
  
    [image: Diva’s Ink]
  


  
    
      Diva’s Ink

      DIVA’S INK TRILOGY

    

    
      
        LIBERTY PARKER

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Copyright

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Diva’s Ink Trilogy

        Blank Canvas, Clean Slate, Beautiful Template

        Diva’s Ink Novel

        Copyright © Liberty Parker

        Published by Liberty Parker

        Cover by: Mae’s Wicked Graphics

        http://bit.ly/2o2WYNt

        Edited by: Darlene Tallman

        Formatting by: Liberty Parker

        Proofread by: Vera Quinn

      

      

      This e-book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This e-book may not be resold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person or use proper retail channels to lend a copy. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return it and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author. To obtain permission to excerpt portions of the text please contact

      
        
        authorlibertyparker@yahoo.com

      

      

      All characters in this book are fiction and figments of the authors’ imaginations. No part of this story is based on any true events or anyone’s life. If any MC names, places or events are used by any real or true person it is coincidental and in no way based on them or any real-life human being living or not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Blank Canvas

          

          DIVA’S INK BOOK ONE

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Blank Canvas]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Image]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            List of Characters

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Masters

        Ariel Masters

        Emory Masters

        Rainey Masters

        Glory Masters

        Ariel Masters’ Husband

        Dillon Connelly

        Emory Masters’ Husband

        Marcus Thompson

        The James’ Brothers

        Carson

        Levi

        Special Appearances from the Rage Ryders

        Wasp

        Sadistic (Tic)

        Ashton

        Kori

        Kids

        Devon

        Shyann

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Blurb

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ariel

      

      

      From the time I was a little girl, I knew I was going to follow in my father’s footsteps. The art form of tattooing always intrigued me, and it became my life’s goal to put my work on other people’s bodies. My blank slates as I called them, ready and waiting for me to help the individual express themselves.

      I’m fully tatted and pierced and I love myself the way I am and will not change that for anyone. I had tried my hand at love once before, but it didn’t turn out very well, so I gave up and concentrated on making my shop successful. Then one night I came in contact with my high school crush, Dillon Connelly.

      And he changed everything.

      
        
        Dillon

      

      

      Growing up, I knew I needed to escape my parents’ house and make something of myself. My sixth-grade science teacher, Mrs. Masters, changed the course of my life and encouraged me to reach for something better. I worked hard and became a doctor, graduating at the top of my class. No one was holding me back from my goals in life. I’ve always been searching for something, never quite figuring out what that was until a familiar patient’s daughter became my soul purpose for living.

      Could she be the one?

      Ariel and Dillon cross paths after a devastating event involving Ariel’s mother. This chance encounter changes the path of their lives. But something is lurking in the background that could test their new-found love. Can they put an end to this new threat before it separates them from each other for good? Or will this threat ruin their one chance at happiness together?
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        Beauty is in the eye of the beholder

      

      

      
        
        Ariel

        Age Seven

      

      

      I love it on the days that I get to come to my daddy’s shop and watch him work. It’s usually on the weekends because of stupid school. I’m sitting on a stool in my daddy’s office watching him put paint on somebody’s skin.

      “Daddy, whys do you puts paint people’s bodies for a living? Why does people like colors on them?”

      “Because some people like to express themselves and their individual personality by using the art I put on them. And I like to put food on the table for your mother, sisters and you. You do like to eat don’t you, Ariel?”

      “Yes, sillies, I like to eat.”

      “That’s good to know, because Daddy likes to eat too,” he says with a smile on his face. My daddy is so handsome when he smiles like that.

      “I want to paint people’s bodies too when I get older just like you.”

      “Wanna be like your old man, huh?”

      “Yes sir, will you teaches me to paint people?”

      “Absolutely, but first, why don’t you practice coloring inside of all of the lines in your coloring book first. Once you accomplish that task, I will start teaching you about drawing pictures, and then we can practice what it will be like when you put them on an actual person.”

      “Okays Daddy.”

      These are the kind of memories I will learn to cherish for the rest of my life…
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        Beauty is more than skin deep

      

      

      
        
        Ariel

      

      

      “Rainey! Emory! Hurry your asses up! It’s been a long day and I want to close up the shop and get home to let Sassy girl out, stop playing around and let’s go!” I yell out at my sisters. It’s been a long fucking day and I’m ready to end it. My sisters, however, have a different plan and are playing around in the break room. The three of us own Diva’s Ink House, we are all tattoo artists and piercers. Some even say we are very good at what we do. My uncle and dad were tattooists and started training us at an early age. We spent endless summers, weekends and holidays with them, watching them and learning the trade. When they passed away, my sisters and I joined forces and completely revamped the shop. We changed the name and redecorated the place to fit us and our individual personalities. Don’t get me wrong, the shop isn’t overly feminine, we didn’t go all out and coat it in Pepto pink. It’s all done in light blues and different shades of grey—but it does have a woman’s touch and is still masculine enough for our male patrons.

      “Jeez, Ariel, we’re coming,” Emory yells out at me and I know, even though I can’t see her from down the hallway, that she’s rolling her eyes at me. I know my sisters better than I know myself, and I can anticipate their words and actions, even if they’re not in the same vicinity as me.

      “Hold your damn horses, Ariel,” Rainey yells out to me as she comes into the front of the shop joining me. “Emory was telling me about a client she had today that wanted her to ink his dick. What he wants is pretty fucking hilarious and we lost track of time talking about it.”

      “What? One of our clients wants their dick inked?” I ask, dumbfounded. What kind of moron wants their dick permanently marked? is the question that is rolling around in my mind. I roll my eyes and think to myself that I’ve seen and heard of some crazy shit while working in this industry. “Do I even want to know what the idiot wants?” We don’t ink genitalia here, we don’t ink men’s junk…period. We do pierce one on the occasion, but never lay down ink, it’s impossible to get a good design down since it hurts too much, and the client is constantly moving due to the pain. The three of us all voted once and decided unanimously that we didn’t want to put ink…down there.

      “He wants the Oscar Meyer wiener emblem tattooed on his cock,” Emory informs me.

      “He what? Was he high or drunk when he made this request?” I ask Em.

      “Nah, apparently he lost a bet with his buddies and has a certain amount of time to pay up,” she says with mischief in her eyes.

      “Did you tell his ass we aren’t in the business of touching our client’s dicks unless it’s for piercings?” I need to know what she told him.

      “Nope, told him I’d do it for a grand and as long as he brought me a medical evaluation clearing him of any STD’s.”

      “You’re fucking joking with me?”

      “Sis, you should’ve seen him, he isn’t going to go through with this one. I explained how painful it would be and that he couldn’t show up having consumed any alcohol or having taken medication of any type—told him he’d have to do it all natural. You should’ve seen how wide his eyes got, I think the fucker was thinking he’d get himself nice and drunk before coming in to have it done.”

      Here at Diva’s Ink we have a strict policy that hangs over the register, stating that if we have a feeling that the client is high or drunk, we have the right to refuse service. We don’t need any proof either, just an inclination and you’re out the door. Not only does it thin the blood out and make the client bleed like a stuffed pig, but narcotics and alcohol can cause a number of medical issues all on their own. If you add in needles and ink, it’s a catastrophe in the making. “So I take it he didn’t schedule an appointment for the ink?” I ask Em needing to know if I should keep an open eye on the books to make sure I’m working on the day this dufus appears.

      “Nope, he said he’d get back to me at a later date. He took off out of here so fast I swear his feet caught fire during his escape.” We all start laughing at that visual.

      Walking out of the shop, I lock up and set the alarm, we all head toward the back-parking lot behind the shop where we park to get into our individual cars. We wait on each other until we are all settled in our own vehicles, have them started and then proceed to follow each other out and onto the main street that will lead us out of town. The entire time I’m driving towards my house, I can’t stop thinking of what we should do if the guy does happen to show back up. I won’t allow my baby sisters to ink this jackasses dick, that’s for sure. Another task I’ll put on myself. I love and am very protective of my younger siblings. We are closer than most sisters since we are what my dad called stepladder children. There’s only a two-year gap between each one of us. I’m twenty-seven, Emory is twenty-five and our baby sister Rainey is twenty-three. My birthday is in April, Emory’s is in March and Rainey’s is May. Our parents were constantly dishing out presents between holidays and birthdays. I miss my dad so much, celebrating birthdays and holidays hasn’t been the same since he left us. Our love and devotion to him is what has kept us going, we don’t want to let him down, so we keep celebrating.

      As I pull up in my driveway, my thoughts go to what I want for dinner. It’s been a long exhausting day and I can’t muster up the thought of cooking for just myself. I love to cook, but when it’s for a party of one, it’s more of a hassle than anything else. As I make my way out of my car and up to my door, I can hear my Rottweiler Sassy girl barking in excitement. She always knows when her momma is home and that means it’s her feeding time. I walk in and she runs up to me in excitement, “What is it Sassy girl, are you hungry?” I ask her as I scratch her behind her ears. I drop down to my knees and give her some proper loving, she loves to have her belly scratched and as she rolls on her back, I know that’s what she’s silently begging for. I can’t help but to give in to her demands, she’s my baby and I love her more than life itself.

