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      I thought I could resist a tattooed bad boy, but that was before Ian Pallas showed me just how good it could feel to take a walk on the wild side with him.

      

      For most of my life I’d played it safe, but Ian Pallas, with his flirtatious smiles and gorgeous, tattooed body, made me want to take the biggest risk of my life.  We were so different, in so many ways—but you know what they say about opposites attracting one another, and we were like two magnets, unable to resist the chemistry between us.

      

      There was no denying that Ian made me feel safe and secure for the first time ever, and even though his past is . . . complicated, accepting everything about Ian, all his flaws and rough edges, is a risk I’m willing to take to make this hot, sexy man mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ian

      

      

      

      I called it the Itch. That feeling when my hands and brain practically vibrated in time with each other to try something new.

      Learn guitar.

      Make perfect crepes.

      Ride a horse.

      Take up blacksmithing.

      Back in my drinking days, the Itch almost always involved alcohol, and when I was especially unlucky, a night in the drunk tank or a trip to the emergency room for some stitches or a cast. The worst days and nights ended with my parents begging me to go to rehab. Church. Therapy. Anything to get my drinking under control.

      “I’m not an alcoholic,” I’d say, waving a dismissive hand when my mother drove me home from the emergency room with my leg in a cast or a line of brackish stitches that almost—but not quite—blended into my hairline. “I just like to have a few drinks sometimes.”

      And that had been true—in college, maybe, when I wrote it off as being a party animal, but by senior year, I couldn’t touch alcohol without drinking myself into a state of sloppy, undignified intoxication. A behavioral pattern that worsened in the years that followed, until I wrapped my car around a tree at age twenty-nine. And with six pins in my ankle and a murderous headache, I looked my tearful parents in the eye from my hospital bed and told them what we all knew.

      That I was an alcoholic, and that it was time to dry out.

      When I hobbled into my first Alcoholic Anonymous meeting a few days later, cursing at my crutches and twitching for want of a drink, Edith spotted me across the room, plopped down next to me, and told me that I didn’t need to be embarrassed.

      That it was time to share. To learn. To grow.

      It had been three years, and I’d done all of those things. Was still doing those things. I learned that when the Itch grew, I should listen to it instead of drowning it out with the burn of whiskey. To follow the recovery maxim—accept the things I cannot change.

      For me, that meant accepting myself. I was a thirty-two-year-old man with a raging case of ADHD, a guy who couldn’t help getting into a heap of trouble unless I fed that hunger to learn. To try. To do. And that hunger—well, it wasn’t bad, I decided. Not at all. It just was, and if some people thought I was a little too intense, then I would accept that as well.

      Some people even liked that about me. Now that I knew myself—really knew myself, as a sober guy—I liked it, too.

      Today, the Itch zoomed in on, of all things, my sponsor’s hands from across our table at the diner, where two knitting needles clacked together and a rectangle of neatly interlocked yarn was just starting to form.

      “That’s amazing,” I murmured as I hunched down in my seat to watch the needles in Edith’s liver-spotted hands fly. “Where’d you learn to do that?”

      I looked up at Edith just in time to watch her eyes roll behind her rhinestone-studded reading glasses. “Learned when I was a kid. I just do it when I’m in the mood these days. Why, you interested?”

      Straightening, I reached out and dumped some sugar into my coffee, stirring before I took a big swig. “It looks cool. Do you think you could teach me?”

      I liked to get right to the point with Edith—she didn’t tolerate hemming and hawing very well. It was one of the things I loved about her—no sweet-talking required with her, it was either going to be a yes or a no.

      She snorted. “No. I’m your sponsor, not your goddamn sensei. And anyway, look at this.” She held up the needles, showing the scant few rows already stitched. “I can barely remember how to do it anymore. You want to learn, go take a class.”

      I smiled and shook my head. “Sometimes I wonder if you even like me, Edith.”

      She frowned down into her knitting. “It’s your gorgeous face. And your tight ass.” She paused and thought for a moment. “And the way you looked when you gimped into your first meeting, like a big idiot baby. I thought that was kind of cute.”

      I barked out a laugh, drawing the stares of several nearby diner patrons, as well as Edith’s patented raised eyebrow.

      “Idiot baby,” I repeated as I toyed with my coffee cup. “My father would love that one.”

      Edith shrugged as she sipped her own cup. “It’s true. You were—what, three days without a drink? And you looked like hell.”

      “I felt like hell.”

      I thought back to those first few weeks of my sobriety, when the urge to drink beat down the doors of my brain, and my emotions, my senses—everything—overwhelmed me so much that I wanted to lock myself in a dark room with a fifth of whiskey and not come out until things made sense again.

