
  
    [image: Kiss Me Forever]
  


  
    
      KISS ME FOREVER

      
        Montgomery Ink Legacy

        Book 10

      

    

    
      
        CARRIE ANN RYAN

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Praise for Carrie Ann Ryan

          

        

      

    

    
      “Count on Carrie Ann Ryan for emotional, sexy, character driven stories that capture your heart!” – Carly Phillips, NY Times bestselling author

      “Carrie Ann Ryan’s romances are my newest addiction! The emotion in her books captures me from the very beginning. The hope and healing hold me close until the end. These love stories will simply sweep you away.” ~ NYT Bestselling Author Deveny Perry

      "Carrie Ann Ryan writes the perfect balance of sweet and heat ensuring every story feeds the soul."  - Audrey Carlan, #1 New York Times Bestselling Author

      “Carrie Ann Ryan never fails to draw readers in with passion, raw sensuality, and characters that pop off the page.  Any book by Carrie Ann is an absolute treat.” – New York Times Bestselling Author J. Kenner

      “Carrie Ann Ryan knows how to pull your heartstrings and make your pulse pound! Her wonderful Redwood Pack series will draw you in and keep you reading long into the night. I can’t wait to see what comes next with the new generation, the Talons. Keep them coming, Carrie Ann!” –Lara Adrian, New York Times bestselling author of CRAVE THE NIGHT

      "With snarky humor, sizzling love scenes, and brilliant, imaginative worldbuilding, The Dante's Circle series reads as if Carrie Ann Ryan peeked at my personal wish list!" – NYT Bestselling Author, Larissa Ione

      "Carrie Ann Ryan writes sexy shifters in a world full of passionate happily-ever-afters." – New York Times Bestselling Author Vivian Arend

      “Carrie Ann’s books are sexy with characters you can’t help but love from page one. They are heat and heart blended to perfection.” New York Times Bestselling Author Jayne Rylon

      Carrie Ann Ryan's books are wickedly funny and deliciously hot, with plenty of twists to keep you guessing. They'll keep you up all night!” USA Today Bestselling Author Cari Quinn

      "Once again, Carrie Ann Ryan knocks the Dante's Circle series out of the park. The queen of hot, sexy, enthralling paranormal romance, Carrie Ann is an author not to miss!" New York Times bestselling Author Marie Harte

    

  


  
    
      To those who keep me going every day.

      I wouldn’t be here without you.
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        To be loved is to be yours. Or something like that.

        Everly Montgomery

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Kiss Me Forever

          

        

      

    

    
      Falling for your enemy is bad. Falling for the man you only call your enemy is worse.

      Reece Fox is a decade older than me but I’m his boss. And if the man growls at me one more time, he’s going to learn the true meaning of the Montgomery temper. Yet I can’t stop thinking of him.

      After losing my fiancé, I’ve sworn off men, but when Reece does the one thing I never thought he’d do—ask for help—I can’t walk away.

      Brooklyn Montgomery is too young for me. She’s not only my boss, but my friend’s family. The definition of forbidden. We both know this. But I can’t keep my hands off of her. When we finally give into the heat between us, there’s no going back.

      Only when a little girl shows up to our work, she changes our world completely with one word:

      Dad.

      Kiss Me Forever is an age gap, workplace, surprise single dad contemporary romance featuring Brooklyn and Reece. Each book can be read as a complete standalone. An HEA is guaranteed!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          BROOKLYN

        

      

    

    
      “Why do I have so many freckles? I think I have more freckles than everybody in the family combined.” I scrunched my nose, staring in the mirror. My freckles had been the bane of my existence for longer than I cared to admit. It wasn’t that I truly hated them, but sometimes I wished there weren’t so many. They covered most of my face, not just my cheeks and nose like my siblings. No, they were on my forehead, my chin, all down my chest. My dermatologist swore I was doing just fine, and it wasn’t anything to be alarmed about. It was just genetics.

      And yet, none of my cousins had this wide array of freckles. Not even my brothers. And yes, technically they were my half-brothers, as we didn’t share the same father, but still.

      Riley laughed softly at my side. “You do realize that it doesn’t matter what kind of freckles we have genetically? Because although I love you with every ounce of my soul, we don’t share quite the same genetics. Some, yes, but not all of them.”