      I stand up and begin walking towards the back door, she gets up and follows me like she does every night. We have a routine and she knows it well. I open the door and let her outside to take care of her business, I leave the door open, so she can come in once she’s done. I remove my shoes and walk to the kitchen pantry and grab her food. I fill her bowl to the brim knowing she hasn’t eaten since this morning and must be starving seeing as it’s nearly one a.m. We don’t normally close the shop until around two, but we were tired and had no clients come in. That time of the morning it’s normally walk-ins who are drunk and are more of a hassle than anything else, but occasionally we get the night owl that comes in for actual work.

      That’s the one thing about my business—it thrives at nighttime. Which works out for me, seeing as I am not a morning person, it allows me to sleep in until noon or so. We don’t even open the shop up until two p.m. anyways. I set her food and water dishes down in the kitchen and make my way to the refrigerator. Moving things around nothing is catching my eye, I notice I have just enough milk to make a bowl of cereal. Deciding that’s good enough I grab my cereal bowl, box of Captain Crunch, and I add some milk and grab a spoon from the drawer. Sassy walks in so as I grab my bowl, I walk over and shut and lock the door. I sit down at the kitchen table and dig into my scrumptious dinner—yummy.

      Once I finish eating, I rinse out my bowl and spoon then stick them in the dishwasher. I go to the front door to make sure I locked it when I came in earlier. I don’t have an alarm system since there is very little crime in our small town, we have a local MC that keeps us safe and protected—nobody around here wants to get on their bad side. It takes me an hour or two to unwind after a day as busy as the one I had, so I hop in the shower quickly, dry off and get into my night clothes. Deciding I want to be lazy tonight, I grab the remote to the television, click on the app for Netflix and settle in for some sexy Jax time. Sassy girl hops up on the bed to join me for the night, I snuggle into her and get ready for some eye candy and action-packed bad boys for my evening choice of delights.
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      I must have fallen asleep, I wake up and turn over looking at the window and notice it’s still dark outside. I turn off the television, which I’m assuming is what woke me up and look over at Sassy, she is sprawled out on her back with all four paws up in the air. I chuckle at her position and try to snuggle back down for more sleep when I hear pounding on the front door and can hear my cell phone going off in the kitchen. I must’ve left it in there earlier when I ate my dinner and fed Sassy. Groaning I get myself up from the bed and look over at Sassy who is still sound asleep on the bed.

      “Some damn guard dog you are,” I mutter at her. She opens one eye and looks at me, I swear she’s cussing me out while begging me to make the racket stop so she can get back to her slumber.

      “Fucking bitch, you’re supposed to be protecting me, not the other way around.” She moans at me and rolls over facing the other direction. ‘Maybe I need to send her to obedience school’, I think to myself. The pounding on the door increases, grating on my last nerve, “I’m fucking coming, hang on a damn second, some of us are sleeping at,” I look at my clock to see what time it is, “four motherfucking a.m. I swear someone better be dead or dying!” I notice the missed calls are from Rainey and suddenly I’m very anxious to make it to the door to find out if my sister is alright. I grab my robe, throw it on and run out of my bedroom. I swing the door open and see Rainey and Emory standing on my front porch.

      Rainey has her phone held up to her ear as if she was making a call, probably to me…again, “Bout damn time you answered your door!” she screams out at me. They both have sullen looks on their faces letting me know the news they are about to share isn’t good, but I can’t help myself and the bitchiness that comes out of my mouth.

      “Forget about that! Why don’t you two tell me what you’re doing blowing my phone up and banging on my door at four o’clock in the damn morning? I just went to sleep for crying out loud!”

      “It’s Mom, her house caught fire and she’s been taken to the emergency room. Her house is a total loss and we need to get there…now.”

      “Well why the hell are you both here, one of you should be there with her!” I shout out at them—do I have to do all the thinking for the three of us? I run back to my room to throw on my bra, some sweats and a t-shirt. I don’t bother with socks, but I grab my chucks and throw them on. “Why aren’t one of y’all there with her?”

      “Neither one of us could get a hold of you and we both showed up here at the same time to try and wake your ass up. Now stop asking questions and let’s get a move on already,” Em growls out at me. She actually growled at me, looks like baby sister needs a lesson in manners once I know what’s going on with our mom. I glare at her and she glares back, a part of me wants to rip her a new asshole and another part of me is proud of her for standing her ground. She’s more passive than Rainey and I are, so when she stands up for herself I want to give her a high-five and pull out my awesome dance moves…there’s no time for that now however. I run out and jump in my car after locking up the house. They each jump in their own and off we go, following each other for a second time tonight.

      As I drive to the hospital my mind drifts to the day we lost our uncle and dad to a car accident. They were traveling home from a tattoo exhibit they were featured guests at and it was raining—hard. Dad lost control of the car and they skidded off the road and into an embankment hitting a tree dead on and killing both of them upon impact. It’s a day I’ll never forget and hope that this day isn’t going to be a repeat of that one. It’s only been seven years since we lost them, I’m not ready emotionally to lose the only remaining parent I have left, I know the day will come that it will happen, I just pray today is not that day. There is so much life left to live, and she needs to be around to meet her future grandchildren and sons-in-laws that haven’t made an appearance it any of our lives—yet. I thought I had met that guy at one time, but he turned out to be a douchebag and was a constant cheater. The day when I finally caught him in the act, I kicked him to the curb faster than you could blink. He groveled for months afterwards trying to get back together, but once a cheater always a cheater and I don’t have time or the patience to have that in my life. I made myself abundantly clear that we would never be together again, and I haven’t heard from him since. It probably helped that Rainey saw him on the street and let’s just say her knee made contact with a certain appendage—accidentally according to her. How his dick accidentally made contact with her knee I have yet to figure out, but I laughed when she told me and let it go.

      Pulling into the lot at the Emergency Room, I say a silent prayer that Mom made it out without a scratch. As soon as the car is parked we meet at the entrance doors and haul ass into the lobby and ask the nurse at the front desk for our mom. “We’re looking for Glory Masters,” I say to her.

      “Let me check the system and see what’s going on,” she tells us. She has a very sweet disposition and I realize immediately that I could possibly like her. I don’t have the mentality to deal with rudeness right now—or ever. “May I ask how you’re related to the patient please,” she says looking up from her computer. I can tell she’s on edge and must deal with people being tacky to her. Deciding to cut her a break I answer honestly, “We’re her daughters.”

      “I should’ve known just looking at the three of you, you look just like your mother—all of you. I went to school with your mom, she’s a lovely woman.”

      “Thank you,” Rainey says proudly on our mom’s behalf.

      “It seems the doctor is in with her right now, if you wouldn’t mind having a seat in the waiting area, I’ll call back and let them know you’re out here. It shouldn’t take long before someone comes out for you. If it takes longer than thirty-minutes, I’ll personally escort you three back to where she’s being treated.” I look at her badge to get her name, so I can thank her properly.

      “Thank you, Stephanie, we appreciate your kindness.” As we take a seat, I’m overwhelmed with my emotions. I can feel tears stinging the back of my eyes, and I’m having a hard time keeping them at bay. I look over to my sisters who are seated next to me and see they’re having the same problem as I am. Openly crying isn’t something you’ll usually see from us, unless it’s intense and has the ability to change our future drastically, usually in a bad way.

      What seems like hours later, we’re being called back into the treatment area. We follow the nurse back to our mother’s room and when I see her hooked up to an oxygen mask and see gauze wrapped around her arm, wrist and ankle I lose my battle and the tears flow steadily down my face. I wipe my cheeks to get rid of the evidence from my self-perceived weakness. Mom is sleeping peacefully, so I grab the chair next to her bed and hold her good hand in my own.

      “Please be okay,” I whisper out. Each one of my sisters are on my sides, and they both simultaneously place their hands on my shoulders showing me silent support, as they struggle with their own feelings.

      “She’s doing very well,” the nurse that led us back tells us. I forgot that she was even in the room with us as I was wrapped up in looking at Mom and her bandages.

      “Can you tell us anything about her condition?” I ask her.

      “We’re still waiting on some labs to come back, but so far, we know that she has second degree burns, and as you can see, we treated and wrapped those. She also has some smoke inhalation, but other than that, she seems to be in good condition for what she went through.” I can tell she’s holding something back, but I’m not sure if I want my sisters to know what that is just yet. I want us to sit here and pretend that everything is normal, and Mom will be waking up shortly.

      “Thank you,” Em tells her as she stands vigil at my side.

      “The doctor will be in with you shortly,” she tells us. “He’s waiting on lab results to come back. Your mother is sleeping, and right now that is the best medicine for her. I have a few other patients I need to check on, but I’ll be back as soon as I can to check your mother’s vitals,” she says as she exits the room.
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        Don’t judge a book by its cover

      

      

      
        
        Dillon

      

      

      It’s been a long, exhaustingly-long night here in the E.R. I’ve dealt with the flu and have been vomited on more than I personally care to be. There’s only been one patient come in that I’m worried about—Mrs. Masters, she came in from a house fire. She has second degree burns, and severe smoke inhalation, to the point that I currently have her on one-hundred percent oxygen intake. I worry that if she doesn’t get her levels down on her own, it could be deadly for her. Mrs. Masters was my sixth-grade science teacher, so this case is one of a personal nature for me. As a doctor I’m supposed to keep my emotions separate from my patients. This woman however—she changed my life all those years ago. If it wasn’t for her and her interest in me, I may have never gone into the medical field. Or had a future at all for that matter.

