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Book
Description


Happily Ever Never


A Montgomery Ink Legacy Novella


By Carrie Ann Ryan


 


New York Times bestselling author Carrie Ann Ryan
returns to the Montgomery Ink world with a blind date romance between two unlikely
strangers.


 


I love falling in love.


Only I’m the worst at it.


 


My friends call me a serial first dater and I can’t blame
them.


All I want is a happy ever after, yet all I find are happy
ever nevers.


 


This is my last chance. After this set up with my friend’s
tattoo artist, I’m done.


No more dating. No more chances.


 


If I don’t fall in love with Leo Johnson, I’ll give up on
dating.


Even if it shatters my dreams in the process.


 


**Every 1001 Dark Nights novella is a standalone story. For
new readers, it’s an introduction to an author’s world. And for fans, it’s a
bonus book in the author’s series. We hope you'll enjoy each one as much as we
do.**





About
Carrie Ann Ryan


Carrie Ann Ryan is the New York Times and USA Today
bestselling author of contemporary, paranormal, and young adult romance. Her
works include the Montgomery Ink, Talon Pack, Promise Me, and Elements of Five
series, which have sold millions of books worldwide. She’s the winner of a RT
Book of the Year and a Prism Award in her genres. She started writing while in
graduate school for her advanced degree in chemistry and hasn’t stopped since.
Carrie Ann has written over one hundred novels and novellas with more in the
works. When she’s not losing herself in her emotional and action-packed worlds,
she’s reading as much as she can while wrangling her clowder of cats who have
more followers than she does.
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One Thousand
and One Dark Nights


Once upon a time, in the future…


 


I was a student fascinated with stories and learning.


I studied philosophy, poetry, history, the occult, and


the art and science of love and magic. I had a vast


library at my father’s home and collected thousands


of volumes of fantastic tales.


 


I learned all about ancient races and bygone


times. About myths and legends and dreams of all


people through the millennium. And the more I read


the stronger my imagination grew until I discovered


that I was able to travel into the stories... to
actually


become part of them.


 


I wish I could say that I listened to my teacher


and respected my gift, as I ought to have. If I had, I


would not be telling you this tale now.


But I was foolhardy and confused, showing off


with bravery.


 


One afternoon, curious about the myth of the


Arabian Nights, I traveled back to ancient Persia to


see for myself if it was true that every day Shahryar


(Persian: شهريار,
“king”) married a new virgin, and then


sent yesterday's wife to be beheaded. It was written


and I had read that by the time he met Scheherazade,


the vizier's daughter, he’d killed one thousand


women.


 


Something went wrong with my efforts. I arrived


in the midst of the story and somehow exchanged


places with Scheherazade – a phenomena that had


never occurred before and that still to this day, I


cannot explain.


 


Now I am trapped in that ancient past. I have


taken on Scheherazade’s life and the only way I can


protect myself and stay alive is to do what she did to


protect herself and stay alive.


 


Every night the King calls for me and listens as I spin
tales.


And when the evening ends and dawn breaks, I stop at a


point that leaves him breathless and yearning for more.


And so the King spares my life for one more day, so that


he might hear the rest of my dark tale.


 


As soon as I finish a story... I begin a new


one... like the one that you, dear reader, have before


you now.





Chapter 1


May


 


 


“I’m looking for forever. I want that moment. It’s
just so hard in this day and age when you can’t figure it out. Or maybe it’s
always been that way. Maybe you expect to find someone, and yet you feel you’re
going to end up with nobody, and in the end, it surprises you.”


I looked up at Josh, the kind man in front of me, who
happened to be my date for the evening and smiled softly. He seemed earnest
enough about wanting this to work out. And while part of me had heard this
refrain before from my dates, I let myself believe him. At least, for now.


“It would be nice to have things work out for once.”


I winced as the words left my mouth, knowing they were a
little too vague and far too desperate. For all I knew, I had just given Josh
an invitation to grab my butt on the way out of the restaurant. Or lead him
down the long road of him thinking that I was in this for the long haul, even
though I didn’t remember his last name. Or maybe he would think I was too
clingy and run away before the desserts were served.


I’d only had one person leave me on a date before. He’d
climbed out the window in the bathroom as if it were too much for him.


As if I were too much for him.


I ignored those memories, telling myself that they didn’t
matter. They shouldn’t matter. It wasn’t like it was my fault that every single
date I went on ended up horrible, awkward, or just not right.


I was looking for that spark. That one moment where
everything made sense, and I could see him as my forever.


I just wasn’t quite sure I was good enough at dating to find
it.


“I’m so glad we’re on the same page, Maybelline.”


I held back a wince, hoping it didn’t show on my face. “My
name is actually May. M. A. Y.” I smiled softly as I corrected him. I didn’t
want to make him feel bad, but my mother had named me May after my late aunt,
the woman who had saved my late father’s life when they were children. She’d
died in a flash flood at only fourteen years old but had rescued my then
ten-year-old father in the process. The legacy that came with my family meant
that our promises to each other and how we cared for one another was paramount.
When my father was dying later on in life, he’d asked me to make him a promise:
follow my heart and be open. To try to find my forever, even if I wasn’t sure I
wanted one. So, I would marry for love…but first, I had to try.


I cherished the name I shared with the woman I had never
met, whose courage allowed me to exist.


Josh blinked. “I’m sorry. I thought it was a nickname. I
like Maybelline.”


Well, that wasn’t awkward at all—another strike in the NO
column. But if I kept making NO columns, I would never find that happily ever
after. Once again, it would be a happily ever never.


Trying to find common ground, I scrambled. “I used to use
their makeup. I think I still have a face wash from them.”


He frowned, looking oddly perplexed.


“You know, the company? ‘Maybe it’s Maybelline’?”


“But I thought you said your name was May. Are you messing
with me? I’m not stupid, you know. I don’t like it when people make me feel
stupid.”


His cheeks flushed, and I held back a wince.


“Sorry, I think I’m just confusing myself.”


“Oh,” he said, his face clearing immediately. He reached out
and patted my hand patronizingly. “Don’t you worry, Maybelline. I’ll make sure
nobody ever does that to you. It doesn’t matter if you sometimes confuse
yourself. I will never do that.”


I pulled my hand back, knowing this date was a disaster.
There wouldn’t be enough YESs in the pro column for me to get through this.


“May. My name is May.”


“Why are you getting angry? Here, do you want me to order
dessert? I’m going to order us dessert. Although maybe we should share.” His
gaze moved pointedly to my chest and then slid down the curves he could see
across the table.


And that was another no.


“It was lovely meeting you. I’ll be sure to tell my aunt how
tonight went.” I put money next to my empty plates and pushed back from the
table.


“Where are you going, Maybelline? I don’t know why you’re
acting like this. I thought women wanted us to be honest. And you could use
some honesty in your life. Especially in that tight skirt that barely covers
your…assets. I have some ideas on how to help you in the future with that so
you don’t plump up when you get old. Well…older.”


I barely resisted the urge to empty my water glass on him, mainly
because it was only a few ice cubes at this point.


“Honesty is wonderful. Being cruel and talking about
someone’s weight isn’t. Especially because my weight has nothing to do with
you. My curves have nothing to do with you. And now I’m going to make sure that
my aunt knows her accountant’s coworker is an idiot.”


“Hey, I don’t like to hear those words.”


“Then don’t be one. Have a great day, Jake.”


“My name is Josh.”


“See? It’s rude when somebody uses the wrong name.”


 I resisted the urge to stomp out of the restaurant.


My hostess gave me a thumbs-up, and I shook my head. “Thanks
for a lovely evening.”


“What did he do?” she asked, and I was grateful for this
woman who, while not a friend, knew me well enough from my bad dates that I
counted her as a nice acquaintance.


“Nothing relevant. It’s just not going to work.”


“I would’ve slapped him upside the head with my notepad, but
the manager was watching,” the other waiter said as he came forward. “Seriously,
you shouldn’t even have left money for the bill.”


The humiliation stung, but I simply smiled and acted as if I
weren’t embarrassed about the fact that somebody else had heard his comments. I
didn’t know the rest of the staff well, though I had been on a few first dates
here.


Never second dates. I didn’t get second dates. I had a
feeling that as soon as I walked out the door, everybody would be talking about
my lack of a second date. For all I knew, there was probably a betting pool.


How many first dates can May get before it’s the end of
the line? Until she runs out of men to date at all?


Was it me?


The common denominator was me. Maybe I just wasn’t good at
first dates. Perhaps I needed to get over myself and ignore the NO column
completely. After all, I was nervous on first dates. On the other hand, maybe
my dates were, too, and that was why everything ended up going horribly wrong.


In fact, the only first date I’d had recently that had been
nice, albeit without sparks, had ended up being with my new employer—my friend
currently in love with one of my best friends.


That wasn’t awkward at all.


“As for paying my half of the bill…I just want to get out of
here. Not that I don’t love the food. You guys do make an amazing bisque.”


“We do. Will we see you soon?” the hostess asked, then
cringed. “With your friends,” she amended.


I smiled, nodded, and waved, ignoring the twinge in my
chest. She likely assumed I would be here again for another first date that
would inevitably crash and burn.


There was that one time the guy bailed on me. Or the time
another had shown up with his four kids—which was fine when I assumed it was a
childcare issue. But no, he’d wanted to go on a date with his wife,
needed a babysitter, and thought I could do it since I was sitting alone at the
next table over.


There was the time the man showed up, grinned at me, and
ended up arrested on a bench warrant halfway through the hors d’oeuvres.


At another restaurant, my date had tried to grope me under
the table before we could even finish introducing ourselves.


Then there was the other married guy. 


And the widower who cried in my arms as I cried with him,
holding him as the waitstaff walked around us, nervously wondering what to do.


That one had broken my heart. I still talked to him and had
even introduced him to his new wife, a soft and sweet woman who wasn’t the
first person he’d tried to date after his late wife passed.


I had been through my share of first dates. And I hated it.


I got to my car and checked my phone for the time.


“Six-thirty p.m. That’s a new record for me.”


I rolled my eyes and started my car, heading out of the
parking lot. With a sigh, I saw a familiar lit sign and smiled. I did not want
to go home. I didn’t want to watch TV, read a book, or study the latest
articles and research for my field. I didn’t want to prep for my day with Luke,
the little boy that I adored and cared for during the day. I didn’t want to
focus on my childcare management classes or the lessons I would be teaching at
upcoming seminars.


I didn’t want to do any of that. So, instead, I pulled into
the parking lot of Montgomery Ink Legacy, turned off the car, and hoped to see
a familiar face or two.


Some days when I came here, I even brought Luke since he
loved to see the man I knew would one day be his stepfather.


I was Luke’s nanny. And it might not sound lush and high-end
to some people, but I loved my job. I loved making sure that Luke’s life was
enriched, and Brooke didn’t have to worry about him when she was at work—not
that my friend wouldn’t worry. She excelled at it, but she trusted me with her
son and her future, which meant the world to me—more than most things.


Brooke’s boyfriend, Leif Montgomery, owned this tattoo shop,
a place where I would one day get a tattoo when I was ready. I’d only been in a
couple of times before, and for some reason, I just wanted to come in here
tonight.


The tattoo shop was set in a strip mall that didn’t looked
nothing like strip malls from when I was a kid. There were gorgeous trees, fun,
artsy shops, and cute cafés everywhere. It was a nice place to be, and I liked
coming here.


I walked inside and grinned at the two people who I knew the
best.


Lake Montgomery, a woman with kind and sad eyes, one of my
dearest friends, waved at me, holding her books close to her chest. She had
been through hell and back, and I was so proud to call her my friend. I was
grateful that even after everything she’d gone through, she was still in my
corner.


“Oh, no. You had a date tonight. And you’re here.” She
glanced at the clock. “Before seven. Ouch.”


I winced as I reached out to hug her. She hugged me back
tightly after setting down her books, and I swallowed hard, my emotions running
strong. I wouldn’t have reached out like this before, not without warning or
asking her if it was okay. But the fact that she could hold me so tightly right
now? It told me that she was finally breathing again.


But I didn’t want to think about that because I knew from
the look on her face that she didn’t want to talk about it. And from the hungry
look in the eyes of the man walking toward me—his attention only on Lake—he
wouldn’t want to talk about it, either.


“Bad date?” Nick asked as he looked over Lake’s head and
winked at me.


I rolled my eyes. “Of course. The last good date I
had was with this one,” I said, pointing at Leif.


Leif choked on his water, sputtering. “Seriously? That can’t
be right.”


Lake burst out laughing, as did the few others in the room.
That’s when I noticed I wasn’t alone with my friends. No, the place was full of
customers, their friends, and a few other artists I had never met
before.


“Oh. I didn’t realize you were all here. I’m sorry. I’m
going to go hide under a rock now—as soon as I find one.”


“Don’t hide on our account,” a man with dark hair, light
eyes, and a wicked grin said as he stepped forward. He held out his hand. “I’m
Leo. And you are the woman of my dreams.”


I burst out laughing. I couldn’t help it.


He rolled his eyes as the others laughed outright with me.
“Well, then. I guess that put me in my place. Seriously, though, I’m Leo. It’s
good to meet you. It’s May, right? You’re Leif and Brooke’s nanny. I mean, Luke’s
nanny—not that Leif doesn’t need one.”


I didn’t hear any derision in his tone, only interest. That
was different. Most people weren’t sure why I was still a nanny with all my
college degrees and experience. But I really did love my job. Other people with
their misconceptions and preconceived notions would have to get over
themselves.


“I am May, their nanny. You’re the jokester of the place,
right?”


Another man behind Leo cracked up. “Sure. If that’s what he
wants to call himself. I’m Tristan. This is Taryn,” Tristan said as he gestured
toward a gorgeous woman with bright red hair. “We all work for these head
honchos over here.” He pointed toward Nick, Lake, and Leif.


I knew the three of them had come together to purchase the
building and start Montgomery Ink Legacy. There was a fourth owner, someone
else who had bought in that had a small share. Once he was old enough, he would
buy into the business more. He was on the board and part of the ownership and
legacy. Or at least he had been. My heart hurt for Sebastian Montgomery and the
hardships he was going through. For the unending pain and hope all twisted into
one future. I didn’t know Sebastian well, but I hoped he knew he wasn’t alone.
If a mere stranger hurt for him and was willing to help him like I was, I
really hoped he had someone close to lean on.


“So, you here for a tattoo?” Leif asked.


I shook my head, my lips twitching. “Not now. I just didn’t
want to go home alone and have a chocolate drumstick.”


“Don’t knock chocolate drumsticks. They’re amazing.” Leo
returned to his seat and gestured to the notepad in front of him. His client
bent over it, and the two went back to work.


“True, but it was a crappy night.”


“Are you okay?” Leif asked, his gaze narrowing.


Leo looked at me again, his expression fierce. The rest of
the men in the group followed suit. Lake was the only one who appeared worried
instead of angry, and I hated that because it had nothing to do with me. Nick
noticed and rubbed the back of her neck, and Lake softened into him,
practically melting.


Those two were so good for each other, and I was happy they’d
finally seen each other rather than continually running.


“I’m fine. It just wasn’t a great night. One day, I will
have a date that doesn’t end up boring, rude, or with someone telling me I
shouldn’t have dessert.”


Every single person stared at me, their eyes wide.


“Where is he, and what does he look like?” Leo asked. I
shook my head, though I was grateful it seemed he cared.


“I took care of it. Well, I didn’t dump my glass on him but
only because I was out of water.”


“And throwing the glass itself probably wouldn’t have been a
great idea,” Leif murmured.


I shrugged. “Probably.”


Leif looked around and narrowed his gaze once more. “Just so
you know, they’re not allowed to date you.” When he turned and stared at me, I
realized he’d been speaking to me.


“Excuse me?” I squeaked.


“No one in the tattoo shop will hit on you. Because when
they screw it up, I’d have to get Brooke involved, and it would be a thing.
Taryn is great, but she’s dating someone, I think. I don’t really know, though,
because she keeps it secret. Tristan can’t figure out what he wants. And Leo is
a player.”


Taryn, Tristan, and Leo all spluttered, talking at once, but
he held up his hand. “No dating my friends. That’s the rule.”


I blinked, wondering why the others were okay with him
talking like this. Still, they were laughing, so maybe it was just a thing. He
wasn’t really warning me off, right?


Why was I a little disappointed if he was?


“Leif, I went on a date with you,” I said, laughing after a
moment.


Nick and Lake both shook their heads, keeping quiet as the
other three stared at me, wide-eyed.


“Once,” Leif said with a roll of his eyes. “And it wasn’t
great. Your words, not mine.”


I winced. “That’s true. No sparks. But you had sparks with
Brooke, and that’s all that matters.”


Leif Montgomery, all six feet and four inches of him,
practically melted right there.


That’s what I wanted. That love. The hope and happiness that
came at just the sound of a person’s name.


I’d never had that, but I would. I had to hope.


If I didn’t have hope, at least I had a promise I’d made out
of desperation.


I pushed that sad thought from my mind, spoke to my friends
for a little bit longer, then headed home. Alone. Something I was good at.


I toed off my shoes as soon as I walked in, set my house to
rights for the evening, lit a candle for my father, bowed my head, wished for
peace, and then settled in to read in bed. Alone.


My phone rang, and I answered without looking, knowing who
it would be.


“How did it go?” my mother asked. I knew she was on
speakerphone and had my aunt and grandmother next to her.


This was what we were good at. What felt like experience and
tradition at this point. I would go on a bad date, head home alone, and my
family would somehow know exactly when to call. I knew they didn’t have cameras
on me, so it wasn’t like they were spying, but they still always knew.


“I’m home alone, about to read a book in bed. How do you
think it went?”


“I think you don’t put out on the first date, so that
doesn’t mean anything,” Grandmother added, and I burst out laughing. 


“Grandma!”


“Mom!” Both my mother and aunt shouted at once.


“What? May doesn’t put out on the first date. We
know this. The second date would be fine, but it’s not like she does those.
Mainly because you are pickier than I am. And let me tell you, girly. I was
picky.”


Grandma went into the lovely story of how she had met
Grandpa, and I sighed and listened. Even though I had heard the tale a thousand
times, I still loved it. Because it ended in a happily ever after. Something I
was afraid I would never get.


My aunt grumbled after I finished telling them the details
of the date. “I am going to hurt that man. Or tell my accountant. Because…screw
him. And not in the fun ways.”


“You shouldn’t tell your accountant that. I don’t want this
to be a thing,” I warned her.


“No, no. We’ll figure this out. Now, you know the rules. You
arrange your own date next, and we will set up the one after that. Hopefully,
we won’t get to use him, though. Maybe this next one will be forever.”


I sighed, knowing they were doing this because they loved
me. But I was just tired. Tired of dating and trying to find love when sometimes
I was afraid it wasn’t for me. I had promised my father I would find a husband
and try to look into the future, not letting my heart close off because
I was afraid of pain and loss. So, I’d assured him I would date until I found
that happily ever after. And while I’d agreed to the plan because I wanted my
father to smile when there hadn’t been many smiles left, I’d also done it
because I wanted to find happiness.


Thus, this had been a promise made in desperation: that my
family would arrange every other date until I found the one.


All I wanted was love.


Every time my mother tried, I knew she was doing it because
she loved my father with such unending grace it burned, and she wanted that for
me.


My father wanted me to be happy, so I said I would try.


That meant, eventually, one day, I would find my happiness.
I would find the person who gave me that spark. Who wouldn’t make me feel bad
about myself. Who would make me smile. I would find the person that was my
everything.


Or at least I would try.


Because in the end, all I wanted was love.


I was just afraid I would never find it.





Chapter 2


Leo


 


 


I stood back as my client looked in the mirror, a small
smile slowly creeping over her face before it turned into a wide grin.


“I can’t believe it. It doesn’t feel real.” Her voice went a
bit breathy as if she’d forgotten I was there and could only stare at the new
art on her skin.


