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CHAPTER ONE



Ellie


“You wanted me to catch you, didn’t you?” Javier’s voice cut into my thoughts like a drill. I blinked at the dry, rough desert of Arizona as it flew past my window, trying to remember what was happening. This wasn’t a dream, this wasn’t a scenario; this was real. I was in the back of an SUV driven by a thuggish man and the ex-boyfriend of my nightmares was right beside me. I had given Camden a second chance at life, at love, at everything by taking a step backward with mine. I was Javier’s prisoner now, his six years of chasing after me having finally come to a close.


I was trapped with a man who would either love me or kill me. There was no middle ground with Javier Bernal.


“Didn’t you?” he repeated. Out of the corner of my eye I caught him wave his hand dismissively, his watch catching the sun that streamed in through the tinted windows. “Oh, it doesn’t matter. I know.”


I didn’t want to take the bait. I wanted to keep looking out the window, pretending this didn’t exist. I wanted to ignore the anger that started to prick at my toes, rising up my limbs, and the disgust and defeat that was about to sink in my chest.


He had found me.


“You tracked my cell phone,” I said, my tongue sticking to the roof of my dry mouth.


He chuckled. The hair on my arms stood up.


“Seriously? Your cell phone. Angel, you aren’t Jason Bourne.”


I wanted to laugh derisively at the way he pronounced Jason and sneer at the use of my old pet name, angel. I had been angel six years ago. That angel had died on broken wings and with a broken heart.


He continued, “I can’t track your phone unless I have physical access to it.”


“Then you were tracking the car,” I said, still to the window.


Another chilling laugh. “Tracking that car all this time? I had people looking out for it—you took quite a big chance driving around in a flashing find-me sign. But no, there was no tracking device in the car. Why would I plant one in my own car?”


“Someone might steal it.”


“Only you, my dear.”


His voice lowered over that last phrase, twisting in a curiously compassionate way. I brought my eyes over to look at him and immediately regretted it. I realized that up until that moment, I’d been trying to see through him, as if he were a hologram.


Javier’s hair was longer now, but just as thick and dark. His face had thinned out a bit over the years and his build was somehow wider, stronger. He looked like a citron-eyed lion in a white linen suit, a creature larger than the sum of his parts. The more I stared at him, the more the space around me became smaller.


He smiled at me, his eyes glinting. It wasn’t a kind smile, and I quickly cast my eyes downward, feeling that the less eye contact we made, the better it was for me. I caught a glimpse of his Wish tattoo on his wrist, partially covered up by his watch.


“Ellie Watt,” he said smoothly. “It didn’t take me long to figure out your real name. In fact, it was almost like your name came floating in my window one day. So, you must realize that when you’re on the run and using your real name, well, any fucking idiot can track you down.”


I blinked hard and turned my head to the window again. I’d been so careful with Camden’s name, going through all the steps to make sure he could never be found as Connor Malloy. I didn’t do the same for myself. The minute we knew that Javier and his men were after me in Palm Valley, the minute we headed for Nevada, I should have been more cautious. I should have concentrated more on myself than on Camden. Javier had tracked me to the resort in Laughlin, and after that I thought I was playing it smart by taking on an old persona.


I hadn’t been smart enough.


“I had people waiting in Las Vegas, you know,” he said, and I could sense him examining his fingernails. “It wasn’t hard to figure out that’s where you’d be going next, that you needed to keep laundering your money. You were cocky enough to stay on the Strip. One of my men saw your car—my car—driving through. Followed you to your hotel, where you went through a halfhearted attempt to hide it.”


I swallowed hard. Disgust was beating out defeat at the moment.


“I realize now, angel, that I didn’t know you very well at all. I don’t know who I knew. But I do know you’re not an idiot. You wanted me to find you. Perhaps you’ve been asking for it since you ran away.”


“Where are we going?” I said, trying to keep my breath from shaking.


He sighed. “I told you. To the past.”


“I have many pasts. Pick one.”


He leaned back in his seat, his legs splayed, the tip of his knee touching my leg for a brief second. Just a tap. His way of reminding me where I was. I eyed the rocky landscape flying past and wondered when jumping out of a moving vehicle could be considered too reckless.


“Child safety locks,” he whispered, and I wished he’d get the fuck out of my head. “And our past. Do you remember it?”


“No.” It wasn’t that much of a lie. I’d had so many pasts that it was easy to bury them all with each other. After I’d left Javier all those years ago, I remembered the pain he brought me, the humiliation and deceit, only for as long as I needed to. For as long as I needed to become someone else, to never make the same mistakes again. Then I let it go.


“Now you’re just trying to hurt me.” He couldn’t have sounded less sincere.


I cleared my throat. “I’m thirsty. Do you have any water?”


“Later. First we have something to discuss.”


I turned my head and shot him a deadly look. “We have nothing to discuss.”


The corner of his wide mouth twitched up into a smile. I wondered how I ever found this man charming. I must have been out of my mind.


My phone rang, jarring me. I reached for my jeans pocket but Javier was quicker. His fingers wrapped around my wrist, twisting it painfully away from me while he deftly got the phone out with his other hand. He held my arms down, pinning me against my door, and checked the screen. His eyes blazed for an instant before he punched the button for the window to go down and then chucked my cell out of it.


In a second, the window was back up and he was sitting in his seat like he never moved and my wrist was left aching in my lap. He smoothed his hair back behind his ears and grinned to himself. “Don’t worry. We’ll get you a new phone.”


I looked down at my wrist, the red marks from his fingers quickly fading. He’d never used force on me before, at least not in a nonsexual way, and to tell you the truth, it was sobering. For the first time since I’d gotten in the car, I was actually afraid.


What had I gotten myself into?


“So, tell me about this Camden McQueen.”


My heart rattled in my chest. “I’m sure you know more about him than I do.”


“I found out a lot, yes. But you… you seemed to be intimate.”


Acid burned along his words, seeping through his smooth facade. I really didn’t want to discuss my relationship with Camden, although I felt like doing so out of spite. It bothered him, somehow, after all this time, that I had been with another man. And I guess somewhere, somehow, I still held a grudge.


“I fucked him, if that’s what you mean,” I said bluntly. I told Camden I loved him too, I thought to myself, playing with the sentence like a hand grenade but deciding it was safer keeping it inside.


Javier stiffened beside me for an instant. “So crude.”


“Yeah, well,” I said. “It is what it is.”


“Nothing more?”


Against my better judgment I glared at him. “What is it that you want, Javier? I’m sure it can’t be whether I got nailed by Camden or not, because you have your answer.”


“I want,” he said slowly, drawing it out. He licked his lips. “I want you and me to work together.”


I nearly laughed. In fact, a small snort escaped from my lips.


