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      I’m her boss, her father’s best friend, and far too old to want someone as young as her.

      

      When my best friend asked me to hire his daughter who was down on her luck, I didn’t hesitate to extend the offer, especially when I was in need of a new assistant.  At twenty-three, she was young and vibrant . . . and far more irresistible than the young, teenaged girl I’d remembered her to be.

      

      Hiring Ashley was the best and worst decision of my life.

      

      The best decision because Ashley proved to be an amazing, invaluable assistant, anticipating my needs as her boss before I even expressed them.

      

      The worst decision because she was temptation personified, and when she made the first move and kissed me, I cracked under all that sensual tension and took everything she was offering, and more, until we were both too far gone to turn back.

      

      All hell breaks loose when her father finds out . . . but that’s nothing compared to the unexpected bombshell Ashley drops on me that changes everything.

      

      I’m going to be a daddy.

      

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Nolan

      

      

      

      I stood with my feet shoulder-width apart and my knees slightly bent. Daniel was silent behind me and it was easy to block out all the small sounds of nature around me. My focus was trained entirely on the small white ball at my feet as I brought back the club in my hand and swung it forward, twisting my hips and shifting my weight to my front foot. I connected with the golf ball and sent it flying in the direction of the hole as I followed through on the swing, letting out the breath I’d been holding.

      The sound of a low whistle came from beside me as my best friend stepped forward, looking toward the green. My ball had landed just shy of the hole, much closer than his own shot, and I smirked at him.

      “Looks like you’re losing your touch, old man,” I said.

      Daniel scoffed. “Old man? Forty-five is hardly considered geriatric. Besides, you’re only six months younger than me.”

      I walked to the golf cart nearby and returned my club to the bag. “And yet, I’m so much more attractive than you are.”

      He slugged my shoulder before getting behind the wheel of the golf cart. I sat in the seat beside him, and we headed toward the hole. It was the perfect Saturday afternoon for a round of golf at the club, with a clear blue sky overhead and just enough of a breeze to ruffle the leaves of the trees around the course and keep the sun’s heat from being too overbearing.

      Daniel and I had been best friends since our college days. Back then, we used to shoot hoops at the park on the weekends. It was free, after all, which mattered a hell of a lot back in those days. We were a couple of broke kids working toward more in life. Now, Daniel was a renowned plastic surgeon and I owned a successful advertising company. We’d come a long way, but our friendship had never changed. We had each other’s backs, and I imagined that we always would.

      “Have I told you about the trip Emma is planning for us?” Daniel asked as he parked the cart once again and we set about selecting our clubs for the next shot. “She finally picked a vacation destination. Hawaii.”

      “Nice. Women Hula dancing in grass skirts and all that.”

      “You know I’m going with my wife, right?”

      I just nodded. Daniel had married Emma five years ago and a small, selfish part of me was dismayed when he settled down for a second time. His first wife died fifteen years ago, succumbing to an aggressive brain cancer. After a couple of years, when he was ready to play the field again, I gained a hell of a wingman. For a long time, we spent the weekends out at bars and clubs, enjoying our time with various women and doing the bachelor thing. We had flings and one-night stands, chasing after women without concern or an interest in turning it into something more.

      Then, Daniel met Emma. She wasn’t picked up at a club or any other weekend outing. She really wasn’t the type to party like that. Daniel ran into her at the grocery store, of all places. Apparently, it was love at first sight, and my wingman was once again officially off the market.

      I knew it was wrong to be upset about such a thing, but at first, I was. They had a whirlwind romance that took up so much of his time that I went weeks without even seeing my best friend.

      Then, I realized I was being childish. I could tell how happy Emma made him, even if I personally thought that she was a little uptight. In fact, these days, I was starting to think that Daniel had the right idea. I had never told anyone this, but I was envious of his happiness. I’d never cared about a woman like that, but I wanted to. I was finally starting to think that it might be a good idea to get serious about a relationship myself. The only problem was that I had never developed strong feelings for a woman before. It just never happened for me, probably because my main focus had always been growing my business.