“You were a trooper. Barely winced. I can see why you don’t
think it feels real.”


She stared at the new art under her breasts, transfixed.
She’d wanted a tattoo to showcase her assets—her words—because her
mother had recently gotten a bilateral mastectomy, and she wanted to do
something for her mom.


I didn’t know what it felt like to have a mother with breast
cancer, but I’d met the woman and knew she was damn strong. She had to be to
fight the battle she was currently in.


The delicate lace that went in loops under my client’s
breasts looked damn impressive if I did say so myself—some of my best work.


We went over the aftercare as her mother wept softly,
kissing her daughter’s cheeks. My client kissed the top of her mom’s bald head
before they both laughed and burst into tears again, hugging each other.


I smiled, hugged them when they reached out for me, and even
shed a tear myself. I didn’t think I was that emotional, but it had been a big
day.


“I have the gene, just like Mom, so I know the tattoos might
be the only thing left after I make a hard decision someday. So, thank you for
making this day perfect for both of us.” She rose on tiptoe, kissed my cheek,
then waved as she left, leaving me staring with wide eyes.


“Well, that even choked me up,” Nick said
dryly, though I knew he wasn’t lying. The emotions were clear on his face.


I snorted, clearing my throat. “Pretty much, man. I can’t
believe she didn’t wince or make a sound during the whole process. But as soon
as she saw her mom, she broke out in tears.”


Nick met my gaze, then shrugged. “Makes sense she would. Are
you done for the day?”


I looked at my phone and nodded. “Yeah. I said I would meet
Caroline in the park. She’s wrangling all the kids on her own today and
bringing cold fried chicken as a bribe—not that I need one for family.”


“Cold fried chicken sounds pretty good,” a familiar voice
said. Sebastian Montgomery walked in with a bundle strapped to his chest.


The kid was no longer a kid. He was now a single father to
the cutest baby girl ever.


Lake pushed past me before I could say anything and plucked
her cousin from Sebastian’s arms. “I need some baby time. Thank you.” She
winked at Nick, who just shook his head.


“Take your time with that. We’re good being cousins and
uncles and aunts right now.”


“Whatever you say.” As the younger Montgomery cleared his
throat, she murmured sweet nothings to Sebastian’s daughter.


“Thanks for watching her this afternoon, guys. I have things
to do. And, well, Marley’s parents… You know.” He went ashen at the mention of
his late wife.


We all stood frozen as awkwardness and pain settled in.


I didn’t know Sebastian that well. Only knew that,
technically, he was my boss, even though he wasn’t even twenty yet. He owned
the company—or at least had a small stake in it. The plan was that he would buy
more into it one day. I didn’t know if that would happen now since he was a
teenage dad and a widower to boot. The kid had been through hell and back and
hadn’t even been able to truly live yet. I didn’t know how he was functioning.
But with the size and heart of his family, I figured he would at least be all
right in terms of babysitting and someone to lean on.


Nick leaned forward. “We don’t mind. Lake and I already have
the car seat set up in her SUV.”


“Okay, good. Thank you. I’ll just get a few of her things
and head out.”


Sebastian nodded at us and then strode past, his gaze
lowered and shoulders hunched.


“Jesus,” Nick whispered.


I nodded tightly. “Yeah. But he’s out there. Functioning. At
least, it looks like it. So, I guess we let him.”


Nick met my gaze. “You’re right. Go see your sister. Hug her
hard for us.”


“Yeah, I think I will.”


I said goodbye and nodded at Tristan as he entered to work
the evening shift. The other man was texting at full speed as he walked and
nearly ran into me, so I didn’t say anything to him on my way out.


Montgomery Ink Legacy was busy, and most of us had a waiting
list, though we did some walk-ins depending on availability. I was lucky I had
found my place with the Montgomerys after bouncing from shop to shop since I
was seventeen.


When I was younger, my dream had been to work for Austin
Montgomery in downtown Denver. But, in the end, working for Austin’s son, Leif,
a guy slightly older than me, made more sense. We were all growing in our
fields together and figuring out our places.


I was close to my family. And since the Montgomerys put
family before everything, I counted that as a win.


I hopped in my truck and drove toward the park. Finding a
space was difficult, especially during lunchtime when people came from all over
just to relax on the bright sunny day. Still, I finally found one and got out,
practically running to where I heard my youngest niece babbling to Caroline.


My sister sat on the blanket, the sun shining on her blond
hair as she laughed at something her youngest, Beverly, whispered to her. Her
other three daughters—Lane, Willow, and Ashlyn—ran around her, all in sight,
playing politely and giggling.


It was the most beautiful sight I had ever seen.


The fact that my sister sat with her hand over her belly,
pregnant with twin boys, made my head spin.


“There she is!” I said, holding up my arms.


“Uncle Leo!” the four girls squealed at the same time.


All of them, between the ages of three and ten, ran to me. I
went to my knees to gather them up in my arms, and then we rolled around on the
grass as my sister admonished me for the dirt. I ignored her but heard the
humor in her voice.


She didn’t care at all. We wouldn’t be in the park if she
cared about grass stains.


“If you get them nauseated with all that rolling, you’re
cleaning it up,” Caroline teased.


“We’ll be good. Won’t get sick!” Ashlyn screamed in my ear.
I winced and then stood, Beverly over my shoulder, Willow and Ashlyn on my
legs, and Lane standing beside me, prim and proper.


“Okay, troop, let’s see what help your mom needs.”


“You’re late, so everything is ready to go. We just need to
open the containers because I didn’t want bugs in everything.”


“I can smell that chicken, and I can’t wait much longer.” My
stomach rumbled, and the girls grinned.


“Uncle Leo’s stomach is growling,” Beverly said pointedly.


“Your Uncle Leo could probably eat an entire chicken on his
own. That’s why I brought double what I normally would have.”


I winced at the cost of that. “I’m sorry, Caroline. You
should have let me bring something. I would have.”


She waved me off. “You have for the past three picnics in
the park. It was our turn. If Alejandro were here to help out, he’d probably
eat more than you. But somebody needed to work today. And it wasn’t going to be
us.” She winked as she said it, and the love she felt for her husband was
clearly etched on her face.


I liked my brother-in-law—loved him, even. He was a great
man who adored my sister to no end. And he was a fantastic father. I didn’t
know how the two of them handled four kids…soon to be six. But they seemed to
do it with ease.


And my favorite part?


I got to be Uncle Leo.


The best title I could ever have.


I sat on the blankets, the girls scrambling over me as they
fought a little about who would sit where. My sister moved us around as if she
had done it a thousand times. And, honestly, she had. She organized everybody
in her life and fit them where she needed them. I usually just followed what
she said because she generally had the right idea.


“Chicken!” Willow exclaimed as she clapped, and then we all
gorged on potato salad, macaroni salad, fruit salad, veggies with dip, cold
fried chicken, cornbread, and cookies.


I was pretty sure we had enough to feed an army, and
considering my nieces, we were one. “That was good. Did you make it?”


My sister gave me a look and then threw her head back and
laughed.


“You know I didn’t make this. I can do most things, but I
cannot fry chicken.”


“I thought Mom taught you the paper bag method.”


“Oh, I can do that part. It’s the frying part. It always
freaks me out, and I don’t like so much oil around the kids. I bought our lunch
from the grocery store. Sue me.”


“Hey, it was worth your time to buy it rather than make it.
I’m just grateful you shared it with me.” I leaned forward and kissed the top
of her head.


“You’re a good brother sometimes.”


“Only sometimes?”


She smiled at me. “So, since I’m here baking these two,”—she
rubbed her belly—“and my other four are frolicking in the daisies in front of
us, I have a question for you.”


Foreboding slid up my spine. It was never a good thing when
Caroline had questions.


“What?” I asked through gritted teeth.


“When are you going to settle down, dear brother? Don’t you
think it’s time? I see you with the girls. They love you. They’re amazing with
you. I only want to make sure you’re happy.”


I looked at her and shook my head, a sad smile playing on my
lips. “You know I have fun. I’ll find it when I find it.”


My sister rolled her eyes. “You’re a player. You never lead
women on, but you don’t stay with anyone for longer than a night.”


I shrugged. “I’m not ready.”


“Ready for what? Happiness? You don’t need to sleep with
every woman in Denver to find your person.”


I groaned. “It’s not every woman.”


“Close enough.”


I sighed. “I’ve watched two of my best friends fall in love
recently. And I watched another lose someone he loves.”


Caroline’s face fell. “That poor boy. And now he’s a father?
I can’t believe he lost Marley. I can’t believe women can still die in
childbirth with all our advances in medicine.” Tears filled my sister’s eyes,
and she put both hands over her belly. “It scares me to death. I had four
beautiful pregnancies that, yes, had few complications. But twins now? At my
age? It’s scary.”


I cursed myself for bringing up Marley. I should not be
mentioning a friend who’d died in childbirth to my pregnant sister. There were
rules, yet here I was, being an idiot. “I’m sorry. Though before I put my foot
in my mouth again, don’t say ‘at my age.’ You’re thirty.”


“That’s nearly a geriatric pregnancy. But I understand what
you mean. The girls make me feel young and old all at the same time. And, yes,
I worry about these babies. Worry that I’m not enough or am doing too much or
not enough. That’s what happens when you’re a parent. But I guess all of that
was to say I want you to have the same worries.” She laughed, wiping away some
tears.


“It would be nice to find the perfect person one day. To
have what you have, or what Leif and Nick have with their women. But let’s be
honest, you’re doing enough settling down for the both of us.”


She narrowed her eyes at me. “Excuse me. What do you mean by
that?”


“I’m currently looking at my four nieces, and you’re
pregnant with two of my nephews. I think that’s enough settling down.”


Caroline rolled her eyes. “Jerk. You deserve to be happy.”


“You’re saying I’m not happy?”


She shook her head. “I’m not saying you have to be married
with kids, a picket fence, and all that crap to be happy. But I know you. I
know you want to get married and have children because you told me. I’m not
projecting on you. Those are your goals and dreams. So, yes, I want you to be
happy.”


“Just let me be for a minute.” I leaned forward, kissed her
head again, and smiled.


“Leo!”


I turned, that familiar voice echoing in my ears with alarm.
I scrambled to my feet as Caroline called her daughters toward her.


Luke ran to me full-out, his eyes wide, but he had a smile
on his face.


I looked around, scanning the faces of the adults to see if
I recognized anybody. But Luke seemed to be alone. What the hell was Brooke’s
kid doing here by himself?


I smiled at him, trying not to look worried before I
crouched and swung Luke into my arms. He giggled and wrapped his arms around my
shoulder.


“Hi, Leo. How are you?”


“I’m okay. How are you, buddy?”


“I am happy!” He looked over my shoulder. “Hi, Leo’s family.
Hi, Leo’s friends. Hi!”


“Hi!” all four of my nieces called at once.


Luke tried to scramble down, but I held him tight.


“Luke? Where’s your mom?” I asked, keeping my voice calm.


“At work, silly.”


I opened my mouth to say more before a shout that made my
blood run cold reached my ears.


“Luke!” May yelled as she ran full tilt toward us, a broken
shoe in one hand.


She saw me holding her charge, and her eyes widened. For a
minute, terror filled her gaze before anger took its place. I didn’t think she
recognized me. The hand on her shoe tightened, and then she blinked as if it
finally clicked who I was.


She calmed instantly, her shoulders dropping slightly. Then
she limped toward us, her hair wild and her face smoothed of emotion.


“Luke. You know better than to run off like that.”


I heard my sister get up, my nieces swirling around her like
a flock of birds.


“Luke, buddy, did you run away from May?” I asked, just now
remembering that May was his nanny. I knew that. There was a
reason May was off-limits.


Because she was Leif’s damn nanny. That meant I wasn’t
supposed to think dirty thoughts about her beyond a simple daydream I might’ve had
once or twice—or four times.


Yet with her standing here, a Valkyrie with a broken shoe
and wild eyes, I had to remind myself that she was off-limits.


“I saw you. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.” Luke
curled in on himself, and I held back a curse. I set the kid on the ground
because I had a feeling May wanted to hold him, to clutch him close. But she
also didn’t want to rip him from my arms and scare the boy more.


“Luke, you know you’re not supposed to run away from me like
that. You scared me. We have one rule. And that is to trust each other. And you
nearly broke that rule.”


I held back a wince, knowing she was saying the right
things. But if I were that kid? I’d be ducking behind someone, feeling like I
had broken the faith of the best woman out there.


“I’m sorry. I just saw Leo, and my brain got scr-amb-led.”


He sounded out the word as if he had heard the phrase before
but didn’t quite know what it meant.


From the twitch on May’s lips, she agreed with me.


“Okay, Luke. But I’m going to have to tell your mom and Leif
that you ran away from me. Because we don’t keep secrets. You’re not in trouble
right now because you ran to someone you know. Someone who isn’t a stranger.
But let’s not have this happen again, okay?”


“I promise,” Luke said as he held up his pinky. May smiled
as she linked her little finger with his. Then they kissed their thumbs, and I
smiled at the fact that these two seemed to have a secret handshake.


“Sorry for almost yelling at you,” May said as she looked up
at me. “Leo, right?”


I swallowed hard, trying not to look down at her curves. Or
the sweat slowly trickling between her breasts. I did not need to notice that.
This was Luke’s nanny. She was not for me.


Even though I couldn’t help but want more.


What was wrong with me?


“I’m so sorry for all of this. I knelt to try to fix my
shoes since the strap broke, and, well, you know what happened next.”


I looked at the shoe in her hand, then at the one still on
her foot, and nodded. “I think I can fix that. At least to get you home…”


May’s eyes widened. “What? You can?”


“Oh, yes. My brother is pretty handy,” Caroline said as she
came to my side.


I completely forgot that my family was watching, and now I
needed to duck because I was sure my sister would not let this go. Whatever this was.


“Your brother.” May looked between us, then down at the
kids, her eyes wide. “Oh. Brother.”


Had May thought this was my family? My kids? I had
hit on her at the tattoo shop. What kind of man did she think I was?


“I’m Caroline. These are my daughters.” My sister introduced
her kids, who all started talking to Luke at once. Luke giggled.


“Fast friends,” I mumbled.


“Seems like,” May answered.


“Anyway, if you hand over that shoe, I’ll see what I can
do.”


As if in a daze, she gave me the shoe. I knelt at her feet,
working the paperclip I randomly had in my pocket into the tie of the sandal so
she could wrap it around her ankle like the other.


The heat of her skin against my calloused fingers did
something to me, and I swallowed hard. Such delicate ankles, such soft skin.


There was seriously something wrong with me. I did not have
a foot or ankle fetish. But right here and now? I had to question why I didn’t.


I looked up at her, aware I was kneeling at her feet and
putting on her shoe as if she were Cinderella or something.


She stared at me, her mouth parting. I swallowed hard.


Dammit.


She was off-limits. She was not Cinderella.


And I was damn well not Prince Charming.





Chapter 3


May


 


 


Round four hundred and thirty-two of my dating experience.


I didn’t know the exact number of first dates I had been on,
but that sounded about right.


Brian sat in front of me with a sweet smile as he spoke
about his job. He was a pediatric nurse who worked long hours and loved
children.


We had hit it off immediately, given our interests in the
development and well-being of children. We smiled and laughed over our desire
to enrich our lives and the lives of the children in our care.


We were careful not to talk directly about those under our
wing, aware of privacy issues, but there were certain stories we could share.
Anecdotes that let me know more about Brian.


His dark hair was swept back from his face, slightly graying
at his temples. He had kind, bright blue eyes and a square jaw that looked
strong.


He was gorgeous, his skin a light brown. He’d told me that
he tanned easily whenever he was in the sun but that he hadn’t done much of the
outdoor thing lately due to the demands of his job.


That might be a con on my list of pros and cons because
dating would be difficult if we never had time to spend with each other, but he
was also starting a new job soon that would cut back on his overtime hours.


“You’re okay with that? I don’t mean to pry.”


He smiled at me. He had such a great smile. And that spark?
Oh. I felt it. Or maybe I was trying too hard. Either way, there was something here.
Something that hadn’t been there on my previous dates. I’d really only felt
something like this once before. But I wasn’t thinking about that. It had been
adrenaline and confusion. Not a spark.


“I’m excited about this new phase. I loved the hospital, but
it was hard for me to step away when I needed to. With the way they’re
restructuring, it’s going to be great for the children, and now I’m able to
work with this new practice. Yes, it’s still long hours, but not so many that I
forget what my bedroom looks like—or not have time to actually show someone
else.” His eyes widened, and he spluttered. “I did not mean to sound as creepy
as I did just then. I’m so sorry. I’m not saying that I want you in my bedroom.
Not that I don’t want you in my bedroom. But this is a first date. And
now I’m rambling.”


I laughed. I couldn’t help it. “At least I’m not the only
one who gets rambly and awkward on first dates.”


“That makes me feel a little better. I’m sorry I put you on
the spot there. Back to the subject. I know this practice well, and I’m happy
to start working with them. It also means more time for other people in my
life.” He smiled as he said it, and something in me warmed.


That was another pro. He was kind and excited to have time
for others. Yes, he seemed to put work first, but so did I. Finding the balance
was key, and he looked to be trying. That was a plus.


“Anyway, how did you like the fish? I can’t believe they got
grouper all the way out here.”


“I know, right? The best I ever had was near Clearwater,
Florida. A friend took me to a place on a pier. I don’t remember how we got
there or what it was called, but I had the best fish tacos there. And everyone
kept pointing down, saying they just go out and pluck the things from the
water.”


He smiled. “Considering the size of grouper, I don’t really
know if that’s quite accurate.”


“That was exactly my worry. I remember one time when I was
in the Atlanta aquarium—did you know you can go scuba diving in the big shark
tank?”


His eyes went wide. “You went scuba diving in the big shark
tank?”


I shook my head, laughing. “Not even close. I am certified,
but considering we’re in a landlocked state, I don’t use it very often.”


“I’m certified, as well, though I don’t use it that often
either, like you said.”


I smiled, thinking that a trip with friends could be fun.
But that was far off. We hadn’t even made it to a second date. I needed to stop
thinking so hard. “Anyway, my friend went into the tank and said the sharks
weren’t hostile. They didn’t even bother them. But the guide said they had to
be careful with the grouper and had a stick of some sort to keep them away from
the divers. I don’t know if they bite or try to drown you. Either way, it
always put me off it.”


“And now, here you are, eating grouper in Denver, Colorado
because they got fresh fish overnighted.”


“Sounds a little bit like payback to me,” I whispered. “And
now I feel terrible for even thinking that. I used to be fully vegetarian, but
I eat meat on occasion now.”


“I tend to like a good steak. I don’t eat meat every day,
though. That’s something I’ve changed over the past few years.”


“Same here. The family I work for is trying, as well. We
have vegetarian family dinners. Sometimes even vegan.”


“So, you eat with them?”


I held back a wince, wondering how much to reveal. Not
everybody understood what it meant to be a nanny. But he was a pediatric nurse.
He should understand. “Sometimes. Though I work for this family solely because
of the time commitment at the moment, we share the cooking duties depending on
how late they work. It just makes sense for us to do that so nobody goes
hungry.”


“And I know you teach a few classes, do training, and
countless other things in the field. I read one of your papers.”


I blinked. “Seriously?”


Brian smiled softly. “I have. Which now makes me sound like
a weird stalker.”


I shook my head, my mind going in a thousand different
directions. This was the thing. That moment. The one that could lead
to a second date because he wasn’t making me feel weird. Self-conscious. Or
like there was nothing more between us than friendship.


We talked some more, shared a dessert because we were too
full from dinner, and walked to the park, where old-fashioned light poles lit
the walkway, and couples walked hand-in-hand.


“This has been a really great night,” he said after a
minute, and my stomach filled with butterflies.


“I agree.”


We stood under one of the lamps, and he turned toward me,
studying my face. Our hands were linked, and he looked down at them, then at
me. He seemed to be waiting for something, as if he wanted an answer. Only I
wasn’t sure what the question had been.


