.

      Personally, I had always preferred Stevie to my full name. Stephanie was sort of reserved for family.

      I was just making the rounds, saying hi to everyone, thanking my aunts and uncles and all for their lovely graduation gifts, and trying to keep an eye on Michael without being too obvious about it, when Brooke finally showed up.

      “Where have you been?” I whispered, hugging her quickly. “This is your party too!”

      “Jake and I got distracted,” Brooke replied, laughing and wiggling her eyebrows so I had no doubt what distracted meant.

      Jake was our high school’s quarterback. Brooke was totally into him and he was totally into her, which I suppose made up for the fact that—

      “Hey, if it isn’t the woman of the hour!”

      My older brother Andy came up, hugging Brooke hello. He was four years older than Brooke and I were, in his senior year UC Berkeley. He was also a massive flirt which was probably why Brooke hadn’t realized Andy had a massive crush on her.

      “Your sister graduated too,” Brooke pointed out.

      “Ah, yeah, but we all knew that was going to happen. It was a little touch and go with you for a while.” Andy winked at her. “I’m shocked I tell you, shocked that you earned a diploma.”

      “Very funny,” Brooke replied, rolling her eyes.

      I had to work hard with Brooke to help her pass some of her classes, but I had faith that college would be easier. In college you didn’t have to take a bunch of random math and science classes if they weren’t in your major, and those were Brooke’s weakest points. I’d always been good at numbers, and I loved chemistry once I realized how important it could be to cooking.

      “Oh, Jake!” Brooke waved him over.

      I grabbed Andy by the arm and asked him to take a selfie with me. I felt bad for him, and I was only glad about Jake because of how happy he made Brooke. My poor brother was pining away for years and Brooke had no idea—and I knew how that felt. It sucked.

      But hopefully, for me at least, tonight would change all of that.

      After my selfie with my brother, I spotted Michael over by the food table. Okay, this was as good of a chance as any. I’d said hi to everyone, done my duty. Now I could set my plan into motion.

      I could practically feel his fingers thrusting inside me already and I shivered as I walked up to him. “Hey, Michael,” I said, giving him my sultriest smile.

      Michael kissed me on the cheek and my whole body got warm. “Congratulations,” he told me. “I know you’ve probably heard this from everyone else but graduating is an achievement. You should be proud of yourself.”

      “Are you proud of me?” I asked. I wanted to tell him there were so many other ways he could be proud of me - for keeping quiet, for sucking his cock - and that I could keep being a good girl, just for him.

      Or a naughty girl, if he wanted.

      Michael just grinned at me. God he was handsome. He could’ve had his own cooking show on TV if he’d wanted, with rugged good looks like that. Then his eyes slid over to right over my shoulder, and I smelled - ah, my dad’s distinctive Old Spice cologne.

      Call it a result of enjoying cooking, but I was really good at telling who was who by their smell. Not to mention, my mom had never been able to get across to my dad the truth that he wears too much of that damn cologne.

      “Robert!” Michael grinned at my father. I could feel my own smile fading, just a little. “You must be so proud of her.”

      Well, fuck, I couldn’t very well flirt with Michael - or anyone - in front of my dad. I made an excuse and slipped away, but I kept an eye on Michael all throughout the rest of the party.

      When he slipped into his office, I knew I had my chance.

      I walked up, putting an extra little sway into my hips to help get myself into the mood. I was fond of these heels, and I thought they looked great with the dress, silver to match my eye shadow.

      I got right to the door of his office - thankfully it was in a small hallway where the bathrooms were, so nobody could really see me - and was just about to open it, my hand on the doorknob and everything, when I heard what he was saying.

      Oh man. That sounded rough.

      “I don’t even care, okay? I don’t care. You can have whatever you want. I just want this over with.”

      Okay, I knew it was wrong, but I pressed my ear to the door. I wanted to know what was going on, if Michael was okay.

      I heard him sigh. He sounded just… wrecked. Exhausted. “Just keep your damn hands off the restaurant. That’s the only place I’m standing firm.”

