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KYLIE

My boyfriend introduced us. 

He was handsome, charming, and sweet. We were friends.

Now everything’s changed.

When I see him, my heart hurts knowing I can’t have him. When I don’t see him, it hurts even more.

My boyfriend is supposed to make me feel protected. Make my body ache for his touch.

But it’s not my boyfriend who makes me feel that way.

It’s his father.

RYAN 

I gave her a job to be nice. 

She was the perfect fit for my company. I had no idea she’d be the perfect fit for me.

Every day we spend together, it gets harder to say goodnight.

I can’t touch her. She’s twenty-four and I’m forty-nine. And she’s my son’s girlfriend.

But he’s not treating her right. And I know I would. 

She just asked me what she should do about their relationship.

What am I going to tell her?
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Part 1



Prologue
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Kylie

One Month Before Graduation

“The position I have open is for a personal CPA. Starting salary is sixty thousand and you would have full medical benefits: dental, emergency, eye care, the works. Your office would be on the fifth floor of the building where you could easily access the financial department if you needed them, but you would answer directly to me on all matters revolving around sound financial decisions.”

“You’re offering me a job,” I said.

“She won’t need it, Dad,” Adam said. “She’s coming to work with me after she graduates.”

“Are you?” Ryan asked.

Dinner had been going so well. My boyfriend—Adam Tucker—and I had been dating since my freshman year of college. I met him in one of my required English courses and fell in love with how much he adored Shakespeare. “An aspiring filmmaker must always seek solace in the greats,” he told me that day.

It was the line that hooked and sank me before my first day of college had wrapped up.

But as I sat there next to him one month before graduation, I realized how much the dynamic of our relationship had changed. He spoke for me when he didn’t need to and always made sure I chose him over anything else. If I was going out with my friends, he would ask to come. If I was meeting them for coffee in between classes, he would always randomly show up. The free-thinking, empowering boy I’d fallen in love with at eighteen had become a dominating force in my life.

And it wasn’t the kind of dominance I enjoyed.

“I’m not sure,” I said as I shot Adam a look. “We haven't really discussed it.”

“But it’s practically a done deal. I need her help at my production company, and she’s the best fit for the job,” Adam said.

“Has she applied for it?” Ryan asked.

Ryan Tucker was Adam’s father. I met him three months into dating Adam, and from then on, we met him for dinner once a month every month, no matter what. He’d whisk us away to somewhere expensive and demand he pay for the meal. And most times he sent a car to pick us up. One time the car Ryan sent for us took us to his private jet, and he proceeded to take us to Italy to have an authentic Italian dinner.

Just because he could.

“We talked about this, Kylie,” Adam said. “You’re going to come help me right after you graduate.”

“Not right after,” I said. “I do want to take a month off after I graduate and enjoy a little bit of my summer: take a breather, relish my accomplishment. But then we said we would talk about it. So, let’s talk about it.”

“Are you actually considering my father’s job offer?”

“Wouldn't you?” I asked.

Dinner had been going so well until Ryan had thrown that down on the table. Adam had been talking about the production company he was starting with a friend of his and how his first-ever indie film was being submitted to Sundance. He was so proud, and I was proud of him. But I saw the Adam I’d come to know all too well over the past year slowly rear his head.

In front of his father.

“The offer is there should you want it,” Ryan said. “Taking a month off after school is fine. You should take the time to enjoy your accomplishment. College is tough, much tougher than when I was going through it.”

“So you’d be okay with me starting at the end of June?” I asked.

“Fine. You can start at the end of June with me,” Adam said.

I shot him another look and kicked his ankle underneath the table. I needed him to stop it. This was my future, my career. It wasn’t his. Yes, he had talked about wanting my help, but the truth of the matter was that Adam was living off loans, taking them out faster than he could pay them back. He refused to work at his father’s computer game development company for extra cash, and he did not want to borrow against his trust fund like his father had offered on several occasions.

He didn’t have the money to pay me what I needed to pay back my own student loans.

But Ryan was offering me a job that would give me that capability and so much more.

“Think about it and get back to me,” Ryan said. “There is no rush. All the applications I’ve received for the position are poor compared to the skills I know you could bring to the job. Your training will be paid, and every new employee in my company starts out with three weeks of paid vacation—with the ability to negotiate more after a positive first-year review of their work.”

I felt Adam’s eyes boring into the profile of my face.

“That’s a very generous offer, Mr. Tucker.”

“It’s the offer I posted for the job, Kylie. Nothing more, nothing less. If you’re interested, let me know. I’ll take up your application and let my HR department know the position has been filled,” Ryan said.

“And I’m telling you, Dad, that won’t be necessary.”

“I’ll take the job,” I said.

Ryan’s eyebrows ticked up as Adam sucked in a breath.

“Your offer is more than acceptable, Mr. Tucker. I’d be honored to work for such a prestigious company.”

His eyes flickered over to his son as I sat there, tiptoeing between the shark-like stare of Ryan’s eyes and the shark-like demeanor of Adam’s anger.