Then he lowered his lips to a breath above mine before
cursing.


My stomach twisted, the butterflies escaping with an exhale.
I leaned back, studying his face.


He cringed and took a step back.


Cringed? Why would he do that?


I swallowed, pressing my hands together in front of me.
“What’s wrong? Did I do something?”


I didn’t think I had. Did my breath smell like grouper? Was
that a thing?


Shame coated my tongue, and I ducked my head, my cheeks
blazing red. He had nearly kissed me and cringed before stepping away.


He looked at me then, his arm outstretched as if he wanted
to touch me but wouldn’t.


Couldn’t.


“I’m sorry. I’m doing this all wrong.”


I frowned. “Doing what all wrong? I thought tonight was
going wonderfully, Brian. You didn’t take advantage of me or anything.”


“That’s good to know. But I can’t do this, May. This was a
mistake.”


My heart shattered, though I knew that wasn’t quite right.
Perhaps it was shame and horror that came instead. “What do you mean?”


“I’m in love with my ex. She looks a little bit like you,
and I got my wires crossed. I’m sorry, May. I have to go.”


At that, he turned on his heel and walked away, leaving me
standing under the light, wondering exactly what I had done in a past life to
be cursed like this.


I looked around, grateful that everybody seemed to be
focusing on their lives and not me.


Humiliation hit hard, and I just wanted to go home, duck
under the covers, and give up.


My aunt had set me up on this date. She likely would’ve known
about the ex—ex-wife, ex-girlfriend, ex-fiancée. She was a hunter when it came
to information like that.


But she had missed the fact that he still loved her. I looked
enough like her that he had leaned into the date either to get over her or
because he had misread the situation and thought I was a replacement for her.


I didn’t know. What I did know was that I was tired. And
alone in downtown Denver, though I was grateful we had driven separately. I
looked around, clutching my purse tighter to me, feeling a little raw. I was
only a block away from my favorite street in the city, the one with the
original Montgomery Ink and a few other businesses owned by Leif’s family. I
would go there, find something familiar, and then go home.


Alone.


My lot in life.


I crossed the street as soon as the light changed and kept
going, ignoring the looks from a few drunk guys as they made their way from bar
to bar.


One called out to me, and I kept moving, grateful I’d worn
flats rather than heels tonight. That reminded me of my broken shoe at the park
and the fact that Leo had fixed it with a paperclip of all things.


I would never forget the fear of not being able to find Luke
when he ran off because he saw Leo.


His parents had given him a verbal lashing when we got home,
even if it had been in soft tones with the lesson involved. But when I told
them about the incident, they were just as scared as I was.


I was so grateful that Leo had been there and that it hadn’t
been some strangers who could’ve plucked Luke out of the park without me
seeing—all because I had been too slow with my broken shoe.


So, I was wearing flats now and walking into Taboo, a little
café I adored.


It was late enough that the owner, Hailey, wasn’t working.
She was probably home with her husband and kids, all of them enjoying their
evening together. I liked the woman and everybody who worked here. Taboo was
welcoming, homey, and part of the Montgomery family—like I felt I was slowly
becoming.


“May?”


I looked at a familiar face and smiled at Daisy Knight.
Though her last name wasn’t technically Montgomery, her stepmother was one. So,
in my brain, she was Daisy Montgomery.


I smiled, went over to the other woman, and held out my
arms. Daisy hugged me hard—so hard I knew she was probably dealing with issues
of her own. In fact, I knew a few of those things, so I let her squeeze,
knowing she likely needed to breathe just like I did.


“I didn’t know you were coming in tonight.”


I shrugged as I looked over at the other woman and shook my
head. “I didn’t know I was either. Weird night.”


“Let me guess, bad date?” she asked.


“Of course. I don’t do regular dates. We know this.”


“That’s silly. You’re a gorgeous, sweet, brilliant, and
amazing person. Those guys are missing out.”


“If you say so. At this point, I think I stop at first
dates.”


Daisy shook her head and gestured in front of her. “Here,
take a seat. I was going to get myself another cupcake. Do you want one?”


I thought of my full dinner and the dessert I’d just shared,
and my stomach felt like lead. “I could use a decaf latte.”


“That, I can do.”


“One red velvet cupcake, and a decaf latte, coming up,” Jay,
the barista behind the counter, said as he waved to us before going to work.


“Got to love the service here,” Daisy said as she sat across
from me, studying my face.


“Do you want to talk about it?”


“It’s the same as usual. Bad date. So now I’m here, not
eating my worries but drinking them. In the form of a latte. Not booze.”


“Well, if you want to head to the bar, I know a couple here
owned by extended family members.”


I rolled my eyes. “Of course, the Montgomerys own bars. Or
at least friends of the Montgomerys. Why wouldn’t there be a type of business
in every field out there run by your family?”


“We’re taking over the world, one slice at a time.”


“Is that on the business cards?”


“It was in the contract we signed when we started working
for Montgomery Ink Legacy,” a familiar voice said as he walked toward our
booth.


I stiffened ever so slightly, and Daisy gave me a weird look
before grinning at Leo, Tristan, and Taryn.


“You’re here. I was hoping you’d make it in tonight.” She
scooted farther into the booth as Taryn sat next to her. I moved as well,
viscerally aware that Leo sat next to me. Tristan pulled up a chair at the end
of the booth, and we all said our hellos. I did my best not to think about the
fact that Leo’s arm was almost touching mine.


It was weird that I noticed that at all. I didn’t even know
him, other than that he seemed nice and was talented, at least from what I
could tell. He was also a friend of my friends. And, in a way, he had saved my
favorite little boy’s life, even though he hadn’t really been in danger.
Besides that, I didn’t know Leo.


Since he didn’t look at me with any interest and moved his
arm swiftly, I figured he didn’t want to know more about me. That was fine. I
was used to it.


“I’ll go get something to drink. Long day,” Tristan said as
he got up without asking anybody for their order.


“I take it he knows what you want?” I asked, my lips
twitching


“He thinks he does,” Taryn said with a laugh before she
followed him.


That left Leo, who looked between us. “I didn’t know you two
knew each other.”


“Denver is a small world,” Daisy said with a laugh.


“Truer words have never been spoken,” Leo agreed.


Did I detect a spark there? Or maybe I was simply seeing things
because I wanted a spark of my own. I needed to stop worrying. My future would
come. I was happy with my life. Just because I was going down this road thanks
to a promise I had made on my father’s deathbed, that didn’t mean I had to
worry about the outcome continually. Things would happen when they did. I had
to stop focusing on the negative.


“You look pretty tonight, May,” Taryn said as she sat in the
booth again.


She handed me my latte and Daisy her cupcake, and I nodded
in thanks.


“So…were you out tonight, Daisy?” I asked, trying to fill
the silence.


“I’m wearing sweats, but thank you for thinking this is my
date attire.”


“You look hot in sweats,” I teased.


“Tell me more,” Tristan said with laughter, and Taryn
smacked the back of his head.


“Weirdo.”


“Sorry. I can’t help it. I’m a guy.”


“You’ll notice I didn’t say anything like that,” Leo said
primly.


“Because I said it first,” Tristan mumbled, and we all
laughed, taking some sips of our drinks.


“But seriously, you do look nice,” Leo said, looking down at
his drink.


I shrugged. “I had a date. Now, I don’t.”


“Do I have to knock some heads?” Taryn asked, and Tristan
winked.


“We’re good at it,” Tristan put in.


“When have you had practice?” Leo asked before holding up
his hand. “No, don’t incriminate me or put me into something after the fact.”
He turned to me. “I’m sorry your date went bad.”


“Well, I thought it was going good. And then he said I
reminded him of his ex and that he still loved her. Then he walked away and
left me alone in the park.”


Leo’s gaze went dark. “He left you alone at night downtown?
Okay, now we’re going to knock some heads.”


Everybody started grumbling, and I smiled, shaking my head.
“Stop. I’m fine. He left me alone in a lighted section. I hope he’s happy.”


“You’re a better person than I am,” Taryn added.


“No, I’m just used to it.” At the questioning looks, I
shrugged. “It’s nothing. Now look at me. I ended up with friends at a coffee
shop in the evening with a great latte. It sounds like a pretty good way to
wind down.”


Leo gave me a look before the conversation shifted to
Daisy’s future plans. She growled at them and didn’t completely answer the
questions, but I knew she would find her way eventually. She always did. She
had her family and friends to back her up. While I sat with people who weren’t
quite friends but could be one day, they were good people. And I wasn’t alone.


I had to remind myself that I had felt a spark earlier
tonight, even if it hadn’t panned out. That meant I could find it again. I just
had to keep looking.


Even if my mind had no idea what to do with that thought.





Chapter 4


Leo


 


 


My alarm blasted in my ear, and I winced, reaching for my
phone to shut it off. I would have loved to hit snooze and sleep for a few more
hours, but that wasn’t happening today. I needed to head to work and meet with
my next client.


I rolled out of bed, stretching my arms over my head as I
arched my back, telling myself that I needed a better mattress. I was an adult
now. I should own a mattress I chose for quality rather than buying the
cheapest one.


I turned to make the bed so I wouldn’t forget to do it.


It had been ingrained in me at an early age that if you made
your bed before you even fully opened your eyes, it would be done for the rest
of the day. And while some kids might’ve gotten away from that idea, I liked
sliding into smooth sheets after a long day. It might not be what most people
thought when they saw me, but whatever. I had quirks and idiosyncrasies.


I made my way to my bathroom, brushed my teeth, took care of
my business, then stepped into the shower, all while mostly sleepwalking.


I wasn’t a morning person. I preferred late nights and
watching the sunrise from the opposite end, but sometimes my schedule didn’t
allow for that.


The water heated, the glass walls of my shower steamed, and
I slowly woke up, promising myself that I had a cup of coffee waiting for me as
soon as I got out.


I didn’t know why I was so groggy, or why everything hurt.
Well, maybe I did. I hadn’t been able to sleep thanks to dreaming about a
certain woman.


Someone who wanted nothing to do with me. Whom I had
promised to stay away from.


I cursed under my breath as images of her hit me again.


It was probably wrong to think about her like this, but it
wasn’t like I was going to do anything about it. She was only a dream—a figment
of my imagination. I cupped my balls, gripped my dick, and slowly slid my hand
up and down my length.


My cock ached, and I continued stroking myself, imagining
May’s hands on her pert breasts and how she would moan for me as I slid deep
inside her.


She would wrap her legs around my waist, and I would fill
her before we both moved, me pounding into her as we each tried to get closer.


She would scrape those pretty little nails down my back, and
I would grip her hair, clamping my mouth down on her neck to nip, bite, and
lick.


I would wrap my lips around her nipples and suck until they
were the color of bright red cherries. 


She would come for me, clamping around my dick as both of us
groaned in completion.


The water slipped over my back, and I shouted, coming into
my hand and against the shower wall, just the thought of May riding me until we
lost our minds sending me over the edge too quickly.


I hadn’t even let the water grow cold before I came in my
hand like a teenager. All while thinking of a woman who would never be mine.


I blushed, then quickly finished my shower and got out,
wrapping my towel around my waist.


I leaned against my counter, cursing and calling myself all
kinds of a fool. Because I shouldn’t think of May that way. She was a friend.
Or someone who could be a friend. And how was I supposed to face her when I
imagined what her nipples would look like? Wondered if they would be large.
Pale. Dark. Little red berries begging for my mouth.


It didn’t matter in the end. Because all that mattered was
that I wanted to know what her cunt tasted like. If she was honeydew or
strawberries. Peaches and cream. But I was not allowed to know those things.


The guys had warned me off her, and for a good reason. One
should not date within their group of friends. Things got sticky.


I’d seen that firsthand when Lake and Nick first started
dating. Sure, everything had worked out for them. But what if things had gone
to hell?


The two of them owned a damn business together. If they had
truly broken things off like they tried to, things would be insane. It would be
awkward as hell and hurt more than just pride.


While my connection to May was complicated, it didn’t make
sense for me to take a step that could have lasting consequences. So, I told
myself that this morning was the last time I would give myself an orgasm while
thinking of Leif’s nanny.


I shook my head, then got ready for my day. I made the cup
of coffee I’d promised myself, then picked up another, as well as some for my
friends as I walked past the coffee shop and into Montgomery Ink Legacy.


My phone buzzed, and I frowned, looking at the readout.


Mandy: U free 2nite?


I sighed, thinking about her. She and I had spent the night
together a couple of months ago but hadn’t seen each other since. I knew what
she wanted since this wasn’t the first time she’d texted, but I wasn’t about
that. I didn’t want to settle yet, and Mandy was all about settling. That and
using me to make her ex jealous.


I should have ignored the text, but I wasn’t an asshole.


Me: Out with friends.


Mandy: Call me. I want you, Leo. Like before.
Eric is being a jerk.


That time, I did ignore her. I needed to head inside and get
to work. Besides, I wasn’t sure how much clearer I could be with her. I was
shit at relationships.


Nick was already working on a full back piece, and Tristan
and Taryn were in the back, fighting with each other. I could hear the laughter
in their tone, though, so I knew they were only messing around. Lake was
sitting at Nick’s station, her tablet in hand as she worked a mile a minute on
some multimillion-dollar company, most likely. Every once in a while, the two
would look up, kiss each other, smile, then go back to work.


I only felt a little jealous. I didn’t think that kind of
life was for me and didn’t think I could have something like that. You had to
be lucky to get that. I didn’t imagine that being me. But maybe. You never
knew.


It just wouldn’t be with May.


I wondered why I kept telling myself that, considering I didn’t
even know her that well. And yet, there was a pull. A connection.


But was I fooling myself?


Leif looked up from his notebook and smiled at me. “Is that
coffee?”


“You know it. I brought something for everybody. Except for
Lake. Sorry. I didn’t know you would be here.”


Lake waved me off, even as Nick scowled. “Don’t worry about
it. I already had mine.”


“Well, I got coffee for you and a couple of extras, so you’re
going to have to take it,” Brooke said as she came in behind me. I hurried out
of the way of Leif’s girlfriend. She winked at me, then went to Leif, kissing
him hard on the mouth.


Again, I ignored the jealousy that flared.


Brooke and I handed out our drinks and made sure everyone
was happy.


“At least we’ll be caffeinated,” Nick grumbled as Lake kissed
him.


“You like us that way.”


“You really do,” Brooke teased as she kissed Leif again.


Nick’s client laughed, and I just sighed at the four of
them.


“This is what we’re doing? Making out at work?”


“Oh, were you feeling left out?” Tristan leaned forward, his
lips puckered. I moved back, laughing as I flipped him off. “Sorry. But you
don’t flip my switch.”


“I thought everybody flipped your switch.”


“No, that’s you.” Taryn winked and then kissed Tristan full
on the mouth. “There, are you happy?”


Everybody looked at each other and then at the two I’d never
seen kiss before.


Instead of looking embarrassed and angry, Tristan’s smile
went all gooey, and he melted in front of Taryn. “Always, baby. With you.”


That’s when I realized they were a couple. I nearly smacked
myself on the forehead. Of course, the two were a couple. How had I never
noticed before? They joked with each other, teased, and had such chemistry that
it was off the charts.


Good for them.


I went to my station and got ready for my first appointment
of the day. A cover-up on a woman’s ankle. She had an old dolphin that had
faded to a blob, and I was going to do a wraparound rosary for her. We were
both excited, and it was something I had done before.


Yet it was hard to think with so many couples all around me.
In fact, right at this moment, I was the odd man out again—the only person without
someone.


Except, of course, Sebastian. Sebastian didn’t have anyone
either. And now I felt like shit. Because while he wasn’t here today, the
youngest of us had once had a connection that made everybody smile and feel
only a little bit jealous.


Now, Marley was gone, and Sebastian was a single dad. I
needed to figure out how not to walk on eggshells around him. He would never
ask that of me, and he wanted things to be normal, but I always felt like I was
doing something wrong around the kid.


I also had to stop thinking about him as a kid. He was a
full-fledged adult—and a dad. He wasn’t some kid still in high school, figuring
out who he was. He was working, going to school, and raising a
daughter on his own.


And here I was, having sex dreams about a woman that barely
even knew I existed. Yes, she knew my name when we’d spoken those few times in
odd circumstances, but she hadn’t looked twice at me.


I needed to remember that.


Everyone was talking around me and laughing with one
another. I looked up at my client.


Brandi sat on the chair across from me and gave me a curious
look. “You’re looking all serious like. You want to talk about it?”


I shook my head at the woman with dark hair, kind eyes, and
a familiar lift to her mouth that I couldn’t quite place. I knew many people,
though. For all I knew, she had a Montgomery in some part of her family tree.


“Just thinking about life.”


“And all the lovebirds around you?” she asked, teasing.


I rolled my eyes. “It’s like an epidemic. Everybody’s
falling in love and making out with each other at work. This is a place of
serious business.”


“Oh, fuck off,” Nick grumbled.


Lake shushed him. “Don’t curse in front of the clients.”


“I don’t mind the cursing, ma’am,” his client said, and I
held back a laugh. Nick’s client was a man who looked to be around three
hundred pounds of solid muscle. He was a former linebacker for the Denver
Broncos and could probably break anybody with his pinky. I was sure he had
probably said worse in his life, so when Lake blushed, I shook my head.


“See? Serious business.”


Brandi rolled her eyes. “Whatever you say. Now, are you
ready to help me fix my teenage decisions?” She fluttered her eyelashes at me
and pointed at her ankle.


“A porpoise with a purpose.” I nodded, my lips twitching at
my joke. “I guess it’s time to say goodbye.”


“You did not just say that,” Leif said with a groan. “Seriously?
How long have you been waiting to use that with the dolphin tattoo?”


“I have no idea what you mean. You flipped.”


Brandi groaned, and I grinned.


“I guess this is the tail-end of this conversation.”


“You don’t even have good dolphin jokes. I mean, at least
when you went on a minute rant about sheep, goats, kids, and baaaaad jokes, it
made sense.”


I looked straight. “I was trying to say something about me
crossing a fine line, but the dad jokes just needed to be said.”


“Well, thank God for that,” Brandi said with a laugh.


“Two peas in a pod right there,” Nick
grumbled.


I froze and slowly turned to look at my friend. “Did you
just make a dolphin joke?” I asked incredulously.


“Of course, I didn’t. You’re fishing.”


I threw my head back and laughed as everybody tried to add
their own fish jokes that made no sense but still made us laugh. It was
something my parents had always done for us when we were kids. If you said
something about a cow and we turned it into a joke, we would make random cow
puns until the cows literally came home. It was what we did. Now, I felt a
little bit better with my friends making worse jokes than mine.


“Okay, now that we’ve exhausted that, and…no, I’m not making
a pun or joke—” Brandi started.


“I didn’t think you were. We’re literally out of them,” I
said.


“Oh, we were out of them before you even began.” She rolled
her eyes, still laughing. “Anyway, I’m excited about this, and I have some
ideas.”


I nodded, knowing that Brandi always had ideas. “What do you
have in mind?”


“I know we already have a sketch, but I want to go over it
in a little bit more detail. Not detail where we have to go bigger, but to make
sure we’re on the same page.”


“I’ve got you. And then, after that, we’re working on your
back piece, right?”


“You know it. I have ideas for that, too.”


“I have no doubt you do.”


“By the way, I have someone you would love. I know you said
no before, but I think you should let me set you up.”


I shook my head at her familiar refrain. “I don’t do blind
dates. Ever.”


She waved me off. “You’re missing out. I have the perfect
person for you. I saw you looking around at all these couples here. I can make
you that happy.”


I leaned forward and gave her my most brilliant smile. “Are
you offering yourself? You’re going to leave your husband and fall madly in
love with me? Because if that’s the case, all you had to do was say something.”


She pushed at my shoulder, laughing as the others groaned,
making fun of me.