      There was a pause as the person on the other end of the line spoke. Then Michael said, with so much bitterness in his voice it didn’t even sound like him, “well, what else could I possibly want to hold onto? I poured my love into this restaurant and it stayed true to me, unlike you. I suppose I should be thanking you for showing me what a lie love is.”

      The person on the other end started to say something, but Michael cut them off. “You don’t get to say that. Not when you spent months fucking my employee behind my back. My fucking protégé, I mean, Jesus Christ, you just had to pick the person I trusted most besides you, it’s the ultimate sick joke, you know that, right?”

      Michael sighed, and I realized who he must have been talking to: his ex-wife. Virginia.

      Fuck.

      Well, I couldn’t go in there and seduce him now. Not when he was hurting like this. It would be, well… he wouldn’t be in the right headspace and honestly, I’d feel almost like I was taking advantage of him. He must be vulnerable in that state of mind, and I didn’t want him to fuck me because he was bitter and upset. I wanted him to be with me because he actually saw me as someone he could be with. Someone whom he was genuinely attracted to, someone he could fucking have feelings for just the way I had feelings for him.

      But I couldn’t just leave him alone in there to argue with that woman.

      I took a deep breath and knocked on the door.

      There was a pause on the other side, and then I heard Michael saying, “I’ll call you back.”

      A moment later the door was opened and Michael was staring down at me.

      He looked so tired. It was horribly unfair - why should his wife get to run off with some pretty boy and strip Michael dry when he’d been doing all this hard work with the restaurant all these years?

      “Everything all right, Stevie?” he asked.

      Shit. I needed to think of a reason for knocking on his door and comforting you after I heard you arguing with your ex-wife is probably not going to cut it.

      “…I was wondering… since it’s a special occasion and all… could we have a bottle of champagne?” I gave him my most winning smile.

      Michael laughed in a startled kind of way. “Last I checked, people graduated high school at age eighteen, not age twenty-one.”

      God, the low gravel of his voice was just - the hottest thing ever. I dared to take a small step closer and look up at him through my lashes. “I won’t tell if you won’t.”

      Michael shook his head. “No way, your parents would kill me.” He put his arm around my shoulders. “And don’t you give me one of those pretty pouts, either, it’s not going to work.”

      Pretty. He thought it was pretty when I pouted. It felt like my entire chest lit up in response.

      “C’mon, I think it’s time we cut the cake,” he said, and led me back to the main room - still with his arm around my shoulders.

      The warmth of him pressed against my side, the weight of his arm, the firm muscles I could feel against me - I thought all about it later that night as I was lying in bed. Oh, God, yes, I imagined him picking me up and lifting me against the wall easily, making me whimper and moan for him, telling me to spread my legs for him…

      But I couldn’t just waltz in and seduce him like I’d originally planned. No. Michael still saw me as too young, as a child, and he was still dealing with the loss of his ex.

      Well, that was fine. I could be patient.

      I didn’t know the whole story about his wife, but I did know from the phone call I’d overheard that she’d been with Michael’s protégé. I’d met him a few times—Theo Simmons, almost ten years younger than Michael, early thirties, handsome, tattooed. You know, the works.

      With the man he’d been training gone, Michael would need a new protégé, wouldn’t he? Someone who could be relied on, someone he could come to trust and care for.

      But of course, that protégé would need to have gotten through culinary school - and how convenient, that’s what I would be doing.

      Once I was a professional with training, once a couple of years had passed, after there’d been some time apart where he hadn’t seen me… Michael would come to see me as an adult. As someone he could care for, and someone he could be attracted to. Not a child, not anymore.

      I was going to go after what I wanted, and I wasn’t going to give up.
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      It had been three years since Virginia and Theo had left me, and it hadn’t gotten any easier.

      It was Tuesday, which meant time to balance the books. Once, that would’ve been a no brainer. My restaurant was ranked one of the top ten in the bay area, and I had clients from literally all over the world. This would’ve been a breeze.