He raised one perfect brow and tilted his head toward me. “You find this funny?”


My fingers were splayed against my collarbone. “I find this horrifying.”


“Eden,” he said, then squeezed his eyes shut and shook his head. “Ellie. You don’t think you’re here just for the sake of being here, do you?”


“You tell me. You fucking kidnapped a mother and child in order to get me. You paid I don’t know how much money. You have me now. For whatever you want. And you’re telling me, after all these years, you found me because you want us to work together?”


His eyes were on me, growing more golden in the light. Steady. Not blinking. Unnerving if I wasn’t so sure this was a test. He who looks away first loses. I wasn’t losing yet, not when I was unaware of the prize.


I stared right back.


“Yes,” he said after a few beats. He licked his lips again, and it made me realize how thirsty I was. “I could have found you long ago, if I really wanted to. I would have let you go. The car, the money, the lack of answers—”


“The lack of answers?” I repeated.


“You just left. No note, no phone call. No answers.” He slowly broke into a grin and then turned his attention to the window where a truck was thundering down the highway, dirty exhaust in its wake. “You know I love my answers, angel. You left me as high and dry as my mother’s bedsheets.”


My mouth gaped, tongue fumbling for something concrete. “What the fuck are you talking about? I left you high and dry…”


He shrugged. “No matter, it’s the past.”


It was the past. The past he was totally wrong about.


“You cheated on me!” I spat out, instantly ashamed at how much passion there was in my voice.


“Right,” he said. He raised his hand in the air as if to shut me up. “I did. I forget that sometimes, that what I did was wrong on some accounts. But that’s nothing.”


It wasn’t nothing. What he did, me finding him in bed with some ginger-haired bitch, it shaped who I was. It ruined my heart, my ability to love, to trust, to… live. He scarred me just as much as Travis had done. It wasn’t nothing. Maybe, maybe it should have been.


I took in a deep breath, knowing he probably loved the fact that I was getting so riled up. “Okay, so it was nothing. You could have found me years ago, so you say. Why now? You’re lonely, is that it? Having a lot of money not getting your dick up enough?”


His eyes fastened into slits. “I’m not the person I was six years ago, my dear. And, I can see, neither are you.”


He was right about that. Javier had obviously changed for the worse. Had I?


Stupid question.


“I can understand why you think I’d pursue you for, uh, delicate reasons,” he continued. “But that’s not the case. We both want the same thing. And for once, I think you have the upper hand in getting it.”


My forehead scrunched. “Don’t tell me you need lessons in being a con artist.”


I saw the first genuine smile yet stretched briefly across his face. “You’re a lot better at other things, Ellie. You have something that I don’t. You have access, contacts, and in some cases… womanly charms. Jesus knows how I fell for them once.”


His eyes glided up my body from my jeans-clad legs to my bare arms. To where the tattoo, his tattoo, wrapped around my bicep like an anaconda, squeezing the life out of me.


“And what if I won’t help you?” I said, rubbing at my parched throat. I was thirsty, and the more I thought about what Javier might do if I ever refused him dried me out even more.


“I don’t think you’ll refuse,” he said with total confidence. He leaned forward and tapped on the tinted glass that separated the driver from us. “Agua, dos,” he said, and the bald driver leaned down and brought out two water bottles. Javier handed one to me and the window went back up.


I quickly unscrewed the cap and took a large swig. It was cool and strangely sweet and took a lot to quench my thirst.


“And if I refuse?” I repeated, wiping my mouth.


He slowly sipped his water, his eyes on me, far too intimate, far too observant. “I have ways of making you see the bigger picture. Now, drink up.”


At that, I immediately brought the bottle away from my lips.


“So suspicious, Ellie,” he crooned. I felt the bottle slipping out of my hands as I tried to grasp it. He plucked it from me and pressed down on my shoulder so I was back against the seat. His fingers were rougher than I remembered but hot, as if fueled by a radiator. Everything was starting to go loose and numb. The interior of the car swirled.


“Naturally,” he went on, leaning forward and peering into my eyes, “you have a right to be so. Eden White was far too trusting.”


My head had lolled back onto the seat. I could see the lightning jags of gold and green meeting his pupils, the tiny lines that formed at the corner of his eyes, the one strand of salt-colored hair that dared to show its face at his widow’s peak. Javier had aged. There was nothing scarier.


“Sleep well, my angel.” His voice came to me on a wave of vibration. There were swirls of light and then everything went black.















CHAPTER TWO



Camden


She’d lied. She fucking lied.


I should have seen it coming, should have known this wasn’t going to end easily. I should have known the minute Javier called that there was no way he’d let her go once he had her. He wasn’t weak like me, I’ll give him that. He wasn’t the one left in the rock garden, two assfuck thugs’ meaty hands wrapped around him, holding him in place as he watched her leave. No, that was me, Camden McQueen.


I had to watch her leave again, but this wasn’t high school and this wasn’t a hallway.


She left me in a cloud of dust, a swirl of crushed cherry blossoms that choked my heart.


I must have been screaming in the aftermath, outside of my body with my old friend rage. I hated this part of being me—when I lost it, lost myself—the blackness that settled into my bones, that took over and booted my brain out of my skin. I was seeing everything from another angle, and it looked just as fucked from up here.


And there was crying. My beautiful son, Ben, just three years old, was crying in his mother’s arms and I knew I needed to get control back. Screaming, fighting, it wasn’t going to solve anything. I had to think about him and my ex-wife, Sophia. I had to think about getting us out of there or getting Javier’s men out of my tattoo parlor, Sins & Needles. I needed control.


I shut my mouth, nearly clamping down on my tongue, as my heart ached and crumbled and slowed in my throat. The tunnel vision ended and suddenly the desert sky was as bright as it had ever been.


The SUV—Ellie—was now long gone.


“Get your fucking hands off me,” I snarled, jerking out of the men’s grasp. Their stupid, thick fingers finally let go. I turned around and finally got a good look at them. They were both built like linebackers, large heads with nothing inside, programmed to do Javier’s bidding. Pussies to the core.


“Are you going to leave or do you want me to call the cops on you?” I asked, knowing I wasn’t about to get my father involved. As the sheriff of Palm Valley, he was someone who could easily out-asshole them while grinding me down in the process.


The men exchanged a look but were silent.


“That won’t be necessary,” Raul said from behind me, the stairs creaking as he came down. I’d forgotten he had been there, hovering behind Sophia and Ben during the whole transaction like a yellow jacket in a fancy suit. “That is, unless they’re already on their way because of the scene you just caused.”


I swallowed down the volcano in my chest and exhaled sharply through my nose as his skinny, catcher’s-mitt face came closer. “If you think that was me making a scene, you haven’t seen anything yet.”