      We wrapped up our round of golf at the next hole, with Daniel barely beating me. It wasn’t really my game of choice, but the country club had a great course, and it would be a shame not to take advantage of it, especially since we both paid a fortune for our yearly membership. I was slowly getting better with practice.

      “Are you going to come to the alumni dinner at the end of the month?” Daniel asked as we headed back to the club. The building was three stories tall with white siding and a tennis court around back. There was a huge patio with seating for the restaurant out front, lined with perfectly manicured rose bushes.

      “I don’t know.” I sighed, as I got out of the cart and hefted my golf bag over my shoulder. “My assistant only has a week left before she leaves and I haven’t hired a replacement yet. I can’t predict what my schedule will look like if I don’t have help at the office.”

      “Why haven’t you hired anyone yet?

      I shrugged. “No one has seemed like a good fit so far.”

      In truth, I hated the interview process and had only spoken to two of the candidates that had applied up to this point. It was so tedious, and I felt like it was impossible to really know if an applicant was going to be a good worker or easy to get along with from a brief conversation while they were trying to impress me.

      “How about Ashley?” Daniel suggested, surprising me.

      I knew that his daughter had graduated from college earlier this year with a business degree, but I didn’t think that her interest would lie in becoming my assistant.

      “She’s had trouble finding a job that lets her utilize her degree,” Daniel went on. “Everyone seems to want her to have business experience to go along with it. So far, she’s just been picking up gigs at a temp agency.”

      “Do you think she’d want this job?” I asked, mulling over the possibility in my head.

      I hadn’t seen Ashley in person for years, not since she graduated high school and went away for college. I knew she was back in Seattle now, but I hadn’t interacted with her. From what I could remember, she was a good girl that had a close relationship with her dad.

      “I’m sure she’ll be happy to have something permanent. I’m not going to lie, I’m a little worried about her. She’s determined to be independent, so she hasn’t admitted to it, but I think that she’s struggling financially. I want her to find a solid job with decent pay that she can depend on, not these temporary positions that pay shit wages and only last a couple of weeks.”

      That was good enough for me. I was the type of person that was always willing to help out a friend, and if Daniel was worried about his daughter, I’d be happy to give her a shot at the job.

      “Consider it done,” I said as the two of us walked back into the club side-by-side. “She can start on Monday.”

      I felt like a weight had been lifted off my shoulders after that, and I could tell that Daniel felt the same. We’d come to a mutually beneficial arrangement, and I felt confident that it would work out well for both of us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ashley

      

      

      

      My childhood home was a two-story house with a finished basement and fenced-in backyard in the middle of the beautiful Rainier Valley on the west side of the city. The siding was blue, and an attached three-car garage housed my stepmother’s car and my father’s two vehicles—a sports car and an SUV.

      Growing up, I’d never truly appreciated how nice the house was or thought about money much at all. When I was in high school and many of my friends were working after school jobs, I focused on my homework and played on the school softball team. I didn’t have to worry about buying my own prom dress or paying for my car insurance. My dad took care of everything with the money he made as a plastic surgeon.

      Nowadays, I was learning a hard lesson about how difficult it could be to afford a decent life, especially when a full-time job was hard to come by. I parked my white Prius in the driveway of my father’s house and let out a sigh as I glanced down at the dashboard and saw that my gas tank was nearly empty. I’d been holding onto my last twenty dollar bill for a few days, hoping to use it for groceries this week, but it looked like I was going to have to spend it at the gas station on my way home this afternoon.

      It wasn’t like I would go hungry, though. I had a roommate that I knew would cover my part of the grocery bill. Heather was a good friend, and she’d already helped me with the rent the last two months when I’d been short, but I felt terrible about that. I needed to find something that paid well, not these temp jobs I’d been taking the last six months where I only earned sporadic paychecks.

      When I graduated from college, I was excited, ready to move back here to the city and start building my life. I was sure it’d be easy to get a job, but it turned out that a degree wasn’t enough. Everyone seemed to want an employee with a lot of business experience too, so I’d faced a lot of rejection.

      How was I supposed to pull off having experience and a degree? I couldn’t be in two places at once.