I just shook my head and looked down at our sketches,
knowing this was what I did best. I worked with my clients and played with art.


Dating? No, I didn’t do that well. Or at all. A night was
fine. Anything more? No, thank you.


And if I didn’t make good decisions when it came to dating
someone I knew, there was no way I would go on a blind date.


Ever.





Chapter 5


May


 


 


“And then he said that the Triceratops wasn’t even real. How
can it not be real? I mean, it’s a dinosaur. It’s fact.” Luke nodded solemnly
as he spoke about his day, and I nodded back, handing him a tissue so he could
wipe his nose. “I totally understand. Triceratops are real. Remember we went to
the museum and saw the fossil?”


“It was so cool with all the horns. I think Triceratops is
my favorite.”


“It really was the best. So, Triceratops is your favorite
now? I thought it was the T. Rex?”


Luke shrugged. “I like all dinosaurs. But I think the
Triceratops is my favorite because they’re not as big, so they can surprise
you.”


Luke was slightly small for his age, and I knew some of the
other kids on the playground weren’t nice to him because of it. Brooke had
already spoken with the teachers about it, so hopefully it wouldn’t become a
problem. But I liked that he was doing his best.


“You’re brilliant for loving them. I like Triceratops, too.”


“I thought you liked Compys.”


I grinned. “Those are my favorites. Compsognathus.”


“Do you like them because they seem cute, but they really
aren’t?” he asked.


I laughed. “They’re still cute, even when they are mean and
eating what they want. They are predators. And they look adorable. Like little
kittens.”


“Darcy’s kitten has really sharp claws, but it’s cute and
small and purrs against my chest.” Luke looked up at me. “Do you think that
Mommy will let me have a kitten? Maybe I’ll ask Leif.”


I pressed my lips together, knowing that Luke wouldn’t
necessarily purposely try to pit the two against each other, but it
could happen. Leif was a permanent fixture in Luke’s life now. Mine, too, for
that matter.


It had dawned on me before, that because of Leif’s job and
the flexibility, they didn’t need me. They could have found a way to use the
support system and daycare within the Montgomery world so they didn’t need a
nanny. They had everything they needed within their family. I was superfluous.
Or at least that’s how it had felt at first. Though perhaps not completely. I
was grateful that I had the relationship I did with Brooke, Leif, and Leif’s
family. There had even been talk of me adding to my duties, and not just with
Luke.


Sebastian needed help. We all knew that. He knew that. For
now, his parents were doing all they could for him. The Montgomery family was
doing their best, but he was still breaking inside and learning how to deal
with things. I wanted to reach out and help as much as I could. Brooke and I
had even discussed how we could possibly blend the two duties.


I didn’t know if it would work out, but I knew the
Montgomerys planned to broach the subject soon. And if I could find a way, I
would help out. If it couldn’t be me, then I would find someone else. Raising a
kid on your own wasn’t easy in the slightest. Raising one when you were still
grieving and young and dealing with the rest of the world at the same time? I
wasn’t sure how I would do it. But Sebastian was strong, and he could figure it
out.


“May?” Luke asked. I blinked, pulling myself out of my
thoughts.


“Sorry, buddy. Having a weird day.”


“I have weird days, too. But Mom says all I need to do is
focus and try to think about what makes me happy.”


I smiled softly. “And what makes you happy, Luke?” I asked,
smiling at one of my favorite people in the world.


“Triceratops!” he answered, and I laughed, handing over his
juice box before we went through his spelling for the day.


He was still a little too young for full spelling lists, but
he enjoyed learning, so he was a little ahead of his schoolmates.


We cleaned up his homework and snack when Leif walked in,
takeout in his hand, and a bag of groceries in his other arm. “Hey, May.”


I looked up at Brooke’s boyfriend and grinned. “Hi there. It
looks like you couldn’t decide whether to cook or not after you did all your
shopping.”


He looked down at both bags and shook his head. “It’s been a
long day. I had to pick up a few things for the rest of the week, and no, I
didn’t feel like making dinner. Brooke had meetings all day, and I know she’s not
going to be in the mood to cook when she gets home either.”


“You should have told me. I would’ve made a vegetable
casserole or something. I know we talked about it.”


“It’s not your job to cook for us every night. I know you
like to, but tonight was supposed to be my night. And I’m not in the mood. So,
it’s fried chicken and other goodies.”


My stomach grumbled. “If I didn’t have dinner plans later, I
would totally steal a chicken thigh.”


“Oh, yes. That was another reason Brooke wouldn’t let you
cook tonight.”


“We’ll see. I think this date might be my last one.”


He blinked at me. “Are you serious?”


“Yep. I don’t want to do it anymore. So, this will be my
last try.”


The decision had been coming for a while. This would be the
final date I set myself, despite the promise I had made to my father, and the
fact that my family enjoyed setting me up on them. I didn’t want to do this
anymore. I didn’t want to try to find my happily ever after. All I found were
happily ever nevers, and that was all I would get.


Luke ran around me in circles as I took one of the bags from
Leif, and we all went into the kitchen.


“And then we met with the new librarian. And she has
dinosaur books for me,” Luke gushed.


I grinned as he went through his day with Leif as he had
with me and watched as the man listened with such attention that I knew he
wasn’t faking it to please Luke. He was actually interested.


Leif was already a wonderful father, even though it
technically wasn’t legal.


I knew Brooke and Leif would make that happen one day, even
if they hadn’t told me. I just had a feeling. I might not be great with my
relationships or trying to figure out who people were and what they wanted, but
I could tell with these two.


“Okay, I’m headed out. I’ll see you tomorrow?” I asked Luke.


“Yep. Mommy is taking me in because she doesn’t have to work
until later.”


I grinned as he tried his best to go over what we had
already discussed earlier. “You’ve got it.” I looked up at Leif. “I’ll pick him
up from school, and then we have a few enrichment activities to go over.”


“Sounds like a plan.” He met my gaze. “My aunt and uncle are
talking with Sebastian tomorrow, by the way. We’ll see what they have to say. I
know it will put more work on you, but thank you for offering.”


Luke looked between us, interested, but I didn’t enlighten
the kid. I understood what Leif was talking about.


They were going to try to make Sebastian see reason and hire
me or someone else as a nanny. Because he needed help. And I would do whatever
I could to make it work.


“We’ll find a way. Don’t worry. You’re not alone.”


“Thanks for that, May. You’re good people.”


I shrugged, a little embarrassed. I looked down at Luke and
ruffled his hair. “See you tomorrow, buddy.”


“Tomorrow is only a day away.”


I laughed, joining Leif’s big, deep chuckle.


I picked up my bag, waved goodbye, and headed home to get
ready.


This date technically wasn’t a setup. It was something I had
done on my own because every other date should have been something I tried. It
didn’t always work out that way because I was past trying, but I had promised
my aunt that I would try this app to see if it worked.


I wanted what Brooke had. I wanted what Lake had. I just
wanted something more than what I had now. It might be selfish, but I wanted
that happiness. So, I was going to try. With this man named Theodore. His
profile looked great, and we had messaged a few times. He didn’t look creepy or
weird, and I had to count that as progress. I’d been on a few app dates in the
past, and they had all ended poorly. Either they weren’t the guy they claimed
to be, or they were unnerving to the point where I didn’t feel safe.


Maybe this one would be different.


Or perhaps I was fooling myself once again because of a
promise I shouldn’t have made. I wasn’t even sure I wanted to date anymore.
They said you found your happiness when you weren’t looking, but how were you
supposed to find it if you didn’t know you were out there searching for it?


I let out a frustrated breath, knowing I was talking myself
in circles. I made my way into my house and quickly changed into a soft gray
dress and heels considering the café we were going to tonight. It was a bistro
with French food and lovely ambiance. I had been there a couple of times with
friends, but never on a date.


I was grateful for that because I didn’t need a familiar
hostess or a waitstaff member placing bets on me like they were probably doing
in the other places I went. No, I didn’t need that pity.


I touched up my hair and makeup, grabbed a new bag, switched
everything over to it, and nodded.


Okay. This is it.


I pulled out my phone and let out a breath.


Me: I’ll text you when I get there.


Lake: Good. Let us know how it goes. I don’t like
you meeting strangers.


Considering everything Lake had gone through, I didn’t blame
her for that. But I was doing my best to be safe.


Me: You’ll know where I’m at. And Nick and Leif
have this guy’s name and contact information. I’ll be in a public place. I’m
meeting him there. I’ll be safe.


I didn’t say “I promise” because there were no
promises when it came to that, and they would only be empty platitudes when it
came to Lake anyway. I loved her too much for that.


Lake: Have fun. And sneak a picture so I can see
what he looks like.


I laughed.


Me: We video chatted. I know what he looks like.
I sent you the photo.


Lake: Send me a picture anyway. I want to make sure
he looks good for you.


I rolled my eyes, said my goodbyes, and headed to the
restaurant.


I was going to have fun tonight. I was allowed to date and
figure out what I wanted. I was young, smart, attractive, and liked sex.


The hostess seated me near a window, and I watched people
pass by, going from shop to shop and into restaurants for dinner.


When the waiter stopped and asked if I wanted a drink, I
ordered sparkling water, not sure if I should have alcohol tonight or not.


I was only a couple of minutes early, so I smiled and said
yes to bread but no to anything else as I waited.


I pulled out my phone and rechecked the time, knowing he
would likely be here any minute.


The restaurant was beautiful with soft lighting. People were
laughing, but it wasn’t too loud. Couples and groups were here on dates, enjoying
themselves, though it was late afternoon on a Wednesday, so it wasn’t like it
was hopping with evening activities. Still, it was nice. Busy in the sense that
people seemed to like the food and the ambiance. But not so busy that the
waitstaff was running around without breathing.


Another ten minutes passed, and I looked down at my phone,
realizing he was late but only by a few minutes. That was fine. He was allowed
to be late.


I opened my reading app and continued a romance I had
started the night before, smiling as the hero groveled because he had done
something stupid to the heroine. Nothing violent, nothing cruel, just something
foolish. But he groveled well.


What would it be like to be in a relationship where the hero
made a mistake and figured out how to make up for it?


Maybe that would be me someday. Or maybe I would
grovel. Either way, it would be nice to get to that point.


I rechecked my phone and saw that another twenty minutes had
passed. Dread began sinking into my stomach. I opened the app and looked for a
message from Theodore, but I didn’t see anything.


I frowned, my fingers hovering over my app, and then I said
screw it. I would just check on him. Maybe something was wrong.


I went to text him, but it didn’t go through.


He had blocked me.


Humiliation settled over my skin like an ice-cold blanket,
and I pressed my lips together, holding back a sob.


I would not cry. I would not feel like I had done something
wrong.


He’d stood me up. He wasn’t coming.


Thoughts assailed me, and I told myself I was only imagining
it. But what if I wasn’t?


Maybe he had come and seen me and decided to walk away.
Maybe he had just been playing with me. Enjoyed fucking with me because he wanted
to see what he could get away with.


It didn’t matter, though, because he wasn’t coming.


I was sitting alone in a restaurant, hungry. The waitstaff
kept coming by, offering me more sparkling water, sad expressions on their
faces.


Because they knew that I wasn’t just sitting here waiting to
suddenly be hungry. No, they knew I was waiting for someone.


And I’d just been stood up.


I cleared my throat, put my phone into my bag, and got a
twenty out of my wallet. I set it on the table and smiled as the waiter came
by.


“Miss? Did you want to order now?”


“My sister decided to stay home with a stomach bug. She
texted me. I’m so sorry. But I’ll pay for the sparkling water and your time.
Again, I’m sorry.”


I didn’t know if my lie had worked. I didn’t want pity, so I
just went with it. I hated to do it. So, I made my way out of the restaurant
and got into my car. My hands shook, and my stomach hurt.


Fuck him. Fuck him hard. I was so done with this. Done with
dating, done with people.


I pulled out my phone again before I started the car.


Me: He never showed. I’m done.


Lake: May? I can’t talk right now, I had to do a
late, overnight meeting. Oh, my God. Are you okay?


Me: I’m fine. Just thought I’d let you know. I’m
safe. Headed home.


I stuffed my phone back into my purse, started my car, and
pulled out of the parking lot.


I was hungry, but I didn’t feel like stopping for anything.
I should have stayed there and eaten, but I didn’t want to deal with that. I didn’t
want to deal with anything.


Instead, I made my way home.


Everything hurt. I was done.


I took a right at the light, headed down the main road in my
neighborhood, and stopped at a stop sign. So close. I was so close to being
home. And then I wouldn’t have to think about this anymore. I wouldn’t have to
think about dating or Theodore or being hungry. I would be home. I could get
into comfy pajamas and get ready for tomorrow.


Life didn’t end when someone stood you up. That was the
least of my problems.


I looked both ways and then turned right. I kept going past
a two-way stop sign where it was a straightaway for me. And then I screamed.


A car slammed into my driver’s side, the sound of metal
twisting and scraping echoing in my ears. I spun in a circle as the car kept
going as if he hadn’t even felt the impact. The airbags deployed, and I
blinked. 


And then there was nothing.


“May? Fuck. May? Don’t move.”


I blinked my eyes open and realized that I was leaning
against the seat, the airbag slowly deflating in front of me.


I knew that voice. Why did I know that voice?


“Leo?”


He cursed again under his breath. “May. Baby. I saw that
damn man run the stop sign. He’s over there. At least he didn’t leave
completely. I live three doors down. It’s the only reason I saw. Damn it. Just
don’t move. I called 911. They’re on their way.”


“I…everything hurts.”


“Don’t move, baby. You’ll be okay. I promise. I’m so sorry.”


He held my hand, and I let out a breath.


I was fine. I could feel my toes—and the pain in my
shoulder. But I was okay.


All I wanted to do was cry.


Because, for some reason, Leo was here. To take care of me.


And I knew I would be safe, even for just the moment.


So, I closed my eyes. As Leo whispered my name, the darkness
came again.


I let it because I knew I would be safe.





Chapter 6


Leo


 


 


“You can’t tell me anything?” I asked the nurse at the front
desk again. She shook her head and glared at me, and I winced.


“I’m so sorry. I know I’m not supposed to ask you these
things. You’ve already told me that you can’t tell me anything because I’m not
family or on any paperwork. I’m sorry. I’m just going to sit here and wait for
her family to show up. I’ll stop bothering you.”


The nurse glared at me again, and I quickly made my way to
my seat, trying not to get kicked out. Because I had a feeling if I didn’t walk
away now, I would end up escorted out of the hospital waiting room by hospital
security.


My heart still raced, and I couldn’t get the sight of May
hurt out of my mind.


It was just a coincidence that I had even seen the car run
that stop sign. It was an issue because the other street didn’t have a stop
sign and was cross-through traffic. Meaning the people used to the stop sign
sometimes forgot it was there or purposely ignored it.


I had been in my living room and saw the car go too fast
through the intersection out of the corner of my eye. The sound was familiar,
metal against metal, the screeching of tires. I dropped my mug of coffee and
ran out, afraid that someone had been hurt.


It wasn’t until I looked through the driver’s side window
that I saw it was May. As soon as I did, I cursed under my breath and was
grateful that the door was open. She had tried to open it herself, likely
bleary and not even realizing she was doing it. I called 911, as had a couple
of other neighbors. They had gone over to check the man who ran the stop sign.
I knew he was fine. He ended up only needing a few stitches on his forehead.
I’d been able to hear him shouting that he hadn’t seen the stop sign and then
he had thrown up because he was afraid he’d killed someone.


The man had looked remorseful for hurting May, but that
didn’t make everything okay in my eyes. I wasn’t even sure I’d be able to look
at him if I saw him again. It was just a little too much for me. I didn’t know
why I was having such a strong reaction to this either. It wasn’t as if May was
my girlfriend. But she was a friend. And I needed to make sure she was
okay.


It shouldn’t matter that she wasn’t my girlfriend.


It only mattered that a friend was hurt.


I pulled up my phone, knowing our Montgomery Ink Legacy
group text was flaring with questions about May, but I didn’t have any answers.
I had called Brooke as soon as they loaded May into the ambulance, knowing I
would follow after giving the police my statement. I didn’t have any of May’s
family’s contact information, but I knew Brooke would. And since Leif was right
beside her, I knew everyone at Montgomery Ink Legacy would know what was going
on, and I wouldn’t have to be on call at work like I was scheduled to be.


Apparently, all I was supposed to do was pace in this
hospital waiting room, wondering what the hell I was doing.


I needed May to be okay. She had been so pale, blood on the
right side of her face and a small bruise on her chin. I didn’t know if she had
a concussion or if she had broken anything. She hadn’t been hit hard, but the car
had struck her at just the right angle that it had spun the vehicle and the
airbags had deployed—that was what had knocked her out. At least from what I
could tell. For all I knew, I was completely wrong, she was hurt, and there was
nothing I could do.


A woman with dark hair and May’s eyes walked into the
waiting room and looked around, appearing slightly frantic but still composed.


I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to go over and talk to her,
so I stood, waiting as she walked past me to the reception desk.


“I’m looking for my daughter. May Loveless.”


The nurse spoke with Mrs. Loveless, and I stood back,
waiting, knowing it was probably unethical for me to be so quiet, trying to hear
what was going on. But, damn it, I needed to know.


When May’s mother looked as if she was letting out a breath
of relief, I nearly staggered back, but I hadn’t heard anything, so I didn’t
know for sure.


The receptionist nodded over her shoulder toward me. When
May’s mother turned, her eyes narrowing, I braced myself.


Oh, hell. This wouldn’t go well.


“You. What happened?” she yelled before coming straight at
me. She wore heels yet was still far shorter than I was. Her head barely came up
to my chin, just like May’s.


Still, with all the energy and attitude in the woman, it
felt like she was eight feet tall. “What is your name? How do you know May? Why
are you here? What happened? Tell me.”


I blinked and looked at her. “I’m Leo. I work with Leif
Montgomery. The accident happened a couple of houses over from my house.”


“Why was May on that side of the neighborhood?” she asked,
her eyes narrowed.


I held up my hands, trying to act innocent because I was.
And I was a little worried. “It was pure circumstance. I live a couple of
streets over from Brooke’s house, where May works. I don’t know where May
lives. I don’t know if she lives in my neighborhood or if she was just driving
around to see someone. Maybe going to Brooke’s. I honestly don’t know. I only
saw the accident.” I explained exactly what’d happened, minute by minute. As
Mrs. Loveless’s shoulders relaxed slightly, I still didn’t know if I was in
trouble.


“You’re the one who called Brooke? The tattoo artist?”


She didn’t sound rude when she said tattoo artist
like some people did, so I had to count that as something. What? I didn’t know.


“Yes, I work for Leif. I’m a tattoo artist.”


And then tears spilled from May’s mother’s eyes, and she
wrapped her arms around my waist. I blinked but hugged her back, gently patting
her shoulder. “I’m sorry. There wasn’t much I could do. But I kept her still.
And I called 911. Your daughter’s very brave, Mrs. Loveless. She’ll be okay.
She’s strong.”


“I know my daughter is strong. She’s an amazing woman, and I
love her. And you saved her.”


I sputtered. “Oh. I didn’t do that. Anyone would’ve called
911.”


Mrs. Loveless stepped back and wiped her tears. “Call me
Judy. My last name is always a little ironic, considering I got it from the man
I loved.”


“Judy. Mrs. Loveless. I don’t know what to call you. You
scare me.” I hadn’t meant to say that last bit, but Judy only grinned. 


“That’s what I like in a man. I’m just kidding with you. I’m
a little nervous. I only wanted to say thank you. Brooke explained to me what happened,
and then the authorities contacted me as well since I am May’s emergency
contact on her phone. I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m going back there as
soon as they let me to speak with her. Will you stay?”


I swallowed hard. “Oh. Of course, I will. I want to make
sure she’s okay, too. I didn’t want her to be alone.”