      But ever since Theo and Virginia…

      It was the worst night of my life, coming into the house to find them fucking in my living room. Theo had tried to make some excuse about stopping by to see me, as if I hadn’t just walked in on him fucking my wife, as if I was stupid, or blind.

      Well, I had been both stupid and blind, for months, not realizing what was going on between them. I had noticed that Theo was coming over to the house a lot more often, and that Virginia suddenly had a much bigger interest in the restaurant than before. But how was I supposed to - how was any person supposed to - I trusted both of them.

      I wasn’t the kind of person who was paranoid about things. Not like that.

      And now, ever since they’d left, things at the restaurant had been in the toilet. Now, I told Virginia to leave the restaurant alone during the divorce proceedings and she did, she was a woman of her word with that. But even so, Theo had managed to do everything possible to screw my business over.

      I think the reason was that it wouldn’t reflect too well on his new celebrity chef dreams to have me telling people that he had helped my wife to cheat on me, and so in every interview, he’d been saying these subtle little jabs, casting just enough shade on me and my career, my cooking, that over the years… business had dwindled.

      That fucker. He couldn’t satisfy himself with taking my wife, ruining my marriage and breaking my daughter’s heart? He had to ruin my goddamn restaurant as well, the one fucking thing that I built with my own two hands from the ground up?

      Brooke had been heartbroken about the whole thing all this time. I tried to cheer her up in every way I could think of, which was hard enough when I was struggling to even get out of bed some mornings. But she… well. Her mother didn’t just betray me. She betrayed Brooke, too.

      Brooke was the sunniest, kindest, happiest person. Her whole life, she had been like that. Then it started to change after Virginia left. Her sweet demeanor cracked. She would get angry. Lash out. Not at me, never at me, even though there were times I might have deserved it. But at her boyfriend, at her classmates and friends, or just at the world in general. The only person spared any anger besides me was her best friend Stevie. I hadn’t seen Steve in three years, not since her and Brooke’s high school graduation a month after Virginia left.

      Well, I didn’t think Brooke’s anger was going away anytime soon. The restaurant was in real danger of failing. Maybe I should’ve relocated, opened a new place, but I didn’t want to leave the city where I’d been for so many years and I didn’t want to leave the restaurant that was just as much my baby as Brooke was. My whole life was here and I liked it that way.

      Besides. Starting over would’ve felt like giving up. Like failure.

      So I took out a mortgage on the family home, but that didn’t do the trick. It felt like everything was falling apart. For the first time since I’d become a chef, I’d started to wonder if I should’ve stayed in tech. Virginia might have liked that better. Maybe she would’ve stayed with me, who could say. My tech job was lucrative, hell, shockingly so, it was how I had the capital to start my restaurant and it was why I’d been in the bay area to begin with, Silicon Valley being just a short bit away.

      Or maybe it wasn’t that I should have stayed in the tech sector. Maybe I just shouldn’t have trusted Theo fucking Simmons.

      He was fresh out of culinary school and I gave him his first goddamn job. I supported him. Encouraged him. I helped him blossom, I didn’t work him too hard, and I wasn’t too demanding. Didn’t micromanage him. I let him do his thing and gave him room to grow.

      And man, had he grown. Theo had thrived and I’d been so damn excited for him. He was nine years younger than I was but he’d been my best friend. Like a younger brother. His menus were exciting, and we even got a Michelin rating.

      I didn’t know if I’d ever be able to trust anyone like that again. Not as a chef, and not as a romantic partner. I got screwed over professionally and personally and I honestly didn’t know what to do next.

      The was a knock at the door as I stared down at the numbers, wishing that I could just will them to be better.

      “Come in.”

      Brooke entered.

      She looked more subdued lately. Brooke was never gifted academically, bless her heart, but she knew how to read people well and she genuinely cared about everyone. It was why everybody loved her. I knew that she could tell that I was feeling this was the beginning of the end.

      “Sorry to bother you, Dad,” she said, walking in with a piece of paper in hand, “but someone wants to apply for the head chef position.”