His smile was wry; it belonged to a prick with empty power. If I hadn’t been certain that the thugs were carrying guns, I would have kicked his teeth in.


“We’re leaving,” he said, folding his arms across his chest. My eyes focused on the scar at his jaw and for a painful second I saw the ones on Ellie’s leg, felt them under my tattoo gun, under my hands, under my tongue.


“Are you?” he continued, snapping me out of it before I could drown further.


I glared. “None of your fucking business.”


He shrugged like Javier Jr. “If you were a smart man, you’d leave this place. Take your wife and your kid and your dirty money and get out of here.”


Ex-wife, I wanted to say, but the dirty money comment stung even more.


“Or what?” I challenged stupidly. I should have shut my mouth again, just kept it all in and gone, but I felt like being an annoyance, if anything.


He raised his brow. “Or nothing. We”—he nodded at the thugs and their blank, bloated faces—“are done with you.” He jerked his head to the street, where people were driving past like lives weren’t being threatened and ruined and changed before their eyes. The men nodded and the three of them walked past me, out of my trampled rock garden where plants would continue to thrive even when I left the shop to cobwebs and dust. Because I had to leave, though not on account of Raul. I had to leave because I’d made my decision weeks ago.


Raul stopped on the sidewalk, the heat rising off of it. He took a pair of shades out of his jacket pocket and handled them for a moment, his eyes two dark dots in the harsh sun.


“But,” he said louder, his voice thick, “just because we are done with you doesn’t mean Javier is. Don’t go looking for her, whatever you do. Or it’s your funeral. And hers.”


He slipped the sunglasses on his face and he and the thugs disappeared down the street toward whatever getaway they had planned.


Although I believed him when he said he was done with us, it didn’t make me feel any safer. I slowly turned around and looked at Sophia and Ben. She was holding on to his hand, my boy leaning up against her leg. In her other hand was the briefcase full of money. She held on to that just as tightly.


Our eyes met, perhaps really, truly, for the first time today. Man, even with her in the shade of the porch, I could see her eyes blazing, full of fire, and not the type I wanted to go up in. Fuck it, there was no avoiding it. I’d avoided this for way too long.


After everything—everything—I’d gone through, it was ridiculous that I’d feel the slightest bit scared of my ex-wife. But I was. I could admit it. I’d admit to anything at this point. I was afraid of what she was going to make me feel, of what she couldn’t wait to make me feel.


Meanwhile, Ellie was in a car with Javier. Was she afraid too? Was she afraid of what Javier could possibly make her feel? Or was that fear exclusively mine?


I brushed it out of my thoughts like a loose strand of hair and walked up the stairs to them, my fingers flicking past one another, trying to disperse the nervous energy that was building up.


I stopped in front of Sophia, on the last step so I was at her level. She was petite, not so much in shape but in height. She was always a foot smaller than me though her hips and thighs had weight to them, something that lured me in all those years ago.


“I’m sorry,” I said thickly, my eyes on hers, and meaning it.


I never thought she’d let go of the briefcase. And when she did, it landed on the porch with a bang that echoed in the overhang. The next thing that happened was her open palm meeting my face. She hit me fast, a quick draw, one side of my cheekbone, then the other with the back of her hand, catching the corner of my lip. It stung like hell and I sucked in my breath. Getting angry would do me no good—getting angry was the reason she was my ex-wife.


“I deserved that,” I said quietly, avoiding her eyes.


“Shut up!” she cried out, spittle falling out of her mouth. Ben, bless his innocent heart, whimpered and hugged his mother tighter, refusing to cry. “You shut up. You asshole! You…”


She trailed off and just when I thought all of this was too much for her, she hit me again. Then she burst into tears, her head hanging down, briefcase at her feet. I couldn’t help but look at Ben, my son, who was looking up at me like I was not only a bad man, the bad man that made his mother cry, but a total stranger. I was a stranger to both of them, and it didn’t matter how many letters I wrote. We were all lost to each other.


“Hey,” I said softly, and wrapped my arms around her. She stiffened but let me hold her. I stretched one hand down and placed it on Ben’s head and we stood there for a good few minutes, a family by blood, not heart, while she continued to cry.


“I don’t even know where to begin,” she said, her voice muffled into my tear-soaked chest.


“I did a stupid thing,” I told her, figuring it was better to attempt it than not.


“I know,” she said, the edge returning to her voice. She raised her head, her face inches from mine. I remembered how hard it used to be for me to not kiss her and how easy it was now. The bruises around her eye and cheek where someone—Javier?—had hit her were blooming. It made me feel sick all over again.


“I’m sorry,” I whispered, and she pulled out of my grasp. “I had the best intentions for Ben in mind throughout all of it. I wanted to escape this life, the life your… brothers… put me in.”


She wiped hard at her tears like they burned. “You put yourself in that life. You—”


“I hit you,” I said. Even she looked a bit shocked at the way I admitted it after all this time. I placed my hands on her shoulders and held her firmly, lowering my head, eyeing her closely. “I hit you. There’s no excuse. I’m done excusing myself. I hit you and I hate myself for it and I hate that it ruined what we had. A family. I can never take it back and I have to live with it. I’m sorry, Sophia. Really, truly sorry for what I did to you.”


She sniffed, seeming to take it in. I didn’t expect her to forgive me and I didn’t even care if she did. As I said to Ellie once, I didn’t regret the consequences of my actions but I did regret the action. And I had been making excuses for it all this time, blaming Sophia for something that was entirely my fault. My temper, my anger, my old friend rage—I wanted to finally kick it to the curb. I wanted to own it, destroy it. Wasn’t that what second chances were about?


I crouched down and pulled up the briefcase. I put it in her hand. “I didn’t earn this money. I didn’t ask for it. I hate what it stands for. If it can give us a second chance, then maybe it’s not all for nothing.”


“Who said I wanted a second chance with you?” she said. She was right. I never assumed she would.


“Because it feels like the right thing to do, to try. Listen, Sophia. I can’t let you go back to the way things were. Your brothers… they turned you over to a fucking madman. That life, that wasn’t a life, that’s not a family. I can be your family.”


“Even though you’re in love with another woman,” she pointed out. “Who was she? Who was this woman who was worth all of this?”


“An old friend,” I said simply, ignoring the nails in my heart. I didn’t even want to say her name, not now while we stood there in Palm Valley, where I could almost feel her getting farther and farther away. I had to focus on what I had right in front of me: Ben and Sophia. Money for a new life. I had to make sure they were safe first before I could even indulge in thoughts about Ellie.


I hated that I had to choose.


“Please, let’s just get out of here. Somewhere safe. We can lay it all out, discuss our next move.”