He wouldn't cause a scene in front of his father in this beautiful Portland restaurant, would he?

“You really aren’t going to come work for me?” Adam asked.

My eyes panned over to him for the first time since all this began.

“This is my career, and it’s my choice. We talked about it, but I can’t honestly tell you I was considering it, Adam.”

“And why the hell not?” he asked.

“You’re not making any money right now. You’re living off loans faster than you can take them out. That isn’t a way to run a production company, Adam.”

“And what would you know about that?”

“A lot since I’m a certified personal accountant.”

“Running a business is more than just numbers and money, Kylie. It’s about passion, intrigue. It’s about doing what you want to do for the rest of your life and not stopping until you get it.”

“And being a CPA is what I want to do for the rest of my life. But I also want to make money doing it,” I said.

“So you’re going to go work for my dad.”

“At the end of June, yes,” I said. “June twenty-ninth is the perfect start date by the way.”

“If I’m not mistaken, that’s a Friday. Make it July second. We can start you out on a fresh week leading into a busy summer schedule,” Ryan said.

“This is ridiculous. You’re my girlfriend, Kylie.”

“But that doesn't promise you my talents, Adam. I’m not sure what’s gotten into you this past year, but I think you need to take a long hard look at what this production company is turning you into.”

“One of the perks of having a CPA as a girlfriend while getting a business up and running is your talents, Kylie. What’s wrong with that?”

“So because we’re dating I’m supposed to give that away to you for free?” I asked.

“I’ve done plenty for you without you asking.”

“So you’re holding things I didn’t ask for over my head now?”

Yep. He was going to cause a scene in this restaurant.

“This is bullshit,” Adam said as he got up. “When you invited us out to dinner, Dad, I didn’t think you were going to swipe my employee out from underneath me.”

“In Kylie’s defense, she isn’t your employee,” Ryan said.

“Yeah, she’s yours now. Congratulations.”

“Adam, where are you going?” I asked.

“To take a look at my financials and figure out what my next move is now since my girlfriend is too selfish to do it as a favor for me,” he said.

I watched him storm off through the middle of the restaurant as people stared in our direction. My cheeks heated with a searing pain I couldn't abate. I was mortified, embarrassed, but mostly pissed off. Did Adam really think he had that much of a right to me simply because we were dating?

I settled back into my chair as our desserts were placed on the table. I looked up into Ryan’s eyes as I heard the front door slam from all the way at the back of the restaurant, and the only thing I could think to do was apologize.

“Mr. Tucker, I’m—”

“Don’t,” he said sternly.

He settled back into his chair and crossed his leg over his knee.

“My son is a grown man. He’ll be thirty at the end of this year. If that’s how he chooses to act, then that is on him, not you. Now eat up and then I’ll take you home.”

That was the kind of dominance I enjoyed. Not the overbearing, controlling dominance Adam seemed to exude over the last year, but the kind of dominance that took into account my well-being. I watched as Ryan picked up his fork and dipped it into the dollop of cream atop his dessert. His dark brown hair was parted to the side and not a single strand was out of place. His blue eyes, which usually sparkled, dimmed with a seething glow I could only attribute to his son’s embarrassing outburst. His long wingspan stretched out as he cut bites of his dessert with ease, his back never leaving the seat.

In another world, I would’ve considered Ryan Tucker to be an attractive man for fifty years old.

But in my world, the only thing I considered Ryan Tucker to be was my new boss.
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Chapter 1
Adam
Two Months Later
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“To impending babies and late nights spent with puke on your shirt,” I said.

“And to a successful film at Sundance that doesn’t suck,” Sawyer said.

I clinked my glass with my best friend before we threw our shots back. Sawyer had been my best friend since high school, and his wife of two years was due to give birth any second. Sawyer was the epitome of what people expected of me: a nine-to-five job, married to the love of his life, a kid on the way. It was that boxed-up, boring little American brand people put their stamp of approval on before moving on to the next sucker.

But not me.

I wasn’t a sucker for the traditional American dream.

“I can’t believe I’m going to have a little girl in the house soon,” Sawyer said. “I’ve seen so many adorable dresses I can’t wait to buy her.”

“Better you than me,” I said.

I held up my hand to signal for the waitress, and she came over promptly. I handed her the empty shot glasses and ordered Sawyer and myself a couple more beers with another shot.

“Are you trying to kill me tonight?” he asked.

“My job is to send you home with one last hurrah,” I said, “because your life as you know it is about to be over.”

“You said that when I got married.”

“And I’m saying it again. You changed when you got married and you’ll change once this kid comes along. And it doesn’t stop there. You'll hate your life and then that one-year mark will hit and suddenly you’re pumping out another one. I don’t get the appeal, but welcome to the rest of your life,” I said.

“Speaking of families,” he said as he grabbed his beer. “When are you going to propose to Kylie? The two of you have been together for going on four years now. It’s time.”