      I had to hold in my sigh. I’d been cycling through head chefs like a… well, like a mad man, I admit. I wanted to find someone with the same spark as Theo, the same passion and flair for originality. But I also wanted them to be someone that I could trust.

      So far, nobody had measured up. Everyone just wanted to do the same thing that Theo did, or just wanted to work at the restaurant because Theo had worked there and they were hoping to brag about that. They’d been boring at best and dangerously incompetent at worst. And clearly none of them had a very high opinion of me, as if Theo had just sprung out of the ground a perfect chef, as if I hadn’t been the one to mentor him and guide him into becoming as good as he was now.

      I took the resume and looked at it—and nearly dropped it in shock.

      “Stevie?” I blurted out.

      There she was, her name staring up at me. Stephanie Lake.

      “She recently graduated from culinary school,” Brooke replied. She sounded so proud of Stevie. “She was top of her class, super talented. You remember how you taught her how to cook when she did sleepovers at my place? She always made amazing stuff. I’ve been her personal taste-tester when she prepped for exams and I promise you, Dad, she’s top notch.”

      I hated to let my daughter down, but… “She might be top notch in school, but she’s still wet behind the ears. She needs to find someone to hire her as a line cook or a sous chef, let her cut her teeth before trying on a head chef role.”

      “Theo was fresh out of culinary school and you took a chance on him.”

      “Yeah, and look how well that turned out.”

      Brooke was more patient with me than I deserved, sometimes. She wouldn’t get upset, she would just sigh. “I highly doubt Stevie is going to seduce your wife, if you ever get another one.”

      Ah, that’s the other thing—Brooke wanted me to move on and find someone else. Not right away, of course, but about a year ago she’d started hinting that maybe I should find someone who appreciated me. I knew she just wanted me to be happy again. But I just didn’t - couldn’t - what use was going out into the dating world, using websites and apps or blind dates from friends or even, God forbid, a matchmaking service?

      I wouldn’t go bar hopping in hope to find someone, either. Not with the restaurant the way it was. And bars were exhausting. I’d had a lot of fun back in my day, feeling like a wolf on the prowl, but now, what was the point?

      I didn’t want to just find another one night stand. I wanted someone I could genuinely care for, share my life with, and fat chance of that happening.

      “She’s too young,” I replied, setting Stevie’s resume down. “She’s a good girl and she was always a hard worker but I just can’t take a chance on her.”

      Brooke shrugged. “Fair enough.”

      “You’ll tell her, then? Let her down easy?”

      “Oh no. You’re telling her.” Brooke grinned at me. “I already scheduled an interview for you two.”

      Of course she did. Brooke was a loyal person.

      “She’ll be here in an hour,” Brooke said, starting to walk out the office door. “Oh.” She paused, her hand on the doorframe. “Be nice to her, okay? She’s always looked up to you. And she can’t possibly be any worse than the last guy.”

      The last guy that I hired almost burned down the entire damn restaurant with his flambé. Yeah. Not something I wanted to repeat.

      Brooke left, and I leaned back in my chair, exhaling slowly. I hadn’t seen Stevie since her high school graduation and she’d… well. I’d been arguing with Virginia, who had been too busy with Theo down in LA to be there for her only child’s high school graduation. The graduation that we’d been prepping for, the one that had me up with Brooke going over her history, quizzing her on tests, the one that had Stevie helping Brooke with math and science on. The one that Virginia should’ve, of all times and places, been there for.

      I’d been kind of losing my temper when Stevie had knocked on the door. I’d never been so grateful for an interruption. She’d tried to hide it, but I think Stevie overheard something, because of the sad look on her face. But she’d made a joke about having champagne, and had made me laugh, and that—I appreciated that. It was a kind and thoughtful gesture, no pity or I’m so sorry like everyone else was giving me at the time.

