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      Retired Marine, Manning Reid, had been my father’s best friend for as long as I could remember.  But now, with my father gone, I’m left to run his beloved bar, Sullivan’s.  I’m also stuck working with a hot, tough, impenetrable man I haven’t seen in years who has a way of making me desire things that should be forbidden between us.

      

      Manning is grumpy, over-protective, and built like sin. A veritable daddy . . . one who refuses to see me as anything more than the little girl I’d once been, no matter how hard I try to convince him otherwise.

      

      He has a way of pushing all my buttons, so I push back harder, and end up unleashing all those dark, sensual cravings he can no longer deny. It’s everything I’ve ever wanted from him, and more.

      

      I want to be his, but Manning insists I’m too young for him, that I deserve so much better than a man as jaded as him.

      

      That’s where he’s wrong . . . he’s the perfect man for me, and I’ll do whatever it takes to prove it.

      

      Forbidden Temptation is a steamy age gap, dad's best friend romance with a guaranteed happily ever after!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sadie

      

      

      

      In movies, funerals always seem to take place on dark and dreary days. Black umbrellas were practically the universal symbol of mourning. By contrast, the day of my father’s funeral was sunny and clear. It was stifling hot, in fact, unusually so for September in New England.

      The only appropriate dress I had been able to find last minute was made of a heavy fabric, and with the three-quarter sleeves and knee length skirt, I was sweating profusely throughout the entire service. It was an odd thing to focus on, considering the circumstances, but it was better than thinking about what today meant.

      My only remaining parent was gone. I was now officially an orphan.

      Granted, I was twenty-five years old and fully independent, so I wouldn’t be getting sent off to some Victorian boarding house or anything, but it did mean that I was alone in the world. My mother had passed away when I was so young that I barely remembered her, leaving me an only child.

      And now my father, my favorite person on the planet, was gone too. Suddenly and so unexpectedly that it was impossible to fully comprehend. He had only been in his mid-forties and was always so full of life. Admittedly he had eaten a little too much, and drank a lot too much, but that had just been part of his personality.

      He had been one of those people who embraced the finer things in life and was always in search of a good time. He had never been a worrier or a stickler for rules. I could remember countless days when we had eaten ice cream for breakfast, or had played hooky together, running off to a Red Sox game or Canobie Lake Park.

      When we had spoken on the phone only a week before his heart attack, Dad had sounded like his usual self. Boisterous and carefree, cracking bad dad jokes and telling me hilarious stories from the bar the night before. We had even made plans for me to come home for Thanksgiving. I couldn’t believe that we’d never have a conversation like that again.

      The grief was still hitting me in waves, stealing my breath and filling my eyes with tears. Shaking it off, I blinked into the glaring light of the cemetery, fidgeting with my skirt as they lowered my father’s body into the ground.

      And then it was over. Sean Sullivan had been laid to rest.

      Which meant the real memorial could begin.

      Guests dispersed to their cars in pairs and small groups, all headed to the same place, Sullivan’s Pub. The bar that had been my father’s life for over twenty years. His other pride and joy. He had bought it when I was only four, just a year after my mother’s death. It had been his way of dealing with her loss. He had built himself a surrogate family in our corner of Dorchester and had poured his heart and soul into the place.

      Literally, as it turned out. It was the only fitting place to say truly goodbye to him.

      By the time I walked through the door, the place was in full swing. I wasn’t even sure who was in charge of the bar at this point, or who had organized everything, but the drinks and food were plenty, and the place was crammed full of old friends and regular customers all loudly sharing their favorite memories and stories of Dad.

      It was a true Irish wake. My father would have loved it.

      Fighting off yet another prickle in my eyes, I threw my hair into a damp ponytail, yanked my sleeves up, and started greeting the guests. I’d been away for years now, but I knew almost everyone in attendance. I had grown up in the bar, and these people were as much of a family as I had left. I hugged what felt like a hundred people. It was overwhelming but comforting.

      Halfway through my rounds, I ran into the one person I had been looking for all day. Manning Reid. My father’s oldest and closest friend. They had grown up two blocks from each other in this very neighborhood, had gone to high school together, and Manning had been Dad’s best man at my parents’ wedding. If there was anyone who knew what I was going through, it would be him.

      I hadn’t seen him in a long time, seven or eight years maybe, but I knew from Dad’s regular check-ins that Manning had been working at the bar recently, apparently bored after retiring from the military. Dad talked about him a lot, and I was glad that Manning was there with him when…it happened. He must have been somewhere at the funeral, but I had been so zoned out at the time that I had barely noticed anyone.

      But finally, there he was.