“It’s time? I’m so tired of people telling me that. It’s time to grow up, Adam. It’s time to abandon that dream, Adam. It’s time to move on, Adam. What is this infatuation people have with this illusion we call time? What timetable are we supposed to be living our lives on?” I asked.

I threw back the shot before chasing it with my beer.

“So you haven't even thought about it is what you’re saying,” he said.

“Nope. Not for one moment.”

“And have you discussed this with Kylie yet? She’ll be looking for a ring soon.”

“She knows I don’t want to get married,” I said.

“Are you assuming she does? Or have the two of you had an explicit conversation about it?”

“There’s been nothing explicit about Kylie and me for a while now.”

“Yikes.”

“Yep. And that’s fine, because I’m not ready for any sort of long-term commitment. So if that’s the game she wants to play, that’s fine.”

“I’m pretty sure four years is a long-term commitment, Adam.”

“Look, I’m not ready for marriage, and I’m honestly not sure I ever will be,” I said. “The fuck’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing if Kylie knows that. But if she’s looking for something different than you, then you owe it to her to have a conversation. You know, communicate, like regular couples do.”

“At least you’re not on the ‘move in with her’ train any longer,” I said.

“Now that you mention it...”

“Oh come on, Sawyer. Moving in is practically like getting married. First you share a space, then a bed. You share food and then you share cell phone plans. Pretty soon you’re buying a dog together and opening a credit card together, and then everything goes to shit and you’re drawing out an informal custody agreement for a fucking teacup poodle.”

“But you haven’t been thinking about it,” he said with a grin.

“Even if I wanted to move in with Kylie, neither of us can. We’re both in leases we can’t get out of. Kylie just re-signed hers and I re-signed mine two months ago. What do you expect us to do?”

“I don’t expect anything of you two except communication,” he said. “You’ve got all of this stuff rattling around in your head, but something tells me she knows nothing about it.”

“Don’t worry, she blindsides me with plenty.”

“What does that mean?”

“Nothing,” I said as I tipped the rest of my beer back.

I didn’t want to think about her first day of work with my father coming up soon.

“Then I’ll end our little powwow with this: Be careful. All this pent-up frustration and this wishy-washiness with your future could really end up pushing Kylie away. And if you ever do want to get serious with her, you might push her so far that she decides to move on before you do.”

“We’ve been through a lot,” I said. “Kylie isn’t leaving just because we aren’t engaged yet.”

“It’s not the engagement,” Sawyer said. “It’s the attitude behind it.”

“The fuck does that mean?”

“Adam, this past year has been rough for you. We all know it. We all see it. Opening the production company? Taking out all those loans? Your first film falling through?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“And that’s fine, but you’re unleashing this anger somewhere. You’re unleashing this frustration somewhere. And I know it’s not on me. We don’t see each other often enough. But you see Kylie often enough.”

“I’m not unleashing anything on her, so cut it out.”

“And your want to push the subject off to the side tells me otherwise. All I’m saying is Kylie is her own person. If you push her away, it’s her decision whether or not she wants to leave—and there’s no guarantee you’ll get her back,” he said.

“So what do you suggest, oh wise one?” I asked.

“Have a conversation with her,” he said. “That’s all it takes. Ask her what she wants and compare it to what you want. Then talk about it. Figure out a compromise or understand that it will result in the two of you going your separate ways.”

“Sounds like a hoot,” I said flatly.

“It’s the nature of relationships. My wants in life line up with Susan’s. It’s why we work. It’s not just because we get along and not just because the sex is great, but because what we want in life lines up. Had we not wanted the same things, we would’ve never gotten married, never decided to start a family, never done any of that.”

“I love Kylie,” I said.

“But it takes more than love to make things like this work.”

“So what? You’re asking me to end things with her? Just break up with her because what we want right now might not line up right this second?”

“These questions force you to think about your future, to map your life a little bit.”

“And we’re back to the imaginary timetable,” I said.

“Stop throwing that fucking attitude and listen.”

“Shouldn't we be celebrating the impending birth of your child?” I asked.

“Well, if this is supposedly a last hurrah, then I’m getting my licks in while I can,” he said. “I don’t doubt for one second that you love Kylie. I’ve seen you run to her rescue and I’ve watched her drop everything in her life to come after you. The two of you work. That isn’t the question. The question is, does what she wants for her future line up with what you want.”

My mind rushed back to the argument in that restaurant with my father. Just that small little decision about her future didn’t line up with what I saw for us. And right there, without talking to me about any of it in private first, she had accepted my father’s job offer. In the moment, I had thought it was out of spite, to mock me for questioning her at a table with a powerful man like my father. But the more I thought about it, the more I came to understand that maybe she had done it because she really did want the job.

That didn’t mean we still didn’t talk about it first.

“Question,” I said.

“Answer,” Sawyer said.

“You and Susan. You talk about all this communication stuff. If you’re going to make a big decision in your life—like, say, a decision about your career—wouldn’t you talk to Susan about it before making a decision?”

