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All characters depicted in this work of fiction are 18 years of age or older.

Top cover photo is by Georgio Trovato: https://unsplash.com/@giorgiotrovato

Bottom cover photo is by Andre Hunter: https://unsplash.com/@dre0316 

Honest reviews are always appreciated. Loved it? Hated it? Can't decide what to make of it? Leave a rating and let the world know!

This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This book may not be resold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each reader. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please visit your favorite eBook retailer to purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
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Ian Conover has never been the superstitious sort, but he still thinks the universe could've done something to warn him before unleashing a day like this on him.

Surely there should have been signs and portents. An omen in the sky. Anything at all to give him a heads-up before Randy Goddamn Mills upended his life—or at least his brain—by sauntering into his office and asking, "If I asked you on a date, what would you do?"

It could have been an idle question. And if Ian were just a little better at self-delusion, or maybe if he didn't know Randy quite so well, maybe he could tell himself this was some sort of prank. A question meant to discomfit him and nothing more. Hell, if Calliope, his most senior and chaotic employee, had asked the same question, Ian would have no doubt at all that the woman was trolling him.

But Randy's never been the sort to mess with anyone's head on purpose, and anyway, there was something far too bright and hopeful in his eyes.

"I'd tell you to get the hell out of my office," Ian had finally managed to answer, after sitting there staring at Randy for several seconds like a computer flashing the blue screen of death. Then, sounding almost normal, he added, "Get back to work, Randy. We open in five minutes, and there's no way you and Fiona have finished all the cleaning tasks."

An effective shut-down, and he'd pretended not to see the way Randy's shoulders drooped, the flash of disappointment in expressive eyes. There is no world in which Ian can afford to entertain a crush from one of his employees, especially when that employee is Randy Mills.

So why has Ian been unable to think about anything else the rest of the goddamn morning?

At least it's payroll day, so he's been able to hide out in the back office with actual work to do, leaving today's early shift to cover the actual sales floor without him, allowing him to avoid Randy almost completely. A tiny shop selling used and collectible vinyl doesn't require a whole lot of oversight, especially when the security cameras are so ubiquitous and visible that even the most brazen shoplifters are reluctant to try their luck.

Still. Even without having to look Randy in the eye, Ian finds himself stewing over the conversation instead of doing the day's work at his desk. He repeatedly chides himself to stay on task, and manages to finish the most important pieces of paperwork—the ones that will make sure his employees get paid on time—but his mind keeps wandering anyway. Back to the disappointment in Randy's eyes, the smile frozen on his face like the weakest facade, the slump of narrow shoulders. Randy is a small man to begin with, all skinny frame and gangly limbs, and seeing him look even smaller at Ian's thoughtless rejection...

God, Ian feels like an asshole. And even worse, he feels like a lecher too—because now Randy has put the notion in his head, Ian can't stop thinking about it. Randy. Who's been working for Ian since he was sixteen, and loitering around the store since he was even younger than that, and Ian absolutely cannot suddenly be thinking these kinds of things about him.

Never mind that Randy is twenty years old now. This fact doesn't chase away all the years Ian has known him, and it sure as hell doesn't make Ian himself any younger. A man who just celebrated his fortieth birthday has no business lusting after an employee half his age.

"Fuck," Ian grumbles, slamming his laptop shut and scrubbing his hands across his face, dragging his fingers back through strands of blond hair going silver at the temples.

He slouches in his chair, letting his head tip back, barely seeing the cramped and slightly ramshackle confines of his office around him. The ceiling above is stained from when a pipe burst five years ago and he never got around to redoing the damaged spot. The window is narrow and gives only a view of the brick building next-door. His closed door has no window, thank god, so none of his employees can see him having a quiet meltdown behind the sturdy and battered wood.

A knock at the door startles him into sitting upright again, and he calls, a little too harshly, "What is it?"

The knob turns and the door cracks inward, allowing just enough space for Fiona to lean through the gap, all wild red curls and broad shoulders. "Boss? I need to go home early. My sister's car broke down on the interstate."

Ian sits up even straighter. "Is she okay?" He knows enough about Fiona's family situation—about the fact that Fiona takes care of her little sister in ways their parents are constantly failing at—to understand exactly why this is Fiona's problem to contend with.

Fiona gives a shrug and a smile. "Yeah, she got to the shoulder in one piece. She's pretty rattled though, and the garage can't send their tow truck for at least an hour."

"Okay, yeah, get out of here." So much for hiding in the office. "The closers will be here soon anyway. I'll cover the rest of your shift on the sales floor."

Fiona's smile spreads wider. "Thanks, boss. See you Friday." Then she's gone, darting away and pulling the door shut behind her with a snap.

Leaving Ian to inhale a long sequence of slow breaths that do nothing at all to steady him.

God, he feels pathetic. He shouldn't be psyching himself out this badly over what doesn't even count as a proposition, couched as it was in hypothetical terms that both he and Randy can pretend away as a joke. But Ian is too goddamn old for this nonsense. He is constantly exhausted by the antics of his staff of teenagers and twenty-somethings. And as he secures the safe and lets himself out of the office—through the equally cramped little breakroom with its outdated kitchenette and chipped furniture—out onto the sales floor, he is already bracing for the worst.

Ian is very attached to all of his disastrous ducklings, of course, not that he would ever admit to having a single paternal bone in his body. He's careful not to be seen playing favorites.

But that doesn't mean his attachment to certain employees—to one employee in particular—hasn't grown to inconveniently outpace all others. The sudden realization that maybe his attachment carries undertones far more complicated than friendship and protectiveness is... He's not sure he has words to describe how uncomfortable the revelation is. The fear that maybe Randy recognized this fact before he did is even worse. Surely Randy wouldn't have tried to ask him out if Ian hadn't been giving off the kind of signals to give him hope.

He'll need to be more careful.

As he approaches the registers, Randy glances up at him, a quick movement followed by a wide smile. The expression looks only a little bit strained, which Ian takes to mean that Randy is making every effort to pretend everything is normal. A sound strategy. If they stubborn through today, maybe tomorrow won't feel quite so weird. Maybe they can pretend the morning's conversation never happened, and Ian will never need to admit—to either Randy or himself—just how much he enjoys Randy's smile.

"I can cover
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