      I frowned at my cousin, or perhaps first cousin once removed (I could never understand what that meant), then conceded the point. “Okay fine. But your siblings don’t have any freckles. And you only have like three. Our dads are twins. You would think we’d look a little more alike.”

      Riley, the oldest of her siblings, just snorted. “My friend. My cousin, near love of my life. We do look alike. We have the same nose, the same chin. Your eyes just happen to look gray and silver underneath some lights. While mine are boring blue.”

      “Okay, we don’t need to go and comment about who has boring eye color, do we?” Mercy said as she leaned back in her chair. She had her e-reader on her lap and was barely paying attention to us. Considering I knew for a fact that our cousin Lex had kept her up all night doing things I didn’t want to think about, I was surprised she had any energy left to even join in the conversation.

      “Okay sorry, I love my eyes. I love everything about us. And I love your freckles,” Riley said pointedly. “And Duke loves your freckles.”

      I blushed, that bright pink shining radiantly underneath said freckles. “He does, doesn’t he? Once he tried to count each one with kisses, and it took all night.” I put my hand over my chest, warmth sliding through me. Then once again I looked down at my left hand, at the new ring twinkling beneath the lights.

      “I’m getting married. Married. I can’t believe it.”

      “I can’t believe Uncle Storm let it happen,” Riley said with a smile.

      “You know, I grew up with you guys, at least in the periphery. And I know you guys say that your dads are all overprotective and growly, and yet, I don’t think so. I think they’re just marshmallows.”

      “Oh they are. Especially for their little girls. However,” Riley continued, “you don’t tell them that. Because if you tell them that, they get more overprotective just to annoy you. It’s sort of how things work.”

      “Do you think Lex will be like that when he’s older?” Mercy asked.

      “Duh,” Riley and I said at the same time. Then my cousin and I met each other’s gazes and burst out laughing.

      I loved my family. I loved the depth of it, the immense number of us. Even though we all saw each other often, we were also smaller units. Meaning many times the only family I had and got to see every day were my parents and two older brothers. And Nate and James had that twin thing going on. So sometimes it was just nice to be surrounded by women, the girls I had grown up with. Of all of my cousins, I supposed Riley and I were the closest. We were the same age, had gone through all the same classes, and of course, our dads were twins. And in a family where twins ran rampant, it meant many connections.

      I was just sad that Riley hadn’t decided to come work with me. Instead, she had gone to organize and practically run the Montgomery Gallery by herself. However, our other cousin Jamie, until recently, was making sure that Montgomery Construction didn’t blow up.

      I frowned, wondering what we were going to do now that Jamie didn’t work here anymore. And it wasn’t as if she had moved jobs close by—no, she’d moved to a different state.

      “What’s that frown about?” Mercy asked as she set her e-reader down once again.

      “I miss Jamie. And Libby. Why does our family keep moving to Wyoming? What’s so good up there?”

      “Ranchers in tight jeans?” Riley asked.

      “And on horses. Knowing what to do with their hands? And with that slight accent that doesn’t make any sense because they’re from Wyoming?” Mercy put in.

      “Okay, fine, that’s all true. But I don’t need a cowboy. I have Duke. He’s fantastic.” I’d grown up surrounded by healthy and happy marriages. I knew love was real and I could scream from the rooftops that it was finally my turn.

      “And you’re getting married!” Riley said as she twirled around. Her dress, a handmade piece by one of her friends, flowed around her, and I couldn’t help but take a quick photo with my phone. I wasn’t the photographer in the family but could do decently well with a point and snap.

      “So do you think Patrick’s going to propose?” I asked, meeting Riley’s gaze.

      She and Patrick had been dating for a couple of years and really gelled. He was a nice guy who thought Riley walked on air. As long as Riley was happy, I’d be in Patrick’s corner. The moment he broke her heart however—if that ever happened—I’d use one of my trusty shovels and show Riley my ditch digging skills from work.

      That’s what friends were for.

      She shrugged. “Maybe. We’re doing great right now though, so if it happens it happens. I don’t want to put so much pressure on it that I’m not enjoying the moment. I love him. He loves me. And we’ve been through so much together. I’m just happy with the way things are.”

      Mercy stood up and wrapped her arms around both of our waists. “And I’m glad that you guys have adopted me. Being around you two just reminds me that I don’t have to sit in my booth alone all day. Even though I might get behind on my deadline.”