“Of course I would,” he said. “That’s part of being in a relationship.”

“And would she be angry at you if you didn’t?”

“Insanely upset, especially if it uprooted us without her knowledge or something of that sort. Why? Where is all this coming from?”

“Just asking,” I said as another beer was set down in front of me.

Apparently I wasn’t the only one in Kylie’s and my relationship who had a communication problem.

“There something you want to talk about?” Sawyer asked as he picked up his fresh beer. “You look like you’ve got something on your mind.”

“Nope. Nothing that hasn’t already been settled,” I said. “But I do have another toast.”

“Have at it.”

“To blossoming relationships and repairing cracks. May the love we have for our women shine even in the darkest of lights.”

“Here fucking here,” Sawyer said.

As I clinked my beer with Sawyer’s, I thought back to the first time I ever saw Kylie. She had walked into that English room with a confidence and a swagger that had been undeniable. Eighteen and fresh out of high school, she’d had a look in her eyes that had told me she could conquer the world. And I knew I would need a woman like that if I was ever going to have a relationship with someone. I fell in love with her the moment I laid eyes on her. Her long, light brown hair had glistened as she’d walked through the room and taken a seat right at the front. Her hazel eyes held speckles of gold that I lost myself in every time I looked into her eyes. And her legs. Fuck. Long and toned, boasting of the running she did every single morning to start her day.

I had struck up a conversation with her during a first-day group exercise in that class, and I hadn’t left that room until I had made sure she would meet me for coffee that evening.

I still loved her. Buried underneath the anger and frustration of this past year, I still loved her, still cherished her, still needed her in my life. But she wasn’t without her faults, and lately it was as if both of our glaring faults were bubbling to the surface and being looked at underneath a microscope.

One thing was for certain, though. No matter how any of this panned out, and no matter how weird it was for me to have my girlfriend working for my father, I didn’t want to lose her.

We had history, memories. We’d painted the town of Portland with our love on many occasions. I couldn't walk through the damn place without pulling up a memory of her.

We were meant to be together in Portland.

We were meant to be together period.
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Chapter 2
Kylie
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The sun streaming through the windows forced my eyes open before my alarm went off. My first day of work and I was up before my phone rang out. Most people felt nervous on their first days, but not me. I was confident in my skills and knew I could bring a force to be reckoned with to Mr. Tucker’s company. Tucker Computer Entertainment was a Fortune 1,000 company, and to have even the slightest bit of work on my resume from a place like that would solidify my career in the field of CPA work for good. It wasn’t an opportunity I was going to pass up simply because Adam was upset I hadn’t discussed anything with him first.

Like my career was his to control.

And of course he was still upset. I got ready for my first day, hoping to hear my text message notification ring out. We’d barely talked the past few months, but I knew he would message me on my first day. He’d wish me good luck, tell me he was thinking of me—anything that would indicate he’d set aside his blatant anger for a split second and thought about anyone else but himself.

But as I walked into Mr. Tucker’s headquarters for the first time, no message ever came through.

“Miss Baker?”

“Yes?”

I looked over at a cheery woman with a beautiful smile sitting behind the desk in the main lobby.

“You have a note from Mr. Tucker,” she said. “And welcome to Tucker Computer Entertainment.”

She held out a piece of folded paper for me with my name written across the front.

“Thank you very much,” I said. “Your warm welcome is appreciated.”

I walked toward the elevator with my bag slung over my shoulder. I opened the note as I reached out for the button, engaging it so I could get myself to the fifth floor.

But as I read the note, I realized something had changed.

I wasn’t going to the fifth floor at all.

As the elevator carried me all the way up to the twenty-first floor, I shuffled my feet. My nervous energy was now getting the best of me. Why did Mr. Tucker want to see me in his office? I figured he would meet me at my desk or something for the first day. Or maybe he had someone prepared to start my paid training.

Either way, a ride to the top floor of his headquarters was the last thing I had expected on my first day.

I stepped off the elevator and into the most decadent expanse of space I’d ever seen. The marble floors were sparkling with their waxy coating and the plush carpets in the offices, which lined the hallway, boasted of the exorbitant amount of money that had gone into constructing the place. Cherry mahogany desks sat in every office I peeked into out of curiosity. My heels sounded against the floor as I made my way to his office, my hand clutching the shoulder strap of my bag to keep my nervous confusion at bay.

“Kylie. Come on in.”

His smooth voice echoed out into the hallway as my head whipped up. There he was, sitting at a blond mahogany desk with the morning sun pouring past his body. He stood up and seemed to loom, his gray suit and his cream-colored button-up shirt accented by the rays of sunlight. I continued my journey into his office until my heels fell into the soft carpeting of his floor. I was greeted with a kind smile that made his eyes sparkle the way I was used to seeing them.

Very unlike the last time I had seen him.

“Take a seat,” he said, “and shut the door behind you.”