      My brother George lived with me for months, rolling out of bed or dropping what he was doing without complaint every time I told him that I needed someone to sit with me. To talk to me. Anything to keep me from walking out the door and going to the nearest bar. To keep me from losing my hard-won sanity in the bottom of a shot glass.

      Until one night, itching for the burn of liquor as I flipped through cooking shows and George snored in my spare bedroom, I decided to try to make crepes instead. I didn’t drag George out of bed, not for a second, but I didn’t drink, either. And when George walked into the kitchen the next morning, he found stacks and stacks of stone-cold crepes. I was passed out on the couch, exhausted from my nocturnal cooking adventure.

      And sober as a judge.

      The next night, I made a flan. Three flans, actually. Two-and-a-half of them wound up in the garbage, but I didn’t mind. I knew that the next time I wanted a drink—the next thousand or million times, really—I had a strategy.

      Edith granted me a rare smile. “You looked and felt like hell, but you were still cute, kiddo,” she rasped. “Now, tell me how things are going.”

      Our server placed a plate in front of me, and I grabbed a strip of bacon and crunched off the end. “Good,” I said. “Busy. The shop is doing great, and I’ve got a spread coming up in Tattooist.”

      “Oh yeah,” Edith said. She stuffed her knitting into her voluminous straw bag and picked up her fork. “Those sleeves you did for your brother, right? You were pretty stressed out about those last time we talked.”

      I nodded and took another bite of eggs. “I was, but they turned out great. Best thing I’ve done so far in my career. Which is good, because Nicky is built like a brick shithouse and would destroy me if I gave him bad tattoos.”

      Edith waved her fork at me before popping a bite of pancake into her mouth. “You wouldn’t. You’re too good at it.”

      I smiled at her. “Thanks, Edith. That means a lot coming from you.” And it did.

      After breakfast, I headed over to my shop, Zeus Tattoo. We didn’t open until noon, but I liked the quiet before the other artists and clients arrived. It was plum time to think, to sketch and get ready for my day, to get my head in the game if I was feeling a little scattered.

      Lots of artists had gone all digital—and I did too for convenience most of the time, but for me, nothing beat the feel of a pencil on paper or paint on canvas, except maybe a tattoo machine on skin. I pulled my thick sketchbook and flopped into my chair, reclining back as I chewed on a thumbnail and thought.

      Knitting needles. Yarn.

      Right, I needed to find a class. I would, right after I finished this.

      But for now, I carefully drew the outline of knitting needles and yarn, the fine fibers weaving and looping until they formed a heart. It was a small drawing, but still careful work. The hardest part of any drawing, I had found, was knowing when to put the pencil down. And when I finally lifted the lead away from the paper, I smiled with satisfaction and carefully closed the sketchbook.

      Somebody would love that tattoo one day, I decided. When I was ready to set it free. But not yet—for now, I put it away, then grabbed my laptop. Time to find a knitting class.

      Most of these classes met around six or seven in the evening. Shit. Early evenings were usually no good for me—I was usually at the shop until around six, often later.

      Met more than once a week? That was out.

      Community center halfway across Seattle? No good.

      Wait a second—the senior center near my house offered a class. Ten in the morning every Tuesday, join anytime. I’d probably be the youngest in the class by a few decades—and stick out like a sore thumb thanks to my size and the tattoos—but I didn’t give a shit about that. The website said the class was open to everyone, so I’d just take them up on the offer.

      Besides, I thought with a smile as I completed the online registration, I got along great with older folks. My Nana had been crazy about me when she was alive, and Edith might have called me an idiot baby over breakfast, but she’d been slipping me Christmas cards and homemade baked goods for years. And if I could handle grouchy, snappish Edith, I could handle anybody.

      The first class met tomorrow, so I sent the supply list to the shop printer and made a mental note to run to the craft store later to pick up the items I needed to get started on my knitting journey.

      With plans for my next hobby in place, I stashed my laptop and started getting ready for my first client of the day. Seattle’s best up-and-coming tattoo artist—according to my upcoming spread in Tattooist, anyway—had a busy day ahead.
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        Samantha

      

      

      

      “Okay, Samantha, everything looks pretty good,” Dr. Warner said as she peeled her gloves off and tossed them in the trash. “Another year of your birth control pills and a refill of your anxiety medicine, then?”

      I sat up and scooted to the end of the exam table as I smoothed the sheet over my lap and pulled the gown a bit closer. I nodded at my gynecologist, a petite woman with a bright, approachable smile. “Yeah, that sounds great. Thank you.”

      She turned to the computer next to her and clicked through my chart, chewing on the inside of her cheek as she scanned all my information. “And I’m seeing here that you’re due for another tetanus booster.” The stool squeaked as she turned back to me and hit me with that smile again. “Do you have a couple extra minutes for us to get you up to date on that? Then it’s out of the way and you don’t have to think about it for ten more years.”