She turned and looked behind her at the shop, my beautiful shop, built on lies and ink. “This isn’t safe? It’s your home.”


“This will never be safe. And it’s done being my home.”


She nodded, seeming to understand. “So what, you’re going to leave right now, like this? Your father…”


“I’ve already left, Sophia. I shouldn’t even be here.” I shouldn’t have been so careless to think a man like Javier wouldn’t go after me and take the things I loved. He had given some of them back to me, and I had to make it work.


I looked at the GTO, the car that Ellie named Jose, sitting in the driveway. It had seen so much already. It was time for it to see more.


I grabbed Sophia’s hand and tried to grab Ben’s but he pulled away from me. Would he recognize himself inked on the back of my leg? Would he one day realize how much he meant to me? I wanted to feel like a father again. I wanted him to feel like he had a dad.


We had just reached the car when I heard someone call out from the street.


“Camden!”


“Shit,” I swore under my breath, and turned to look. It was Audrey Price, one of my clients. Her pale skin glowed under the hot sun like skin cancer waiting to happen. On her arm was the sleeve of cherry blossoms I had partly filled in a few weeks back. The day I met Ellie. The same cherry blossoms I would later add to Ellie’s leg.


“Who is that?” I heard Sophia whisper.


“A client,” I said, and put on my most charming smile as Audrey approached us. “What’s up, Audrey? How’s the tat?”


She stopped in front of us and quickly glanced at Sophia over her retro shades. She took her in first, then Ben, who was still as quiet as a mouse. Finally she looked to me.


“I came to see you the other day. You were closed,” she said uneasily, and slid her shades back on.


I shrugged as casually as I could muster. “Going on a vacation with my family.”


She frowned, then her head swung to Sophia and Ben again for a better look. Her mouth dropped open. In the stark light, it wasn’t obvious off the bat that Sophia had been knocked around. “Family? I… I had no idea you were… I’m sorry.”


“Don’t be sorry,” I told her, knowing that Audrey was running over a few scenarios in her head. She’d always had a female hard-on for me, that much was obvious. It didn’t help that I tattooed her ass late one night and in turn she sucked my dick. Now, all of that, combined with what seemed like a hidden wife and child and obvious case of spousal abuse, probably made things seem that much more wrong.


She never really knew Camden McQueen, did she?


She smiled tightly at me and I went on, trying to put her at ease. “I’m just going off for a bit, need some quality time, that’s all. I’ll reopen when I return. Did you want another session? Let me take a look.”


I reached for her arm as I would normally do, to inspect my work, just to see how it was holding up and if it had somehow gotten more beautiful as it melded with the skin, something I’d noticed time and time again. They say tattoos are permanent, but in my eyes they adapt, ever changing.


She jerked her arm away as if my fingers were needles themselves and shot me another one of those awkward smiles. “I should be going.”


I swallowed my fear, the kind that would paralyze me and keep me here to make sure I wasn’t given a bad name, so no one would think ill of me. “All right. Well, drop by in a week or so.” I could see now I was no longer the hot tattoo artist but something more sinister. In a week, she wouldn’t return. And I wouldn’t be here anyway.


Audrey gave me a vague nod, turned, and quickly walked away, her sex heels echoing on the sidewalk.


“Are all your clients that awkward?” Sophia asked as she moved over to the passenger’s side door of the car.


“I guess none of this looks very good,” I said with a forced shrug.


“It’s beyond looking good,” she said, throwing the briefcase inside and squinting at me gravely. “Because this is all very, very bad, Camden. I don’t think you realize how bad this all is.”


Oh, the thing was, I did.


I took one last look at Sins & Needles and got in the car, not even feeling the heat that only an old car can hold.


*     *     *


I’d been driving for only twenty minutes before the depraved finality of everything settled in. Beneath my hands was the wheel of a car that wasn’t mine and wasn’t his and wasn’t hers, but it was all I had left. I had lived too fast and too hard, and now I was just supposed to accept it, accept that it was a parting gift, like the briefcase in Sophia’s hands, my reward for giving up my love.


I wasn’t giving up, was I? Every bone in my body ached to turn the GTO around, to go back for Ellie, to take her from something she didn’t need to do, from a life she didn’t need to return to. From a love that never was, that could never be what she needed.


“We’re about to run out of gas.” Sophia spoke up, her voice hoarse and emotionless. My eyes drifted sideways to Ben sleeping in her lap and my lungs burned as if I had swallowed a pint of sand. I couldn’t give up on Ellie. But I couldn’t give up on Ben either. I had made my choice when I drove away from Palm Valley. I just didn’t know if I’d get my second chance one more time.


I pulled the car over to the next gas station and filled up as quickly as possible. I needed to keep it together, I needed to keep control. I needed, needed, needed.


The passenger door opened and Sophia got out, Ben still in her arms, still asleep. “I’m going to get some food,” she said, nodding at the convenience mart with the garish lights that wouldn’t hide a thing.


I put the pump back in the receiver. “Why don’t you leave Ben with me? You don’t need to take him with you.”


She shook her head. “I don’t want to wake him. He’ll sleep as long as I’m holding him.”


Things I should know about my own kid. Things that I didn’t.


“Don’t you trust me with him?” I asked, coming around the car.


She raised her brows. “No, Camden. I don’t. You might be his father by birth, but that’s the only father you’ve been.”


“I wrote letters…” I trailed off.


“No, you didn’t,” she snapped.


It fucking figured. My heart began to pump loudly in my ears, my fingers twitched. “I did, Sophia. I wrote him. I sent you money too, but I’m guessing you never saw any of that.”


Her eyes darted to the store and back. She licked her lips and looked back at me. “No. I haven’t gotten a dime from you.”


“Fuck,” I muttered, trying hard to keep myself from pounding my fist on the back of the car.


“If it makes you feel better, I believe you.”


I raised a brow and unclenched my fist. “Just like that?”


“Just like that.” Still, she walked off toward the store, Ben’s head on her shoulder.


I sat back in the car and rested my head on the steering wheel. I needed to think and think fast.


I had two problems: Sophia and Ellie. Both seemed impossible to fix, to make right, but it didn’t matter. I had Sophia in my hands, and that was the one I’d have to fix first.


Sophia was turned over to Javier by her brothers in exchange for the money I stole from them. It didn’t really surprise me, not really. They’d always been the types to throw each other under a bus if it meant coming out on top. Her whole family was fucked up that way, rotten to the core. Ellie had theories that they were tied to the mafia but they weren’t Sicilian, just Italian. They were tied to something big and bad, that’s all I knew.