“Right away, sir,” I said.

“No need for that. We’ve known each other for years now. It’s Mr. Tucker in front of employees and Ryan when it’s the two of us.”

“Okay...Ryan.”

I closed the door and walked to the seat he ushered me into. He leaned against his desk, crossing his ankles together. It accented the length of his legs, and my eyes trailed up his form. I sat down and cleared my throat, trying to pry my gaze away from him before my lingering stare became wildly inappropriate.

“There have been a few changes since we last spoke. I wanted to run them down for you before you got started on your first day.”

“Is everything okay?” I asked.

“Just fine. But I don’t have a desk for you on the fifth floor.”

“Well anywhere is fine. I don’t need much space. I could take up for a while in the break room, or in a corner in one of the conference rooms downstairs.”

“Not necessary. I moved your desk up here.”

“Up where?” I asked.

“Here, on my floor.”

My eyes held his as his blue stare fixated on mine.

“Up here,” I said.

“Yes.”

“With you.”

“Is that a problem?”

“I just didn’t expect to be on the penthouse floor of Tucker Computer Entertainment is all.”

“Well you are, first and foremost, a personal CPA. Your work with the company will be side projects compared to what I will have you doing. Keeping you near the finance department makes sense in the short term, but in the long term it’ll make for a lot of elevator rides from your floor to mine. I figured I could save you the time in your day and, in the process, give you a nice view to welcome you every morning.”

I hated that my gut reaction was how Adam would feel about this.

“Kylie.”

“Yes?”

“I know Adam is upset about you working for me, but I am glad you’re here.”

“I’m glad to be here,” I said.

“You’re smart, and I need intelligent people surrounding me and working for me.”

“Thank you for the compliment. Your words are kind, Mr.—”

“Ah, ah, ah.”

“Ryan,” I said with a snicker. “Your words are kind, Ryan. And don’t worry about Adam. It’s caused some problems, but he’ll get over it.”

“And headstrong. A good trait for a personal CPA.”

“This is my career, and he has no say over what I do with it. No one does. I worked hard to get where I am and to obtain the education I did, so if he doesn’t like what I’ve decided to do with it, then he can go stand in a corner.”

A grin slide across his cheeks.

“Not that this topic of conversation is appropriate for a professional environment,” I said.

“You’re dating my son,” Ryan said. “Any time you need to talk about how he’s been treating you, my door is open.”

“Either way, your company is outstanding, and I’m lucky to have the opportunity to work alongside you. Thank you for offering it to me.”

“I offer nothing to no one who doesn’t deserve it.”

My eyes fell down his body again, and for a split second, I felt the nape of my neck heat. His prying gaze, his mischievous grin, the light pouring past his body, illuminating him like some sort of fallen angelic creature.

I had to admit, Ryan was pretty hot for an older guy.

He sure as hell was hotter than any dad I’d ever seen.

Adam was the spitting image of his father. They shared the same analytical blue gaze and the same head of thick hair. Adam had his father’s determined jawline and his high cheekbones. Even their heights were similar, though Adam was just a tad shorter.

I wondered if Adam ranted about me to his father like I had just done.

“If you’re ready to begin your time here, I’ll show you to your office,” Ryan said.

“Of course. Lead the way, si—Ryan.”

“Good,” he said. “Come with me.”

His shoes clicked along the marble floor at the same rhythmic fall as my heels. We came out of his office and turned to our left, and the next door we hit had my name on it. I peeked into the office, which sat against a row of floor-to-ceiling windows, and tried not to gawk at the expansive cherry mahogany desk sitting against the bright backdrop of Portland.

“This is my office?” I asked.

“It is.”

It was right next to his.

I took in my name on the door and my heart leaped to my throat. I was working on the penthouse floor of the largest computer gaming development company in the world—right next to the owner and CEO of the damn thing. I walked into the office and felt the plush carpet give underneath me. I knew I’d be making a habit of curling my toes into it whenever no one was meeting with me. I scanned the room and took in the few pieces of furniture that were in it. A loveseat and a plush chair sat in the far corner with a glass coffee table near them. Bookshelves lined my immediate wall that the door opened and landed on.

But the view.

The backdrop of Portland was breathtaking.

My desk had everything it needed. There was a desk phone, a top-of-the-line computer with fully updated software, a computer tower that sat concealed in a pull-out drawer of the desk, and a wrist-saving keyboard, ergonomically designed for someone who would be typing a great deal. A nameplate sat at the forefront of my desk, and I ran my hand along the edge of it, taking in the sheer beauty of the office I was about to call mine. I took everything in as if I were a child on Christmas morning.

“I’ll be sending a decorator in sometime after lunch,” Ryan said. “She’ll hand you off some catalogs, and you circle what you want. We’ll get it ordered and personalized so the space is to your liking.”

“Decorator?” I asked.

“It helps maximize productivity to be in a space one can personalize any way he or she wishes. Just keep an ambiance of professionalism.”

“I can do that,” I said.