      When he came around the corner into the smaller side room where I was seated, I wasn’t sure how I had missed him. He filled the doorway, even taller and broader than I remembered. And he was still packing serious muscles. My first thought upon seeing him was that he was the same age as my father, yet he looked healthy and fit enough to run a marathon tomorrow. It wasn’t fair.

      My second thought was even less appropriate. He looked good. Really good. Older than the last time I had seen him, of course, but objectively attractive. In excellent shape, obviously. His hair was also still thick and dark brown, and there was only the tiniest hint of gray in his stubble. And the fine lines at the corner of his eyes did nothing to diminish the impact of his bright blue irises. It was surprising that he was still single.

      He smiled when he saw me. “Sadie?”

      He said my name like a question. As if he wasn’t sure that it was me that he was looking at. I had been sixteen or seventeen the last time I had seen him in person, before his final deployment, but I hadn’t changed all that much.

      “Hi Manning.” I stepped forward to hug him. It was instinct. I’d known him my whole life. He hesitated, but then wrapped his huge, muscular arms around me and patted my back lightly.

      “How are you doing?” He asked quietly, when he pulled back, his eyes searching mine.

      “I’m holding up.” I gave him a tremulous smile. “How about you?”

      “Same. It feels better now, with the bar open again.” Manning replied.

      I looked around. “Yeah, it feels like home. Like he’s going to walk in any minute…” I cut myself off, my throat thick and my eyes watering for the millionth time.

      “Hey, it’s okay.” This time the hug he pulled me into felt sincere. Comforting.

      Manning walked me to an empty table, and we sat together. He silently slid me a shot of some kind of liquor, which I gratefully tossed back.

      I watched him curiously. It struck me again how different he and my father were. How strange that they had remained so close after living such divergent lives. My dad had been outgoing, talkative, spontaneous and impulsive. A bit irresponsible, but in the best ways.

      Conversely, Manning had always been quieter, calmer, and usually so serious. Even more now, although I had to wonder how much of that was the result of whatever he had dealt with in the line of duty for so many years. Dad had mentioned that he’d had a hard time when he’d first gotten back from his final tour before retiring, and I hated that Manning no longer had his best friend to open up to about those things.

      We sat in contemplative silence for a minute, Manning fiddling with his own empty glass. “It might be too soon to ask this, but I was wondering, what are you going to do with the bar?”

      I met his inquisitive eyes. “That’s a good question. I’m not sure. I love this place, but it was Dad’s dream, not mine. I wouldn’t even know what to do with it. I know nothing about running a bar. And I have a life back in Charleston. I manage my best friend’s clothing shop; I have a cute little apartment I love. Oh, and Ailene, the perfect hair stylist that I just found after suffering through years of bad cuts.”

      I broke off abruptly, seeing Manning’s amused face. I sounded like a frivolous idiot, rambling about my hair stylist on the day of my father’s funeral. “Sorry, I just meant, I don’t really have a life here anymore.”

      “Don’t apologize for growing up and moving on. Your dad was proud of you, no matter what. And if you choose to sell the bar and stay down there, he’d understand. I promise you.”

      “What about you? You’ve been working here, right?” I absolutely didn’t want to throw him out of what was arguably his home too or take away his income.

      “Sadie, come on, don’t worry about me. I was working here to help out Sean, and to pass the time, not out of necessity.”

      I let that sink in. I had missed a lot, apparently. I had so many questions, but it wasn’t the time. If I stayed, I would have the perfect source for learning about my father, at least. I had the feeling that Manning was full of stories and juicy tidbits about my father. Especially from his life these last years.

      “Good to know. Well, regardless, I need a few days, but I’ll make a decision soon. And when I do, you’ll be the first to know,” I told Manning.

      Someone called my name just then, and with an apologetic smile, I got up to speak to one of our old neighbors. I looked back once a few minutes later, seeing Manning watching me. He nodded and waved me on.

      Today was about my celebrating my father, all other decisions could wait until later when I had time to process. But standing there, surrounded by everyone important from my childhood, I already had a strong feeling about my decision.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Manning

      

      

      

      The bar was spotless. Immaculate. To an unnecessary degree. I had always kept the place tidy, a holdover from twenty years as a Marine, but I had gone overboard by cleaning every surface three times over.

      It was a futile effort to kill time waiting for Sadie to show up. She was set to arrive soon, theoretically, although she was driving all the way up from Charleston and hadn’t been able to give me a precise ETA. It wasn’t like I had much else to do, though. I would wait as long she needed. I’d do a lot more for Sean’s kid, I owed him that.

      I wasn’t sure what to expect when she got here. I had been truly surprised when Sadie had contacted me a few days after the funeral to inform me that she would be returning to Boston immediately to run the bar. She had been so hesitant at the wake; I had thought it would go the other way.