Now, obviously Sophia couldn’t go back to them. She wasn’t living with her brothers. Last I knew they were in LA, near her in Silverlake. They were too close for comfort, and I was pretty sure if they ever saw my head popping up in their neighborhood, they’d shoot it clean off. I had to convince Sophia to leave LA with Ben. I had to get them somewhere far away and safe. At the depth of mud I was sunk in, I couldn’t take things to the police, not without going to jail myself. Fuck, if I really thought about it, there was a grocery list of felonies I’d committed in the last week alone.


Once I got Sophia away, maybe even in another state—Oregon, who knows where—I’d contact Gus, the guy Ellie vouched for. We could get Sophia a new name. We had money. We could start again.


It sounded all too familiar.


What about Ellie?


What about Ellie?


What about Ellie?


What happened to her? Every day I was apart from her was a day she was farther and farther away. Three lives were at stake here, and I couldn’t save all of them at the same time.


I exhaled loudly feeling nothing but hopeless, and my eyes fell to the passenger’s side. The briefcase was gone. I sat up and craned my neck to look at the store. I couldn’t see Sophia inside. No…


Panic rose inside me. She wouldn’t take the money and leave me here? She didn’t hate me that much. She couldn’t…


I didn’t know her at all, did I?


I quickly got out of the car, my footsteps sounding hard on the asphalt in a rare moment of quiet from the highway. The store looked empty for all I could see, and we were the only car on the lot.


I opened the door, the bell jangling too loud for my liking. A double-chinned man with fuzzy gray hair was looking at a crossword puzzle. The store was empty.


“Excuse me,” I said, trying to hide the anxiety in my voice. The clerk didn’t even look up. I walked over and leaned over the counter, getting between him and the puzzle. Finally his tired red eyes met mine. I knew those eyes, they were desert eyes, dried out from too much sun and too little joy.


“Can I help you?” the man asked. I could sense he was about to reach under the counter for the alarm so I backed off.


“Did you see a woman and a young boy come in here?” I asked.


He frowned then relaxed a bit. “I saw a woman. Can’t say I saw a boy.”


“Was she petite, you know, short, dark hair, Italian looking?”


He rubbed his lips together in thought. I didn’t have time for him to ponder this shit. I needed to find out if Sophia left me, and fast.


“Think!” I barked, losing control for a moment. “Was she here?”


The man froze, taken aback. At the same time, I heard a door slam behind me. I turned to see Sophia coming out of the restroom with Ben at her side. Her eyes were drawn thin, eyeing me suspiciously.


“There you are,” I said, turning and giving Ben the most genuine smile I could muster. Relief never felt as soothing as it did just then.


“Where did you think I went?” she asked. I nodded at the briefcase. She shook her head and quickly pushed the door open. “Come on, sweetie,” she crooned to Ben.


I followed her out to the car, trying to burn away the guilty feeling. My first thought was that Sophia had taken the money and run. I wondered when I’d ever trust anyone again.


“Sorry,” I muttered to her after I got in the car and pulled it back on the highway. The sun was sliding low in the sky, casting a warm golden light that made you feel warm and safe, like your mind was flipping through photographs of summers long ago. It was nostalgic and good and terribly misleading. I hated this time of day.


She was silent, mulling over my distrust.


“Sorry,” I said again, passing the roadside dinosaurs of Cabazon. “I thought you’d left.”


“You would think that,” she said.


“Mama, I’m tired.” Ben finally spoke, tugging on her sleeve as she held him. His voice brought tears to my eyes. I’d never heard him speak before. My mouth was torn between a gape and a smile. In another life, this would have been ordinary, and I would have turned the car around and shown Ben the dinosaurs. In another life, he would see me as his father. In another life, I wouldn’t be trying to find a new one for us all.


“Watch the road,” Sophia said, tapping her hand on the dashboard. I looked up in time to see I was crossing over the dividing line. I corrected myself, my heart racing loud, and rubbed my forehead until I could feel. I needed to hold it all together, if only for a little while longer.


I swallowed hard and let out a long, calm breath. “Sophia, we need to think about the next steps. You can’t go home again.” As eloquently and noninvasive as I could, I explained what we needed to do. To my amazement, she didn’t put up a fight, even when I said she’d have to change her name and cut off all contact with her old life. Perhaps she knew that Ben’s well-being was worth every sacrifice.


“I understand,” she said as she smoothed back Ben’s thick, beautiful hair. My God, he was going to be a lady-killer one day. “But I can’t just up and leave like that.” She snapped her fingers. “We have to go back to the apartment so I can get my stuff.”


“Your brothers—”


“Aren’t even in town anymore. They’re in Fresno.”


“How do you know?”


She shot me a dirty look. “They might have sold me out, but I’m their sister. I knew their plans for the week before any of this happened.”


I flipped down the visor, squinting at the sun spearing the I-10 with golden flames. “Sophia…”


“What?”


I shook my head. “Aren’t you… surprised? Upset? You are their sister, and they sold you out.”


She sat back in her seat, silence blanketing us. “Yes. I am surprised and I am upset. I don’t know what to tell you, Camden. One minute I was at home feeding Ben, the next…”


She sniffed and her whole body started shaking.


“It’s okay,” I soothed her. “We don’t have to talk about it. We’ll get you home tonight, but in the morning, we’re gone. For good. You understand what’s happening?”


Sophia nodded. “I hope to see LA again.”


I hoped, for all our sakes, that she was right.















CHAPTER THREE



Ellie


I woke up in hell.


At first, I couldn’t see anything but flashing lights and moving shapes. That alone did not make it hell. Neither did the increasing urge to vomit and the pounding blood in my head that made me wince painfully with each breath.


What made it hell was when my eyes opened enough to focus on the flashing lights. It was the soft, baby-new glow of morning being scattered by an azure blue curtain that waved back and forth by an open window. Despite the bars that created zebra shadows on the carpeted floor, the window was familiar.


The curtain was too. I’d picked out that curtain from Bed Bath & Beyond, thinking the blue matched the surf outside. I’d hung that curtain myself.


Six years ago.


I sat up, limbs and head heavy with a tincture of chemicals, panic, and total disgust. I was back in our old bedroom, the one I used to share with Javier. I was back.


And the slippery son of a bitch had drugged me.


I got out of bed and nearly fell flat on my face, my legs tangled in the sheets. The room had stayed the same. Save for the security bars on the window, everything looked exactly as it had before. For six years, it had stayed the same while the man who slept there grew something terrible in his heart. I could see it in his eyes, the coldness, the games. Or maybe I could see now what I couldn’t see then.


There was no use dwelling on it. He wanted me to swim in this past, that’s why I was here. He wanted the past to drown me. I wouldn’t let it. I wouldn’t let him win. I was Ellie Watt, not Eden White, and I was stronger than this.


I had no past. There was only now.