May’s mother smiled at me. “You’re a good boy, Leo. Now, I’m
sorry for yelling. It was a little more drama than planned. My sister should be
here soon to make sure everything’s okay. Because we want the family to be here
for her. So, you stay here, and we will update you with May’s condition.”


I nodded as she walked back to where the nurses stood,
leaving me alone in the waiting room once again.


The doors opened, and Brooke walked in alone.


“I thought Leif would be with you.” I let out a breath
before holding out my arms. She wrapped hers around me and hugged me tightly.


“He’s home with Luke because we didn’t want to worry or
scare him, you know?”


I nodded. “That’s good.”


“Any news?”


I shook my head. “They’re not telling me anything. I’m not
family.”


“The authorities have me on the paperwork as an emergency
contact, but I don’t have any updates.”


“May’s mother is a fierce storm. I like her. She’s here and
will keep us updated.”


Brooke gave me a look. “You met May’s mother?”


I nodded. “She just showed up. She’s really cool. Scared me.”


“Judy Loveless has a way about her. She’s soft and sweet
sometimes, but could rip your heart up the next minute if you dare hurt her
family.”


“Good to know.”


I was a little worried that it sounded like a warning, but I
didn’t say anything.


Before I could say more to that, the door opened again, this
time with May and her mother coming out. May had a small Band-Aid on her
forehead, but everything else looked normal. She appeared unhurt, other than
the bruise from before. Or maybe I was just seeing what I needed to see.


She met my gaze, her eyes widening before she smiled softly
and looked at Brooke.


“You guys are here. Thank you.”


“Are you okay?” I asked, my voice coming out far more growly
than I had planned.


“I’m fine. I hadn’t eaten dinner because of…things,” she
said, her gaze darting to Brooke and back. “And between the adrenaline and the
airbag, I passed out. I don’t have a concussion, thankfully. But I just want to
go home and rest.”


“You will be resting,” her mom said. “I’m going to take May
home now. I’m sure there are a hundred other things you’ll have to do, but for
now, you’re going to let your mother take care of you, young lady.”


“Whatever you say, Mom.”


“Your aunt was on the way here, but now I’m having her meet
us at my place. She’ll bring dinner.”


“Thank you, Mom. I love you.”


“I’m glad you’re okay,” Brooke said as she moved forward and
hugged May.


I stood back, my hands in my pockets, feeling awkward.


All I had wanted was a cup of coffee, knowing I had an
after-hours tattoo scheduled. I’d eaten an early dinner and planned to head out
for my eight p.m. appointment. And now, here I was.


Because May had been hurt. So I stood with clammy hands,
feeling like I was a big brute in a room with a bunch of delicate women who
could break me.


May met my gaze again. “Thank you. For being there. For
calling everyone. I’m so embarrassed.”


“What do you have to be embarrassed about? It wasn’t your
fault. I gave my statement. You’re not going to get in trouble. I promise.”


“Thank you, Leo,” she whispered.


An awkward silence settled as May’s mother looked between
us, and then, somehow, we were saying our goodbyes, and they were leaving.
Brooke gave me a look, and I shrugged.


“What?”


“Leo.”


“Don’t,” I said, a little harsher than intended. “I know
she’s off-limits. I know she’s your damn nanny.”


Brooke’s eyes widened. “And she’s one of the best people I
know. Just like you are.” Confusion settled in her gaze, but all I could think
about were Leif’s words.


I wasn’t good in relationships. I didn’t settle down. Despite
what everyone else thought, I wasn’t the guy who ended up with forever. My
sister had that in spades. I didn’t get that.


“And what happens when it goes sideways? When you think I’m
one of the best people you know and then realize it’s because of me when it
doesn’t work out? It would be awkward. And I don’t want it to be. So, don’t
worry. She’s not for me. She’s a friend. And I’ve probably told you too much
because it freaked me out to see her hurt. Don’t worry.”


I left then, needing air. Brooke stood back, her eyes wide
and then narrowing before she pulled out her phone.


I just kept going, ignoring whatever the hell was going on.


May wasn’t for me. Everyone had told me I couldn’t get with
the nanny or whatever other damn things they’d said. So, I wouldn’t. I would be
good. I wouldn’t fuck things up.


Even though it felt like that was all I was doing these
days.


I got in my car and headed to my sister’s place, knowing it
was late but needing to see someone. I needed to be with someone who didn’t
have any expectations.


She opened the door before I even knocked, her husband
sitting on the couch behind her, my four nieces piled on top of him.


“What’s wrong? You didn’t text or anything.”


I cursed. “It’s late. I should go home.”


“Tell me. You said May was in an accident? Is she okay?”


“Yeah, she’s fine. Going to be fine. I just…she’s not mine,
you know? And everyone keeps reminding me that she’s not.”


My sister’s face fell, and then she held out her hand. “Come
on. It’s Disney movie night. We’re staying up far too late because the babies
are keeping me up.” She put her hand on her massive belly. “I love you, brother
mine. Let’s watch some Disney princesses kick ass and cuddle with my babies.
We’ve got you, Leo. And then tomorrow we can talk about exactly why you think
you aren’t good enough for May.”


“Caroline,” I warned.


“No. If you don’t think you’re good enough for her, I want
to know the reasons. If people are saying that you can’t be with her, I want to
know why. If she doesn’t want to be with you, that’s one thing, but I haven’t
heard you say that.”


“She doesn’t want to be with me. If she did, I would know.”


“Men,” she said, rolling her eyes. She closed the door
behind me and pulled me into the living room, shoving me onto the couch next to
her husband.


He just smiled and handed over one of his daughters. My
youngest niece settled onto my lap, and then we were all cuddling and watching
Disney movies. I figured since I wasn’t figuring out what the hell was going on
in my life, at least I could be Uncle Leo.


At least I would always have that.





Chapter 7


May


 


 


“You do not need to worry about me. I’m fine. See? The
bandage is all gone.”


Lake narrowed her eyes at me before handing over my mimosa.
“If you say so. But I’m glad you got a doctor’s note.”


I narrowed my eyes right back at her. “Seriously? That’s
what you’re going with? You don’t believe me, so you need a doctor’s note?”


“You’re as stubborn as we are. What do you expect? You were
in a car accident. A pretty bad one.”


I could still hear the tires screeching, and the sound of
metal bending where it shouldn’t. The airbag had hit me forcefully—I hadn’t
even realized they could do that. I knew they were supposed to help with the
impact, but if that was helping, I couldn’t even imagine what it would feel
like if I had been going faster. The other car had hit me at the perfect angle
for all the airbags to deploy. Compounded by the fact that I was starving and
slightly dehydrated, and I had been in a bad position. But the two dissolvable
stitches on my forehead were gone now, and I no longer ached.


In the couple of weeks since the accident, I had returned to
work, although even Luke still treated me with tiny little kids’ gloves. It was
as if they were all afraid I would break. I didn’t blame them for being
worried, but I still felt bad that they were all taking so much time to ensure
I was safe.


“The only thing truly broken right now is my car. And the loaner
from the dealership and insurance is great and all, but I really need my own.”


“So, it’s a complete loss?” Brooke asked.


“It is. And now I deal with all the red tape so I can get a
new one. They totaled it because of the damage to the engine. The worst angle
ever.”


“Leo was saying the neighborhood is trying to get a four-way
stop there. With a flashing light or reflective surface or something. Because
it’s not safe. Not with that cross traffic.”


“You spoke to Leo about it?” I asked, my stomach tensing. I
didn’t know why. Leo was just Leo. Though he had been there to save me. Maybe
that was why I got butterflies in my stomach whenever I thought about him. I
really needed to put him out of my mind. After all, I had given up dating.
Therefore, I would give up daydreaming, too, especially about a person that
could be my friend. He wasn’t technically a friend yet, but he was an
acquaintance. Someone I saw often, who was friends with my friends. Perhaps
that could count as being a friend. But he wasn’t someone I could daydream
about. He had a life of his own. And didn’t want me like that. We had been in
each other’s circle enough that if he had wanted something to happen on his
end, it would have. So, I wasn’t going to think about that.


“Why did you get that look on your face?” Brooke asked, a
smile playing on her lips.


I took a big gulp of my mimosa and set the glass down. “I’m
just thinking. What did Leo say? Was it the HOA or something?”


“The neighborhood is going to try to fix the intersection.
They’ll probably contact you if they need to. If they need a statement or
something.”


“Anything to help the next person. That must be terrifying
for Leo, though. To have the intersection right in front of his house like
that. I wonder how many accidents he’s seen.”


The girls gave each other looks, and I wanted to smack
myself for asking more about him. I did not want them thinking I had a crush on
Leo or something. That would only make things awkward when I saw him next. Not
that I had plans to see him again, but it could happen. And they would
obviously see him before I did. So, that’s what I meant—nothing else.


“Anyway, I’m glad we could all go out this morning. And I’m
happy you finally said yes to mimosas and brunch.”


Brooke narrowed her eyes at me, and I snorted. “You badgered
me. I figured it was time.”


“Did she keep giving you that whole spiel about how you guys
needed boundaries since she worked for you and all that jazz?” Lake asked,
mimicking my voice.


“We do need boundaries. I don’t want you thinking
you have to hang out with me because I watch your son and Sebastian’s
daughter.”


“First off, I’m so happy it’s all working out with you
helping Sebastian. It’s wonderful, don’t you think?”


I warmed at the thought, even though I was still sad about
the circumstances.


“I love that little girl already. And Luke is excited to
practice being a big brother.”


Brooke choked on her mimosa as Lake gave her a look. “Is
there something we should know?”


“Oh, no. No, no, no. But wow. That’s good to know, I guess.
That he’s ready. Not that I am. Oh, my God. He told you that?”


“Yes. He told me that. I wouldn’t have just brought it up.
Although, with the look on your face, I’ll have to do it more often.”


Lake held out her glass, and I toasted her with mine. “Oh,
yes. Totally more often.”


“You guys are evil,” Brooke said, draining her mimosa.


“Seriously, though, we’re not anywhere near ready for
babies. I suppose it’s good that Luke seems ready. But wow.”


“Pretty much. Although I wonder where he’s getting those
ideas from.”


This time, it was Brooke who laughed. “Probably from the
thousands of Montgomerys around him. They like children. And they always tease
good-naturedly. If there was any chance Leif and I would say no to kids in the
future at all, they’d back down.”


“But because you haven’t indicated that you weren’t having a
child with Leif in the future, the ribbing begins.”


“Exactly. So, I guess it’s my fault.”


“You’re the one who said it,” I teased.


“And as such, we can tell you there are no boundaries when
it comes to us. We are all friends. Yes, you technically work with us, but
we’re friends.”


“I’m trying to be better about boundaries and things like
that. I just don’t want you thinking that you’re forced to hang out with me
because I work for you.”


“With,” Brooke corrected. “With us. Yes, I
pay your salary, but I say that because you are helping me raise my favorite person
in the world. So, with.”


I blinked away tears and finished my mimosa. “You guys are
too good to me.”


“It doesn’t always feel like that. But don’t worry. You’re
stuck with us forever now.”


I had other friends, of course, but over the past few
months, Brooke and Lake had become my touchstones, my true friends that
understood me more than I thought possible.


They didn’t laugh or make fun of me when it came to my dating
and the fact that it never worked out. And they didn’t try to set me up with
people constantly. Instead, they waited to see what I needed and were always
there for me.


We were a family, and I hadn’t even realized I had found
one.


We finished our mimosas, made sure we had enough brunch in
us to counteract those drinks and headed down the street. We were in downtown
Denver and passed by Montgomery Ink, the original tattoo shop Leif’s father
owned and operated. We didn’t walk in but waved at a big man with a beard. I
recognized him as Austin, Leif’s dad.


“I have no idea how he keeps getting better-looking,” I said
with a laugh.


Both Brooke and Lake looked at me, and I grinned. “I didn’t
mean to say that out loud.”


“It’s okay. He’s hot. But that is the man who fathered my
boyfriend. So, let’s not mention that again.”


We laughed, shaking our heads as we crossed the street and
went to Beneath the Cover, the local bookstore. It was also owned by a
Montgomery, which I found hilarious, considering how many businesses the
Montgomerys ran in this state.


The place was hopping, people laughing and milling about,
baskets full to the brim with books and other items. Although most things were
digital these days, this place was doing great business, and I was happy to see
it.


“I’m going to go check out the children’s section.”


“Anything you get, you let me buy. Especially if it’s for my
kid,” Brooke teased as she went to the romance section, Lake right behind her.


I wasn’t ready to buy a romance book right now. I needed a
break from it. But I could look for things for my job. So, that was what I
would focus on.


I turned the corner and nearly ran into a very muscled man.
One that made my heart pound and my mouth go dry. A man I knew quite well—or
rather, didn’t know at all.


“Leo.”


Did my voice squeak? Why had my voice just squeaked?


“May?” His eyes widened, and he nearly dropped the handful
of children’s books in his arms. I reached out to steady him, gripping his
forearm. His muscled forearm. His thick forearm.


I needed to stop thinking like that.


“Are you okay? I didn’t mean to make you drop everything.”


A slight blush crossed his cheekbones for an instant before
he smiled at me.


That smile did things to me—and should probably worry me
more than it did.


“No worries. I didn’t see you there. And, wow. It’s good to
see you up and about.”


I winced. “I’m fine, really. Thank you for saving me and all
that.”


He moved as if he wanted to wave that away and then realized
he was still holding the books. “Well. I didn’t know you would be in here. Or
that you shopped here. It’s not really in our neck of the woods.”


I shook my head. “No, it’s a little ways away, but I was
down at a café with the girls for brunch. And since a Montgomery owns this,
it’s nice to keep it in the family.”


“That’s exactly what I was thinking.” He looked down at his
arms. “My sister is having twin boys soon. So, I got a bunch of books for the
four older girls because they need goodies, too. With the baby shower, the boys
got everything. Except for a couple of people who remembered that there were
four little girls who were really excited about their baby brothers but could
still use presents.”


“You’re a good uncle.” I nearly melted right there. Because,
wow. He thought about his nieces like that? It was really hard to focus now.
“I’m trying. Anyway, I’m glad I ran into you. I actually need your help.”


I blinked. “What?”


He grinned at me, and I pressed my thighs together. Well
then…that was a different reaction.


“I think I have everything, but I’m missing something for
the eldest.”


“How old is she?”


He told me her age and what she liked, and I nodded. “Horse books.
We’re going to want to go with horse books.”


“But she lives in a suburb. I thought horse books were for
farm girls.”


I rolled my eyes and then patted his forearm again before
moving back. I really needed to stop touching him. And from the way his gaze
went to where I had touched his skin, I figured he had noticed and wanted me to
stop, too.


“Let me tell you something. It doesn’t matter where they
live. They could live in a small apartment in New York City, and she’d still be
a horse girl. It’s about the girl inside, not where she lives.”


“Please, teach me. It’s getting harder to be the best uncle
when these girls keep growing up, and all their interests keep changing from
things that blink and bake in a tiny little oven with a light. Things are a
lot…more now.”


I laughed. “Just wait until they’re teenagers and dating,
bringing boys and girls home.”


“Don’t you dare say that. Uncle Leo is not ready for his
babies to date.”


I shook my head, laughed, and then went to help him pick out
some horse books.


Brooke and Lake were in the back, so I walked with Leo to
the front to help him with his bundles. I swallowed hard, wondering where that
spark had come from and why it was still there.


“Thank you. For everything.”


“It’s no problem.”


“You only got one book. Did I distract you?”


He was a total distraction, but not in the way he
thought.


“No, I only need this one. It’s a series Luke is reading. I
have most everything else at home already.”


“You’re really good at what you do. You get your kids. And,
seriously, thank you for helping Sebastian.”


I shook my head. “Everyone keeps thanking me for that, but I
took a job. I’m getting paid to help him. It doesn’t seem so noble.”


He met my gaze, and there it was again. That weird spark. I
had been wrong about it before, though. I’d thought I’d seen a spark with
another and, in the end, he’d only seen his ex in my eyes before leaving me.
And I wasn’t dating anymore. I couldn’t.


“Anyway, they like you. They trust you. And, yes, it’s a job
because we all need to make money. I’m not altruistic when it comes to my art.
I get paid. But I like it. You like it, too. And you’re helping my friend out.
So, thank you.”


My phone buzzed, and I looked down, frowning.


“What is it?” he asked, the moment broken between us—not
that there was a moment.


“It’s Brooke. Apparently, Leif is outside with Luke and
wants her opinion on something. She went out the back with Lake and will meet
me later at that boutique Leif’s mom owns, Eden.”


“Oh. So, they just left you alone with me? Not nice.”


I pressed my lips together, unsure what to say. “Honestly,
I’m not even sure they noticed you were here.” I winced. “Or maybe they did,
and they trust you. Or maybe I’m an adult and should just shut up now.”


He shook his head and paid for everything, whistling under his
breath at the total.


“Being a good uncle adds up.”


“Tell me about it. I’m about to have six nieces and
nephews.”


“I can’t even imagine. But I saw how you are with them. They
like you.”


“Thanks. I like me, too.” He winked and grabbed his bags.
After I paid for my purchase, I suddenly found myself standing with him outside
the bookstore. Alone. This wasn’t what I had expected this afternoon. What was
I supposed to do now?


He swallowed hard. “Anyway. I’m going to do something right
now. And it’s probably a mistake. So don’t hit me, okay? Or, you can hit me.”


I blinked up at him, confused, and then he set down his bags
and pushed my hair back from my face.


I looked up at him, my heart racing. When his lips pressed
to mine, I could barely breathe.


It was a slow and gentle exploration, a meeting of lips,
barely a taste. An introduction. And then, before I could even figure out what
was happening or contemplate his taste, his touch, his need, he pulled away and
cursed under his breath.


I blinked, stilling at the sudden tension between us.


“What? What just happened?”


He froze, his eyes wide. “I’m so fucking sorry.”


I blinked. “Why are you sorry?” A thread of fear began to
weave within me, but I told myself I was mistaken. He had been the one who
kissed me. I hadn’t pursued him. I wasn’t making a mistake again, was I?


“I said I wouldn’t kiss you.”


I let out a hollow laugh, confused. “Oh. Who did you tell
you wouldn’t kiss me? No, maybe I don’t need to know. You didn’t want to kiss
me, and you did? Okay.”


With my bag in my hand, I turned, confused and not in the
mood to figure out exactly what he’d meant by what he said. He wouldn’t kiss me
but was forced to? What exactly had I done to make that happen?


“That’s not what I meant,” he said from behind me. I turned,
confused and hurt. Wondering why I kept being so awkward. Because this would
ruin everything. I didn’t want to ruin everything.


“It’s okay…whatever you meant. Whatever, Leo. Because I know
my worth. It just seems like nobody else does.”


And then I left. I texted the girls that I would meet them
later and that I wasn’t feeling well.


It wasn’t a lie because I wasn’t feeling well. I
wasn’t feeling much of anything.


And that was it. No more sparks. No more wondering. No more
first dates.


Never again.


I was done.


I would do my best not to make myself a liar. And figure out
exactly what I’d meant by my worth.





Chapter 8


Leo


 


 


“I know my worth.”


I cringed, hearing May’s voice again, the echo never leaving
my mind.


I was such a damn idiot.


Not only had I kissed her after telling myself I wouldn’t,
but I had then made her feel worthless because I apologized. Because I had told
her I couldn’t kiss her. What the hell was wrong with me?


She knew her worth.


Of course, she fucking did. Of course, she knew her worth.
She was worth far more than me. She was brilliant, caring, and beautiful. And
here I was, kissing her on the street where anybody could see and not even
asking first. And then I made her feel like crap. I did not deserve her
forgiveness. I hadn’t earned her return kiss.


I deserved all the wrath she gave me.


But I couldn’t just stay away and let her feel like she had
done something wrong. How was I supposed to explain that the code was the
reason I stayed away? That we didn’t date within our group of friends. And as soon
as I thought that, I knew I was an idiot. She wouldn’t care about a bro-code or
anything like that. She wouldn’t care that I stayed away for her own good.