      I was on a path of destruction even at such a young age. I didn’t care about anyone or anything. Being the son of an alcoholic cop who enjoyed beating his wife and son into submission, left little at home to be desired. My mom, that’s a whole different story, she lost her fight with reality—needing a place to escape from her anguish, she mentally got lost in a world inside of her own mind. That left me to fend for myself and keep out of my dad’s line of fire. If he didn’t have her to beat on, I was the next target on his radar.

      I got in several fights at school daily, was failing every single one of my classes, and fell in with the group of ‘bad kids’ according to society. Kids whose lives were much like my own, we understood each other—therefore we clung to each other, and did some really stupid shit. We all needed an escape and enjoyed getting into trouble and causing havoc wherever we roamed. I wasn’t necessarily from the wrong side of the tracks, but I became known as a street kid nonetheless—a troublemaker they called me. I became the kid all the parents forbid theirs from having anything to do with. That is, until the day I walked into her science class. She took an interest in me and my love of science bloomed. I finally felt like I belonged somewhere, and I will never forget that woman until the day I draw my last breath.

      “Dr. Connelly, Mrs. Masters’ daughters are in her room with her. I thought you’d like to know so you can go talk with them as soon as her results come back,” Angela, the nurse assigned to my personal angel tells me.

      “Thank you, Angela, I’ll call the lab now to check and see how close they are to finishing.” I turn around dismissing her, only interested in finding out if they are any closer to getting me her results. Finding out they are wrapping up and will have me the paperwork shortly, I start the discharge instructions for my three flu patients. The sooner I get them out of here, the sooner the beds will open up for those who may need them for more dire circumstances. I like to have as many clear rooms as possible, you never know what type of emergencies can come through that door at any given moment. Getting my part done, I send Angela the paperwork of their care instructions and prescriptions to print off and let the patients go home.

      This is going to be a long shift…

      
        
        Ariel

      

      

      Two-hours we’ve been sitting in this room. The nurse has come in a few times to check on Mom and update us, but according to her, the doctor is still waiting on lab results but assures us they will be in at any time now. I’ve heard this same song and dance from her the last three times she’s come into the room to take Mom’s vitals. She gives me those words one more time and I’m going to shove them down her throat. Finally, I see the door swing open and the first thing to catch my attention is a white lab coat, knowing this must be the doctor I sit up straight in my chair and my sisters do the same from theirs. They’ve taken up vigil on each side of me, in chairs that were brought in about an hour ago.

      “Ladies, sorry for the delay, the lab seems to be backed up tonight. I’m Dr. Connelly and I’ve been treating your mother since she came in tonight.” I silently gasp when I see who it is that came in the room. Dillon Connelly—the bad boy of all bad boys, when I was in high school. I had the biggest crush on him, but he was so far outside of my reach, I never even got the chance to speak with him. I can’t help but look him over, it’s as if time has stood still for him. He’s still gorgeous, muscular and has those same hazel eyes I swooned over back then. His hair is golden blond—thick and wavy, and I still have the urge to go up to him and run my fingers through it. The only thing I notice that’s truly changed is his height, he’s definitely grown a foot or two since I saw him last. He was always built, and it seems he’s kept himself in good shape—damn good shape.

      He looks up at me from his chart and I see recognition cross his face. As quickly as it appeared, it is gone, and he’s back in professional mode. “Do you ladies want me to give you medical jargon or speak English?” he asks us with a smile on his face. I notice the dimples that grace his gorgeous face are still very much present and deep set, and I want to melt on the spot at how handsome they make him.

      “English please, Doc,” Em speaks up. Thank God she did, because I’m speechless at the moment. I can’t help but think that I’m still unable to reach him, this time it’s because I’m the labeled bad girl with all of my tats and piercings that adorn my body. He begins talking so I pay attention to what he has to say.

      “Okay, her body is doing pretty well under the circumstances. Her burns will heal—there will be some scarring, but it should be minimal. What concerns me the most is that her oxygen levels, they are still severely low. I have had her at a hundred-percent oxygen intake since she arrived—which worries me. She’s not breathing on her own without assistance, if those levels don’t even out to where I can decrease her air flow, we’re looking at intubating her. She did wake up for a short amount of time when she was brought in but fell into a deep sleep as you can see. Her brain activity looks good, which makes me hopeful for a full recovery. Unfortunately, right now it’s a waiting game. I’m sorry, I wish I had better news to give you ladies. A room is being prepared for her right now in the ICU.”

      “ICU!” Rainey cries out, “that’s bad isn’t it?”

      “I understand that floor is intimidating for you, but it’s in her best interests,” he tells us.

      “What happens if her oxygen levels don’t come up on their own?” I ask him.

      “Other than intubation, there are a lot of different possible scenarios, I’d rather not speculate at this time and give her body some time to heal. I wish I had better answers for you, but as I stated before, we’re having to wait on her and see how her body takes to the oxygen and how well she recovers on her own. The next forty-eight hours are crucial for her lungs. She will be up in a room within the next forty-five minutes. I will be checking in on her once she’s settled and keep updated on her case. Should you have any questions you can call me at this number,” he says as he pulls out a business card, “and I will try to answer anything you don’t understand. My well wishes are with you and your family.” He closes the chart and walks out of the room. So many unanswered questions have me feeling uneasy. Looks like google will be my best friend for the next few days.

      
        
        Dillon

      

      

      I walk out of the room needing to collect myself. When I looked up and saw the most beautiful creature sitting in front of me I nearly hit my knees. I had a huge crush on Ariel Masters when I was younger, but I knew back then that I wasn’t anywhere near good enough to do anything about those feelings. Don’t get me wrong, all three of the sisters are stunning in their own right, but there was something about Ariel that called to me—then and apparently now. She is covered in art from head to toe from what I could see. I want to rip her clothing off and trace the patterns with my tongue and fingers from where the pattern begins to where it ends.

      Some men don’t like their women covered in ink—me however, find it extremely hot. Her startling blue eyes, her dyed bleach blonde and black hair framing her face made me want to grab her cheeks and pull her to me for a mouthwatering kiss. I can’t tell how tall she is since she was sitting, but I did notice she has legs that go on for days. The type of length that is perfect and I would love to wrap around my waist as I bury myself deeply inside of her tight, wet heat. Her lips, mmm…don’t even get me started on those. They are thick, heart-shaped and begging to be permanently attached to my own.

      Knowing that she is Mrs. Masters’ daughter has done nothing to deter my want, and desire to get to know her, and claim her as my own. I’m not sure if that’s fucked up or not, considering her mom is the only one close enough to me that I’d consider my one and only reliable female role model. The kind of woman I long to be with and have been looking for my entire adult life. I may be completely and utterly screwed. I shake myself from my thoughts of this luscious lady and get back to work. I still have four-hours on my shift and many things left to get done. First things first is checking on the progress of Mrs. Masters’ room, these ladies need to see their mom settled and being cared for. I pick up the phone and call ICU.

      “ICU, Jackie speaking.” I mentally cringe. Jackie and I had a thing that recently ended—badly, from her not me. We weren’t together long, and I wasn’t as into her as she was me. I knew I needed to end things before they became too serious on her end. I liked her as a person and didn’t want to disrespect her to see her get hurt because I couldn’t reciprocate the same level of feelings that she was experiencing.

      “Jackie, it’s Dr. Connelly, I wanted to check the status of the room for Mrs. Masters,” I say being as professional as I can.

      “Dr. Connelly,” she sneers out, “her room is nearly ready, and we will be sending someone down to get her in the next fifteen-minutes or so, anything else?” she asks me hastily and rudely, causing my hackles to rise. If anything, we should be professional with each other at work and not be disrespectful in tone or attitude.

      “I think that’s all you can help me with,” I reply attempting not to be just as nasty with her as she was being with me. Trust me, it’s easier said than done with the tone of voice she’s used with me during this short conversation.

      “Very well, Doctor,” she says and proceeds to hang up before I can get another word in edgewise. Yep, I’ll be avoiding her at all costs here at work. Maybe I am better off being single, or should at least consider not shitting where I eat so to speak. Even saying that in my head sounds disgusting, but it’s the truth. No dating where you work, lesson learned—moving on. My mind once again drifts off to Ariel, I can’t believe just seeing her again has me wanting to forget everyone else and see what could be possible between the two of us. I saw interest in her eyes when she looked up at me earlier, letting me know this attraction isn’t one-sided.
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      Later as my day starts winding down, I can’t help but think of Mrs. Masters and her daughters—yet again. Every single time I’ve had a moment to myself, or a second of down time…it seems my thoughts stray that way. Ariel.

