
  
    [image: Happily Ever Never]
  


  
    
      Happily Ever Never

      
        Montgomery Ink Legacy

      

    

    
      
        Carrie Ann Ryan

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        A Note from Carrie Ann Ryan

      

      
        From The Forever Rule

      

      
        From One Way Back to Me

      

    

    
      
        Also from Carrie Ann Ryan

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Happily Ever Never

        By: Carrie Ann Ryan

        © 2022 Carrie Ann Ryan

      

        

      
        Cover Art: Sweet N Spicy Designs

      

        

      
        This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

        No part of this book can be reproduced in any form or by electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems, without the express written permission of the author. The only exception is by a reviewer who may quote short excerpts in a review.

      

        

      
        All content warnings are listed on the book page for this book on my website.

      

        

      
        NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s [and publisher’s] exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter One
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      “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 had been 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 promised my father I would date until I found that happy ever after. 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.

      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
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