“I’ll let you familiarize yourself with the software, and I’ll be back in an hour to answer any questions you might have.”

“First question,” I said. “Who’s training me?”

“I am.”

I whipped my head to meet his eyes as he stood in the doorway of my office.

“Fair enough,” I said. “I’ll see you in an hour.”

My entire first day was a whirlwind, but the updated software was pretty straight forward. It was very much like the software I had worked with all through college, so there weren’t many things I couldn't figure out for myself. And what I didn’t know I found in the “help” section of the software. I organized everything to my liking and set up my schedule, then logged activities that would need to be done every day at a specific time. Then I could start filling it in with things Ryan threw my way.

But every once in a while, I peeked at my phone, just to see if Adam had finally gotten around to wishing me luck on my first day.

He never did. 
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Chapter 3
Adam


[image: image]




I picked up Kylie and the two of us headed out for dinner. I hadn’t seen her in a week and hadn’t talked with her since she had started her job with my dad. I knew it was shitty. I knew I was being distant. But I was still upset with how things had gone down at that dinner a couple months ago. We hadn’t once talked about it. She hadn’t initiated any sort of open dialogue about what had happened, and I didn’t have the time to dance around her with everything going on in my world. But I did want to take her out somewhere to celebrate the fact that she had started a new job.

“So how’s your week been going thus far?” Kylie asked.

“It’s been good. We’re finishing up the first round of edits on the film project. Then we’ll run it through a test audience to get feedback and initial reactions. Then, if we need to, we’ll reshoot some scenes, change plot points, and go through a second round of edits.”

“Will you be ready in time for the submission date for Sundance?” she asked.

“Oh, we’re well ahead of schedule. I’m confident in it.”

“I’ve always loved that about you—your confidence in things.”

I looked up at her, and her sparkling hazel eyes sucked me in. The golden flecks that danced for me underneath the lighting of our table pulled me in, tugged me toward her warmth. I slid my foot next to hers underneath the table and watched that bright smile of hers grow larger with every stroke of my toe against her naked ankle.

It had been so long since I’d felt her underneath my fingertips.

“Aren’t you going to ask how my week’s been?” Kylie asked.

I was avoiding the topic and I knew it was terrible of me to do so. I figured that was as good of an opening as I was going to get from her. Maybe this dinner would be a nice, calm place to have a frank discussion about how things had gone down with my father.

“I am,” I said. “How has your week been so far with my father?”

“So you did remember. That’s...good.”

My smile fell into a tight grin as she pulled her foot away from mine.

“Things are going very well,” she said. “Working alongside your father is really going to help boost my career in the field. He has a wealth of knowledge to pass down, and the office he gave me is much more than I could’ve imagined. I’m really glad we haven’t fought about this again, because I feel in my bones that this was the right decision for my career—like you with your film and Sundance.”

I ground my teeth together, trying to keep an even temper. What she did was nothing like what I had done with my film. I hadn’t blindside her with it. I hadn’t picked it over working with her on a project because it would be more lucrative. I hadn’t done any of the things she did to me in front of my father, embarrassing me in front of all those people.

“Adam?”

“Yeah. What was that?” I asked.

“Did you hear me?”

“I’m sorry. I was focused on the menu. What did you say, sweetheart?”

“I said I’ll be able to afford a better apartment soon.”

My mind flew back to the conversation I’d had with Sawyer. Was she hinting at what I thought she was hinting at? My heart leaped to my throat and my legs locked underneath the table. I cleared my throat to try to rid it of the knot before reaching for my water and taking a sip of it.

“That’s good,” I said. “Are you thinking about cutting your lease and moving?”

“Well, I’m not happy with where I’m living. It was all I could afford while working in college. But now that I have this job with your father and I am making a steady income, I could afford something nicer, safer. Maybe a bit bigger?”

“Why would you need something a bit bigger? Are you feeling cramped where you are right now?”

“Adam, come on,” she said.

“Kylie, communicate with me. Tell me what you’re talking about. Our weak point is this communication thing we’ve got going on right now. You expect me to read your mind and then get angry at me when I don’t.”

“I don’t expect that at all. We’ve talked about moving in together on several occasions. We’ve been together for four years, Adam. I love you. Don’t you think it’s time to take that next step?”

“We just re-signed our leases. Why don’t we talk about it once they come up for renegotiation?” I asked.

“You said that the last time, and we never talked about it. Adam, I want to be with you,” she said as she took my hand. “I don’t want us to be angry at each other anymore. We’ve been upset for two solid months.”

“I haven’t been upset.”

“You’ve been avoiding me. That means you’re upset.”

“And you don’t talk when your upset. We have our faults,” I said.

She sighed and sat back in her chair, staring out the window. I knew I wasn’t being fair, but I was tired of all of this being my fault. I was tired of constantly being blamed and put at the forefront of all our problems. We were equally at fault for where we ended up as a couple, so it was our responsibility as a couple to get back.