      “Deadline schmeadline,” I teased. “Do I look okay? Even with all these freckles?”

      “Stop talking about your freckles. They’re gorgeous. And I’m glad you’re not covering them up.”

      “I’m just glad that I can find a decent coverage foundation that has sunscreen in it that’s not actually full coverage.” I shrugged. “I may lament my freckles, but they’re me. And it did remind me that Duke loves them.”

      “Go meet your perfect fiancé, then tomorrow we start wedding planning. I know the moms are going to have fun with it.”

      “Duke’s parents will probably want a say, outside of the Montgomery purview,” I teased.

      “Maybe, but we still win. We outnumber them,” Riley added.

      “You outnumber most small towns,” Mercy said dryly.

      I rolled my eyes and finished getting ready, adding a coat of lip gloss, as well as mascara, and grabbed my bag from Mercy’s side table.

      We had all piled into her room earlier that day, and I knew one day soon she would move next door, and this house would go up for rent. It was just one more change in the way that our family was growing.

      I was ecstatic for Lexington and Mercy. As well as Riley and Patrick. And now I had the man of my dreams.

      Before Duke, I’d been the person who dated the wrong guy. All through middle school and high school I dated the guy who wouldn’t stand up for me—or even himself. I didn’t mind being the strong one. The most vocal in the relationship. I didn’t mind being the one to always voice my opinions and stand up for us. But just once it would have been nice if they’d stood up for me.

      Duke did that.

      I made my way downtown, parking behind my mom’s bookshop, grateful for the space since there was no other parking around, and then I walked the two blocks to the restaurant. There were tons of other places closer to us, but Duke’s favorite place happened to be a steakhouse by his work.

      When I got there, the hostess quickly took me to where Duke was seated, and the love of my life stood up and wrapped his arm around my waist.

      “There you are. I’ve been waiting for you.” He brushed his lips against mine, and I sank into him.

      I loved everything about this man. His kind eyes, the way they crinkled at the edges when he smiled because he laughed so much. I loved his blond hair, a running joke in our family since most of the men in my life were all dark headed, and apparently the favorite hot celebrities weren’t usually blond.

      However, mine always had been. I blamed Legolas from Lord of the Rings when I had been a kid. It just was what it was.

      When Duke lifted my hand and brushed his lips along my ring finger, right underneath my engagement ring, I blushed.

      “I’m really enjoying my new jewelry. Though my hand’s quite heavy now.”

      Duke threw his head back and laughed. “That’s what I like to hear. Come on, take a seat. I ordered us your favorite sparkling wine. But we can change it if you want.”

      “That sounds perfect.” He knew what I liked and ordered ahead, but never in an overbearing way. I liked being able to just relax after a long day in the gardens.

      “I did not order any appetizers, because I have no idea what you want when it comes to food. Wine? I’m your man. Not so much with the apps.”

      I fluttered my eyelashes. “Considering I change my mind every single time we come here, that makes sense.”

      “And they have specials. So who knows.”

      I settled into the booth next to him, leaning against his shoulder.

      Things just felt good.

      We had new bids at the worksite, and while my hands were covered in minor cuts, and no matter what I did, it felt like I always had dirt under my fingernails thanks to my job, I loved it though.

      Everything was finally coming to fruition, all of our hard work, and all of my hopeful plans.

      Life truly couldn’t get better than this.

      “Well there’s a familiar face.”

      I looked up at that rough, growly voice and rolled my eyes “Hello Reece.” My coworker who I got along with but sometimes couldn’t stand because he was bossier than my dad and uncles stood there with his girlfriend, Anya. They looked like they’d walked off the runway. Okay, she did. He was a little too rugged and menacing for that.

      “Reece, good to see you,” Duke said as he stood up. “Thanks for your help on that one project by the way.”

      “It was no big deal. Haven’t seen you in here in a while.”

      My fiancé hugged Reece and I slid out of the booth to hug Anya tightly. I knew Reece and Anya had been together for a little while, though I didn’t know her well. It wasn’t as if Reece brought her to work. And she rarely came to work parties as she had a full-time job that took her out of the country often.

      “It’s so good to see you and congratulations!” Anya said as she held up my hand. “You did good, Duke.”

      Duke shrugged, a small smile playing on his lips. “I’ll have you know that I asked a Montgomery woman for help on this. I am not going to lie about that.”