No, I had made her feel like she was less than, and now I
needed to fix it.


I had no idea how I was supposed to do that, though.


I parked in front of my sister’s house, knowing she probably
didn’t have time for me. She would have those babies soon and needed to focus
on that and her kids, not my mistakes. But I needed someone to talk to, and I
trusted my sister more than anyone.


Caroline opened the door before I even had a chance to
knock, frowning at me.


“What’s wrong?”


I blinked. “Why do you think something’s wrong?”


“Because you’re here, you didn’t call, and you have frowny face.”


“I have frowny face?” I asked dryly.


“You’re frowning. But it’s not only a sad frown. It’s a
confused, devastated, thoughtful one. Meaning, you probably fucked up, and now
you need to fix it. But it’s likely an emotional fuck-up, so now you need to figure
out your feelings, too.”


I blinked at my older sister and wondered when and where
exactly she had gone to school for witchcraft and wizardry.


“Seriously, how do you do that? How can you just look at me
and know what I’m feeling?”


“This is about a woman. May. The one you can’t
have.”


I stared at her. “How the hell…? Do you have cameras in
front of the bookshop?”


She blinked at me, then looked down at the bags in my hands.
In my confusion, I had forgotten I’d even pulled them out of the car. “You
kissed May outside Beneath the Cover? What the hell did you do?”


“Seriously? How do you know these things? Were
you watching? Can you read my mind? Is this a pregnancy thing? I feel like this
is a pregnancy thing.”


“It’s a pregnancy thing,” Caroline’s husband said as he came
forward, the girls in tow.


“I’m taking the girls out for ice cream.”


“Ice cream! We love ice cream!” all four girls said in
unison.


I laughed as they shouted, “Uncle Leo!” and knelt to hug
each one.


“You are too cute. I love you guys.”


“We love you, too. Don’t be sad, Uncle Leo,” the eldest,
Lane, said.


I shook my head. “I’m going to try. Your mom’s going to
help.”


“You bet I am. My husband is amazing and was already going
out for ice cream with the girls, but now is the perfect timing. Maybe I do
have witchcraft in my family. Maybe I am a witch, and that’s how I know.”


“I want to be a witch!” Willow exclaimed before cackling.


Ashlyn and Beverly joined in, Lane dancing around them as
their father shook his head and corralled them out.


He kissed his wife fiercely, nodded at me, and left me alone
with my sister.


“I’m a little afraid of this witchcraft of yours.”


“Don’t be. I’ll only use my new powers for good. Now, what
happened?”


I let out a breath. “I messed up.”


“Okay. But what happened?”


I laughed as I set the bags next to the front door. She
narrowed her eyes at them, and I knew she would probably yell at me for
spoiling the girls later. The girls had been so excited about ice cream they
hadn’t even noticed their presents. That was probably a good thing. Because honestly,
I was a little too distracted to deal with that much happiness and excitement.


“Talk to me, baby brother.”


I frowned. “I think I’m accidentally falling in love with
May, and I’ve only kissed her once, and I only know parts of her, but I want to
know more. Every time I see her, it’s like we have this connection I can’t
explain, and I’m so confused. But the guys told me I couldn’t be with her, and
now, here I am.” I explained the connection and spark I felt each time we met.
It didn’t make any sense that I would love her. I barely even knew
her. But maybe it was an instant attraction and spark that turned into love. Or
lust. Lust seemed more likely. I didn’t love her. I wasn’t a guy who fell head
over heels. So what the fuck was wrong with me?


As I explained everything to my sister, Caroline’s eyes got
wide before she reached out and smacked the back of my head.


“What the hell was that for?” I asked, rubbing the tender
spot.


“Fix this. Fix this.”


“What do you mean? How am I supposed to do that? I made her
feel like crap, and I’ll try to make it better, but I’m not supposed to be with
her. She’s Leif and Brooke’s nanny. When this goes belly-up, it’ll be awkward,
and I’ll lose my job. I’ll lose my group of friends. And I’ll only have you—which…you’re
amazing and more than enough. And now I’m talking in circles and making you
feel worthless.”


“I do not feel worthless. I know my worth. Just like May
does. And you will not only have us. But you’re right. You need more than us.
More than my amazing family. Because you are my amazing family, too. You need
May.”


My brain hurt trying to keep up with this conversation. It
was easier when I went on a date, slept with someone, and walked away when we
were both done. They might have once called me a player, but I wasn’t. I didn’t
play. I just didn’t stay.


But I didn’t want to be that person for May.


“You don’t even know May.”


“But I know you. You’re different now. Yes, you’ve only had
a few drinks with her in groups, and you had that moment where you saved her
life.”


“She wouldn’t have died,” I whispered, the thought of that
curdling my stomach.


“I know. But it all just feels like it’s a moment. Each of
these moments tied together brings you something. So, fix it. And ask yourself
why you’re so afraid to keep kissing. To keep moving. Is it really because your
bros told you not to? Do they even know that it’s not you only wanting to sleep
with her?”


“I feel like we’ve passed the part where I’m supposed to be
discussing this with my sister.”


“I will hit you again. And I’m a pregnant woman. These
hormones have a mind of their own.”


“Believe me, I know all about the hormones,” I said deadpan,
and she raised her fist.


I rolled my eyes, then kissed her knuckles.


“I love you, sister mine.”


“I love you, brother mine. Don’t fuck this up again. Talk to
the guys. Because I don’t think it’s the bro-code you think it is. I think this
is mostly in your head. And you really need to fix it. Get to know her. You’re
right. It’s probably not love yet, but it is a connection. I’ve had
that, and I married him. Go fix this, and don’t be a dumb fucker.”


“I feel like that needs to be an emotional epigraph written
somewhere. Maybe cross-stitched onto a pillow.”


“I will hit you again. I don’t normally condone violence,
but I will hit my baby brother.”


I rolled my eyes and kissed the top of her head. “I need to
get to work.”


“Talk to the guys. They warned you off her for a reason, but
I don’t think it was the right one. Maybe if they had all the information, and you
had the damn information, you wouldn’t be screwing this up.”


“I hear you. I’ll fix it.”


Though I had no idea how to do that.


She narrowed her gaze at me, nodded tightly, and then
practically pushed me out of the house.


Considering she would probably have another twenty minutes
of being alone, I didn’t blame her for that.


I drove to work, thinking about what I was doing. I needed
to talk to the guys, and I needed to talk to May. But I had no idea what to
say. Thankfully, only Tristan was working, and I didn’t have to figure out what
to say until Leif and Nick came in.


Tristan gave me an odd look, and I had to wonder if maybe
May had said something and everybody already knew. Maybe everybody knew that I
had kissed her and then hurt her and now needed to be burned alive.


Because that sounded like the really rational explanation of
what’d just happened.


“You okay?” Tristan asked.


“I’m fine.” I let out a breath. “How long have you and Taryn
been together?”


He smiled that self-satisfied smile that said he was a man
in love. How the hell had I missed it?


“A few months now. We kept it quiet because…hell, we’re
coworkers and friends, and we’re all with a big group. It could have blown up in
our faces. But it hasn’t yet. And, fuck, man. I love her. Me. I’m not
a guy who falls in love like that. It doesn’t happen.”


“But you did. You fell in love with her.”


“You’re right. I did. And, thankfully, she loves me back. It
would’ve been awkward if she didn’t. But we kept it to ourselves because we
liked it just being ours without everybody worrying about us, wondering what
mistakes we would make, or trying to give us advice. Yes, at first, it probably
would’ve been easier to talk to you about it, but I kind of liked
sneaking around. It was fun.”


“So, you weren’t afraid we would hate you if you broke up?”


Tristan blinked at me. “No, I just thought you’d kick my ass
if I hurt her. And I would gladly let you.”


My lips twitched. “That sounds like a reasonable
assumption.”


“You going to talk about it then?” Tristan asked, and I knew
we were no longer talking about him and Taryn.


“Not yet. I need to think.”


“Good. Think. And then tell us. Because whatever the hell’s
been going on with you for the past couple of weeks is freaking me out.”


“Well, God forbid I freak you out.”


“It’s true. I am the center of the universe.”


I laughed as Brandi, my client for the day, walked in.
“Well, two handsome men laughing as I walk in. I hope you’re telling a dirty
joke, and it’s not about me.”


“I promise it’s not about you. Come on down. We’re working
on your back today.”


“Are we? I thought we were just working on the sketch.”


She gripped her hands in front of her, her teeth tugging at
her lip.


I leaned forward and patted her arm. “If you’re not ready,
we can just finish the sketch today. I can even put the stencil on your back to
see how it looks. We don’t have to make a single mark today if you don’t want
to.”


Brandi let out a breath. “Thank you. I know it sounds weird.
I’ve been ready for this for years. I know exactly what I want, and we’ve been
talking about it forever. But I think I want to show my sister.”


“Really?”


“I know it’s insane, but we tell each other everything. I
haven’t told her about this, and it feels weird. I don’t like secrets.”


Tristan gave me a look, and I shuddered. It was coming at me
from all angles today.


Brandi stared at me. “What happened?”


I shook my head. “Nothing.”


“You have that guilt face.”


“What’s the guilt face?” I snorted, tilting my head as I
stared at her. “My sister called it a frowny face earlier.”


“It could be called that, too. My family called it guilt
face. Now, what did you do?”


“I kissed someone,” I blurted.


She blinked as Tristan whistled between his teeth. Oh, my
friend knew exactly who I was talking about.


“You kissed who?”


“A girl I wasn’t supposed to.”


“Why weren’t you? Is she someone else’s? Is she of age? Talk
to me.”


“She’s no one else’s. She’s single. Completely of age. But
off-limits.”


“Why is she off-limits? Does someone else love her?”


I shook my head, running my hands through my hair and
feeling frustrated. “No, it’s nothing like that. I just said I wouldn’t go near
her. They told me she was off-limits, so I didn’t let that happen.”


I explained a little bit more about her, but not too much.
Brandi didn’t need to know all about May. And, frankly, I was getting exhausted
trying to explain this corner I found myself in.


Brandi blinked at me. “Okay. You aren’t a jerk dude who lets
other people say who’s off-limits. She’s the one who decides. Other dudes don’t
get to piss around her and claim her as their territory because they think they
need to protect her. That’s not how this works.”


Tristan laughed. “You’re my favorite person now.”


“I’m everybody’s favorite person.” She turned to me. “Leo.
Are you serious right now? Are you terrified of what others will think, or are
you afraid of what you could do?”


“I have no idea what that means. And I don’t know the
answers.”


“Then think about it. But you’re clearly all worked up yet
smiling at the thought of this woman. You should see what happens. Fix it.
Apologize. Make sure she knows that you’re not a jerk. That means you can’t be
a jerk.”


“What if I screw up?” I asked, my voice low.


“With who I think you’re talking about, you won’t,” Leif
said.


I froze, then looked at my boss. I hadn’t even realized he’d
come in. What the hell was wrong with me? “What?”


“With May? You’re not going to fuck it up.”


“May? That’s her name?” Brandi asked, a weird look on her
face. Then she shook her head. “Seriously, though, just talk to her. All you
need to do is talk to her.”


“I agree.” Leif glared at me. “I see the way you two act
around each other. How you look at each other. Fix it, or I’ll fix you.”


I blinked. “Are you fucking kidding me?” I asked, my voice a
growl. “What is going on right now?”


“What’s going on is that you need to figure out what you’re
thinking. What you’re feeling. And talk to May,” Tristan put in.


“Talk to her,” Brandi whispered.


“And before? What I said about her being off-limits? I meant
treating her like your past women—not that you ever would,” he put in. “I meant
sleeping with her and walking away. Because I don’t need broken hearts all
around us. But then I realized, thanks to Brooke and me, that it’s not my
place. I’m not that jerk either, Brandi,” he said, telling me Leif had been
listening for a while.


“You weren’t a jerk,” I growled.


“I’m not. But I had no right to tell you not to date May. To
say she was off-limits. I could have said, and what I should have
said, was that you two are both good friends of mine, and I don’t want things
awkward. But that’s selfish of me. You guys would probably be great with each
other. So, I’m just going to ignore what I said. Like you should ignore me.”


“Leif.”


“No, I have nothing to do with this. I meant at the
moment, weeks ago. I didn’t mean for you not to date her. I was being
a growly asshole.”


“You are a growly asshole,” I said with a laugh.


“We all are. Now, go fix it. That way, Brooke can stop
yelling at me.”


I looked around and wondered what the fuck had just happened
and what the hell I was supposed to do.





Chapter 9


May


 


 


Maybe I had overreacted. Or perhaps I was exhausted.


Of everything.


I was just so flabbergasted that he would say that. That I
was off-limits. That I wasn’t worth kissing. Or whatever the hell he had said.
At this point, I didn’t even remember the exact words he’d used. All I could remember
were his lips on mine and then him walking away.


And here I was, feeling like I was making mistake after mistake
and not knowing what I was doing.


I started my laundry, turning on permanent press with cold
water because I didn’t feel like sorting.


What was wrong with me?


That was a loaded question. I didn’t want to think about
what was wrong with me because then I’d have to wonder why nobody seemed to
want me.


Because they didn’t. They kept running away from me.


As if I were a leper.


Someone who wasn’t good enough for them.


Perhaps I was being a little melodramatic, but Leo had
kissed me and then said it was a mistake.


That I wasn’t for him.


Screw that.


I was so tired of feeling like I wasn’t good enough. That
every time I tried, it wasn’t enough. And I was putting so much energy and
focus into this. And all for a promise I had made to my dad. It made no sense.
I didn’t even want a happily ever after anymore. How could I? Not when I never
even made it to a second date.


They either didn’t show up, treated me like crap, went for
their former loves, or there just wasn’t a spark. In the end, I ended up with
friends or nothing. I would have to be fine with that.


But I didn’t know why I felt such disappointment when it
came to Leo. I didn’t even know him all that well. But the parts that I did? I
liked those—or at least I had.


My doorbell rang, and I frowned, making my way toward the
front door. My phone was on the counter, so I couldn’t look at the security video
to see who it was. I looked through the peephole instead and froze.


I swallowed hard and looked down at what I wore—gray shorts
with bleach stains on the edges, no socks or shoes, only a toe ring. I had on a
sports bra and two tank tops, my hair piled on the top of my head.


I looked ridiculous.


And yet it wasn’t like I could leave him standing out there.


I could, but I wouldn’t. I was a little nervous that he knew
where I lived. There had to be a logical explanation for this. I could leave,
walk away, and not let him in. But then things would be even weirder. Plus, I
was angry.


So, I opened the door and scowled. “What are you doing
here?”


Leo winced. “I should have expected that. It’s kind of weird
that we live in the same neighborhood, and I’ve never seen you.”


“I just moved here to be closer to Brooke’s house. Which is
good because now I’m closer to Sebastian’s. How did you find out where I live?”
I asked, worry settling over me.


“I coaxed it out of Brooke. But that was only because she
said if I did anything to hurt you, she would castrate me, and I believed her.
She would hurt me. So would everybody else. And I would deserve it for
making you feel bad. So, yes, she told me where you live so I could come here
and grovel and say I’m sorry. I swear I’m not a stalker.”


“I…what are you doing here, Leo?” Why was my heart racing?
He couldn’t be here. Not now. Not when it felt like I was living outside of my
body and trying to figure out where I was and who I needed to be.


“I am so sorry for making you feel like crap. I promise I
wasn’t trying to.”


“What were you trying to do, Leo? You kissed me. Then,
suddenly, you were done. Was I not good enough?” I asked, bile settling over my
tongue.


He cursed under his breath. “No, that is not at all what
happened.”


“Then what did happen, Leo?” I asked, my voice barely above
a whisper.


“When you came in that day, there was a spark between us.
That weird moment where we simply looked at each other. Leif and the others
were worried that I was going to sleep with you right then and there or
something and hurt you.”


I blinked. “I’m going to need you to talk slower and run
that by me one more time.”


“I don’t do serious relationships. Which is probably the
worst thing to say since I’m here on your doorstep trying to make things right.”


“You’re right; it’s not really working,” I said dryly.


“Okay. I suck. I know that. Like many of our mutual friends,
I haven’t had a serious relationship. I treat women with respect, but I haven’t
dated anybody long-term. It just hasn’t worked out. And Leif was afraid because
of how I looked at you as soon as I saw you. He worried I would date you and
screw things up. Mess up whatever plans you had, or our friendship. Or their
friendship with us. So, he warned me off you. But he really didn’t,” he added
quickly as I narrowed my gaze.


“Clarify what you meant just now,” I growled. “Because that
doesn’t sound like the Leif I know.”


“Leif is protective of you. They all are. But I know they
don’t have any right to be. They aren’t your brothers or anything. They can’t
tell you who to date.”


“If I had brothers, they wouldn’t be able to say that,
either. You’re going to need to get to the point a little quicker, or I’m going
to slam the door in your face.”


“I’m not good at this.”


“You’re not,” I said with a laugh, melting a little bit. He
was cute even though he was rambling, and I needed him to tell me what was
going on because I was beyond confused.


“The guys were afraid if I flirted with you or hit on you,
things would get weird. That’s all they meant. In my head, I heard that I
couldn’t ask you out or want anything more because I would fuck it up. Because
I’m pretty good at fucking things up. So, I’m sorry. I know you didn’t have any
idea what was going on, and I treated you like crap after I kissed you, even though
I told myself I wouldn’t.”


I held up a hand, praying for patience. “Are you kidding me?
The guys said that? And you listened to them?”


“It’s part of the bro-code. Something that is completely
archaic and ridiculous. And I misunderstood. I didn’t want to hurt your
feelings. And honestly, I didn’t think you liked me back. So, I was giving you
space. And then I was all up in your business and couldn’t stop. I’m not good
with signals. I need women to tell me what they want. And I didn’t want to fuck
it up by asking you out. But I feel something. Don’t you?”


I looked at him, things clicking into place, even though I
wanted to scream. “Maybe? I’m not good at this. You know I’m not. You know my
string of bad dates and everything I do wrong. I cannot believe you would
listen to the others and think it was okay to let them dictate who you asked
out.”


“But they didn’t. They just didn’t want me to make you
uncomfortable. Because that’s what we do, make each other uncomfortable. I took
it too far because I was worried. Stressed out. You’re important, May. I didn’t
realize how important until we were suddenly in each other’s lives so
much. I mean, Denver is a really big fucking city. And we kept bumping into
each other in the most unexpected ways and places. I feel like that means
something. Or, once again, maybe I’m overthinking and putting too much on you.
So, tell me to walk away, to shut up right now, and I will. But, May? I’m
sorry. I’m sorry for hurting you. But I’m not sorry for kissing you.”


I pressed my lips together. “You want to kiss me again?” My
mind whirled.


“I do. If you’ll let me. Then maybe we can start over.
Without misconceptions or rambling. Well, there will probably be rambling.” His
lips quirked into a smile, and I swallowed hard.


“Okay. I guess you can kiss me.”


He pressed his lips to mine, right there on my front porch,
and I melted.


His beard was only slightly rough, just long enough that it
had grown soft. His lips were firm, but they softened beneath my touch. Hands
ran through my hair, and he kissed me harder, then backed away, looking down at
me.


We were both breathless, staring at each other.


“I didn’t mean to accost you on your porch like that. But
I’m not going to apologize.”


I smiled. “Maybe we should start over.”


He smiled softly, his eyes brightened, and that same flash
of heat and importance I felt when I’d first met him hit me
again. “Hi, I’m Leo. Tattoo artist and uncle to four—soon to be six—kids. I
like Italian and Korean food. I read some, but mostly do audiobooks. I love
art, I have good friends, and sometimes I should listen to what my sister and
friends say rather than being inside my head.”


I let out a breath. “Hi, I’m May. I’m a nanny and educator,
and I’m really bad at dating. So, I hope you know that kiss right there? That
might be the end of it.”