      Why this one woman is consuming all of my thoughts is anyone’s guess. I’ve had one single encounter with her—one! Even though I’ve always crushed on her, we never ran in the same circles, so we’ve never had a single conversation before today, and I’m not even sure it could be considered as such. What is it about her? I’m consumed with daydreaming about how to make this enigma of a woman mine. As I clock out, I decide to head on up to the ICU and come face to face with the one woman who has become the bane of my existence. When I initially broke things off with her, I thought we would be amicable, but she’s shown me how petty of a woman she can truly be since she didn’t get what she wanted, and in her case—that was me. I thought I was doing the right thing by her when I decided to end things with her, I gave her the freedom to find a man who can love her and want her the way all women deserve. I don’t want to be with someone because I feel like it’s the right thing to do. I want the passion, the excitement and most of all I want to feel sparks fly when we’re in the same room.

      A woman who I haven’t found yet, but if my reaction to Ariel is something to go by, it will be happening sometime soon—with her. I’m tired of the one-night stands, the fly-by relationships, I desire something real, something lasting. I’ve met a lot of women who’d like to claim me as theirs, but none of them have held my interest past a month or two—tops.

      “Can I help you, Doctor?” Jackie snidely calls out at me. At me mind you, not to me. Can she be any pettier?

      “Yes, you can allow me to pass by, so I can check on one of my patients,” I tell her as I attempt to walk around her. She stands purposefully in my way, hands on hips and glaring at me, being the adult in this situation—I simply go around her. As I get to Mrs. Masters’ door, I notice Ariel has her head buried in her phone. I walk over next to her as quietly as I can, so I don’t disturb her sisters who are currently passed out in chairs on the opposite side of the room from where Ariel has taken up residence. I lean over her shoulder to check and see what has her undivided attention. I notice she is searching google for smoke inhalation and the effects if can have on an individual’s lungs.

      “Don’t do that,” I say causing her to jump.

      “Fuck! You scared the shit outta me,” she says causing me to laugh.

      “Sorry, I was trying to be quiet, so I don’t wake your sisters up.”

      “Why shouldn’t I research my mother’s condition on google, isn’t the internet supposed to be a wealth of information?”

      “It also has misconceptions and worse case scenarios. Neither of those things will help you out under these circumstances.”

      “I feel like we’re living in the dark waiting for a sliver of light to enter. I mean, why isn’t she waking up, and why isn’t she breathing on her own?”

      “We have no way of knowing how long your mother laid unconscious in her home breathing in the smoke. Without that knowledge, we have no idea the extent of smoke she actually inhaled. We know it wasn’t enough to ‘fry her lungs’ as a matter of speaking, but that doesn’t mean there weren’t any long-term effects. The most we can hope for is that she’ll wake up soon—on her own.”

      “And if she doesn’t?”

      “That’s a bridge I’d rather not cross until it becomes a necessity.”

      “I’m not very good at being patient, and this is ten-times worse because I could lose my mom. That’s not something I’m willing or prepared to deal with.”

      “I can understand that,” I say meaning every word.

      “Are you still on shift?”

      “No, I just got off, but I wanted to come and check on your mother and see if there’s been any progress.”

      “Not so far, as you can see she’s still sleeping, and they haven’t lowered her oxygen levels.”

      “The doctor on duty tomorrow will most likely start weaning her down slowly from the oxygen to see how her body responds. They’ll lower it in small doses in the beginning, if she holds her own they’ll continue that pattern until she hopefully no longer needs any.”

      “My fingers are crossed.” Mine too, Ariel, I think to myself.

      I feel bad leaving her not too long after our conversation ended and heading home—but I need a good night’s sleep and some desirable food in my stomach, and I won’t get that here in the hospital’s cafeteria.
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        Life is nothing but a series

        of mazes and tests

      

      

      
        
        Ariel

      

      

      Once Dillon left last night, I tried to get some sleep. Not only is this chair uncomfortable but with the duty nurse coming and going throughout the evening it was an impossible task. One nurse in particular kept giving me dirty looks, why I have no idea because I’ve done absolutely nothing to her…hell I don’t even know the chick, but if she keeps it up I’ll definitely give her a reason to not like me.

      I get up out of my chair to stretch my stiff and sore muscles. I pull my phone out and look at the time, it’s coming on noon. I realize that I need to wake my sisters, because one of us needs to stay here with Mom and the other two need to head to the shop. The thought of leaving Mom has a lead feeling deep inside of my stomach, but we still have to keep the shop open and running. If Mom wakes up and finds out we neglected our responsibilities in anyway, she’ll flip out on us. That’s the one thing she’s ingrained into us since birth, you always take pride in your work and always show up when and where you are expected. You never-ever neglect your clientele, because without them, there is no business to keep afloat. I walk over to them and laugh at the drool I see leaking from the corner of Emory’s mouth.

      “Rainey, Emory, wake up,” I call out as I give them each a slight shake.

      “What’s happened, is Mom awake?” Rainey asks.

      “No sorry, but I had to wake you up, we need to figure out who’s staying here with her and who’s going into work. We need at least two at the shop today, we are booked solid.”

      “I can take first shift with Mom and come into work later to relieve one of you to come up here,” Emory tells us wiping her mouth.

      “That sounds alright to me,” Rainey says. “What about you Ariel, are you good with leaving Mom and coming with me for a bit today? You can take second shift and then I can come up once we close and dismiss you for the night.”

      “That sounds like a plan, why don’t you come up when you need a break later this afternoon and take over for me, Emory. I’ll stay here until two when Rainey gets here and be back up first thing in the morning, so you can have a day shift. Rainey don’t leave Emory there to lock up on her own though, it’s too dangerous at that time of night.” They roll their eyes at me, but I’m used to it, so I ignore them.

      “That’ll work for me.”

      “Alright, I’m going to head out then and go home and shower, let the girl out to do her thing and head in.”

      “A shower does sound really good right about now,” Rainey says as she stands up ready to follow me out the door. “Give us a call, Emory, and let us know what the doctor says,” Rainey tells her over her shoulder, beating me to it.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll keep you both updated throughout the day.” She knows me so well that I didn’t have to say a single word.
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      Opening up the shop, I don’t get that euphoric feeling that I normally do when I open up those doors. I usually enjoy getting everything sorted and ready for the day’s activity. My thoughts are stuck up at the hospital in Mom’s room. I have this deep-rooted fear that if I’m not there watching over her, something bad will happen. Don’t ask me why I feel this way, it’s a concern I can’t seem to shake. I have this frame of thinking that if I’m there, nothing bad could possibly happen to her. Deep down I know that if it’s going to, it will regardless if I’m there or not. Which is doing not a damn thing at resolving my anxiety level, I’m a worrier and control freak, always have been and most likely always will be.

      Changing that would be like trying to change my DNA—impossible. Trying to occupy my mind I open up the register and get it logged in for the day. I pull out the daily schedule and look to see how many clients are scheduled for Emory. I’m happy when I see she only has three on today’s sheet and with the times they are slotted for, I should be able to slip them in between what I have for the day. Rainey can handle the walk-ins between her times. It should work out if everything goes according to plan. I go ahead and get our supplies ready and fill our stations, usually everyone does their own, but I need to keep myself busy. So I decide to make myself useful and help out where I can. Once everything is set up…and ready to go, Rainey walks in the doors—finally deciding to join me. As she strolls through the doors I notice she looks as if she’s encountering a real-life episode of the walking dead.

      “You going to make it today Rainey?”

      “Yeah, I just need to get some coffee in me and I’ll be ready to go.”

      “I turned the Keurig on this morning and filled it with clean water and I restocked the tray with pods. Sugar and creamer are on the counter already and our mugs are washed, so all you have to do is put the cup under and let the machine take care of the rest.”

      “Thank the coffee gods above!”

      “You and your coffee, you act as if you can’t function without at least a cup a day.”

      “Make that three or four pots a day, sister dearest.”

      “No wonder you’re always so hyped up. That’s a lot of caffeine throughout the day, not to mention all the soft drinks you scoff down on top of it.”

      “Must function—can’t do that without some assistance, at least I’m not pouring red bulls down my throat like you do. You get a lot more sugar intake in one day than I do in an entire week.”

      “That’s debatable,” I respond to her.

      “Seriously, Ariel, have you not read the back of those cans? The energy drinks you consume could give me enough sugar for ten cups of coffee compared to one of yours.”

      “You’re so full of shit,” I tell her.

      “Go get a can, read it…come on, do it now.”

      “Go make your damn coffee, you’re getting on my fucking nerves now. Besides, I have a client due in shortly and I need to make sure his design is ready.”

      “You’re not checking because you know I’m right,” she says as she turns and walks down the hallway towards the break room. I’m surprised that neither of my sisters have caused me any gray hairs since we went into business together. They’re both free spirits, I am to an extent, but nowhere near what they are. I like consistency, organization and keeping to a schedule. They take things one moment at a time, and I’m always looking days ahead.

      I hear the bell over the door go off and look up from the counter and see my first client of the day has arrived. “Hey Marcus, you ready to do this?”

      “I’m ready, where’s Rainey and Emory?” Marcus is a loyal customer, he’s been coming to us since he moved to town three years ago, he already had some impressive work done, but we’ve added to it and he’s a marvelous work of art to look upon.