      Pushing those frustrating thoughts aside, I turned off the car and got out, slinging my purse over my shoulder and walking to the front door. My sister’s car was already parked at the curb, so I knew that she was here with her husband and daughter. When I opened the front door, letting myself in, I immediately heard Michelle’s voice coming from the kitchen, chatting away with our stepmother.

      I knew that I should probably pop my head in there and say hi, but I didn’t want to. I loved my sister, but my relationship with Emma, my dad’s wife, was tense at best. I didn’t hate the woman, that would be impossible to do since she made my dad so happy, but we were just different people. In my opinion, she was uptight. Emma was a neat freak that spent more time worrying about how the house looked than she did living in it. She was conservative and always looked perfect, never a hair out of place—and she expected the same of those around her.

      I had never been fully comfortable in her presence, and it was a blessing when I went off the college just a few months after that and my dad married. We were too different to be living under the same roof.

      My sister didn’t have the same problem. She and Emma got along just fine. Michelle was only a year older then I was, but we were opposites. She was obsessed with fashion and makeup, while I preferred to be relaxed and comfortable. Instead of working a traditional job like I was trying to do, she produced a mommy blog. She even looked different from me, taking more after our mother with her brown hair and olive skin as opposed to my blonde hair and blue eyes. Michelle did everything well, making her the “perfect” sister and daughter with the “perfect” family. It was hard to live up to her.

      Despite all of that, I loved my sister dearly, and her three-year-old daughter even more so. My niece, Erin, was a little ball of sunshine with a big heart and an obsession with unicorns. I specifically bought a huge stuffed unicorn that took up residence in the corner of my bedroom for her to play with when I babysat, which was often.

      Avoiding the kitchen, I made my way into the living room, with its brick fireplace and brown leather furniture. My dad was in his recliner with a bottle of beer in his hand and his Seattle Mariners’ baseball hat covering his fine blonde hair.

      “Hey, princess. You’re just in time to see the Mariners win,” he greeted me with a grin, barely pulling his eyes away from the TV screen.

      The two of us were big fans of the city’s baseball team, and watching the games together was a way of bonding for the two of us. So, I settled onto the couch and watched the last two innings of the game with him while my stepmom and sister finished preparing our dinner. Little Erin ended up joining us, along with her dad, my brother in law, Luke. The four of us were cheering our team’s victory when Emma came into the room.

      “Ah, Ashley, I didn’t realize that you’d arrived,” she said.

      I wasn’t sure if I was imagining it or if she looked slightly disappointed to see me. My dad didn’t seem to notice anything, so I just forced a smile.

      “Well, dinner’s ready,” she announced.

      Everyone started to head into the dining room, but my dad stayed behind, gently grabbing my arm to stop me from walking by.

      “Listen, before we go into the other room, I wanted to talk to you about something.”

      “What is it?” I asked, worried that he was going to push for me to move back home.

      He’d hinted about it a couple of times over the last few weeks, and I knew he suspected that I was having money troubles, even though I had been careful not to mention it to him. Despite my struggles, I wasn’t ready to admit defeat yet. And I didn’t want to live here again with Emma. We’d probably end up killing each other.

      “I was talking to Nolan about your job situation yesterday, and it turns out that he has a position for you.”

      “What kind of position?” I asked, not sure how to feel about this. Even without knowing what the job was, it felt like nepotism. Not exactly a good thing.

      “His assistant.”

      I frowned. “His assistant?”

      That was not the kind of job that I had in mind when I earned my business degree. I expected to be an executive or something similar, not someone that fetched coffee and picked up the boss’s dry-cleaning. I felt like I would be wasting my time and talents in a job like that.

      He patted my hand. “I know it’s not what you planned, but come on, Ash. It’s a stable, full-time job working for Nolan, who we know is a good guy.”

      I thought about my father’s best friend. It had been a long time since I’d seen the man, and that was probably a good thing. I used to harbor a major schoolgirl crush on the older man, and I needed time to get over it.

      “I’m sure he’ll pay you very well,” Dad continued when I didn’t respond right away.