I took the next step—as unsteady as I was—and tried the door. It wasn’t locked.


I peered out into the hallway and fought the memory that wanted to intrude, that time I discovered Javier slitting the throat of one of his friends. I shot down the memory, threw fresh dirt over it. I moved on and moved down the hall, my feet bare and sticking to the hardwood floor.


Sunlight dazzled the kitchen, streaming in through the large windows that overlooked the dune grass, sand, and ocean. Javier was sitting at the table, drinking orange juice and flipping through the Los Angeles Times, eyes darting from page to page.


It could have been a Norman Rockwell painting. I was about to throw red paint on it.


“The fuck is going on?” I asked, one hand leaning against the wall.


He finished flipping to the end of the paper—agonizing seconds of paper flipping through his deft fingers—before he laid it down and looked up at me.


“Good morning,” he said, looking amused without smiling. “Did you sleep well?”


It took all of my self-control to keep from tackling him across the table and clawing his eyes out. I knew we weren’t alone though. I knew there were people, somewhere, watching us, making sure I was following the straight and narrow. I knew I had to keep everything inside as much as I could.


“Why the hell am I here?” I asked, my jaw clenched.


“Because I live here,” he said simply.


“Still?”


He smiled, just a twitch at the corner of his snakelike mouth. “Painful memories?”


“Fuck you,” I said. I instantly regretted it when his grin broadened.


“I see. So they are.”


I brushed my hair back behind my ears, as if that would help me think. “Why am I here? Why am I here where you live?” I mimicked his accent.


He folded his hands in front of me and the damn watch started glinting like a gold spark in the sun stream. “I brought you here because this is our first task.”


“First task?” I asked dumbly.


“Sit down,” he said, gesturing to the seat across from him. Where I always used to sit. Same damn seat. “Please.”


“No.” I crossed my arms across my chest. His eyes briefly lasered in on my cleavage. “I want you to tell me what the task is. I want to know why I’m here.”


He leaned back in his chair and clasped his hands behind his head. “So impatient, my angel.”


I shot to the opposite side of the table and shoved my finger in his face. My razor blade necklace swung like a pendulum. “Talk. You owe me that much, you piece of shit.”


He eyed my finger and had the courtesy to wipe the smile from his face. “Okay.”


I backed off, my nerves firing in all directions. I waited, shoving my itching hands in my back pockets.


He breathed in delicately through his nose and folded up the newspaper as he spoke. “The task, why I brought you here, why I sought you, finally, is this: I know what you’ve been doing for the last however many years.”


“Six. You know it’s been six.”


He raised his brow. “Time flies.”


“Keep talking.”


He sighed. “All right. You’ve been a thief.”


“Just like my parents,” I filled in, knowing what else he’d throw in there.


His smile wavered for a second. “Yes. Just like them. Anyway, I’m not judging.”


Wouldn’t that be rich.


“So,” he continued. “You’ve been doing that. Being generally immoral, such a far cry from the Eden White I loved.”


The way he said loved creeped me out. It was like watching the devil himself say it. The word didn’t belong on his tongue.


“And while you’ve been Ellie Watt, I’ve been… making adjustments. Making money. Going places. Moving up.”


“If that’s moving up, then I’m moving out,” I muttered under my breath, making sure he could hear me.


“No more Dire Straits?” he asked. “Billy Joel now?”


“Get to the point.”


“The point is, I know about you. I know why you were with me, at least for some of it. I know the truth about your scars. I know the truth about Travis.”


I swallowed hard, the hairs standing up on my arms and prickling along my neck like tiny ants. Of course he knew. I remembered what Jim had told me about Javier.


Jim.


My uncle Jim. My only real family. The memory of him hit me like a brick. But it wasn’t anything nice. It wasn’t the good times. It wasn’t something fucking normal. It was when he was dead. The bullet in his head, his shocked expression as he hit the floor in that motel room.


And I was staring, just feet away, at the man who killed him.


“Something wrong?” Javier asked.


What would be the point in bringing it up? Jim didn’t deserve to be mentioned in his presence. Another memory to bury deep inside.


“So you know the truth,” I said with a shrug. “Must have been enlightening for you.”


He nodded gravely. “It was. Ellie… if I had known what Travis had done. If I had known then…”


Right. If he had known that I sought him out under false pretences, pretending to be interested in him in order to get closer to Travis, I’m sure things would have been just peachy between us. I could only imagine what Javier would have done if he discovered at the time that our whole relationship was based on a lie.


“I don’t care. What do you want?”


“It’s one and the same, don’t you see? I no longer work for Travis. I went my own way a year ago.”


“A regular Stevie Nicks,” I said, masking the sorrow that picked at me. Uncle Jim. His memory kept floating to the surface.


He went on. “Travis… I grew more powerful than him.”


“You must be very proud.”


He tilted his head in agreement, not recognizing my sarcasm. “There were too many traitors in his organization. He’d gone mad with power. Things were unraveling. He began consorting with our rivals, Los Zetas. The very people who killed my parents. If I hadn’t split, I might have died.”


What a shame, I thought.


“I had Raul and Alex. I had a few others. I had the means and the connections. I left here and headed to Florida. I made a good life for myself.” He noticed my expression. “Yes, maybe running drugs isn’t a noble life. But neither is conning.”


“What,” I said through grinding teeth. “Is. The. Task?”


“Travis hurt you, Ellie. He was the reason you found me those years ago. You wanted revenge for your scars, for your life, for what he’d done to you. I’m handing you the gun. Together, we can get your revenge. And I can get mine.”


Despite everything sounding absolutely ridiculous, I had to ask, “What’s your revenge? What did he do to you?”


“It doesn’t matter,” he said, his eyes drifting to the LA Times again. Why he was reading the LA paper when we were in Ocean Springs, Mississippi, was beyond me. Everything was beyond me. “What matters is that I said I would kill any man that hurt you. Now, you have seen that I keep my word. I keep my promises. Travis hurt you, maybe more than anyone else. I want him dead from the barrel of my gun.”


I swallowed uneasily. “Maybe you oughta turn the gun on yourself then.” Because you hurt me too is what I didn’t say.


He blinked warmly. “Maybe I will. But first, this is the task. We kill him. Together. Eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth. Promises are promises.”


I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. It was raining down on me in slick fragments that I just couldn’t grasp. One minute Camden and I were heading for a new life together. In the next I was with Javier, who wanted me to kill the drug lord that ruined my life. As much as I believed in revenge, I couldn’t muster up the rage that blinded me enough to do such a thing. I couldn’t do much of anything except try to get my brain up to speed.


“I’m a con artist,” I stated. “Not a killer for hire.”


“I know,” he said softly. He got up, pushing his chair back and leaning on the table. “Unfortunately, you don’t have much of a choice.”