      Stevie and I had always gotten along. Personality wise, she’d be a good chef. She was a little foul-mouthed sasspants, with a dirty sense of humor that she only really showed around people she trusted, and I’d secretly enjoyed it. She could get me to laugh constantly while I taught her how to cook - and she was whip-smart to boot, picked things up easily and followed orders well.

      I’d always told Brooke not to swear like Stevie or I’d wash her mouth out with soap, but every time Stevie had come up with a new, colorful phrase like tap-dancing chucklefucks I’d had to work hard to hold in my laughter.

      But this wasn’t about personality. This was about experience, and at twenty-one, Stevie was simply too young to be a head chef, especially at a failing restaurant that needed someone really stellar to knock the menu out of the park and bring us back from the brink.

      I’d have to let her down easy.
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      I was way more nervous than I ever expected.

      All of my three years of hard work had been leading to this: to having a career that I loved, that was with the man I’d had feelings for since… well, it felt like since forever.

      And to be honest, even before I’d had feelings for Michael, I had wanted to work in his restaurant. I would go there with Brooke and watch the chefs doing their thing, and we’d get to sample some of the food, and it felt like the coolest place in the world to me. I knew that the restaurant had fallen on hard times since the whole… divorce thing, and I wanted to make it be the place that it had been when I was a kid. That place that I’d loved so well. I just knew that I could convert it into that magical place again, for everyone else. I wanted people to see what I had seen in it, what I still saw.

      Culinary school hadn’t been easy by any means. It had been a struggle to keep up. But I had worked my ass off and I hadn’t given up. That wasn’t who I was. I never gave up on anything that I wanted, not ever. Sometimes this had caused problems as a kid, like when I wanted a toy and my parents said no.

      But when it came to things like my culinary career? It was a benefit. No matter how tough the going got, I was tough, and I got going. And now it had paid off - top of my class, baby.

      I could’ve - and probably should’ve - applied for a position at a successful restaurant as a sous chef or something. A way to build my reputation and experience.

      But I just didn’t want to wait. I wanted Michael, and I wanted to work at his restaurant, and I wanted to turn his life and the life of this establishment around. I wanted to work here. With Michael. At this place.

      So why wait? Why would I go somewhere else when I could just go there and get started right away?

      Now, though - now I had the interview. I was going to go in and see Michael for the first time in three years. And I was… well. Panicking? Is a strong word?

      But yeah I was fucking panicking.

      This could be the most important interview of my life. I couldn’t afford to screw it up. I also couldn’t screw up showing Michael that I wasn’t just a kid anymore. Romantically or professionally.

      I spent forever in my room, going over my choices. The part of me that had been yearning for Michael’s touch ever since I was a teenager wanted to dress in more revealing clothes, but I wasn’t there for a date, I was there to get a job. I picked my best tailored dress pants, sensible shoes, and a blouse with a dark green tie that brought out my dark eyes and dark hair.

      And, well, if the pants and the blouse hugged my curves nicely and showed them off, and I did my hair up… that was just fine, wasn’t it? Nothing wrong with adding a little hint of seduction to it all.

      The entire drive to the restaurant, I coached myself in my head on my answers, how to show Michael that I was the person who could turn his restaurant around. I also practiced a few flirtatious things to say, ways to show him that I was available for the taking.

      I used to do that all the time when I was little. I would daydream about marrying Michael, although of course being younger those daydreams included things like Brooke living with us and we owned two magical ponies.

      Yeah, I know, laugh at me, I laughed at myself too when I remembered that. Magical ponies, fucking hell.

      Of course, no offense to Brooke who was my dear friend and always had been, but now that I was an adult and actually understood relationships and all - I didn’t want her living with Michael and me.

      I wanted him all to myself.

      Also as much as I loved Brooke, I thought that living with her wouldn’t be a good idea. We were great friends but not quite compatible in a roommate situation. It was why I had been glad she’d chosen not to live with me while I was at culinary school, although her reason had been that she was going to be bringing boys home all the time and I needed silence to study which, was also totally fair.