      “That makes sense. We women know our jewelry,” Anya teased.

      Reece blinked at me, then down at my ring finger. “I didn’t know. When did this happen?”

      I couldn’t help the bright smile on my face as I wiggled my fingers so the ring caught the light. “Yesterday. I’m surprised it didn’t hit one of your group chats.”

      Reece raised a brow. “I’m only involved in one Montgomery family group chat, and every time I try to leave it, somebody adds me back in. And nobody mentioned it in that one, nor the work one.”

      I snorted. “We enjoy teasing you with family things. Just because you growl a lot. And I’m sorry we didn’t tell you.”

      “Whatever. Congrats to you both. Seriously. But I have to ask. How many family group chats are there?” Reece asked.

      “I’m afraid to know that answer, “Anya teased.

      “Would you like to join us?” Duke asked, and I smiled. Because even though we were celebrating our engagement, Duke was never going to let friends walk away without knowing they were welcome.

      “We already ate, but thank you,” Reece said, meeting my gaze. “I’ll be sure to check the group chat later,” he added dryly.

      “And just for that I’m adding you to another one. But I’m not going to tell you when. You’ll be surprised.” I beamed, and he grunted. And as we said our goodbyes, Reece wrapped his arm around Anya’s waist, and the two walked away, looking just as in love as ever.

      Reece was a few years older than me and had been in the business longer than most of the people on staff, and I was grateful that he was around. Mostly because it was fun to tease him and his taciturn ways, and because he never complained about the youths, as some other older people in our company often did.

      “I hope it was okay that I invited them to dinner. I just know there’re no more reservations for the night.”

      I leaned over and kissed Duke softly on the mouth. “I’m glad you did. I would’ve too honestly. This place has great food, and they’re good people.”

      “You know, I was jealous of him when I first met him.”

      I nearly choked on the wine that the waiter had brought. “What? Why?”

      “Because he’s this ruggedly handsome guy who can lift most anything at a construction site and is overprotective with everyone that he works with. I don’t know, I just got jealous.”

      “I should feel flattered about that, right?” I asked, confused.

      “Maybe. Or maybe I was just a little insecure when we first met.”

      “You have nothing to be insecure about. We’re getting married. And I can’t wait. Reece is…well, he’s way older than me so I never thought of him that way. You know?” Not quite a lie. A girl could fantasize, but Reece wasn’t in the age range I dated so it wasn’t a problem. And the old man would never think of me that way. I held back a grin at calling him an old man and knew I’d have to do it in person later.

      Duke leaned forward, kissing me again. “And I can’t wait either.”
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      By the end of the night, I was exhausted, wrung out by one of the best evenings of my life, and had slept through my alarm the next morning. Duke had left, leaving behind a little note on my pillow. Just a Post-it, a D with a heart next to it. I kissed the note softly and set it on my vanity next to his other sticky notes. He was always doing that, leaving me little notes. And one day I was going to collect them all and make some form of art project with them. More than likely I would ask Riley to help. She was far better at that than I was.

      I sent him a quick text to tell him good morning and I loved him and got on my exercise bike to work off any extra energy.

      Today my mom and the girls were coming over and we were going to start wedding planning. I would invite Duke’s sister and mother next time. Today though, was just Montgomerys. And I couldn’t wait for Duke’s family to be mine.

      After my workout was finished, I showered and made my way to the kitchen to have an afternoon coffee and lunch. My timing was a little off for the day, and I was glad I didn’t have to work. I had been out far too late with Duke, but it was the start of our new lives and I was so freaking blessed. My doorbell rang at that moment, and I skipped over to it, wondering if my mom was early.

      “Chelsea, it’s good to see you,” I said as I wrapped my arms around Duke’s sister. She didn’t hug me back, but then again, I was a little more exuberant than her.

      “I’m so excited about the engagement, aren’t you? I mean, we’re going to be sisters,” I said, practically dancing on my toes.

      That’s when I finally noticed that Chelsea hadn’t spoken. In fact, she hadn’t said a single word.

      Instead I looked at her puffy eyes, the way she stood there, her skin gray, and my smile fell.

      “What’s wrong, Chelsea? Is it your mom? Is it Duke?” I asked.

      But if it was Duke, I would know. After all, I was his fiancée. Somebody would’ve called me if something was wrong. His sister wouldn’t just be at my door. Maybe she didn’t want the wedding to happen. Oh God. Was this going to be one of those times where Duke’s family finally told me what they truly thought about me, and want me to break up with him?