My breath hitched. I would not let fear set in. Fear made me weak. Fear had drugged me.


“I always have a choice.” I grimaced at my warbling voice.


“Not always,” he said, walking around the table. His wing-tipped shoes echoed in the kitchen. “The choice you did have—to stay with Camden or turn yourself over to me—you took. Now you have to live with the consequences. It’s time for you to own your decision.”


His eyes were getting to be too much. I looked to the floor. “Why do you need me to do this? Why can’t you kill him yourself?”


“Because we are enemies now, my dear. Because he knows to look out for me. Because I have tried before and, yes, I failed. I am not perfect.”


“No one ever said you were,” I muttered. My heart was threatening to beat out of my chest, but as long as I kept my eyes on the floor and my head clear, I was going to be okay. No fear. I had to play it cool, play it safe and have no fear. The minute my mind started focusing on the what ifs was the moment I lost it.


I was very close to losing it.


“You,” he said, coming up to me. My body seized with his just inches away. I concentrated on his black shoes, expensive leather with scuffed tips. Tailored suit pants. It didn’t go. His shoes should have been shiny and as black as oil. “You. You can get to him. You can get close. You don’t even have to pull the trigger.” He said trigger like it was a new sexual position.


Another thought I didn’t need.


He took another slow step forward. I sucked in my stomach.


His voice lowered till it was rough and smooth like ice in a milkshake. “You can get your revenge. The revenge you couldn’t get with me.”


“Maybe I don’t need revenge anymore.”


“Maybe you’re lying to yourself.”


I dared myself to look him in the eye. I raised my chin defiantly, pretending I was suited in armor. “Maybe lying is what I do best.”


He gazed at my lips and let out a small laugh. “Aren’t you tired of searching for that something to put your demons to rest?”


I ignored him. “Aren’t you tired of pretending you know me when you don’t know shit? You didn’t even know I was Ellie Watt.”


“I knew enough,” he said vaguely. “And I know you’ll help me.”


“I’d like to prove you wrong.”


“Ellie, he doesn’t know who you are. You can get in. You can get close.”


I jerked my head in disbelief. “Like hell he doesn’t know who I am. Javier. I was your… I was here. I lived with you for a fucking year. Travis knew about me, you told me he did. He saw pictures of us, of me.”


“He never met you.”


“Doesn’t matter.”


“You look completely different.”


“He’ll know.” I started shaking my head up and down and back and forth. “Oh, he’ll know. How can he not?”


Javier frowned and rubbed at his chin. I could almost see puzzle pieces coming together behind those eyes. “Because he didn’t know you when you were a child. And he didn’t know you when you were with me. And he doesn’t know you now.” His head dipped. “Angel, you were nothing to him. Unmemorable. He probably doesn’t even remember pouring that acid down your leg. You’re nothing special. Not to him.”


I felt like I’d been slapped in the face, and I had to dig my fingers into my pockets like desperate claws to keep from slapping him in the face. Lord knows he deserved it, and more. But now wasn’t the time. Because as much as it hurt to hear Javier say it, I knew he was right. I had always thought that Travis was watching for me in the way that I watched for him. But who was I to him? Just a ten-year-old girl with stupid, reckless, selfish parents. He got his money back. He probably never gave a second thought to what he did to me. He was the be-all and end-all in the back of my mind, my heart, my spine, my soul. His actions piloted my every moment until now. And they would probably affect the next. I knew he hadn’t given me more thought than just that moment, when he scarred me. It was as natural as wiping his ass. He probably woke up the next day and forgot all about what he did to me. I wasn’t special. I was a mere second to him yet he’d become my Moby Dick. In some way, he’d become my everything. Too many monsters had inserted themselves into my life.


“You see,” Javier whispered. Sugar sweet. Poison. “He ruined your life and it didn’t mean a thing. He’ll do that to you. That’s how he got so far. That’s why we’re going to take him down.”


“I’m not doing anything with you,” I snarled, finding violence in my veins.


That smirk of his. “You’ll change your mind. You did before.”


Then he moved away from me in one swift moment. He plucked the orange juice off the table, drank it empty, and slammed it down. “I have some business to attend to. I’ll be back, you’ll be delighted to know. In the meantime, make yourself… at home.”


He gave me a wink and then ran down the stairs to the front door. It opened before he even got there, a burly man on the other side. Then the door closed, sealing me in the prison of my past.















CHAPTER FOUR



Camden


I dreamed about Ellie.


We were walking together between the rows of date palms on her uncle Jim’s farm. As usual, my dreams were vivid. I could smell the dates as they squished beneath our feet, the earthiness of sun and soil. Me, in my high school gear: long black trench coat that was never as hot as it looked, vinyl pants that were as hot as they looked, black Doc Martens that I’d drawn on with a silver Sharpie. Ellie was wearing the same boots, albeit smaller. I had decorated hers with gold scribbles. She was dressed in jeans and a strappy top, her uniform. Jackasses made fun of her for wearing pants in the California desert, even in the heat of summer, but I loved her in that. The jeans adapted to her body as she developed over the years, from lean and lanky to lean and curvy.


We’d always been the only kids in Palm Valley who wouldn’t be caught dead in shorts.


We walked along the rows, the sun dappling through the leaves making me feel happy. It was always a peculiar feeling, but I was used to it when I was around her. Being around Ellie gave me peace and acceptance. Real life settled in only when she left.


In the dream, I reached for her hand and pulled her toward a date palm. A ladder had been left there after harvesting.


“I want to show you something,” I told her.


She shook her head, her brow wearing a faint sign of panic. She looked so fucking cute, it was always so damn hard not to kiss her. I remember always wanting to and never working up the nerve. She had let me be so true and free (as free as a teenager can be), but that was the one thing I could never let on—how much I wanted her, needed her. It was puppy love at its dirtiest.


“Come on,” I had said to her. “Don’t tell me you’re afraid of heights.”


Her fourteen-year-old face grew hard with stark determination. I knew that would work on her.


“I’m not afraid of anything,” she said. She grabbed the ladder and began to speed up it.


“Careful!” I called after her, and followed.


We seemed to climb on and on, forever and forever, the palm tree stretching from twenty feet to thirty feet to fifty feet to a hundred. We finally reached the top, crawling through the thick fronds like kittens in a jungle. I took every opportunity to touch Ellie, my hand on her arm, her back, her thigh.


“Oh my God,” Ellie said as she settled in. Her eyes were fastened to the horizon.


In the distance you could see the San Jacinto Mountains looming like lions. They were on fire, the peaks flickering with flames that edged their way down the mountainsides and toward the towns below. The fire spread like a blanket of lava over the valley, faster and thicker until it reached her uncle’s farm. Date palms disappeared in front of our eyes, going down like blackened matchsticks, leaving tiny puffs of smoke floating above a sea of red.