      Ugh, needles. I hated needles, had ever since I could remember, but I resisted the urge to grab my neatly folded clothes and run out the door with all the important bits still hanging out.

      Instead, I just nodded and pasted a weak smile on my face. “Yeah, that’s fine too. Can I get dressed first?”

      She clicked something on the screen. “Sure, that’s fine.” Turning back to me, she looked me over with a practiced eye. “I can tell you’re not psyched about the shot. It’s an easy one, though. Baby stick. And my nurse is like a magician with those things.”

      I sighed. “Am I that easy to read?”

      Dr. Warner stood up and straightened her crisp, white lab coat. “Yeah, but even if you weren’t, I’d know.” She tapped her nose. “I can smell fear. It’s a doctor thing.” She paused. “Do I have to worry about you passing out?”

      Passing out? God, I hoped not.

      Firmly—that was the goal, anyway but it came out a little less convincingly than I intended, I said, “No. I’m not a fainter.” Technically true, I supposed. I hadn’t before. And what was that saying—if you believe it, you can achieve it?

      I believed that I was stronger than my fear of needles. I could achieve complete consciousness the entire time.

      I couldn’t decide if I was disappointed or relieved that the nurse only took a couple of minutes to show up with the vaccine. I had just finished pulling up my jeans and sliding into my sandals when a soft knock sounded on the door.

      “You decent?” a chirpy voice said.

      “Come on in,” I called. I congratulated myself for not sounding tense. Well, not too tense, anyway. Maybe a little anxious, but nothing too weird.

      Just a shot, Sam, I told myself. A baby stick, like she said.

      “Okay, Ms. Stanfield,” the nurse said as she pushed the door open with a shoulder, tray in hands. A tray with the needle on it, I noticed, gulping down the sudden sour taste in my mouth. “Tetanus booster, right?”

      I nodded weakly and tried to smile, but it felt more like a grimace. “Yeah. Tetanus booster.”

      “All right, pick an arm.” She grabbed an alcohol wipe and smoothed it over the bared skin of my proffered arm, and I tried not to wince at the cold sensation of the evaporating liquid.

      Suddenly, needle in hand, she stopped.

      “You don’t look so good,” she said conversationally. “Do you need to lie down?”

      I waved a hand. “No, no. I’ll look away and it’ll be fine.” I would not pass out or barf. Absolutely not.

      The nurse—IVY, her badge said in bold black letters—arched a dark eyebrow. “You sure?”

      I nodded. “I never faint. Just do it.”

      Ivy shrugged. “All right,” she said as she moved in closer. “If you say so.”

      “And then I passed out,” I said, finishing the story of how my morning had gone.

      Across the table from me, my friend Annie shrieked out a laugh before clapping her hands over her mouth when the other coffee shop patrons turned and glared. For a full thirty seconds, she giggled behind her hands, her face pinking with mirth as her eyes sparkled. Finally, she pulled her hands away, still snorting gently with laughter.

      “So how did it happen? Did you fall gracefully to the floor like in the movies or something?” She pulled her steaming cup of coffee closer and ripped open a couple packets of Sugar in the Raw, dumping them in before she stirred the dark liquid. Her spoon clanged noisily against the side of the ceramic cup.

      That was Annie. Noise and light and laughter. She probably hoped for a theatrical fainting scene, just because she liked the way it looked in her head. She’d always been like that, ever since we were kids.

      She always explained it as the product of being from a big family. You had to be loud—be dramatic to really get noticed, she explained, and she wasn’t kidding. We met when we were ten, and the first time I went over to her house, the noise, the chaos, the life overwhelmed me, especially compared to the tense quiet of my own childhood home.

      Annie’s parents shouted at each other across the house—questions, jokes, requests, anything at all—while my own parents simply despised each other in silence, a silence that wound me tighter and tighter with anxiety, until I could hardly breathe or speak. And as I spent more of my time at Annie’s house, I realized that the endless noise and friendly clutter of six kids filled a hole inside me that I hadn’t even known was empty.

      My parents finally—finally split up when I was twelve, and I spent even more time with Annie’s family after that. And as an adult, with the benefit of time and perspective, I knew that while my parents raised me, loved me, took care of my needs, Annie’s house was where I learned to love completely, with a full and open heart.

      Annie always said that friendship with me gave her some quiet space to think when she needed it. That when she was with me, she felt listened to. But when I spent time with Annie, with her family, I felt filled up. Recharged by the joyful cacophony of it all.

      “Sorry to disappoint,” I replied wryly as I took a quick sip of my iced cold brew. “As far as I can tell, I just kind of crumpled back on the exam table. No theatrics at all.”

      Annie sipped her newly sweetened coffee thoughtfully, then grabbed another packet of sugar. “Story’s not as good that way. Anyway, I thought you took anxiety medicine. Doesn’t that help with stuff like this?”