      “Rainey’s in the back and Emory is at the hospital with our mother.”

      “Why is Mrs. Masters in the hospital?” he inquires.

      “A fire broke out at her house last night and she was at home in bed when it happened. She’s in the ICU and we wanted to make sure at least one of us was there with her at all times.”

      “Was it faulty wiring?” Marcus is a firefighter, so leave it to him to ask the unknown questions.

      “Not sure, it’s still under investigation.”

      “I was off duty last night, so I wasn’t aware. If you need any help let me know and I can talk to my chief about where they are at in the investigation and what they’ve been able to find out so far.”

      “Thank you, Marcus, if we have any issues you will be my first call.”

      “Not a problem, I have the inside sources you three may need.” Wanting to get away from talks of last night’s events I change the subject.

      “Let’s get this piece started shall we, where exactly are you wanting this?”

      With him being a firefighter, he wants a design to memorialize his job but wanted something more personalized and independent of what anyone else could possibly have. So we came up with an eagle holding a firehose in one claw and a fire extinguisher in the other. I show him the piece I designed for him, and thankfully he loves it. He rips off his shirt and I can’t help but admire all that he is, definitely something to fantasize about on those lonely nights.

      “Where exactly are we putting this?” I ask once again as I practically drool at the sight of him. He has a six pack and a perfectly defined V leading to the promise land.

      “Right here,” he says pointing at a blank spot on his left pec. “I’ve left this spot blank for the perfect piece, and what you’ve drawn is perfection. It will go well with the Marine Corps emblem I have. Don’t you think?”

      “I think it will complement it perfectly.”

      The next four-hours consist of me outlining the perfect image and coloring it in. I’ve been doing this for several years now, and although I’m quick, I’m very efficient and don’t allow a customer to leave here with half-ass work. Before I know it, I’m done and wrapping it up and handing him his instruction care pamphlet…not that he needs it, but it’s the law that I can’t let him leave without it. Next thing I know, Emory is here and it’s time for me to get to Mom. I don’t want her left alone for extended periods of time. First things first, I need to go let my girl out, and get some food in my stomach. All those energy drinks and no food do not equal for a happy Ariel.
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      When I get home, I realize I don’t have anything quick to eat other than cereal, so I decide that I’ll visit the drive thru of the local deli and grab a quick six-inch sub and some chips. I don’t care for fast food, so this is the next best thing, I wonder if I should grab Dillon some lunch—whoa, back the fuck up Ariel, where did that thought come from? One, I don’t even know if he’s on shift and two, why would I grab him something to eat? Sometimes I astonish myself at where my thoughts lead me.

      “You’re just feeling grateful to him,” I tell myself—yeah that has to be it. As I finish my running around, I grab my food and head up to the hospital. As I enter the ICU floor I walk in on a standoff between Dillon and that bitchy nurse.

      “She’s not your patient any longer, Doctor.” I hear her sneer at him.

      “She was my patient in the ER and I would like to be able to come up and check on her if I want to, without having to deal with your attitude, Jackie.”

      “This is my floor, you stay on yours and I’ll stay on mine.” As she said ‘my’ she pointed to her chest as if he wasn’t aware of who she was speaking about.

      “Real mature, Jackie, we both work here. Why can’t you be professional about this?” he asks her, and I can clearly hear the frustration in his voice. This bitch really gets to him.

      “You broke up with me, not the other way around. You shouldn’t be here and should give me the space I need and not have to see your damn face every time I turn around.” Huh, so that’s what her issue is, he dumped her bitch ass. Go figure, a woman scorned and all of that.

      “Ummm…. excuse me,” I say after clearing my throat, “I’m pretty sure the patients and their families on this floor don’t want, or need, to hear your bickering. We have people we love who are trying to recover, and the stress of hearing your break up issues aren’t theirs or ours, could you please be professionals and discuss this say…I don’t know, on your own personal times and do your fucking jobs?” I really mean this towards her, he can stay, at least he’s pleasant to be around.

      “This,” she says pointing between herself and Dillon. “Is none of your business….”

      “Exactly,” I cut her off. “So don’t make it everybody’s by spewing your hatefulness.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You’re excused,” I say walking towards my mother’s room, “and by the way, Dillon is welcome to check on my mom anytime he feels like it. Please do not tell him he can’t be here, or I will talk to your supervisor.” With that being said, I leave them to it.

      
        
        Dillon

      

      

      I can’t help but smile at the little minx’s back as she walks away. I notice Dr. Jesson looking at Jackie and he looks none too pleased at her instigated showdown here in the wide open with all the patients as witnesses.

      “Jackie, a word,” he calls out to her, beckoning her his way with his head. I watch silently as he leads her into an office behind the nurse’s station. I’m pretty sure she’s being reprimanded and don’t want to be standing here when she gets out of that office with him. So I follow Ariel towards her mother’s room, I pick up her chart and begin to scan it as I head in that direction. I’m still reading her file as I enter the room, just as I suspected they would do, I notice while reading that they’ve lowered her levels. Not a large amount, but still enough that it gives me hope that she’s on her way to making a full recovery. As I walk in the door I check her vitals and observe that she’s still maintaining her oxygen level.

      “Good news, they’ve lowered her levels and she’s maintaining it on her own. This means they’ll slowly wean her off until she’s breathing all on her own.”

      “Yeah, that’s what Emory told us the doctor did and he said the same thing you just did. Mom’s a fighter, she’s a strong woman and she’ll overcome this…. I’m positive.”

      “Keep those positive thoughts, that’s what will help her get through this, Ariel.”

      “Are we on a first name basis doctor, does this mean I can call you Dillon?”

      “Yes, please call me Dillon, your mother means a lot to me as well. I don’t know if you know this or not, but she changed the course of my life when I was a teenager.”

      “I know, she talked about you all the time. She believed in you and wanted you to believe in yourself.”

      “She talked about me to you?”

      “She talked about you to all of us, she was so proud of you and the accomplishments you made in her classroom. I don’t know if you’re aware of this little fact or not, but she and my dad sponsored you in college.”

      “What? I had no idea, it was listed as an anonymous donation and no matter how hard I tried, I could never figure out who the money came from.”

      “Not a lot of people know this, but my mother was born with a silver spoon in her mouth. She doesn’t act like it and never has, but she uses that money to help wherever she can.”

      “Damn, now I feel like a charity case.”

      “You were never a charity case to her, Dillon. You meant something to her and she only wanted to help you out where she could. This is exactly why she didn’t want you to know…. I should’ve kept my mouth shut and not told you.”

      “No! I’m happy you did, it means everything to me that she believed in me the way she did.”

      “I was investing in your future… good thing I did too. You saved me didn’t you, Dillon?”

      “Mom! You’re awake. You have no idea how happy that makes me,” Ariel cries out.

      “Oh, sweetheart, I just needed a little cat-nap,” Mrs. Masters says soothing her daughter.

      “Don’t scare us like that again.”

      I smile down at Mrs. Masters and tell Ariel, “You should call your sisters.”

      “Oh God! Yes, they’ll have my ass if I don’t call them immediately.”

      “Ariel, girl you’ve got your father’s mouth on you,” Mrs. Masters reprimands her eldest daughter.

      “What can I say, he rubbed off on me.”

      “Mouth like a sailor and your mother’s looks, lord help the male population,” I say, causing both of the women to crack up.

      “Dillon, while Ariel is calling her sisters, tell me about yourself. Are you happy to be home? Are you enjoying your new job here at the hospital?” She fires off question after question at me. We sit and talk until Ariel comes back into the room, I can’t help but admire the graceful way she moves her body while doing the simplest things such as walking. I look over and notice her mother smiling at me, giving me a knowing look. I look away in embarrassment for thinking the things I am while her mother is present in the same room.

      “Dillon, we must celebrate your homecoming! Once I’m out of this joint we should all go out to dinner.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I say as her doctor walks into the room.

      “It’s so good to see you awake, Mrs. Masters, you had your daughters and all of us really worried about you. Let’s lower those oxygen levels some more and see how well your body tolerates and maintains it.”

      “Quicker road to recovery and getting yourself out of here as you stated you want.”

      “Sounds good to me, let’s do this, doc.”
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        Don’t look at me and not see me for who I am

      

      

      
        
        Ariel

      

      

      Watching my mom and Dillon together today was a sight to behold. They have a special bond that is much different than the one I have with her, I’m not jealous… I’m happy for them. That being said, I am beginning to feel like an intruder, which isn’t setting well with me. I don’t need to be the center of attention, but they are both acting like I’m not in the same room as them. Keeping myself busy and out of their way, I’m sitting in the corner playing games on my phone when I receive an incoming text message.

      Unknown: You look ravishing today

      The fuck? This is odd. I’ve never received any messages like this before, maybe it’s not for me.

      Me: I think you have the wrong number buddy

      Unknown: Oh no Ariel, I have the right number

      Me: Who is this?