      Sometimes, I wanted to tell her - was so tempted to tell her - that Andy would jump at the chance for her to take him home. But Andy would kill me if I had told her that. So, I kept my mouth shut. Let my brother sort out his own romantic mess.

      When I pulled into the parking lot, I was shocked to find that only three cars were there. Parking is usually a fucking nightmare in San Francisco and yet… huh.

      When I got inside the restaurant, it was even worse.

      So, my interview was in the early afternoon. Not a crazy busy time for restaurants. Some restaurants even closed during that time to switch over from lunch to dinner, if there was a big change in menu and restaurant setup depending on the meal. But usually there would be a few tables that still had people doing a late meeting or lunch, or who purposefully came later or earlier in their meal plan in order to beat the rush.

      But here there was no one. Literally no one.

      I saw two waiters lounging at the back by one of the side stations, chatting quietly, glancing at their phones as they polished silverware. I couldn’t blame them for relaxing. There was only so much sorting and buswork you could do in a restaurant—or in any job—before you just had nothing left.

      Damn. I knew that things had been tough at the restaurant. Brooke had been telling me about it for ages. But I’d had no idea that it was this bad.

      “Stevie?”

      I turned and saw Brooke emerging from the back, waving. I grinned. “Hey, look at you, gorgeous!”

      Brooke hugged me tightly. “I’m so glad you’re here,” she whispered. As if the waiters across the restaurant would be able to hear us. “We really need someone who’s got vision.”

      “Yeah, I, um, fucking hell Brooke, is it always this empty? Or is this just a weird day?”

      Brooke sighed, pulling back. “No. It’s like this all the time. Dinner customers have decreased by more than half. It’s just… awful. Sales are down every month.”

      “Jesus fuck.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “Jesus fuck.”

      Brooke glared at me and I winked at her. My foul mouth got me into a hell of a lot of trouble as a teenager, and Michael was the only one who let me say whatever I wanted. I always appreciated that about him.

      Honestly that was why I had such a crush on him—and still did. He’d treated me like an adult.

      Of course, never in the way that I had wanted and secretly dreamed about, but I’d been a teenager then so of course now. Now, I was an adult, and come hell or high water I was going to show him all the ways that I could work under him. Pun very much intended.

      “We’ve been cycling through head chefs like nobody’s business for the past three years and nobody will stick. Now we’re not even getting any great people, we’re just getting the desperate. It’s so awful.”

      Brooke looked incredibly upset and I realized, in a way that I hadn’t before, just how high the stakes were. I put my hand on her arm. “Brooke. Honey. It’s going to be okay. We’re going to make this work. You’ll see.”

      She gave me a watery smile. “If anyone could do it, Stevie, it’d be you.”

      She showed me into the back office, knocking on the door. “Dad! Your interview is here!”

      As if he didn’t know that it was going to be me. I rolled my eyes fondly behind Brooke’s back. She really was such a doll.

      The office door opened and… holy shit.

      Michael looked as handsome as ever. More so, even, as though now with my own maturity I was able to better appreciate him in a way that my teenage self hadn’t been able to. Those eyes were just as piercing, his strong jaw, the hint of stubble, the slightly unbuttoned dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up, the broad chest, the height…

      Fuck, I wanted him to pin me against the wall and ask if I’d been a good girl.

      But aside from how good he looked, just how naturally handsome he was, he looked… tired. Worn down.

      Michael used to always have this boundless energy. He was full of smiles, ideas, and a way to make me laugh when I was down. Now I felt as though our positions were reversed. I was the one who had to find a way to cheer him up, to get rid of that underlying weariness that I could sense from him.

      Michael gave me a warm smile. “Stevie. It’s been ages.”

      My heart beat rapidly as he ushered me into his office and closed the door behind us. I sat down in the chair across from him, feeling my heart beat continuing to pound in my ears. He was so close, and I wanted him, and I wanted this job, so badly.

      “I looked over your resume,” Michael said, tapping the desk where I could see it sitting. “Congratulations on finishing culinary school, that’s no small feat.”

      “Well you know me, sir,” I replied, looking up at him through my lashes on that last word, making it playful instead of too serious.