Ellie looked at me, young and scared. She reached for my hand as the hiss and pop of the fire gathered at the base of our tree.


“Will you burn with me?” she asked. “Or will you go free?”


I grabbed her face as the heat pressed in. “I’ll burn with you.”


My lips touched hers for one second. Our screams covered us in the next.


*     *     *


“Camden.” A voice came shuddering through the dark. “Camden, wake up.”


Soft hands on my arm, shaking me awake.


I opened my eyes. Instead of seeing Ellie’s face in a sea of flames I saw Sophia’s, peering at me with something a little less than concern. Her hands were still shaking me but she was keeping her distance, clutching her mauve robe to her chest. I blinked and tried to sit up.


I was on her couch in her tiny, toy-strewn living room. There was a fuzzy darkness that came with dawn. Light was taking its time outside her windows.


“What’s wrong?” I groaned while pinching the bridge of my nose. I’d fallen asleep with my glasses on, ensuring that the frames felt permanently pressed into my skin. We’d gotten to her apartment as night was falling. After scoping out the joint and peering through the blinds every five minutes, watching for her brothers or anything suspicious, I stayed up for as long as I could. It was a second-story unit with views of the street, easy pickings. Sophia didn’t seem as worried as I thought she would be. Perhaps her focus was on Ben. He may have been young, but he was observant and knew something bad was happening. Sophia did what she could to make sure he was calm and happy before putting him to bed.


I had watched from the doorway. It was as close as I could get without intruding. My heart pinched as she sang him a nursery song, the same one she had sung to him as a baby. When I was around. In those days, she’d pick him up during his midnight cries and whisper it, so soft and so sweet. Sometimes I’d take over, just to give her a break. I could never hit her high notes—I wasn’t much of a singer. But Ben would stop crying, just like that.


Later, when Sophia started pulling out of the marriage, out of life in general, I sang that song all the time. After a while, it stopped working. He missed his mother. I did too. And no matter how soothing I tried to sound, I couldn’t stop Ben’s tears. Things crumbled beyond repair.


Ben had been a year old when I last saw him, days before the divorce was final. Though now I had been looking at the face of an older boy all curled up in his bed, in some ways it was as if I had never left. I knew him, deep inside, and everything on the surface was slowly catching up.


He had been almost asleep, round face, my beautiful boy, when he opened his eyes and stared right at me from across the room.


“Mama, who is that?” he had asked, as if seeing me for the first time. It had felt like I turned a tattoo machine on my heart.


She had brushed back his hair. “No one you need to worry about. Sleep well, my Ben.”


Any other time, I would have said something. The words, the anger, were fighting their way out of my chest and up my throat. To be brushed aside like that. I was his motherfucking father. But that wasn’t the time for my own insecurities, for the tragedy of our family. As long as Sophia and Ben were around her traitorous brothers, they were in danger. I needed to save them first.


The technicalities could come after.


And that’s how I ended up falling asleep on the couch. Sophia had retired to her room, something I had no interest in being a part of, even if the offer was on the table (which it wasn’t). I had lain down on the couch and waited. Waited for people who never came. Waited for the reason to run.


“You were yelling,” Sophia said, straightening up. She started tugging at her dark hair, something she did when she was nervous. “I thought you were in pain.”


“It was a dream,” I reassured her.


“A bad dream. You cried out for that woman. For Ellie.”


It was weird to hear her say Ellie’s name. She didn’t say it with venom, though, just curiosity. I couldn’t blame her. Ellie and I had quite the story, and she hadn’t heard any of it. There was no point in explaining, not when the wound was still raw.


“Did I wake Ben?” I asked, suddenly worried. My eyes darted to the hallway where his door was open. His room was still dark and quiet.


She shook her head and smiled. It was a sad smile. “He sleeps in. And he sleeps through everything. Just like his father.”


I watched her face carefully for telltale signs of insincerity. There weren’t any.


I smiled back carefully. “I’ve gotten better. I get up at nine now.”


She smirked. “Oh, nine. Must be nice being a tattoo artist. Your clients are probably all hungover anyway and stumbling in at noon.”


That wasn’t exactly true but, of course, that was the stereotype of people with tattoos. Despite the popularity of shitty-yet-hot tattoo artist chicks and the locust swarm of hipsters, people still had the wrong idea about tattoos and the artists who gave them. They were untrustworthy, dirty, trashy, and dishonest as a whole. Yet I’d tattooed valedictorians and soccer moms. I’d inked businessmen and actors. Reverends and teenyboppers. Tattoos were self-expression in its rawest and most permanent form. They weren’t for one set of people or another.


Despite the facts, I was used to the stereotype. It wouldn’t die but then neither would I as long as I ignored it. Even Sophia, who had met me because she got a fucking tattoo, clung to it as if it were the only way to describe me.


Of course, the fact that I turned into a money launderer didn’t really help my case. I’d never much cared for what people thought of me.


“I don’t care when they stumble in, as long as they let me use their body as a canvas.” Then I would continue to be immortal. My ink, my work, my self, would live on. I didn’t say that to her though because that would definitely add another bar to the my ex-husband is a nut job scale.


Her features drew together. “So what are you going to do now?”


“Now?”


“Will you keep being a tattoo artist? Or will you try something else?”


The way she said “something else” reminded me of the way my dad often talked about my choice of career.


“One step at a time, Sophia,” I reminded her, easing myself to my feet. Sleeping on a thin couch never did my back any good, and I had a strange feeling that I would need to be agile today.


“Do you want me to make you coffee?” I asked, my head starting to ache for it.


She studied for a moment before shaking her head. “Where are my manners? You stay. I’ll make it.”


She swept herself into her tiny kitchen. “My father gave me one of those Keurig coffeemakers for Christmas last year. I love it.”


Her father. My eyes did another sweep of the room, and even in the fuzzy dawn I noted things I hadn’t the night before. Flat-screen TV, not new though nothing to scoff at. Ikea couch that I’d slept on. Ben didn’t have an obscene amount of toys, but from the ones that I saw, they looked new. Despite Sophia telling me that her dickhead brothers never passed on a dime of my child support, she seemed to be doing well enough for herself. This could have been her father—always Mr. Madano to me—or her job (she was an aesthetician) or the government. It should have made me feel good inside, to know she was doing okay without my money going through, yet for some reason it made me madder. It highlighted the money that was wasted. It made me feel like a fucking chump.


The coffee machine whirred and spurted, and in minutes I had a steaming cup of coffee in my hands. The mug had a picture of Ben on it, smiling, wearing reindeer antlers on his head.
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