      Personally, I was glad that she was keeping the pub that Sean had given his life to, but practically, I had concerns. Sadie was young, had no professional experience with running this type of venue, and was walking into a precarious financial situation. One I wasn’t sure that she was fully aware of, to be honest.

      There was also the fact that as a kid, Sadie had been a lot like her dad. They had been a matched set, for sure. She had been outgoing and charming, wrapping everyone she met around her little finger. She had also been mischievous and a troublemaker, in mostly harmless ways. Sean used to get notes and calls from the school all the time about how she had pulled pranks on the other kids or had concocted some insane scheme.

      Sean had always beamed with pride at those instances. He had basically been a giant child himself, right up until the end. It was probably why I had gravitated towards him as a kid and had leaned on him these last years. I was still struggling to find a way to see the light and humor in life again. And that was a gift the Sullivan’s had in spades.

      I hadn’t been able to get a read on adult Sadie, though, to see if she would be more responsible with the bar than her father had. Physically, she had changed a lot. That’s what growing up did. I had been shocked to see a beautiful young woman in place of the gangly teenager I remembered. Personality wise, it was hard to tell what she was like now. The circumstances of her father’s funeral had obviously affected her mood. She had seemed mostly the same, just more subdued and somber. Heartbroken.

      The only hint I’d had about what to expect came during our one and only phone conversation. When she had called to make arrangements for taking over the bar. I got a brief taste of just how stubborn adult Sadie Sullivan was going to be. She had fought me on nearly every detail. Knowing what she was dealing with, and the hard road she had ahead of her, I had insisted that I help acclimate her to the business and put in extra hours over the first month or so, while she learned the ropes. After ten minutes of arguing that she would be fine on her own, she had finally relented and agreed to let me show her around and walk her through basic operating details.

      She hadn’t even wanted me to help her move in to the little apartment above the bar, although I had no idea why. As such, she was under the impression that I was only meeting her today to let her inside and pass off a set of keys and alarm information.

      I fully intended to help her unload her car and carry her things upstairs, no matter what she said. It was the least I could do. And hopefully helping her would set the tone for a solid working relationship going forward . . . and diffuse the inappropriate attraction I felt toward this more grown up version of Sadie.
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        * * *

      

      I had just moved into the storage closet to needlessly re-organize the shelves of paper goods when I heard the front door to the bar open. I set down the box of straws in my hand and walked out into the main room.

      There was no one in sight.

      “Sadie?”

      “Yep. It’s me.” She suddenly popped into view on the other side of the counter after dropping her armful of boxes, her ponytail swaying behind her as she brushed off her hands.

      “Oh, hi,” I said evenly. “Welcome back.”

      I stood awkwardly, unsure how to greet her. I had briefly hugged her at the wake, but that had been a special circumstance with emotions running high. It had felt like a one-time thing. Not to mention, she looked a bit…different today.

      Instead of a conservative black dress, she was wearing tight yoga pants and a thin tank top. There was a lot more skin on display than I had been anticipating, and that frumpy dress she’d been wearing at her father’s funeral had apparently been hiding a mind-blowing body—full, firm breasts, a tiny waist that flared into curvaceous hips, and long, slender legs that had my dirty mind conjuring up images that had no business being in my brain.

      I shifted and looked away, keenly aware that it was my best friends’ daughter that I was looking at, and not some random co-ed ordering drinks.

      “Hi back. And thanks for waiting for me,” Sadie replied a beat later, and then she turned and disappeared out the door again, solving my greeting dilemma.

      Apparently, she hadn’t been overanalyzing our situation the way I had.

      Shrugging, I followed her out the door and around the corner, trying not to stare at her tight, toned ass in those form fitting yoga pants. Reaching her car, I grabbed two heavy looking boxes.

      “Manning, you don’t have to do that. I’ve got it.” She huffed.

      I stifled a smile at her independent attitude. “I know you do, but I’m here right now and I don’t mind,” I told her, my voice firm.

      It was too hot out to argue unnecessarily. It would be faster work with both of us carrying her things inside, and I was twice her size. I couldn’t sit around and watch her do manual labor that I could handle without breaking a sweat.

      Sadie muttered something under her breath but walked away without another word. I figured that I had won that battle and followed her once again.

      We made another ten trips back and forth in total, bringing all manner of things inside and dropping them on the floor at the bottom of the stairs. Once her car was empty, she moved it to a real parking spot and locked it up. Then we stood near the small mountain of bags and boxes, catching our breath.

      “Alright, let’s see my new home,” she announced.

      I looked at her, alarmed. “When was the last time you were up there? You didn’t check it out during the wake, did you?”