      I couldn’t really argue my father’s point. He was right, I needed a well-paying job, even if it wasn’t the one I’d envisioned. I could always try to find something better later, but for now, it would be nice not to have to worry so much about paying my rent and other bills.

      It was a no-brainer. For now.

      “When does he want to interview me?”

      “Not necessary. He’s agreed to hire you.”

      “Are you sure about that?” I asked, hardly daring to believe it. “Shouldn’t I at least talk to him first? Send him a resume?”

      “Nolan knows that you just graduated with a business degree. What else is there to know? We’re like family to him. He’s happy to help.”

      I wasn’t sure how much I liked the sound of that. It made me feel like a total charity case, but I also wasn’t dumb enough to reject an opportunity like this. I would just have to show Nolan that I wasn’t just his best friend’s daughter; I was a hard worker that would do a good job, even if it wasn’t my ideal position.

      “Okay,” I said, “I’ll do it. Thanks, Dad.”

      “You’re welcome, princess,” he replied, putting his arm over my shoulders and leading me toward the heavenly smell of roast beef. “You can start tomorrow.”

      Wow. Okay . . . I guess I was going to do this.
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        * * *

      

      The building that housed Spots and Blurbs, the hottest advertising company in the city, was located just a half a mile from the famous Seattle Space Needle and surrounded by other offices with people coming and going in their business suits. I was among them now as I exited the parking garage, smoothing my hair down nervously.

      I almost couldn’t believe that I was about to walk in for my first day of work here. I had specialized in marketing when I studied business in college, so working at an advertising firm wasn’t outside of the realm of possibility, but I would have hoped to be part of a digital marketing team or in a promotional analytic position, or something similar like that. Instead, I was going to be an assistant to the owner of the company. All I could do was hope that I could eventually work my way up into a different position or impress Nolan enough to get a good recommendation that would allow me to obtain a job more suited to me.

      Shaking off all those negative thoughts, I put a smile on my face and pulled open the glass door leading into the sparse lobby. There was a small seating area with black cushioned chairs in front of a tall desk where a woman with white hair pulled back into a neat bun was sitting. She looked like a kind grandma as she flashed a warm smile my way, and I found myself grinning back at her as I approached.

      “Hi, I’m Ashley Meyers, I—”

      “Ahh, Mr. Briggs’ new assistant, right?” the woman interrupted with a knowing look in her eyes. “He told me you’d be starting today. I’m Mrs. Powell, and I imagine we’ll get to know each other rather well.”

      She held out her wrinkled hand, and I shook it, noticing how soft her skin was. “Any words of wisdom for me on my first day?” I asked, and she chuckled.

      “Just try to stay on your toes. I think Mr. Briggs is probably the busiest man I’ve ever seen, and as his assistant, you’ll have to try to keep up with him.”

      “Really?” I asked, surprised to hear that. “Honestly, I was a little worried that this job might get rather boring.”

      Mrs. Powell laughed and just shook her head. “Oh honey, just you wait and see. His office is on the top floor. Number thirty.”

      I thanked her before heading to the elevator and pushing the button for the right floor. I was alone in the elevator and could see my reflection in the shiny metal doors. I tried not to fidget too much, but the business suit I was wearing was a little too tight to be entirely comfortable. It belonged to my roommate, Heather, and she was a little smaller than I was, but I didn’t have much of a choice when deciding what to wear today.

      I didn’t own much business casual clothing and my checking account was way too close to empty for me to go shopping before receiving my first paycheck. The size difference wasn’t too extreme, but I was curvier than she was, so the white blouse pulled tightly across my breasts and the pants were molded to my ass. I just hoped the fact that I wasn’t showing much skin would keep it from looking inappropriate.

      I tucked a strand of wavy blonde hair behind my ear just as the elevator stopped on the thirtieth floor and the doors opened. I stepped out and found myself in the middle of a hallway with two options for which direction to go. Left or right.

      Before I had the chance to guess which way to head, a tall, well-polished woman with a stack of papers tucked under her arm came around the corner to my left. Her attention was on the cell phone in her free hand, so she almost collided with me before she even realized I was standing there.

      “Oh, hi. Can I help you?” she asked, barely looking up from her phone.