      Unknown: You’ll soon find out my love

      Me: If this is some sort of joke it’s sick and you need help

      Unknown: The only help I need is the kind you can give me

      Me: Dude you’re seriously psycho, go find yourself a woman down at the looney bin, I promise you I’m not who you think I am

      I wait a few minutes and when I don’t get a reply back I shrug it off and go back to playing my game, the strange encounter all but forgotten.
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      Dillon left a couple of hours ago to start his shift in the ER. Mom has been asleep for most of that time and I’ve kept myself occupied with reading on my kindle app. I look up when I hear a noise at the door and am surprised to see who’s standing there.

      “Marcus, what are you doing here?”

      “Came to bring your mom some flowers, did I miss Emory again?” I’ve known Marcus is sweet on Em for a while now, but the fact that he drove all the way over here to use the excuse of bringing Mom flowers to see her has me smiling at him. I want so badly to sing out—Marcus and Em, sitting in a tree…k.i.s.s.i.n.g—yes, even I have a tendency to revert back to childhood every once in awhile.

      Instead I decide to ask him, “When are you going to pull up your big boy britches and finally put her and yourself out of y’alls misery and ask her out on an actual date? You two are constantly pussy footing around each other, it’s sickening actually.”

      “It’s that obvious huh? Wait a minute, did you say put her out of her misery as well?” He asks me hopefully. “And we do not pussy foot around each other.”

      “Come on Marcus, you don’t notice all the flirting she does with you? Only a blind man wouldn’t have caught on to the looks she sends your way whenever you’re in the same vicinity as she is. And yes, you both do, thank you very much.”

      “She doesn’t give me looks.”

      “She doesn’t huh?” I ask him, rolling my eyes. “Open up your eyes buddy and pay attention, that girl wants in your pants just as badly as you want in hers.”

      He gets lost in thought for a few minutes then asks me, “When is Emory’s next day off?”

      “I’m not sure, with Mom being up here we’re kind of splitting our time between being here with her and running the shop. How about this, you tell me when your next day off from your shift is, and I’ll make it to where she’s off the same day and available for you to take out.”

      “I go in the morning for my next forty-eight-hour shift. Today is Wednesday so Friday or Saturday works for me.” The excitement on his face and in his voice at the possibility of taking my baby sister out on a date is priceless.

      “Tell you what, why don’t you make the date for Friday night, that way if all goes well she’s available Saturday during the day?”

      “I do not need to be hearing this,” Mom says.

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Masters, I didn’t realize you were awake. Here I brought these for you,” he says placing the flowers down on her bedside table.

      “Well, wasn’t that thoughtful of you, Marcus, and please call me Glory, all these Mrs. Masters I’m hearing is making me feel old.” We both laugh at her statement.

      “Yes ma’am,” he tells her.

      “None of that ma’am shit either,” she huffs out.

      “Alright then ma’…” she gives him the evil eye, so he finishes his sentence off with, “Glory it is.”

      Marcus stays and visits for another twenty-minutes then leaves, but not without getting Em’s number from me first.

      “Ariel, are you sure you should’ve given Marcus your sister’s number without asking her first?”

      “I did ask her, Mom, I sent her a text and told her he was here asking about her. I wouldn’t do that to either one of my sisters.”

      “You girls and that technology, I’ll never understand why people don’t use actual phone conversations anymore.”

      “Don’t worry, Mom, one day you’ll get down the art of texting.”

      “I don’t see it happening,” she harrumphs out.

      Mom falls back to sleep, and it isn’t too much later that Rainey shows up and I leave after giving Mom a kiss on her cheek. “Let her know I’ll be back in the morning.”

      “Will do, sis, have a good night.”

      “You too,” I say walking out the door. Thank goodness snooty nurse isn’t here any longer, she’s the last person I feel like dealing with right now. As I make my way into the elevators and eventually exit once I hit the bottom floor, a sense of relief washes over me. Mom waking up is the best medicine I could personally hope for.

      With a renewed pep in my step, I make my way through the lobby and out into the parking garage. As I am lost in thought I make my way to my car not paying attention to my surroundings.

      “Ariel!” Being caught off guard at my name being called, I whirl around to see who it could possibly be. Seeing that it’s Dillon, my body relaxes and I’m excited to see him. “Hey, I just got off and was wondering if you’d like to go to dinner with me. I know it’s late, but I didn’t get a chance to grab anything tonight, the ER was crazy busy. This flu going around has the beds filled to capacity.”

      “I would love to.” I can’t believe he’s asking me out to eat.

      “Want to ride with me and we can come back by and grab your car once we’re done?”

      “As much as I’d love to, I need to leave as soon as we eat. I’ve got a dog who needs to be fed and let out as soon as we’re done.”

      “How about I follow you home, we let your dog out and get her fed while we’re at it and then we’ll ride together to eat.”

      “Now that I can do,” I say and let out a giggle like a damn teenage girl flirting with her first crush. Which technically he is, pathetic... right?
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      “That’s not a dog, that’s a beast!” Dillon hollers out when my Sassy girl jumps up on him to get his attention.

      “Aww, she’s just a big baby, you’re going to hurt her feelings.” He looks at me like I’ve lost my mind.

      “No offense, but I kinda pictured a small lap dog, not a human wrecking ball. She’s a big girl.”

      “That she is, and what is it about me that gives you the impression I’d want a dog that you can carry around in a purse? In case you haven’t noticed I’m not your typical girly girl.”

      “I noticed, that’s what draws me to you.”

      “What!” I say twirling around to face him.

      “I’ve been floating lately, Ariel, knowing that something was missing from my life. Then I see you and it’s as if I’ve been hit in the gut with a wrecking ball and now I know what it is I’ve been missing. I’m tired of endless relationships, I haven’t ever felt an attraction to someone like I do with you. I’d like to spend some time with you and explore where these feelings take us.”

      “I had an upfront view of your recent float, and I’ve gotta say, I’m nowhere near as prim and proper looking as she is. I’m filled with tattoos and sass and I am not one to sit back and let someone dictate how I dress and act.” I feel like I need to explain this to him for some reason.

      “I don’t care about what does and doesn’t cover your skin…I find it extremely fascinating. I don’t want some robotic, Beverly Hills plastic wanna be woman who will sit idly back and let me control them in any way, shape or form. I want someone who’s real and will be honest with me about who they are and what they want out of life. I’m not going to lie, I’m extremely attracted to you, inked skin, piercings and all. Let’s take this one day at a time and see if it could grow into something amazing. I know you feel this attraction between us, give it a chance.”

      “Kind of fast for you to be feeling like we could be something special isn’t it?” What am I talking about, I’ve been fantasizing about Dillon since I was a teenager!

      “You have?”

      “What? Oh fuck, I said that out, loud didn’t I?”

      “Yes, you did, and I’m actually quite glad you did…that statement alone lets me know it hasn’t only been me all these years.”

      “All these years? You didn’t even know I existed in high school, Dillon.”

      “Trust me, I knew you existed, but you were untouchable in my eyes.”

      “Because of my mom?”

      “No, because I wasn’t a good person or in a good place back then. I never felt like I could be good enough for you.”

      “And now?” I ask, needing to hear what he has to say.

      “Now, I’ve worked really hard to become the man I am. I’m not perfect, hell I may still not be good enough for you, but I want to be. Give me a chance Ariel.”

      “You’ve always been good enough in my eyes, just a little troubled back then. But Dillon, if I give you this chance, there can’t be any other nurses…. hell, there can’t be any other women—period.”

      “Don’t need any other woman if I have you. I can explain about what you saw earlier.”

      “Your past is just that, Dillon. I don’t want to, nor do I need to, hear about any other women before today. We start over from this point on if we’re going to do this.”

      “We’re going to do this.”

      “Alrighty then, let’s start with dinner, or early breakfast we should say, seeing what the time is.”

      “The only thing open at this hour with decent food is Carlotta’s diner, sound good to you?”

      “I love that place! I go there a lot after we close down for the night.”

      “I go there sometimes after a shift as well, good food, friendly people and the atmosphere is relaxing.”

      “That it is… let’s go already.” I let Sassy girl in and we leave, locking the door behind us.

      
        
        Dillon

      

      

      Once we arrive at Carlotta’s and are seated, neither of us needing to look at the menu to know what it is we want to eat. We both have our preferred meal, and we are able to order quickly and dive into conversation. As I’m looking at her across the booth I can’t believe how magnificent of a creature she is. She’s not only one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever laid eyes on, but she’s funny, intelligent and makes me laugh. It’s been a really long time since someone has had the ability to make me lose myself and laugh the way I am right now.

      Ever since I left that hellhole I grew up in, I’ve controlled everything that’s happened in my life. I didn’t join a frat house, didn’t party, my only goal in life was making sure I became nothing like my parents and I was determined to make something of myself to show them, that I didn’t need them, to get by in life. I haven’t even talked to either of them since the day I was finally able to walk out that front door for the last time in my life. I jumped on the first bus I could and never looked back. At first, I didn’t question who it was that was paying for my education, not caring who or why they chose me, I just knew I needed to not knock a gift horse in the mouth and seize the opportunity they had given me.