I winced, but he only grinned. “I think that’s a challenge.”


“The thing is, Leo. I gave up dating,” I said as I cringed.


“What?”


“I’m bad at it. I’m a perpetual first-dater. I don’t know
what that says about me, but I don’t like it.”


“I think it says more about the men you meet rather than who
you are,” he grumbled.


I warmed, then grinned. “When my dad was dying, I promised
him I would let my family set me up with someone so I would be taken care of,”
I said with a roll of my eyes. “In other words, he wanted me to find happiness
as he had with my mom. So, I made a promise that I would let my family set me
up on every other date. And I have one more date to do because of the rule, but
then I’m done.”


“Pick me. Try with me. Let me be your date. If it doesn’t
work, then go back to your plan. But if it does? Then what do you have to
lose?”


Everything.


But I didn’t say that out loud. “I wanted it to be you, Leo.
Maybe that’s too forward and will make you run away. But I wanted it to be
you.”


“Then let it be me. Let’s figure out why we keep circling
each other. Why I can’t stop thinking about you.”


“Oh,” I whispered.


Then I looked up at the man who made me smile, who had fixed
my shoe, who made me laugh and gave me that warm feeling I couldn’t deny.


Maybe I should take my destiny into my hands.


And maybe I wouldn’t mess it up.


Maybe.





Chapter 10


May


 


 


My nerves danced as I tried to remember that this wasn’t an
unusual occurrence for me. I did this often. I had fun with my friends. I went
out, I stayed home and watched movies. I worked hard to enrich the lives of the
children I worked with. I researched, I read.


And I went on a lot of first dates.


But I didn’t get to go on seconds.


That meant I could not put too much pressure on myself for
tonight. If I did, it would ruin everything. This night could ruin everything.
And I didn’t want that to happen.


Not with Leo.


Not with the gentle man who was kind and fun and everything
that made me smile.


I felt like I already knew him, yet this was still just a
first date. One that wouldn’t feel like a first date.


I wiped my sweaty palms on my towel and then went to my
closet, trying to figure out what to wear. I had spent the morning with Luke
and Brooke, going over the next month’s schedule and activities. And then Luke
and I fingerpainted until I ended up with blue in my hair. It had taken three
washes, but I was finally mostly clean.


Now, it was styled, my makeup was on, and I had to figure
out exactly what to put on.


Clearly, I was not good at this.


But I needed to figure it out.


This was Leo. We were going for a casual dinner so I didn’t
need to wear a fancy dress with pearls and do my hair in cascading curls. I
only had to look like I was enjoying myself.


I slipped into black leggings with little lace cutouts on
them and pulled on a flowy shirt that emphasized my boobs but didn’t show them
off. It was comfortable and cute at the same time. I slid my feet into sparkly
flats and figured this would have to be it. I hoped it was enough and I didn’t
look like I’d tried too hard or not enough.


I truly needed to get out of my head. It was just a date. I
could do this. I put on earrings, redid my lipstick, and grabbed my bag.


It wasn’t as if my entire dating life relied on this
evening.


No, I wasn’t going to think about that.


But, Leo? He made me smile. And he had been there for me
when I needed him.


I wasn’t going to mess this up.


Enough of that. I drove toward the small restaurant we were
meeting at, grateful I had time to compose myself, though I wasn’t doing a very
good job of it.


I grabbed my bag, got out of the car, and made my way
inside.


It was a place I had frequented enough that the waitstaff
knew me. Leo had chosen it without knowing that, but it was fine. Maybe he came
here with his numerous dates.


I winced. Okay, so he was a player and happened to be very
good at first dates, at least according to everyone I talked to, but that
didn’t mean that I could judge him. After all, I probably went on more dates
than he did. Though he was likely really good at it while I sucked.


The hostess’s eyes widened. “Oh, good. You’re here.”


I cleared my throat. “Party of two.” I looked around but
didn’t see Leo, and he hadn’t texted me, so I figured I would get our table.


“I can go put you at the corner table. It’s really
romantic.”


“Any table’s fine. I’m just hungry.”


And having an existential crisis.


The hostess winked at me as she sat me at her favorite booth.
It also happened to have the same waiter from the night the man had treated me
like crap, and I’d wanted to throw my drink at him. I still regretted not
having water in that glass.


“We’ll let him know that you’re here.”


“I can text. It’s not a big deal. This isn’t a big deal,” I
said again.


I should have tried for a different place for our date. Not
one where evidence of every single bad date I’d ever had seemed to be etched
into the walls.


“I’m so happy,” the hostess said as she clapped and returned
to her station.


Everybody would probably be placing bets soon to see how
tonight went.


Would my date show up? Would he treat me like crap?


Would I be so bored that I yawned and fell asleep?


That had only been one time, and I had been up the night
before cramming for an exam because I had been working on my master’s.


I quickly texted Leo that I was at the restaurant, but he
didn’t answer.


He was probably driving, so I didn’t need to worry about
that. It wasn’t like he could pull over and text the letter K or something.


He would show up. Because if he didn’t, all our friends
would promptly rip his head off, and then I’d feel terrible.


Not only because I had been stood up again but because my
friend was dead.


My friend. Leo was my friend.


And we were going on a date. And he’d kissed me. Oh, how
he’d kissed me.


I rubbed my hands on my leggings, grateful that I had worn
the soft material so it covered my sweat.


Why was I sweating?


I gulped my water and then used the cloth napkin to wipe my
face.


I was stressing out. I hated this.


The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. I looked up,
and there he was.


He prowled toward me, his dark hair falling slightly over
his forehead. He wore dark jeans and a button-down shirt with the sleeves
rolled up to his elbows.


He looked edible. Sexy. And so damn gorgeous.


He smiled at me, and I almost stood, but then my seat got
stuck, and I sort of jerked a little.


Leo’s eyes filled with warmth, and I knew he wasn’t laughing
at me, only because I was the one doing the laughing.


“You’re here,” I blurted and wanted to curse myself.


Leo raised a brow. “Of course, I am.” He took the seat in
front of me and tilted his head as he studied my face. “And fuck. I just
remembered that one jerk didn’t show up. I’m not them. I’m none of those first
dates. Like you’re none of mine.”


“You’re not as bad at dating as I am.”


Leo threw his head back and laughed, and I noticed a few
women and men look over at him in appreciation. I didn’t blame them. There was
a lot to appreciate. But he was mine for the night, and I resisted the urge to
narrow my gaze at them.


“You think you’ve got it bad? No, I’ve been on a date where
she ordered a single side salad with no toppings or dressing, then proceeded to
eat each lettuce leaf one by one. But then had the nerve to reach over and
steal my fries.”


The image filled my brain, and I shook my head. “Wait. I can
get over the whole lettuce thing because maybe that’s what she wanted to do.
But stealing your fries? No. There are rules. Either you go in with the
intention of sharing, or you order what you want. You don’t steal food.”


“I believe this is going to be the start of a lovely
relationship.” Leo smiled as he said it, and my stomach tightened, even as I
blushed.


I hoped that was the case. But I had hoped before, and that
hadn’t worked out so well.


“It’s so good to see you again,” my familiar waiter said,
and I wanted to hide under the table.


“I’m Leo. It’s nice to meet you. And if May’s been here
before, the food must be good.”


“Oh, it is. Now, what can I get you to drink?”


I winced, already feeling awkward. “I’m just fine with water
right now. I haven’t even looked at the menu.”


“Same,” Leo put in, his gaze on me.


In fact, he was only looking at me.


That might have felt creepy with one of my other dates, but
not with Leo. Because he wanted to see my reactions to gauge what I was
thinking. I was trying to figure him out, as well.


“I’ll be back soon, then. Take your time. Seriously.”


The waiter walked away, and I groaned. “I’m sorry.”


“This place is near our neighborhood. Of course, you’ve come
here on dates. I have, too.” He pointed to a table by the far window. “I was on
a date over there where the woman proceeded to try to crawl under the table,
and…well, maybe I shouldn’t tell that story.” Leo winced and gulped his water.


My eyes widened. “Here? It’s a well-lit establishment. I
don’t know how you could even get away with that.”


“You can’t. But she was drunk on half a glass of wine and
wanted to say hi. Apparently, she heard that I was an exhibitionist and wanted
to see if that was true.”


I froze, images of me on my knees in front of him flooding
my brain. They weren’t horrible images, but I wasn’t about to do something like
that in public. “Are you an exhibitionist? Because I’m not getting
down on my knees in this restaurant.”


I blushed just thinking about it, but he grinned. “Good to
know. And I’m not the kind of guy who’s going to want a blow job in a
restaurant. The fact that I’m even talking about it is a little out of my
wheelhouse.” He cleared his throat. “May. You know me. You’ve been on dates,
and I’ve been on dates, but this is our first date. I already know the
way you taste. And now I want to get to know you some more. What do you say?”


The way he said that made me think of the fact that he only
knew how my lips tasted and nothing else. And from the hunger in his gaze, he
was thinking the same thing.


I looked down at my glass and realized I was out of water,
suddenly feeling parched.


“Come on, let’s do this. I’m here to show you that not all
men are creeps and jerks.”


I smiled back up at him. “And I’m here to show you that not
all women only want you for one thing. Although, well, I’m not going to say no
to that,” I said quickly and then put my hands over my face, groaning.


Leo laughed again, shaking his head. “See? We’re both
awkward as hell. We’ll figure it out.”


Thankfully, the waiter came back, and we ordered our meals
after he refilled our water glasses. I settled in, watching Leo speak.


“Now, are you going to let me have a piece of your kebab, or
am I going to have to order a side of that?”


I shook my head. “Of course, I am. And you’re going to let me
have a bite of your salmon. We’re sharing here. We even asked for separate
little plates.”


“I didn’t order french fries, though. I feel like we should
have ordered french fries.”


“Next time,” I teased and then froze.


I didn’t get next times. I shouldn’t have said that.


But then Leo reached forward and gripped my hand, rubbing
his thumb across my skin. “Next time. That sounds good to me.”


My heart raced, the feel of his calloused hands on my skin
doing something to me that I couldn’t name.


“Leo. Why does this seem like this isn’t a first? Like it’s
so much more? Though maybe I shouldn’t have said anything.”


“I’ve been trying to stay away from you for far too long,
May. Maybe that’s why. Let’s figure out what we want. Because I want that. I
want to be in your life. So, let me.”


I swallowed hard, looked at him, nodded, and knew that
maybe, just maybe, we were getting it right.


 


* * * *


 


By the time we finished dinner, we were laughing, and I was
full and slowly falling in love with the man who was my friend and might be
something more.


He tucked me against his side as we walked toward the front
door, both of us still laughing. The hostess looked at us with wide eyes before
giving me a thumbs-up.


“Finally!” the other waitress said, then winced. “Sorry,”
she added, a little cattily, and then stomped off.


I winced, slightly embarrassed, but Leo just cupped my face
and pressed his lips to mine.


I could barely breathe, hardly think. I simply fell into him
as he kissed me—strong, possessive, and mine.


“I don’t think they will think about first dates and you
ever again. We’ll give them something to talk about,” he whispered against my
lips, kissed me harder, and then bent me back slightly so I was in his arms.
People started cheering. I blushed but gripped him, my fingernails digging into
his skin.


When I straightened, I was a little dizzy. I waved at the
hostess, who was, in fact, getting money from other people.


I didn’t want to feel bad about that. Maybe I could think
that some people had bet that I could actually have a first date that ended in
something more than failure and humiliation.


I didn’t know if I would ever be back to this restaurant
again, but as I walked next to Leo out to the parking lot, I figured tonight
was a success.


“Well, that was an eventful dinner,” I teased, feeling
awkward again.


He tucked my hair behind my ear and looked down at me. “It
doesn’t have to end now,” he whispered. “Or it can end for the evening, and I
can see you again. Because I don’t want this to end, May. Don’t let
this end.”


I pressed my lips together, looked up at him, and swallowed
hard. “I don’t want tonight to end, either.”


I knew I had to leap. Because no matter how hard I had tried
before, I’d held myself back. Because of fear, because of failure. But I
wouldn’t do that now.


“I don’t want tonight to end, either,” I whispered again.


He smiled down at me, and I knew I was making the right
choice.


He followed me to my house, and I had second and third
thoughts on the way there.


I could be making a terrible mistake, but why couldn’t I
make that mistake?


Why couldn’t this just be what I wanted? What I needed?
There was no going back to who we were before this. And, honestly, I didn’t want
it to be that way. I wanted to see what happened in the future. I had told
myself I wouldn’t date again, but here I was. But for the right reasons and not
because I’d made a promise I should never have made in the first place.


I pulled into my garage, and he pulled into the driveway
behind me. I got out and bit my lip, looking over at him. He strolled toward
me, purposeful, but I could still see the hesitancy in his gaze.


“Are you nervous?” I blurted, and he laughed.


He met my gaze, the look in his eyes intent. I wanted to
reach out and bite his chin. There was something seriously wrong with me.


“Fuck, yes, I’m nervous. You make me nervous, May.”


That made me laugh. “I don’t make anyone nervous.”


“That’s a damn lie. Of course, you do. You’re gorgeous and brilliant
and a wonderful human being. Whenever I’m in your vicinity, I lose my ability
to speak. It’s hard to think when you’re around, and now here I am at your
house, and all I want to do is kiss you and press you up against the wall to
hear you moan.”


I licked my lips. “Oh. It’s a little warm in the garage, so
if we’re going to do that, we should probably go inside.” I let out a little
meep after saying that, shocked I’d even said that much. He grinned.


“Yes, let’s get you comfortable, and then I’m going to kiss
you.”


“Okay. If that’s the plan.”


We laughed, but before I could turn, he lifted me into his
arms, and I wrapped my legs around his waist.


“Oh!”


“A good ‘oh?’”


“The best,” I whispered, and then my lips were on his, and I
couldn’t think.


Somehow, we got into the house, the garage door closing
behind us. He pressed my back to the wall just like he wanted, and I moaned
into him as he continued kissing me, slowly running his hands up and down my
body. I still had my legs wrapped around his waist, and I arched into him,
needing him.


He bit my lip slightly, then licked away the sting.


“Good?”


“The best,” I whispered.


He continued to kiss me, slowly working his way down my neck
and over my shoulder. He tugged the top of my shirt slightly so he could touch more
skin, and it was hard for me to focus on breathing. I wanted to touch him, but
in this position, he had me pinned. So, I squirmed slightly, and he moved back,
letting my feet hit the floor.


“Where do you want me?” he asked.


“Everywhere,” I said without thinking.


He grinned, and I led him into the living room.


He sat on the couch, and I bit my lip before he patted his
lap.


I was blushing from head to toe, but I moved to straddle
him, his thighs thick under me.


“You’re stretching me out a bit this way,” I said and then
groaned. “That’s not exactly what I meant.”


“If we keep doing this, I’ll probably stretch you out in
more ways,” he said and winced. “Okay, that was supposed to sound sexy but it
just sounded weird.”


“Kiss me. We can be weird together.”


“I can do that.” Then his hands were in my hair, tugging my
mouth to his. He slid one hand up my blouse, touching my skin. He was so hot
against me that I gasped at the sensation, needing more. I pulled at his shirt,
needing to touch him, and he grinned and leaned back so I could undo his
buttons. My hands were shaking too much to be efficient, and we laughed, so he
took over and slowly slipped out of his shirt.


He was covered in tattoos, his skin tanned and muscled, and
he was thick—all man and gorgeousness. I practically swallowed my tongue.


He had a fine layer of hair over his chest, and I slid my hands
through it. He groaned but didn’t move.


That was when I noticed the two barbells in his nipples and
licked my lips.


“Oh. Did I know your nipples were pierced?”


“Maybe. On a cold day, everybody can figure that out.”


I met his gaze and laughed before leaning down and
tentatively licking his nipple. The metal was cold against my tongue. I liked
the sensation.


“Hell, that feels so fucking good, May.”


“I don’t have any piercings. And now I kind of regret that.”


“We have a piercer. In fact, I’m qualified. Do you want your
pretty nipples pierced? Just say the word.”


“You pierce nipples?” I asked, my own tightening.


“I do. I didn’t do mine. I don’t pierce myself and didn’t do
most of my tattoos—though some guys do. I have friends I trust to do that. But
I can pierce your nose if you want. Or other parts of your ear, your lips,
tongue…your clit. Anything you want. Although, technically, I would pierce your
clitoral hood.”


I wanted to press my thighs together. The thought of him
touching me? The thought of what that would do? I couldn’t handle it. “I’m
learning so much information right now. I know one of our mutual friends has
her hood pierced. Now, I’m wondering if you did it.”


He laughed. “I don’t know who that is, but it wasn’t me. It
was probably done at Montgomery Ink. We have good piercers with us. And I
learned from the best.”


I played around with the piercing in his nipple. “I don’t
know if I’m ready for that. Does it make you feel good?”


“Like fucking amazing. But it could just be that you’re
touching me.”


“Leo,” I whispered.


“Keep kissing me, May. Please?”


And because he’d said please, I couldn’t say no. I kissed
him again. Somehow, my shirt was above my head, and he was cupping my breasts.
He undid my bra, and it was on the floor, both of us leaning into each other as
he cupped me, playing with my nipples.


“See? Your breasts overfill my hand right here. And these
nipples? They’d look beautiful with little hoops in them.” He groaned, flicking
his thumbs over the peaks of my breasts.


They tightened into little beads, and I sucked in a breath.
“Oh.”


“Yes, maybe one day.” He leaned forward, sucked my nipple
into his mouth, and I groaned, rocking onto him.


He shuddered beneath me, and that was when I realized I was
grinding on his hard cock. Both of us shook, needing each other.


He paid more attention to my breasts, both of us shaking,
and then I was tugging on his pants, and he was doing the same to mine.


Before I could blink, he was naked, and I was on my back, my
leggings thrown over the back of the couch, my panties with them.


He spread me before him on the cushions, and I moved my
hands to my breasts as he looked down at my pussy.


“Beautiful,” he whispered.


I swallowed hard, blushing as I saw the barbell at the tip
of his dick. I wondered exactly how that would feel.


He winked as he stroked himself. “You’re going to like this,
I promise. The piercing will touch you right in that perfect spot, and you’ll
come hard. Just wait.”


“I don’t know how much longer I can wait,” I teased, my
hands slowly moving between my legs.


“No, let me do that,” he said and cupped me, sliding his
thumb over my clit.


I bucked off the couch, and when he slid two fingers inside
me, I came, just like that. A gentle touch, and I was coming.


He groaned, bent down, and licked me.


I couldn’t think after that, couldn’t breathe. Because he
was licking and sucking and pressing into me. I rode his face, another orgasm
quickly following the first.


All I could do was focus on him. Focus on everything he made
me feel.


When I came down from my high, I looked up at him, and he
smiled.


“I need to get a condom. Are you ready, May?”


I looked at him, at his cock, and couldn’t think. So, I
nodded.


Then said, “Please, Leo. Please.”


He smiled and then leaned down to kiss me.


“I’ll take care of you, May. I promise.”


“I believe you, Leo. I trust you.”


There was a moment of silence as we took each other in, and
then he kissed me softly. I closed my eyes as he moved away. There was a
rustling, and then he was situated between my legs again.


“Are you ready?”


“I feel like I’ve been waiting forever, Leo.”


We both knew that I meant more than just now, so when he
slid deep inside me, I let out a shocked gasp, feeling him stretching me,
pressing into me.


He kissed me harder, both of us rocking into each other
until he was fully seated inside me.


And after a moment of breathing, only breathing, where we
took each other in, I knew there was peace and a future.


In this moment, I knew. I just knew.


When he started to move, I moved with him. Meeting him
thrust for thrust as we kissed and sucked and licked.


There were no thoughts. No needs or demands. Everything was
merely sensation and desire. Everything was exactly what we needed.


I came again, unable to believe it, and then he followed me,
whispering my name against my lips as he filled the condom.


My body shook against his as he cradled me on the couch, his
length still hard within me.