      My chest tightened, and I watched as Chelsea’s lips thinned before she let out a breath.

      “He’s... He’s gone, Brooklyn,” Chelsea croaked.

      I tilted my head, an odd buzzing sound filling my ears.

      “What? Who’s gone? Come in and sit down, Chelsea. You’re scaring me. Let me get you some water.”

      But Chelsea flinched as I reached out to her, and I stopped moving.

      “Chelsea? Who’s gone?” I asked, the urgency in my tone frantic.

      “Duke. He’s dead, Brooklyn. Duke’s dead.”

      And I have no idea what she said after that, or even what I did. Because I stood there, the sun glinting off the diamond in my engagement ring, and I watched as the world fell around me.

      This was supposed to be my happy ever after. This was supposed to be our everything.

      Because there was no way the love of my life was dead.

      And it wasn’t until pain radiated up my knees, that I realized the screaming I heard was me.

      And there would be no coming back from this.

      Ever.
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      I was a professional woman. An adult. And one who could control her urges.

      I also wanted nothing to do with men, did not want to date, had no desire to be with anybody, and yet...

      And yet Reece Fox kept wearing those damn jeans.

      I knelt in the soil at the house next door to his current project, small shovel in hand, and did my best to continue to plant the hydrangeas that would be the focal point of the side of the house. As a landscape designer, I knew how to get dirty. I constantly had dirt under my fingernails, on my knees, and in my hair. I never looked quite put together unless I scrubbed every inch of myself and did an everything shower twice over. It had been a long time since I had done an everything shower. A year to be precise. Only I didn’t want to think about those times. I couldn’t.

      I swallowed hard, ignoring the grief in my gut that wouldn’t go away, and glared at the man next door.

      Why did Reece have to look so good in denim? It made zero sense. My cousins, brothers, and friends constantly wore jeans while working. We wore blue-collar clothes for a reason. Unless we were meeting with clients, we tended to wear jeans or cargos that could take dirt and scrapes and everything that had to do with remodeling or building homes and businesses from scratch. I had dirt covering me up to my chest at this point, because I had been digging holes for literal trees, so I wasn’t looking my best. There was a tear at the knee of my jeans, one that hadn’t been placed there strategically by the manufacturer. I didn’t want to toss this particular pair because I had worn them in perfectly. I would probably just patch them up or ask my mom to do so. She was much better with a needle and thread than I was.

      Reece Fox didn’t have a single hole in his jeans. The fact I had noticed how well he filled them out told me that I was probably dehydrated and needed to drink something. I rolled my shoulders back and pulled off my ball cap, letting my hair fall past my shoulders. I’d had it up in a ponytail earlier and had lost the elastic. Now I was just using the back of the cap to create some form of ponytail that was way too loose, and that meant my hair kept sticking to the back of my neck.

      I was the epitome of a gorgeous woman, a desirable one, that nobody could stay away from. I snorted at that, and once again pulled my gaze away from Reece’s ass.

      He bent over, looking at something, and I needed to stop focusing on the way he stretched that denim. His thick thighs tended to do that anyway, since he was all corded muscle and strength. Why did I notice that? Because I was in a self-imposed drought and I was nearly delirious from lack of water.

      I stood up, dusted the dirt off my pants, and put my hat back on so I could fix my hair.

      I bent over, pulled up my water bottle, and chugged as much as I could. Some of it dribbled down my chin onto my T-shirt, leaving wet spots, but it wasn’t as if I cared about how I looked at this point. The clients weren’t on the property today, thank God, and that meant I could get my hands truly dirty, and put in as many of the perennials as possible.

      I was one of the family owners of Montgomery Construction.

      As a Montgomery, I could have gone my own way, found a different career path. I didn’t have to go into landscaping like my aunt, but I had loved it. From an early age I had strived in growing things. I would go with my Aunt Meghan to different job sites and learn the real names and common names of different plants, how to dig a hole, and what to do if something wasn’t working.

      I was usually one of the last people on the job site, because, well, because most people thought what I did was just the cosmetics. My family didn’t agree. While my cousin Lex was the architect, and my other cousin Dash was our contractor and foreman, I was right alongside them, as a key element of this business.