      “Stevie how many times have I told you—just call me Michael.” The slightly commanding tone in his voice had me shivering.

      “Michael,” I corrected. “I always do what I set out to do. You were the one who inspired me, actually.”

      “Oh?”

      I smiled at him. “You remember, you taught me how to cook when I slept over. You instilled in me that love for cooking and inspired me so much. I just knew that when I graduated I had to work with the person who made it all possible in my head.”

      Michael gave me another warm smile that had my toes curling a little. “You have no idea how much it means to me to hear you say that.”

      Especially right now, I was sure, but I didn’t say that out loud. I didn’t want to wound Michael’s pride or make him feel anything less than successful. The bullshit going on in his life at that moment wasn’t his fault. Not at all.

      “Unfortunately,” Michael continued, “I just can’t hire you at the moment.”

      “What?” I blurted out before I could stop myself.

      He leaned in across the desk a little. “Stevie, you’ve always been a hard worker and a smart person, top of your classes, dedicated - but you just got out of culinary school. You’re too young and inexperienced to be a head chef. You’ll want to ride with the training wheels first, get yourself a good sous chef job or as a line cook at a prestigious restaurant.”

      “This is a prestigious restaurant,” I replied. “And Theo Summers was my age and right out of culinary school when you took him on.”

      I knew it was a risk to bring Theo up. He screwed Michael over professionally and personally. Stole his goddamn wife. I might have been in love with Michael since I was sixteen but I never wanted him to end up single because his wife hurt him that way. I’d always pictured it in my head as a mutual, amicable divorce, the two of them just naturally falling out of love with each other.

      But cheating on him and abandoning him? No. No way. That wasn’t right.

      Theo hitting a sore spot or no, though, I was right. And I knew I was right.

      “You gave Theo a chance when he was right out of school because you knew that he had the talent and the vision, he just needed a chance to prove himself. Well, I’ve got that. I have a plan to turn this business around, and I know it’s a good one.”

      And I’m not going to sleep with your wife, I thought, but didn’t say out loud. I won’t betray you.

      “I appreciate your confidence. You’ve always had a lot of it.” Michael looked at me fondly, as though remembering specific times. I hadn’t realized that he would remember anything in particular about me, and my stomach melted a little. “But I don’t think you realize how tough this business is.”

      “The business may be tough but I’m tougher. Once I want something, I don’t give up. Not ever.” I squared my shoulders. “Besides, what have you got to lose at this point? Give me a month to get your business to pick up. If it doesn’t pick up then we’ll go our separate ways. I’ll follow your advice and get more of a starter job. But if I’m right…”

      I let the sentence trail off, cocking my head and smirking at him.

      Michael looked at me ruefully. “You’re incorrigible.”

      “So I’ve been told. By you, in fact, before. You always used to say my mouth was too smart for me.”

      “And it’s still true.” Michael’s smile faded as he sighed. “All right, here’s what we’ll do. You’re right, I don’t have anything to lose. And you are my daughter’s best friend and a good kid.”

      I’m not a kid, I wanted to yell, but I doubted that would help my chances.

      “I’ll take you on and give you a shot. But I’m not sure that the restaurant will be open in another month. You give it your best and if you can’t turn this place around, don’t be hard on yourself. You just go and I’ll put in a good word for you at some other place, get you a good recommendation. Fair?”

      “Fair.” I stood up and held out my hand. “But this place will be open in a month. It’ll be bustling.”

      Michael gave me a rueful look, like he wanted to believe me but wasn’t sure if he could. Then he reached out and shook my hand - and I felt myself melt. His grip was firm, his hands large, larger than I had remembered, his fingers long and curling so easily around my own hand, touching my wrist…

      “I look forward to you proving me wrong,” he told me, holding onto my hand as my legs trembled.

      If this was all a handshake did for me, then what could his hands, his mouth, moving all over my body, tasting me, teasing me…what could possibly happen then?

      I was desperate to find out.

    

  