“Leo,” I whispered. “Leo.”


“I’m here. I’m here, May.” He kissed me softly as I fully
came back to myself and looked at him.


“Wow,” I whispered.


“I like the sound of that.”


“So, May, what do you say about a second date?”


Tears filled my eyes as I smiled up at him.


I didn’t do second dates. But with Leo? I couldn’t wait.


“I thought you’d never ask.”





Epilogue


Leo


 


 


I gripped May’s hips and slammed into her again. She was on
all fours in front of me, clutching the mattress pad. We had long since knocked
off all the sheets, blankets, duvet, and pillows. We were down to just the
mattress, and the bed kept making this odd groaning sound.


Then she pressed back into me and squeezed her inner muscles
to the point I crossed my eyes.


I couldn’t think much about the bed after that.


“Leo. Please.”


“Getting there. Almost there. Come on, baby. Come for me.” I
reached down and slid my fingers over her clit. She shook, her body undulating
as she came, and I moved faster, squeezing her generous curves as I kept
moving. My balls tightened, my lower back tingled, and then I was coming,
filling the condom as both of us shook, shouting each other’s names.


We slid onto the bed, and a creaking sound hit my ears. I
held May close as we tilted sideways and rolled off the bed, the frame coming
apart.


Dust plumed as I shielded May from the falling headboard.


I looked down at her, widened my eyes at the fact that my
cock was still buried balls-deep inside her, and we both burst out laughing.


“Did we just break my bed?” she asked, her eyes wide.


I winced and looked around. “Pretty sure we just broke your
bed. Fuck. I’m sorry, baby.”


“It’s fine. It was an older one from when I first got out of
college. I needed to update it. But, well…I didn’t realize we’d break it by
having sex.”


“Oh, that wasn’t just sex. That was glorious, hard
fucking. Gymnastics and sex. Everything you could possibly think of.
We did things in this bed and christened it more than you’d ever think
possible.”


We laughed before we slowly rose and cleaned each other up.
I looked back at the bedroom and groaned.


“I’m sorry, baby.”


“Don’t be. Wow, we broke the bed,” she said with another
laugh.


I turned and pulled May against my side, kissing the top of
her head. She laughed up at me.


“What was that for?” she asked.


“I’ve had the best two months with you, May. I want more.
And us breaking beds and making messes? Pretty fucking amazing.”


“So, what do you say about our forty-second date?” I asked
and kissed the tip of her nose.


“Are we really up to forty-two?” She smiled wide at me, and
I fell more in love.


“It may be more. Have we been writing this down? I feel like
we should have been writing this down.” I reached around and smacked her on the
ass. When she yelped, I grinned.


“Okay, woman. Let’s go get this all fixed up, and then we’ll
head into the tattoo shop.”


May bit her lip. “Why am I nervous?”


I frowned and looked over at her. “If this is too much, we
don’t have to do it. The tattoo is only for you. You know that.”


“I know. And I know we’ve talked about the sunset I want on
my wrist for my dad and me. But I’m still nervous.”


“I could be all protective and say I’m the only one who gets
to touch your skin. But fuck that. It’s your skin. Do you want Leif to do it?
Or someone else? Nick would do it in a heartbeat. He’s great with wrist
tattoos.”


She frowned. “That’s a thing?”


“It can be. Some people have issues with their wrists,
either from typing too much or autoimmune diseases. It could be any number of
things. Your wrists take a beating, and they can get painful at times. And
while the tattoo itself didn’t hurt there for me like it does for other people,
the angle you sometimes have to hold your arm at can be a little annoying. Nick
somehow finds the perfect way. I think I do a pretty damn good job, but Nick is
the master.”


May shook her head. “No. If anyone is going to stick a
needle in my body over and over and put ink in it, it’s going to be you.”


I grinned. “You say the sweetest things, baby.”


“Okay, let’s head out so you can stab me a few times, and
then you can get back to work. I’m meeting with Sebastian today to go over a
few things.”


I frowned. “Everything okay?”


May nodded. “I think so. I don’t know. I love his daughter.
But he’s going through so much, and I don’t think he’s sleeping. I probably
shouldn’t be telling you everything.”


“Tell me what you feel comfortable with. But Sebastian is my
friend, too. If there’s anything I can do to help, you’ll let me know?”


“Of course.” She rose onto her toes. “Of course.”


We stood there, naked, in her broken bedroom, and I
swallowed hard. “I love you, May. I just thought you should know. I’m pretty
sure I’ve loved you from the moment I met you, you laughed at my cheesy jokes,
and your eyes warmed. I’ve loved you since then. But I’ve fallen in love with
you every day since.”


I probably should have said it in a different location,
somewhere a little more romantic without a broken bedframe in front of us, but
I couldn’t hold back any longer. Not with her in front of me. I’d been with a
lot of women, and I’d had the life I thought I wanted.


But now I had May. And I sure as hell was going to keep her.


Her eyes filled, and I was afraid I had said the wrong
thing.


“May?”


“I love you, too. I was so afraid to say it at first, even
though I should have been strong enough to do so. I’ve been holding back. I’m
sorry. I won’t hold back any longer. I love you, Leo. And you are way more
romantic than I am. I can’t even think of anything romantic to say.” She
sniffed. “Oh, that was just so sweet. And I’m standing here naked.”


I laughed. “I’ve been practicing in my head for a while now.
And you’re naked in front of me. Nothing’s more romantic than that.” She reached
around and pinched my ass, and I laughed before taking her mouth with mine.


“I love you,” I whispered.


“I love you, too.”


We made it into Montgomery Ink Legacy, only a little late
for her tattoo. Considering the appointment was with me, that was fine.


We sat down at my station as Leif and Nick shook their heads
at me.


“I can’t believe you’re touching virgin skin over there,”
Leif said with a frown.


“You know, I always found it a little too sexual the way you
guys talk about that, but whatever. My boyfriend’s going to stab me with a
needle. I’m excited,” May said with a sing-song voice, and Nick barked out a
laugh.


“We should use that as an ad. We could get some business.”


“I don’t know if that would work,” a familiar voice said as
Brandi, my favorite client, walked in.


I frowned, wondering if we had an appointment, but she
wasn’t looking at me. Instead, she was looking at May, and it all clicked.


The familiar eyes, the same color hair. That smile that held
a little bit of wickedness.


“Wait, Brandi. As in your Aunt Brandi?” I asked,
looking over at May.


May blinked. “Yes, this is my aunt. How do you know her?”
she asked before her eyes widened. “This is where you’re getting your tattoos?
Why didn’t you tell me?” May asked.


Brandi just grinned as everyone started laughing, and I
shook my head.


“This was the niece you were trying to set me up with? Why
didn’t you tell me it was May? I would’ve said yes long ago.”


“You tried to set me up with Leo?” May asked, looking
flabbergasted.


“It’s not my fault you guys took so long. You should have
listened to me. I know all. Now, I came here to watch you give my favorite person
in the world a tattoo. I trust him, May. But I want to be here. Plus, I can
take photos for your mother.”


May blushed, and I grinned.


“Really. I thought I wouldn’t meet your family until
tomorrow for dinner.” And that was going to be nerve-racking enough.


She swallowed hard. “Well, my aunt mentioned that she wanted
to stop by, and now that I think about it, I didn’t actually tell you where I
was getting my tattoo.” May narrowed her gaze. “That’s a little worrying.”


“I see all. I know all.” Brandi took her phone out and sat
in front of me. “Okay, get to work. I want to see this ink. Welcome to the
family, Leo.” She winked as May blushed, and I laughed.


“You’re nothing but trouble.”


“It’s true.”


I set out all of my tools and then worked on the stencil. It
was a simple setting sun tattoo, just an outline, something small that would go
on her inner wrist. But it had taken May a full month to figure out what she
wanted. That was May. She either went into something headfirst, or she took
ages to come up with a plan. There was no in-between when it came to her.


But that was why I loved her.


I settled the stencil on her skin, and we looked it over,
making sure we had it in the right position.


“Take your time. If you’re not ready, you can walk away.
This is permanent, you know.”


“I’m ready. I trust you.”


“Aww,” Brandi said from my side before sighing.


I scowled at her. “Quiet in the peanut gallery.”


“I’m zipping my lips. And I may have both phones in my hands
because her mother’s on the call, too.”


I winced but waved at the phone, knowing she could see me,
but I couldn’t see her. May simply rolled her eyes and held out her wrist.


“Okay. Let’s get this done.”


I leaned forward and kissed her softly. “I’m ready.”


“Do you kiss all your clients?”


“He hasn’t kissed me yet. I feel like I’ve been left out.”


“Brandi, shut up. Let me see my daughter,” May’s mom said
from the phone, and Brandi turned the phone so May could say hi.


We both waved, and then I focused on May and her ink, making
sure I got it right.


It was a quick tattoo, and May didn’t even wince. She just
smiled at me, her eyes wide as she watched me work.


I loved my job. I loved inking flesh and making art that
would last forever. This was a moment in time that danced on someone’s skin.
One that would never go away. They were taking part of me with them, even if it
was only the experience.


And this was my May. I wanted to make sure she had
everything she wanted.


“Okay. We already went over the aftercare but let’s make
sure we have it down,” I said as I went through everything again, covering her
tattoo with the clear bandage.


“It didn’t even hurt. I liked it.”


“Oh, great, now my daughter is like my sister—an addict,” May’s
mom said with a laugh. “You did a great job, Leo. We’ll see you tomorrow for
dinner. Goodbye, baby,” her mom said and hung up. I winced.


“You know, that was my first time ever tattooing my
girlfriend while her family watched. It was a little nerve-racking.”


“Tell me about it. I’m stressed out,” Nick said from his
station, and I barely resisted the urge to flip him off.


“I love it. Thank you, baby.” May leaned forward and kissed
me, and I grinned.


“You’re welcome.”


My phone rang, and I picked it up to check out the screen.
“Hey, it’s my sister.” My eyes widened. “Fuck, her due date’s tomorrow. It’s my
sister!”


May scrambled off the chair. “Answer it. Answer it!”


Everyone stared at me, even the clients in their own chairs,
and I picked up my phone.


“Caroline?”


“Come to the hospital. I’m ready to go. The twins are ready
for their birthday. They’re going to need their uncle.”


“I’m on my way,” I said as I hung up and looked at May.


“Okay. Apparently, we’re going to have new babies today.”


Everybody cheered, and May picked up her bag. “Come on. We’d
better go.”


“We’ll see you tomorrow. And I’d better see photos of those
babies,” Brandi said as everyone else agreed about the photos.


I nodded as May practically ran out of the building,
dragging me with her.


“I thought I was excited. You’re running now, May.”


“It’s the next addition to your family. I’m excited for
these babies. And I love that Caroline and I have gotten so close these last
weeks. But come on. Babies!”


“I love you. Thank you for being part of this with me. My
sister’s having another baby…two. And you’re going to be by my side.
It seems like it was meant to be.”


She looked up at me and smiled as we got in the car. “All I
had were nevers before you. Now, you’re my happily ever after. Of course, I’m
going to be by your side.”


My heart did that twisting thing, and I swallowed hard. “You
know, as long as I don’t have to ride a horse into the sunset, I’ll be your
anything. Happily ever afters? I can do that.”


She laughed like I wanted her to. “Well, what do you say for
our one-hundredth date, we try that out? Just in case.” She winked, and I
snorted.


“May? I’ll be your every date.” And then I pressed my lips
to hers, and we headed into the new phase of our lives and our family.


 


* * * *
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Clay Hollins knows he needs to stay away from Riggs Kennedy.
He doesn't have time to fall for the bearded bartender that haunts his dreams
and waking fantasies. Not only is he working long hours at his dream job with
Montgomery Builders, but he’s raising his three cousins and they need him more
than he needs a private life.


 


After one night of giving in, however, neither Riggs nor
Clay can walk away.
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Julia and Ronin know their relationship is solid. They’ve
been through hell and back, but their love has stayed true through it all. When
Ronin’s ex, Kincaid, comes back to town, however, the two realize what they
might be missing.
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with Meadow. And he really didn’t mean to kiss her. But now, she’s the only
thing on his mind. And when it all comes down to it, she’s the only person he
can't have. 


 


He'll just have to stay away from her, no matter how hard
they’re pulled together.


 


Running away from her friend's wedding isn't the best way to
keep the gossip at bay. But falling for the mysterious and gorgeous bartender
at her friends’ bar will only make it worse. Beckham has his secrets, and she
refuses to pry. 


 


Once burned, twice kicked down, and never allowed to get up
again. Yet taking a chance with him might be the only choice she has. And the
only one she wants.
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Back in Denver, Abby lost everything she ever loved, except
for her daughter, the one memory she has left of the man she loved and lost.
Now, she’s moved next to the Montgomerys in Colorado Springs, leaving her past
behind to start her new life.


 


One step at a time.


 


Ryan is the newest tattoo artist at Montgomery Ink Too and
knows the others are curious about his secrets. But he’s not ready to tell
them. Not yet. That is…until he meets Abby.


 


Abby and Ryan thought they had their own paths, ones that
had nothing to do with one another. Then…they took a chance.


 


On each other.


 


One night at a time.
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Tattoo artist, Derek Hawkins knows the rules:


  One night a month.


  No last names. 


  No promises.


 


Olivia Madison has her own rules:


  Don’t fall in love.


  No commitment.


  Never tell Derek the
truth.


 


When their worlds crash into each other however, Derek and
Olivia will have to face what they fought to ignore as well as the connection
they tried to forget.
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Holly Rose fell in love with a Montgomery, but left him when
he couldn’t love her back. She might have been the one to break the ties and
ensure her ex’s happy ending, but now Holly’s afraid she’s missed out on more
than a chance at forever. Though she’s always been the dependable good girl,
she’s ready to take a leap of faith and embark on the journey of a lifetime. 


 


Brody Deacon loves ink, women, fast cars, and living life
like there’s no tomorrow. The thing is, he doesn’t know if he has a
tomorrow at all. When he sees Holly, he’s not only intrigued, he also hears the
warnings of danger in his head. She’s too sweet, too innocent, and way too
special for him. But when Holly asks him to help her grab the bull by the
horns, he can’t help but go all in. 


 


As they explore Holly’s bucket list and their own desires,
Brody will have to make sure he doesn’t fall too hard and too fast. Sometimes,
people think happily ever afters don’t happen for everyone, and Brody will have
to face his demons and tell Holly the truth of what it means to truly live life
to the fullest…even when they’re both running out of time.
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The Montgomery Ink series continues with the long-awaited
romance between the café owner next door and the tattoo artist who’s loved her
from afar.


 


Hailey Monroe knows the world isn’t always fair, but she’s
picked herself up from the ashes once before and if she needs to, she’ll do it
again. It’s been years since she first spotted the tattoo artist with a scowl
that made her heart skip a beat, but now she’s finally gained the courage to
approach him. Only it won’t be about what their future could bring, but how to
finish healing the scars from her past. 


 


Sloane Gordon lived through the worst kinds of hell yet the
temptation next door sends him to another level. He’s kept his distance because
he knows what kind of man he is versus what kind of man Hailey needs. When she
comes to him with a proposition that sends his mind whirling and his soul shattering,
he’ll do everything in his power to protect the woman he cares for and the
secrets he’s been forced to keep. 
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The war between the Redwood Pack and the Centrals is one of
wolf legend. Gina Eaton lost both of her parents when a member of their Pack
betrayed them. Adopted by the Alpha of the Pack as a child, Gina grew up within
the royal family to become an enforcer and protector of her den. She’s always
known fate can be a tricky and deceitful entity, but when she finds the one man
that could be her mate, she might throw caution to the wind and follow the path
set out for her, rather than forging one of her own.


 


Quinn Weston’s mate walked out on him five years ago,
severing their bond in the most brutal fashion. She not only left him a
shattered shadow of himself, but their newborn son as well. Now, as the
lieutenant of the Talon Pack’s Alpha, he puts his whole being into two things:
the safety of his Pack and his son.


 


When the two Alphas put Gina and Quinn together to find a
way to ensure their treaties remain strong, fate has a plan of its own. Neither
knows what will come of the Pack’s alliance, let alone one between the two of
them. The past paved their paths in blood and heartache, but it will take the
strength of a promise and iron will to find their future.
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After one night of giving in, however, neither Riggs nor
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I headed home, feeling as if I’d run a marathon through wet
cement. I walked up to my porch and blinked, my mouth going dry. “Clay?”


Clay stood from where he had been leaning against the side
of the door and ran up to me. He threw his arms around me and hugged me
tightly. “Are you okay?”


I stood stiff for a moment before I held him close, clinging
to him as I let out a shaky breath. “I’m fine. He didn’t hurt me.”


“He hurt your bar. I know how much you love that place.” He
cupped my face, then kissed me hard, and I leaned into him, shaking.


“What are you doing here?”


“I’m here for you. Archer’s taking the kids. Marc is out of
town, but Paige said she would help, so they’ve got it down. I’m yours for the
night.”


I blinked at him. “I don’t know if you’re ready for that,” I
teased, my emotions all over the place.


He grinned and kissed me again. “Oh, ye of little faith. I think
I can handle you. First, you’re going to get food in that stomach of yours, and
then we’re going to talk about what happened.” We made our way inside, and Clay
pulled out his phone. “I’m ordering us something because I’m not in the mood to
cook. I just want to cuddle with you on the couch. You’re going to have to deal
with it.”


“When did you get all bossy?”


“I’m a father of three. It’s what I do. Now, sit down.”


So, I sat, oddly eager. He did something with his phone,
ordered food, and then sat next to me before shoving my head onto his lap so he
could play with my hair.


I smiled. “I was expecting something different if you were
going to force my head here.”


“Maybe later. Talk to me.”


And so, I did. I told him about what Jacob had said and what
I had seen. How the day had gone. By the end of it, I was shaking again.


Clay tangled the fingers of one hand with mine as he kept
his other in my hair, petting me. “That fucker.”


I looked up at him, my heart hurting for a whole new reason.
This was nice, the two of us. As if we’d done it for far longer than we had. As
if it were always meant to be this way. I could love this man. Or maybe I already
did. That was scary as hell. “Neil was always an asshole, and he was always an
idiot. But I didn’t know he was this bad.”


Clay’s fingers pressed into my scalp, and I nearly purred,
my cock hardening. “I’m sorry you went through what you did. And I wish there were
something we could do. He’s out of your life now. You don’t have to deal with
him again.”


I closed my eyes as I leaned into his touch. “I hope so. But
who knows if there’s going to be a trial? I don’t think I can process that far
ahead right now.”


“That’s something for your lawyers. But they have evidence
according to Jacob, so that’s a start.”


“Neil will no longer be bothering me.” I swallowed hard and
looked up to meet Clay’s gaze. I felt the hard line of his erection below my
head but did my best to ignore it. We rarely had time for sex, true, but making
time for quiet connection? Almost unheard of. 


“Are you okay with that?”


I frowned and sat up to meet his gaze. “What kind of
question is that?”


“I have no idea, other than there’s something wrong. Talk to
me.”


I blinked. “I have abysmal taste in men. At least, other
than you. Yet here I am with you. And I feel like I’m the bad catch here.” I
hadn’t meant to say that out loud, but here I was, baring myself to the man I
thought I could fall in love with.


Clay bent towards me as he stared at my face. “I thought I
was the bad bet. The too-busy one, with complications and baggage. We can’t
both be the bad one.”


“I guess I don’t know what I’m talking about,” I whispered.


“You don’t.” He let out a breath. “In this moment, it’s just
you and me. Finally.”


I looked up at him before I moved, practically sitting on
his lap. “That sounds like a plan to me.” I leaned down, and kissed him softly.


It started off gentle, and when the food came, we parted,
with Clay picking the food up off the porch and locking the door behind him
before sticking it directly in the fridge. My brows lifted, but then I was on
my back on the couch again, kissing the man I knew had just made everything
better.
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