      I eyed the growing pile of sugar packets on her side of the table. Disgusting—I didn’t know how she could stand to ruin such a noble beverage with so much sweetness. Give me the bitter black stuff any day, I thought with another sip of cold brew, sighing with pleasure as I set it down. Perfection.

      “Anxiety meds don’t work like that,” I explained. “I take the meds to keep from running out of the room and screaming whenever things get a little bit stressful.” I picked up my chicken salad croissant. “Takes the edge off and keeps me even-keeled and calm.”

      Annie rolled her eyes. “Anyway,” she said, swirling her spoon in the cup again to mix in her—fourth? fifth?—packet of sugar. “What happened after that?”

      Around a mouthful of chicken salad, I said, “They made me lay down for a few minutes, and then they tried to talk me into an ER visit, but I refused the offer.”

      “Maybe you should have gone.”

      “No.” I sliced a hand—the non-croissant-holding one—through the air, a decisive I-think-the-hell-not. “Absolutely not. I was already about to die of embarrassment. I waited until I felt fine again, dodged the nurse while she tried to force me to stay put, and then I came here to meet you. And after this, I’m going home.”

      Annie slurped her coffee—loudly, of course—and put it down in the saucer with a loud clink and a grimace. “Too sweet,” she said, and it was my turn to roll my eyes. “Anyway, if you’re going home, tell my dog that I love her and miss her.”

      “Marge is my dog, not your dog,” I said automatically. “Just because you like my dog doesn’t mean you can claim her.”

      With an indignant sniff, Annie picked up her own ham-and-cheese sandwich and took a big, vicious bite while glaring at me.

      “You’re just jealous of what we have,” she said after she swallowed. “Marge loves me. She tells me all the time that she wants to come and live with me.”

      I held back a grin. “Do you want to come visit her tonight? I’ll be busy on the loom, but you two can keep me company, and she’ll appreciate the scratches.”

      Annie nodded vigorously and took another slurp of coffee. “Snuggle time with your dog? Absolutely.”

      Then, she put the mug down and cocked her head as she regarded me curiously. My insane best friend, I thought affectionately. Annie was brilliant, complicated, and stubbornly marched to the beat of her own drum. Always had, always would. It was the thing I liked best about her.

      “Haven’t seen you use the loom in a while,” Annie finally said. “You taking a break from teaching?”

      I shrugged. “I’m honestly about to pick up some more classes, just to keep the money coming in. But I’ve got some commissioned work on my plate too, so I’m doing just fine. This one’s for me, though.”

      I was a fiber artist, which mostly translated into teaching fiber arts to other people. Weaving, beading, macrame—whatever people wanted to learn and would pay me to teach, I did, while I created my own work on the side. I didn’t mind teaching, really—it kept the bills paid, and I got a lot of satisfaction out of it. But a little bit more time to weave rugs and do abstract embroidery—well, it would have been nice.

      Speaking of teaching—shit. I looked at my watch. I had to hit the craft store to get some supplies for my knitting class at the senior center. Nothing fancy—some cheap yarn to demonstrate the knit-one-purl-two thing for older folks who were more interested in keeping their brains sharp and their social lives hopping than they were in knitting anything truly complex. It was one of my favorite classes, honestly. Almost no prep work required and a sizeable cut of the enrollment fees went straight into my pocket.

      “I gotta get to the craft store,” I told Annie, who was midway through pouring another packet of sugar into her coffee. I popped the last buttery piece of croissant into my mouth. “Need some supplies for the senior center class. You want to come?”

      She shook her head. “Nah. Lunch break’s just about over, and I need to head into the office.”

      For all her weirdness, Annie had a surprisingly staid job managing a veterinary practice. She was brilliant and could have done anything she wanted—and she chose doing the books for the neighborhood small animal guy. Not that I looked down on it—I made my living teaching seniors how to knit, after all.

      “I like numbers and I like dogs,” she’d said with a shrug when I asked her why she had stayed for so long. “This way, I can enjoy both my interests.”

      I dug my phone out of my bag and did a quick e-mail check. A new student for tomorrow’s class, so I’d need to make a copy of the instructional materials for them, too.

      “All right, time for me to go,” I said, tucking my phone back into my bag and rising to my feet. I picked a croissant crumb off my cardigan. “Lots to do. Will you be over for dinner?”

      Annie lifted her cup in a salute. “You know it. Ask Marge what she’s in the mood for.”

      Laughing, I turned to leave. “You’re making my dog fat with all your luxury dog treats.”

      “She’s entitled to a few extra pounds in her old age!” Annie called as I headed out the door.

      I turned back with a smile and a wave, and headed out, belly full of chicken salad, unaffected by any lingering faintness or nausea, and attacked the rest of my day.
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