      “No. I hadn’t even decided on keeping the bar yet, and it didn’t occur to me.” She bit her lush bottom lip in a worrisome way. “Why? Is it awful?”

      I weighed my words carefully. “Not awful. But it is cluttered with your fathers’ old files and memorabilia. And it’s, well, ugly.”

      I wasn’t lying. The walls hadn’t been painted since Sean had bought the place and were some kind of hideous faded yellow. The furniture was ancient and sagging. I had no idea when it had last been cleaned, so it was dusty and dirty as all get out.

      “Ahh, well, that I can fix,” she said with a confident grin.

      With that, we each picked up an item, and started up the stairs. Sadie ended up a few steps in front of me, placing her round, swaying ass inconveniently at eye level. With the thin and stretchy material of her pants I could see everything—like the fact that she was wearing a thong.

      I swallowed hard and looked down at my feet as they trudged up the stairs, reminding myself that it was little Sadie, and that I shouldn’t be looking at her like that. It wasn’t as easy as it should have been to convince myself, though.

      A minute later she dropped the box on the floor of the apartment, and stayed bent over, giving me a different but equally effective view. With every minute I spent with her, I could see more and more evidence of the fact that she wasn’t a teenager anymore.

      In addition to her extremely womanly curves, there was a tiny stud on one side of her nose, and at least two small tattoos that revealed themselves as her clothing rode up. Not that I was one to talk about tattoos, but I hadn’t expected them on Sadie. I started to wonder if there were more anywhere else, but promptly shut that thought down.

      “Fuck, you were right,” she finally said as she straightened and really glanced around the apartment. “This is ugly as hell. Was my dad secretly blind?”

      Oh, and there was also the fact that she swore like a sailor when annoyed. It was oddly cute. She was such a tiny thing, at least compared to me, and had such an angelic face. It wasn’t a word I used to describe women often, but it applied to her. Tons of strawberry blond hair, smooth creamy skin, and huge blue-green eyes. I had a working theory that the colorful vocabulary, as well as the piercing and tattoos, was her way of giving herself some edge, lest people think she was too innocent or soft.

      In just the half hour we’d been together so far, I could see that she wouldn’t tolerate that assumption from anyone. She’d hefted huge boxes around, barked instructions at me with disturbing ease, and had unflinchingly killed several lurking spiders.

      “Is it too late to burn it down for insurance money?” She joked, glaring at the hideous green shag carpet.

      I let out a sharp laugh. “Yeah, I think so. Now that you’ve told me, I’d be obligated to turn you in for arson.”

      “Damn.” She grinned at me. “My mouth is always getting me in trouble.”

      I raised my eyebrows, unsure if she had meant that to sound so provocative. More than likely, I was projecting, because my dick was already imagining all the ways her soft, warm lips might cause a different kind of trouble.

      Sadie had returned her attention to the apartment, so I figured it was time to go before I said anything I would regret.

      “Alright. I think that’s everything I can help with for now. I’ll see you tomorrow? Around three? Unless you need more time to get settled in?” I glanced around at the mess pointedly.

      “Nah. I’ll work on it little by little. Getting the bar re-opened is more important. Thanks again for your help.”  Sadie bent to cut through the tape on a box, giving me a straight shot down her shirt to her luscious breasts.

      “OK. Good luck,” I blurted out, and hightailed it out of there.
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      Manning showed up right on time the next day. He had always been annoyingly punctual, which I attributed to the military thing. Or maybe it was a Manning thing, I had no idea. But either way, when I heard the door open downstairs, I groaned and rolled out of bed.

      It was mid-afternoon, a time in which most normal people were already up and about, but I had only been awake for a few hours; all of them spent playing on my phone and trying to muster the energy to move. The long drive and moving process had knocked me out cold, but not until well into the early morning. I hadn’t been able to sleep with my things in such disarray, so I had unpacked all the essentials first.

      Damn, Manning had called it, and I should have taken another day to get acclimated, but I had insisted on starting today, and even though I was willing to admit my mistake to him, I wasn’t about to send him home after he’d already driven over.

      Finally giving in and crawling out of bed, I threw on the first comfortable clothes I could find, quickly brushed my teeth and threw my hair up into a messy ponytail, and ran down to meet him. He was being so nice by volunteering so much of his time to help me with my father’s bar, and I wanted him to know that I was taking it all seriously.

      I could tell that he was skeptical about my ability to run the bar and wanted to prove him wrong. I’d already tried to tell him that he didn’t need to help me with everything, but that tactic wasn’t working, so I figured I’d just make the most of his expertise. I’d show him that I was capable by being a quick study.
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