      “Um...yeah,” I said, falling into step beside the woman as she continued down the hall at a brisk pace, clearly expecting me to follow. “I’m looking for Nolan Briggs’ office.”

      “You must be the new girl,” she said, giving me a sweeping gaze without slowing down a bit. “His new assistant?”

      I nodded. “That’s me.”

      We were approaching another small reception area where a woman was standing at a huge filing cabinet behind her desk, sorting through a pile of folders and placing them inside.

      “Good. He’s been putting off hiring someone for far too long. I’m Crystal Sims, Nolan’s business partner.”

      She didn’t offer me her hand, so I just smiled to acknowledge her introduction.

      We stopped at the desk and I noticed a door next to it that had a gold plate on the wall beside it displaying Nolan’s name. Crystal turned to the woman at the filing cabinet, who still hadn’t noticed our presence.

      “Maria, this is your replacement,” she announced, all business. “Please, tell Nolan that I’ll be stopping by this afternoon around one to discuss the Peterson account with him.”

      “Oh, but Mr. Briggs has a meeting…” Maria trailed off as Crystal walked away at her fast clip, apparently too busy to listen to her response. Maria sighed, and I felt awkward as I stood there, unsure of what to do.

      “So . . . I’m Ashley,” I said, and Maria turned her brown eyes to me.

      She had pitch black hair that fell straight to the tops of her shoulders and her brown skin was flawless. She picked up the rest of the folders that she hadn’t filed yet and I caught sight of a wedding ring on her finger.

      “Maria Santori,” she said, taking a seat in the office chair behind the desk. “I’ll be training you. You can bring one of the chairs in the waiting area around behind here. We might as well get started by altering Mr. Briggs’ schedule for Crystal.”

      I hurried to grab one of the chairs, which exactly matched the ones in the lobby, and pulled it around the desk so that I was sitting beside Maria. She launched right into an explanation of what she was doing as she opened the scheduling program that she explained was linked to the calendar on Nolan’s phone. It ran his life every weekday between the hours of nine and five, and sometimes longer.

      “Mr. Briggs works late sometimes, and he expects his assistant to pull the same hours,” Maria said while she moved around some things in his schedule and I tried to keep track of what she was doing, feeling as though I was being thrown right into the deep end here. “But don’t worry, you’ll be paid overtime for it. I’ve gotten some nice, fat paychecks when he’s in the middle of a project. I bought myself these Louboutin’s with the last one.”

      She swiveled her chair to the side to show me the pointed black shoes with a red heel that were on her feet. They looked uncomfortable to me, but I could definitely think of some things that I could do with a big paycheck. A little overtime wouldn’t be so bad, which would help me to grow my savings account again.

      “So, you like working for No—” I cleared my throat and reminded myself that he was my boss now, and I shouldn’t use his first name here. “Mr. Briggs?”

      “Oh, yeah. There’s a lot more to this job than I originally thought there would be, but I’ve been here three years, and I enjoy it.”

      While we talked, she typed an email to Nolan, explaining that his schedule had been altered to accommodate Crystal.

      “Then, why are you leaving?” I asked curiously.

      “My husband just got a promotion, but it requires relocating. We’re leaving Seattle and heading to New York, where he’ll be the financial manager at an investment firm.”

      She was beaming with pride as she spoke, and I felt a fleeting bit of jealousy at the sight of the loving look on her face. I’d never had romantic love in my own life, but I longed to find it. I wanted to know what it was like to develop that intense connection that I’d always heard about. The one that made your heart flutter but also brought peace and contentment. I wanted to plan a future with someone.

      All of my dating history was disappointing. I didn’t have a boyfriend in high school, but there had been a few in college. None lasted long. I felt like all the guys I tried to have a relationship with were too immature. Maybe it was because I was an old soul—like my mother had always told me when I was a kid—and always far more mature than other girls my age.

      The sound of a door opening drew my attention to Nolan walking out of his office. And, oh, wow . . . I couldn’t stop my eyes from trailing up his body. I’d never seen him in a suit before. It made sense that he wore one to the office, but I’d never been around him in this context before. In the past, I’d seen him hanging around with my dad in jeans and T-shirts. He’d always looked good in casual wear, but there was something about seeing him like this, his toned body wrapped in tailored Italian wool that made something inside me seem to clench with awareness.