      When I graduated in the top ten-percent of my class, and it came time to decide where I was to intern at, I chose the busiest hospital I could find. Not only did I graduate top of my class… I graduated early. I took every extra course I could add to my work load, including summer classes. What takes people six years to accomplish I did in four. It’s not because I was smarter than the rest of my peers in pre-med, it’s because I was more determined to show everyone that I was better than the aforementioned people that had a hand in raising me. Everyone in this town knows that my father beat my mother and myself, but no one other than Ariel’s parents ever tried to step in and do a damn thing about it.

      My father being a police captain kept everyone at bay when I was young, and my mother was no better, always sticking up for him and denying what was happening when anyone approached her asking if she needed help to get away. She always chose him, never me or herself and I have no remorse for the life she’s imprisoned herself in. I begged her when I left to come with me, told her I’d help her, and we could start our life over. She accused me of being a selfish person for not caring enough about my own father and said she couldn’t abandon him the way I wanted us to. So, from that day forward I said fuck you, holding both middle fingers up, and went about building my own life.

      “Whatcha thinking about so hard over there, Dillon?”

      “Just about how hard I worked to get out of medical school, intern as quickly as I could and get back here to help those who did believe in me.”

      “Wow, that’s a heavy load to have on your mind so early in the morning.”

      “It is isn’t it? Let’s talk about something else, tell me about the shop and what it took to get your license to put living, breathing canvases on people.”

      “Dad started teaching me early on, I knew very young that I wanted to do what he did. By the time I graduated, I had the courses behind me that I needed so I could start my apprenticeship.”

      “What kind of courses did you have to take?” I ask genuinely curious.

      “My father had a list of things I needed to do before he’d take me on. So during the summer of my sophomore and junior year I took courses in Art History and an educational class in tattooing. Every summer since I can remember, my sisters and I were in one form of an art class or another. Drawing, shading, technique, color schemes and so on. When I was eighteen I had completed the art classes and educational courses he’d wanted me to.”

      “That’s a lot of years invested.”

      “Weren’t yours?” she asks.

      “Touché,” I tell her.

      “He also made me and my sisters become certified nurses. He wanted us to learn about blood pathogens, bones in the body and arteries.”

      “Let me get this straight, not only are you three tattoo artists, but you’re also…all three of you, certified nurses?”

      “We are.”

      “Wow! That’s impressive.” The smile that graces her face lets me know I said the right thing.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re full of surprises, you know that?” From there I tell her about my schooling, how I studied hard and graduated early. Next thing I know I look at my watch and it’s five a.m. “I should get you home, I have a shift starting in six hours and I need to get some shut eye.”

      “Same here…it’s my day to go to sit with Mom.” We leave the diner and I am happier than I can remember being in a very long time.

      I grab her hand as I lead her to the car, once we hit the passenger side I don’t know what comes over me, but I push her back against the car and lean down for a kiss. It starts off with our mouths closed, but soon the urge hits and I swipe my tongue across her lips begging for entrance. She gasps and that’s the opening I needed. I push my tongue in her mouth and am satisfied when she doesn’t push me away. Instead she joins me in one of the most erotic kisses of my life. This woman was made for me.
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        When life throws you lemons

        you make lemonade

      

      

      
        
        Dillon

      

      

      Arriving at the hospital I feel like I’m dragging my feet. I couldn’t get my mind to shut off once I made it home this morning. It was filled with thoughts of Ariel, under me, over me, standing up, against the wall, in the shower, the list goes on and on. As I walk through the front doors I’m surprised to see it’s a mad house. There was a four-car pileup on the interstate, and when I clock in I’m immediately rushed into one of the exam rooms. We have a patient coding, and this is not what I wanted to deal with today of all days. Shaking myself awake, I get busy…saving lives is what I do.
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      Ten hours and forty-five minutes later I find myself laying down in the doctor’s lounge. I’m exhausted and need to get some shut eye, we lost two patients to non-compatible life sustaining injuries. Days like this make me question if I did enough, was there something I missed? Something else I could’ve done to make a difference? We’re supposed to remove ourselves from the emotional aspect of our job, but that is easier said than done. If I could save them all, I’d be a miracle worker, but I’m human and we make errors. I am the worst at wondering if I happened to make one.

      Knowing once I wake I will dive into their files and research it to death, I close my eyes and to my surprise, sleep comes easily.

      
        
        Ariel

      

      

      I’ve been sitting with Mom today, when she sleeps so do I. I wouldn’t change all the hours I spent in Dillon’s company last night. He’s an amazing man… and he wants me! I can’t believe it, you would think with him being a doctor he’d want someone cleaner cut, a trophy to put on his arm at functions. The fact that I have sleeves on my arms and tattoos covering eighty-percent of my body doesn’t bother him in the least. That there lets me know he’s a special type of man, one who doesn’t want a blank canvas, and isn’t deterred by one that expresses herself through art. I wonder if he has any tattoos? If not, I’d love to pop that cherry…ha, a woman popping a man’s cherry.

      Sometimes I crack myself the fuck up with my witty sense of humor.

      “Sweetheart, can you get me more water?” Mom asks me.

      “Yeah, Mom,” I say getting up and grabbing her pitcher. I walk to the nurse’s station and just my luck, Dillon’s ex is working. “I need to get my mom some more water please,” I say as sweetly as I can muster.

      She looks up at me from behind her computer and says, “Sure, you can get it yourself. Go down the hall to the left and there’s a room with ice chips and a water dispenser.” Then she dismisses me going back to her work.

      Fucking bitch!

      Once I’m done getting my mom some water and adding ice to it I go to make my way back to her room and deliver it to her.

      “He’s going to use you and dump you. Trust me, he says all the right words, but at the end of the day he’s only looking to get into your pants.” She catches me off guard as I’m walking past her.

      “Excuse me,” I say to her.

      “Don’t be coy, you heard me. He’s a player, a manwhore who only cares about his dick and nothing at all about your feelings.”

      “Look,” I say sitting the pitcher on the nurse’s desk. “I’m sorry that he hurt you, and I get it. I’ve been there and done that, but at the end of the day it only takes the right person to enter another’s life for them to realize they’re the one. He may just not have been the one for you and vice versa. Don’t sell yourself short, you’ll find the right man for you one day, and you’ll be saying, ‘Dillon who’?” There, I think that was diplomatic and not rude in the least.

      “Just trying to warn you woman to woman. You’re warned, now you can go take care of your mom,” she says, dismissing me like I’m nothing but an annoying fly that’s been buzzing around in her face. I go to retort but think better of it when I notice the hospital director standing there. He looks none too happy and I don’t want any part of that. Lord knows I have enough drama in my life at the moment.

      “Warning noted,” I say instead and walk away. Look, I can be a grown up when the situation requires it. I walk into Mom’s room and get her cup and give her some fresh water. I let the incident with the nurse go and shrug it off as a woman who didn’t get her way. I sit back down in the chair and pull out my phone, and I notice I have a couple of missed texts and start opening them up to answer them.

      Emory: How’s Mom doing?

      Me: She’s doing good, they lowered her oxygen and she’s holding her own

      Emory: That’s great news, give her my love

      Me: Will do sis

      I scroll down to the next one:

      Dillon: Can’t wait to see you again.

      Me: Come over tonight when you get off and I’ll cook us dinner.

      The next one causes the hairs on the back of my neck to stand on end:

      Unknown: Roses are red, violets are blue. If you continue to be a slut I’ll end you.

      Me: You’re one sick individual, move on already. Not Interested!

      Just what I need to deal with, a sick individual. Like I don’t already have enough on my plate.
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      I leave the hospital once Rainey comes to relieve me. I never heard back from Dillon but decide to go ahead and stop by the store to get the ingredients I need to make him dinner…in case he does show up. Not knowing what I want to make, I stroll up and down the aisles. I hear a ping on my phone letting me know I have an incoming text.

      Dillon: I wish I could, but I’m on a forty-eight-hour rotation and can’t leave the hospital…rain check?

      Me: Just let me know when and I’ll make it happen

      Dillon: Sounds like a plan

      Deciding I’ll go ahead and purchase groceries and household items anyways, I put my basket away and grab a shopping cart instead. I’m low on everything so this will be a bigger trip than just tonight’s menu. I pull up my notes app on my phone where I keep my ever-growing shopping list and start grabbing items. Once I have everything in my basket that I need and want, I head to the check-out line. I don’t find any lanes that aren’t busy, so I just pick one and stand in line.

      I feel a tap on my shoulder, ready to take a defensive stand I turn around ready to tell the fucker to keep their hands to themselves. That is until I notice who that someone is, he’s a good friend of my parents, and is now the president of a notorious well-known motorcycle club, the Rage Ryders…. well, notorious and known in our town anyways.

      “Wasp! How are you?” I ask him excitedly.

      “I’m good, how are you doing these days sweetheart?”

      “Doing well, no complaints.”

      “I heard about your mom, how’s she doing?”

      “Better, thank you for asking.”

      “Your dad was a good friend of mine for many years, and your mom is a wonderful woman. I’m sorry to hear she’s lost their house, they were so proud the day they bought it.”

      “I know, I hate that my childhood home is gone, but I’m more thankful that Mom made it out okay.”

      “Me too, while I have you standing in front of me I got a question for you. I’ve been meaning to stop by and talk, but things have been crazy with starting the new charter in Templeton.”