      And with my cousin Jamie moving to Wyoming to be with the new love of her life—a man I respected, liked, and kind of hated because he had taken my cousin from me—I was also the only woman in the office.

      Yes, we employed over a dozen other women in various roles, but it was the three Montgomerys at the lead, and Reece and Cullen right beneath us. Cullen was our master plumber and journeyman—then there was Reece.

      A former fireman turned restoration builder. He was the expert in deciding what could be salvageable, safe, and worked with the most delicate of things. He was brilliant when it came to working on buildings that had once dealt with fire, and had leaned into floods, weather damage, and countless other things.

      He was an asset to Montgomery Construction, and I knew it. Honestly, he could have gone to work with any other company—including the two other Montgomery construction companies within the family. He could go anywhere in the U.S., with zero ties, and make top dollar.

      We didn’t know why he was working with the Montgomerys.

      Maybe just to annoy me.

      Because he was always so damned arrogant when I was around. Overprotective, overbearing, and just plain rude. It didn’t matter that while I wasn’t technically his boss, I was in a higher place of command. He should show me respect.

      There wasn’t that big of a difference in our ages. I wasn’t some little girl who couldn’t handle things. I was Brooklyn Montgomery. I knew what I was doing. And I was damn good at it.

      “Miss. Miss.”

      At that voice, I did my best not to clench my jaw. I couldn’t afford to break a tooth so I put on my best smile. How I wish I could only focus on the way Reece filled out his jeans, versus the person I now had to deal with.

      “Hello, Mrs. Green. How are you today?”

      “I would be better if you could follow a simple direction.”

      I tilted my head and tried not to react how I desperately wanted to. “I don’t understand.”

      “No. You just don’t listen to me.”

      “What is it that you think is wrong?” I asked as I gestured towards the landscaping. “We’re following the plans. Why don’t you talk to me over here so we can discuss it?” I did not want to get yelled at in front of my employees. I had four people on my team right now, all sweating and working their asses off to make sure Mrs. Green was happy. However, based on the way this project had been going, I knew this woman would never be happy.

      Ever.

      She wore gray slacks and a white blouse with a soft pink bow of some sort on it. She’d pinned her hair back aggressively, and overlined her lips so they looked even larger than natural. And she had beautiful lips to begin with. She wore high heels but didn’t step on the grass thankfully. We hadn’t had to put down sod—something I refused to do during the high heat of summers—and we were taking our time to ensure that the grass that remained from the start was healthy. Having high heels aerate it probably wasn’t the best.

      “Look at that. It’s a pile of sticks. I want fullness. I want color. I want lushness. And you don’t seem to be taking any of my needs into account.”

      “Mrs. Green⁠—”

      “Don’t Mrs. Green me, Ms. Montgomery. I need to speak to your supervisor.”

      “I am my own supervisor. I’m one of the owners of Montgomery Construction. And if you’re unhappy with our work, we can discuss it. How about we meet at the office and we can go line by line?”

      I didn’t have to listen to her berate me. Sure, the customer was always right might be a slogan people leaned on, but not me. I wouldn’t be put down in front of my team when I knew for a fact Mrs. Green only wanted to yell. She notoriously did her best to get free things—something I wasn’t aware of until after we’d signed her on.

      She narrowed her gaze at me. “Do you think I have time for this? I have to meet with the board, and I don’t have time to deal with some little girl who thinks she knows what she’s doing. It isn’t just planting pansies. And if there’s a single pansy in this yard, I will be irate. I will report you to the Better Business Bureau.”

      “Mrs. Green,” I said, my voice firmer. She narrowed her gaze at me, her eyes turning to slits. “Everything that you see is in the middle of construction. As I’ve told you prior, you are welcome to visit in the middle of our project, but it won’t look like how you need it to look until the end. Every single thing we are doing has been approved by you twice over. If you have a problem, come to me, but do so at the office where we can go through things list by list. I am one of the owners of Montgomery Construction. And I’m not a little girl.”

      “How dare you speak to me this way. I’m going to go speak to one of the men in charge.”

      So she was one of those. Why not lean into the patriarchy because the patriarchy clearly has aided her in some way. Who cares about a woman having a job or any type of autonomy when you could make sure that the man in charge knew what he was doing. I knew for a fact that the board she spoke of was for a charity. One that maybe held one gala a year to donate money. The rest were just so they could pat themselves on the back and do lunch.