“Look at me, Kylie.”

She slowly panned her gaze over to mine as I reached out for her hand.

“Come here?” I asked.

I wiggled my fingers and her hand crept over mine. I wrapped my skin around hers and felt the warmth pulsing through her veins. Fuck, it had been so long since I’d treated her body to something spectacular. I was hoping to do that after dinner. It would be the make-up sex session to end all make-up sex sessions.

“I know things have been hard with us. I’m under pressure with Sundance and this film, and you’re under pressure with graduation and looming student loan payments. I get it. I get why you took the job with my father.”

“You do?” she asked.

“I do. I’m not angry with you. I’m upset that I don’t get to work alongside you like I thought I would, but I’m not angry with you. And if you want to talk about moving in together, then let’s give it a couple months and we can revisit it. If we still want to move in together, then I’ll cut my lease, you can cut yours, and we’ll go apartment hunting together.”

“Are you serious?” she asked as a smile spread across her cheeks.

“Yes. In a couple of months we’ll talk about it and see where we are. We’ll talk.”

“Okay,” she said. “Thank you, Adam. I think it will be a really good step for us. Living together will help us spend time with each other even though we don’t work together. And I’ll have weekends off, so I can come with you to sets and shoots. You know, like I used to.”

Wow. She’d really been thinking about it.

“That sounds great, sweetheart.”

“I thought so too,” Kylie said as her thumb stroked my skin.

The waiter brought our food and our focus turned to eating. The happiness in her eyes was unmistakable, which meant she wouldn’t bring up the topic again for a little while. But when it came up again, what would I tell her? That I didn’t know if I wanted to move in with her after four years? That I didn’t know if I wanted to marry her after four years? That I wasn’t sure if I wanted to get married or have children at all? I knew I risked losing her that way. Kylie had always talked about a family and having a house full of kids running around and having an in-home office and starting her own business. She’d always had those goals, and at one point in time, I had seen my life lining up with those goals.

But as we ate in silence and passed glances across the table in a feeble attempt to keep the fire alive between us, I realized I wasn’t so sure anymore about those goals. I wasn’t sure about anything in my life.

The only thing I was sure about was if my goals didn’t line up with Kylie’s, she was gone. With her, there was no compromising. It was moving in, marriage, and children or nothing at all.

“You know I love you, right?” I asked.

She looked up from her salad, her beautiful sparkling eyes meeting mine.

I was going to miss those eyes if I lost her.

“I do,” she said. “And I love you too, Adam.”

But for some reason, it seemed emptier than it usually did. There was a hollowness to her voice. That sentiment from her didn’t seem as full of life and vigor as it once used to, and my fears for my future came to a head.

I didn’t want to live my life on a timetable. I didn’t want to follow the rules. But Kylie was nothing if not a rule-follower. She was nothing if not a stickler for timetables and schedules. It was how she was programmed, and her organization used to keep me on track. But now, at this juncture, I only found it stifling and creatively draining.

And something told me my chaotic nature made her feel out of control—something Kylie didn’t do well with at all.
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Chapter 4
Kylie
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“Alyssa!”

I wrapped my arms around my best friend’s waist as she whipped hers around my neck.

“Why does it feel like I haven’t seen you in ages?” she asked.

“Because it’s been a week and it’s the longest we’ve gone without seeing each other,” I said.

“Right. So it doesn't happen again. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” I said with a smile.

The two of us went into the restaurant and sat down. We came here so often that the waitstaff and cooks already knew our orders. Alyssa’s water and my Diet Coke were brought to the table, and then the waitress set silverware down before she went to go put in our order: a Tex-Mex salad for Alyssa and a chicken caesar wrap with extra crispy french fries for me.

“So I had dinner with Adam the other night,” I said.

“Has he finally come to his senses and stopped being a dick?” she asked.

“Come on, you know this has been a rough time for him. He’s under all sorts of pressure with this film of his, and I get it.”

“He didn’t wish you luck on your first day at your new job. Have you even had a talk with him about what happened in that restaurant?”

“No,” I said.

“Then what the fuck’s the point of having dinner with him if you two won’t talk about it?”

“We talked about moving in together,” I said.

“When the two of you won’t even talk about the biggest fight in your relationship to date? That sounds like a great plan.”

“Alyssa...”

“For once, Kylie, I want you to talk to me about how you feel. I don’t want you to justify how Adam’s feeling. You do that all the time. You’re a fabulous girlfriend in that regard. But I want you to talk about how you’re feeling, because that’s important as well.”

“I always talk about how I’m feeling.”

“Then regale me again with it,” she said.

I sighed as I sat back in the booth and closed my eyes.

“I feel like we’re growing apart,” I said.

“Good.”

My eyes flew open and Alyssa backtracked.

“Not that you’re growing apart. That you’re talking. That’s good. What else?”

“I feel like we’re stuck. We haven’t taken steps to pursue anything more with our relationship. We’ve been together for four years and the most I can get him to talk about a future is whether or not his Sundance film will make it. There’s no mention of us moving in together, no mention of getting engaged, nothing.”