      “That would be?” I would do anything for this man, he’d been someone I looked up to when I was younger—before he moved away due to his wife and daughter being kidnapped. I even went to school with Kid, Ryder, Travler, Tumbler and Skylar. They are great people and I’ve missed them since they’ve moved away from our small town.

      “You’re running your dad’s old shop now, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, Emory, Rainey and I took over after he passed. Why? You needing some ink done?”

      “Not today, but maybe sometime soon. I’ve got a patched member wanting to apprentice somewhere. He’s a very good artist and wants to get into your trade. Do you have the time and availability to take him on?”

      “I think we can manage, has he taken any art classes or is he coming to me raw?”

      “He’s a natural but has been taking some continuing education classes in art and tattooing. Whatever those classes could be.”

      “I know what classes you’re talking about. Who is it that is wanting to apprentice?”

      “Clutch, but you’d know him as Carson.” I looked at him in shock.

      “Tic’s brother Carson?”

      “The one and the same darlin’.”

      “He was always talented with a pencil and paper. I remember some of his drawings from when we were in school. We never hung out, but I remember him and his brothers well. How’s Levi doing these days?”

      “He’s good, still stirring up trouble wherever he is.”

      “He wouldn’t be the same person you love if he didn’t.”

      “Says you.”

      “Why don’t you have Carson come talk to me tomorrow, I’ll be opening the shop at two, but I can be there around one to talk with him, if he’s really interested, give him my number.” He pulls out his phone and I tell him my number which he programs.

      “Thanks, darlin’, I’ll have him give you a call later to verify the time.”

      “Good seeing you, Wasp.”

      “You too, better let you get back to it, seems it’s your turn here.” I look over and sure enough I’ve moved up the line without even realizing it. I turn to tell Wasp goodbye, but it seems he’s already left. I get checked out and head to my car. Once I get there I see a rose under the wiper blade of my front windshield. Strange, I think to myself. There’s no note or anything with it, so I grab it and throw it into one of my bags then open the trunk and put my groceries inside. Rose forgotten… later I’d wish that I’d paid more attention to it and the weird texts I keep receiving, because things go from strange to downright frightening.
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      I walk into my house with groceries in hand and get an eerie feeling. Not knowing what it is and thinking it’s my overactive imagination, I keep moving and carry my groceries in to set down on the kitchen counter. “Something’s not right…” I say to myself. Before I can even finish that thought it hits me like a lightning bolt what’s wrong. Sassy girl didn’t come up to greet me like she always does. I start calling out her name and still nothing, I start searching the house and can’t find her, but once I enter my room my steps falter and I’m lost at what I’m seeing.

      My bed is covered in rose petals and I see a lone note sitting in the middle of my bed. I know logically I shouldn’t touch it, but I can’t help the nosey part of my nature and wanting to know what the note itself says. I reach over and grab it quickly, so fast you’d think that a snake was waiting to bite me. Opening it up I read what it says and nearly pass out when it finally sinks in… I’ve got a stalker!

      Roses are red, violets are blue, my life is lonely without you.

      “Sassy!” I scream out.

      Where the fuck is my dog? I run throughout the rest of the house until I hear barking coming from the backyard. Tiptoeing over to the backdoor, I slide the blinds back to look out into the yard and see it’s her scratching at the door ready to be let inside. I go to grab the handle, but just then my phone rings. Still freaking out, and not thinking clearly, I grab the phone and answer the call. Thinking it must be this sick fuck, since the number is unknown I answer wanting to find out once and for all what it is exactly he wants.

      “What the fuck do you want from me?”

      “Ariel, is that you?” a confused voice asks from the other end of the line.

      “Depends, who the fuck is asking?”

      “It’s Carson, is everything okay?” He and his brothers always drop their g’s, and usually I give them a hard time about it, but today I could care less.

      “Yes, it’s Ariel, and no, nothing is alright.”

      “Talk to me, tell me what’s happening,” I open up and tell him about the text messages, the rose left for me at the store and the pedals sprawled out all over my bed, oh and the note. I can hear him talking in the background to someone, I think it’s Levi or Tic, they all sound the same over the phone.

      “Lock all the doors, we’ll be there in ten.” Before I can ask him who all ‘we’ll is’ he disconnects. Knowing they’re on the way, I don’t let Sassy in, ignoring his lock all the doors, I need to be with my girl in the backyard. She’ll protect me from any possible threats, I open the door and step out on the back porch. I stuff the note in my back pocket and sit down and pull her into my arms.

      “What are we gonna do about this creep, Sassy girl?” Feeling dread wash over me I grab my phone and call Dillon, needing to hear his voice. It goes to voicemail, so I leave a message to tell him what’s happening. When it beeps indicating I have reached the end of my allotted time, I put my phone next to me, hoping he’ll call me back soon. Not much later, I hear the rumbling of bikes pulling up on my street. I run in quickly and grab Sassy some treats to tide her over while I speak with the guys.

      I get her situated and by the time I make it to the front door there’s a knock. I open it up and the first person I see is Wasp, I fall into his arms and let the tears flow. I’m not a crier, but this situation calls for a few tears.

      “It’s gonna be alright darlin’, let’s go into the living room and sit down, you can tell us what’s been happening from the very beginning. I lead them down the hall and everyone takes a seat. I start from the first text message and go from there. “Show us your room, girly,” he says to me, so once again I lead them down the hallway and into my bedroom. “Where’s this note he left you?” I pull it out of my back pocket and hand it over to him. He doesn’t take it from me, instead he looks at me like I’ve grown a second head. “You touch that?”

      “I did,” I answer, confused. I watch as he grabs his riding gloves from his back pocket and takes the note from me.

      “Do you have a baggie I can use to put this in?” he asks as he opens the note and begins to read it. I see anger cross his face and I take that as my cue to leave the room. I head into the kitchen to get the item he asked for. Good thing I bought some today I think, as I rummage through the bags and find what I’m looking for. Instead of opening the box and grabbing one, I take the entire thing to him. It finally registered that he doesn’t want his fingerprints involved in this, so I’ll let him grab what he needs.

      I walk into the room and all conversation comes to a halt, making me feel like the third wheel in my own home. “What?”

      “Did you save the text messages?”

      “I haven’t deleted them if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “Can we see them.”

      “Sure,” I say handing them the box of bags before opening up the text messages and giving him my phone.

      “Can you forward those to me?” Wasp asks.

      “I can do that, what’s your number?” He rattles it off and I forward him the messages.

      “I’m going to have our IT guy take a look at these and see if he can track down a name or number…” he doesn’t finish what he’s saying because there is a commotion at the front door.

      “Let me in this goddamned house now! My woman is in there, Levi.” Shit, it’s Dillon. I run out of the room and head to the front of the house.

      “Let him in, Levi,” I tell him. Forgetting that I’d had guards out front, I should’ve messaged Dillon back and told him the guys were here.

      “Sorry, man,” Levi tells him, “just following the orders I was given from my Pres.”

      “No hard feelings,” Dillon says rushing to me and pulling me into his arms. “But this is my woman, and no one including you or your brothers are going to keep me from getting to her when she needs me.”

      “Dillon, good to see you back in town,” Wasp says extending his hand for a shake. “It’s been a long time, we’re all happy you’ve moved back to town. We need a good doctor around these parts.”

      “Thanks, Wasp, someone wanna clue me into what’s going on?”

      “I thought you were at work,” I say to him.

      “I was until I heard your message, I probably don’t have a job anymore, but that’s not as important as you are. I can get a job anywhere.”

      “You need a job let us know, we could always put you on payroll as our personal club doctor.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind, thanks for the offer, man. If they let me go, I may take you up on that.”

      “As far as what’s going on, I think I’ll let your woman explain that to you. Will you be staying here with her, or do I need to put a man on her house?”

      “I’ll be staying, is it that serious?” Dillon ask while looking down at me.

      “Let’s just say that I wouldn’t trust her safety to just anyone at this point in time.”

      “That’s serious,” Dillon mutters under his breath. “How long has this been going on, Ariel?”

      “Since the day Mom went into the hospital,” I answer him honestly.

      “Wish you would’ve told me.”

      “I thought it was bullshit, until today I hadn’t felt threatened, just creeped out.”

      “You ever have any feelings like that again please tell me, baby.”

      “I will,” I promise him.

      “Ariel,” Wasp interrupts us, “If you ever feel like you’re being watched, if you get a sense of danger, get yourself to safety and call us or Dillon. Never underestimate your sense of danger. If something is nagging at you, pay attention. Your instincts are almost always dead on. Yeah?”

      “I promise to listen to my instincts and ask for help if I feel like I’m in any danger.” And I mean every word of it, this has gone beyond feeling just creeped out now and has entered freaked-out-ville.

      “Carson still good to start workin’ with ya tomorrow?”

      “Yes, Carson, be at the shop at one and I’ll go over procedures with you and give you a tour.”

      “Sounds good to me, thank you for giving me this chance, Ariel.”

      “We all have to start off somewhere right? What better place than with people you know and trust.”

      “True that,” he says causing me to giggle internally. These guys and their slang, I don’t think I’ll ever get used to it even knowing them as long as I have.
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