      It was the same board my former fiancé’s mother was part of. Not that Mrs. Green knew that. In my dirty jeans, and dirtier hair, I did not look like the Brooklyn Montgomery who had once been on the arm of Duke. Duke Rochester. But I wasn’t that girl anymore anyway. She died right along with Duke.

      “Do we have a problem here?”

      I nearly jumped at the sound of Reece’s voice behind me. He didn’t stand in front of me or even beside me. No, he hovered right at my shoulder, but a few inches behind. That way I was still the lead, but now a man could come protect me.

      “Are you the one in charge? Are you the one who can control this?” Mrs. Green asked Reece.

      “I’m working on the house next door, and I wanted to see how things were going with you and Brooklyn Montgomery here. She’s the owner of the business I work for.”

      “Hmmph.” Mrs. Green mumbled. “We’ll see what your boss has to say about this.” And with that, Mrs. Green stomped in her high heels to her convertible, slid in the seat, and slammed the door.

      I was surprised she had the top down, but then she put a fat pink bow thing that turned out to be a scarf around her head, tied it under her chin, put on large sunglasses, and sped out of the cul-de-sac.

      If I didn’t hate her, I would admire her fashion sense. Because that was kick ass.

      “You okay?” Reece asked, that deep voice of his oddly soothing and annoying at the same time.

      “I was handling it,” I said as I turned towards him.

      “Whatever you say, Freckles.”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      “I can’t help it. You have so many damn freckles. I lean into the name.”

      “Meaning they’re so original? Thanks. I know I’m covered in freckles. Have been for most of my life. Now if you could go back to doing what you were doing, I’ll go back to my job.”

      “I didn’t come over here to take over.” He didn’t snarl the words, but it felt like he wanted to.

      “Really? Sure felt like it.”

      “I came to remind you that we have a meeting down in the office soon. We were only supposed to work a half day today.”

      I cursed under my breath and pulled out my phone. I had four texts and one missed call, but I didn’t recognize the number for the call, so it was probably spam. Each text was from a family member, and I felt oddly disappointed that it wasn’t Chelsea. She was supposed to text me back yesterday, but I knew Duke’s sister was busy. She was always busy these days. I ignored the bile rising in my throat at the reasons why and put my phone back in my pocket.

      “Thanks for the reminder. And I didn’t need backup.”

      “No, you didn’t. Just because you can handle it though, doesn’t mean you have to do it on your own. Would you fight with your cousins if they stepped up?”

      “Yes. But they know better than to try to act like I’m the little lady.”

      “We both know that’s not what I did. We also know that they would one hundred percent show up to take care of that woman for you. Just like you would for them. It’s not a man-woman thing. It’s an adult thing. Get over it, Brooklyn.” And with that, he turned away from me and sauntered toward his truck. Perhaps it wasn’t a saunter, but he always moved with such purpose, that I couldn’t help but wonder what was going through his head.

      And just because he might be right in his insinuations, didn’t mean I had to appreciate them.

      With a sigh, I made sure my team knew what was going on, and to contact me if Mrs. Green came back.

      My team member winked dramatically. “Don’t worry about it, Freckles. We’ve dealt with her kind before.”

      I shook my head, annoyed with Reece all over again. Though I knew he wouldn’t say the name again. “You shouldn’t have to deal with it.”

      “True, but you deal with it for us. Thank you, boss.”

      I smiled then and headed toward my truck. Reece was already gone, and for that I was grateful. We didn’t always work on the same project sites. In fact, we rarely worked together. But we had gotten the contract for two homes in this neighborhood that happened to be side-by-side. Meaning there were plenty of Montgomery workers on call at once, and soon I would be moving over to Reece’s side. That is if I ever made Mrs. Green happy.

      I drank the last of my water and thought about pulling in for coffee, then realized that maybe I needed to since Jamie was no longer there.

      When we had built this subset of the company, Jamie asked to be our house manager. She worked for a few businesses, organizing us, keeping us on topic, and making sure we knew what the hell we were doing, and she was brilliant at it. She still organized us and did the admin for the company. She just did it from Wyoming. Much like she did for the other companies that she worked for.

      Jamie also used to bring in coffee for us, knowing exactly what we wanted.

      I missed my cousin something fierce. We would eat lunch together and plan shenanigans. We’re more like sisters than cousins. And as someone with two older
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