      My gaze ran over his broad chest and up to his face, taking in his strong jaw and captivating hazel eyes. His nose was just slightly crooked, like it had been broken at some point in his life, but the imperfection of that only added to his appeal. It made him seem more approachable, despite how handsome he was.

      Of course, this was hardly the first time I’d seen the man, but it had been so long that I guess I had convinced myself that I built him up in my mind. But I was wrong. He really was that good looking. Maybe even more so now that he was getting a little gray mixed in with his dark brown hair at his temples. It made him look distinguished.

      He paused for a moment as he caught sight of me, his expression unreadable, and I wondered if he forgot that I was starting today. Or maybe my dad had gotten it wrong, and this was some kind of mistake. Oh my god. That would be so embarrassing.

      But then his face split in a warm smile that showed off his perfectly straight teeth. He pulled the office door shut behind him, and stepped closer. Once he was standing right in front of the desk, I could smell the woody scent of his cologne. It seemed to wrap around me, giving me a heady feeling.

      “Ashley, how have you been?” he asked, his husky voice full of warmth. “I’m glad you were able to take over this job. Maria is leaving some big shoes to fill around here.”

      “Oh, it’s no problem,” I said, feeling like an infatuated teenager—and not the twenty-three year old woman I was—as butterflies came to life in my stomach. Just a few words from this man and the crush that I used to harbor for him came roaring right back to life. After all the years apart, I really wasn’t expecting this kind of reaction to him. “I mean, I appreciate the opportunity.”

      “Did you see the change to your schedule?” Maria chimed in, standing and handing over a folder. “I sent an email since I knew you had a video conference with Mr. Woo first thing this morning.”

      “Uh, yeah, I saw that,” Nolan replied distractedly as he flipped open the folder she’d just handed him and scanned the contents. His tongue darted out as he was reading, wetting his lips, and I felt a surge of lust at the flash of pink.

      God, I needed to get my libido under control. This man wasn’t just my dad’s best friend anymore. He was now my boss, too. I couldn’t think of a more complicated person to be attracted to, and I did my best to push my attraction to him out of my mind.

      “I’m going down to meet with the team working on the new pitch for the Kaufman account. I want to make sure that they’re on the right track. He’s one of our oldest clients and keeping him happy is important,” he said, talking to Maria more than to me. “But I’ll stop by HR and pick up the new hire paperwork for Ashley on my way back.”

      “Do you want to make your meeting with Crystal a business lunch?” Maria asked. “I can order sandwiches from the diner.”

      “Great idea,” Nolan said with a nod. “I’m sure she’ll be talking my ear off, so I might as well be eating while she does it.”

      Nolan left after that, and I watched him a walk away, waiting until he was out of sight to turn back to Maria.

      “So, about Crystal, is she always so…” I struggled to find the right words.

      “Cold? Standoffish? Socially awkward?” Marie offered with a smirk.

      I laughed. “I was probably going to go with unfriendly,” I told her, “but yeah, those are all good ways to put it.”

      “There’s a reason that Crystal handles more of the business side of things. Finances and that sort of stuff. She’s not really a people person, but she has a great mind for business. The only person around here that she’s close to is Mr. Briggs and they’re really close, if you know what I mean.”

      “No, I don’t,” I said, but I had a pretty good idea—and I didn’t like it one bit.

      Maria leaned a bit closer and lowered her voice. “Well, the rumor around the office is that the two of them hook up.”

      “You mean, they’re an item?” What was with the hot spear of envy I was experiencing?  It’s not like Nolan belonged to me in anyway.

      “Not really. I think it’s an occasional thing, just casual sex.”

      “Oh. Right.”

      Maria changed the subject, moving on to an explanation of her filing system, but my mind lingered on the idea of Nolan sleeping with the brown-haired beauty that he’d run this company with over the past twenty years.

      For the second time today, I was jealous, and it wasn’t even noon yet.
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