“You said you talked about moving in.”

“We did. I mean, I told him that with me working for his father, I made enough money to afford a nicer place.”

“What did he say to that?” Alyssa asked.

“I practically had to pull it out of him that we’d talk about it in a couple months. And if things are still okay and it feels good, then we’ll both cut our leases and move in together.”

“Even with you saying that, you look like you’re about to puke.”

“I do not.”

“You really do. You should see yourself: pale skin, green tint, the works,” she said with a grin.

“Stop it. That was one time.”

“You got so nervous about Adam leaving you that you made yourself sick, Kylie. You’re never living it down,” she said.

“I feel like I’m going insane. Am I going insane by thinking that Adam and I have changed since I took this job with Mr. Tucker?”

“No, you’re right. Something’s changed. A lot has changed between you two. Without college classes, you’re seeing less of each other. You’ve taken a job that has a lot more prestige than his failing production company.”

“It’s not failing, Alyssa.”

“It’s not making money either.”

“It’s...”

Our food was set in front of us, but I no longer felt like eating.

“You need to have a serious talk with Adam,” she said as she picked up her fork. “Otherwise, none of this is going to get resolved. It’ll fester and infect your entire relationship with him. And I know you don’t want to throw four years of your life with him out the window.”

“I don’t. We have so much history, Alyssa. And I do love him. I do care about him.”

“I know you do,” she said. “But are you ready to come to terms with the fact that he might not want what you want for your future?”

“He did when we first started dating.”

“And that was four years ago. A lot changes in four years.”

“I know,” I said. “I...I know. But Adam has a hard time talking about his feelings. He always has.”

“Which is fine. Everyone has their quirks. But now it’s time for him to pull up his big-boy breeches and grow the fuck up.”

“Alyssa,” I said with a giggle.

“Well it’s true! He’s almost thirty years old and acts like he hasn’t stopped sucking on his mother’s tits yet.”

“Can you keep that down?” I asked.

“We could play the penis game.”

“I will get up and walk out...and stick you with the damn bill.”

“You’re no fun,” she said with a grin.

“Can I admit something to you if you promise not to tell it to anyone else?” I asked.

Alyssa put her fork down and locked her eyes with mine.

“You can tell me anything and it will never go anywhere,” she said.

“I don’t know if things are fixable between Adam and me any longer,” I said.

She reached over and took my hand as we ate our lunches in silence. I had finally spoken the one thing that had been running through my head ever since that dinner out loud. I didn’t know if things were fixable between Adam and me any longer. I wanted them to be. Fuck, my heart wanted them to be. Four years with a man I cherished and cared for, a man who took care of me when I was sick and helped coach me through my required courses when I couldn’t have given a shit about. The past four years had brought us a lot, and the history the two of us had cultivated was astounding. No relationship was perfect. No single person was perfect.

But there were days I didn’t even feel loved by Adam, and there were days I had to remind myself I loved him.

Alyssa hugged my neck after refusing to let me pay. Then I headed back to the office. I sucked down my emotions as best as I could before I parked my car and made my way up to my office.

The second the elevator door opened, I watched him walk out of his office.

His eyes leveled with mine as I stepped out of the metal encasement, but his face morphed. Shit. He knew something was wrong. I slid my purse up to my shoulder and walked by him, drawing in deep breaths and trying to settle my face into a nonchalant expression.

“Kylie?”

“Yes, Mr. Tucker?” I asked.

His gaze hardened for a split second before softening toward me.

“Are you all right?”

“Of course. Just getting back in from lunch,” I said.

“Kylie.”

“Yes, Ryan?” I asked.

“Could you join me in my office in ten minutes?” he asked.

I nodded my head, walked into my office, and dropped my purse onto my desk. Great. My emotions were dangling from my sleeve and my boss was about to interrogate me regarding them. What the hell was I supposed to tell him? That I didn’t think I loved his son any longer? That my relationship with his only child was dwindling and it broke my heart that I couldn't stop it? That I was willing to do anything to keep Adam around because four years was a hell of a lot of time to waste with just one person who now didn’t want to give me anything he had promised me all those years ago?

I walked over to the windows and drew in a deep breath. All I had to do was convince him I was fine. Ryan was, first and foremost, my boss. There were only certain lines he could cross before approaching inappropriate territory.

And I’d make sure he knew it.

“Come in,” Ryan said when I knocked on his door.

I stepped into his office and looked at him as he lifted his head from his paperwork.

“Shut the door and come sit down.”

His tone was calm, collected, but his eyes were concerned. I reached back and shut the door, then made my way to the seat in front of his desk. I felt on display, like I was about to stand in front of a firing squad and risk my life to dance around questions I wasn’t sure were appropriate to answer. But when my butt hit that seat and his eyes fell on mine, the warmth I’d always associated with him blanketed my body.

And my lips loosened.
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