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        For all mothers everywhere.

      

        

      
        The ones who scolded and hugged, had many sleepless nights, bandaged knees, sent them off to school, watched them graduate, and beyond.

      

        

      
        For the mothers whose child was taken from them far too soon. Whether they were an infant, a toddler, teen, or adult, I can’t begin to understand your pain.

      

        

      
        For the mothers faced with the decision of keeping their child or giving them up for someone else to love. A heart wretching decision, and too personal for anyone to judge.

      

        

      
        And for the mothers who have opened their hearts and taken those children in, even though the DNA will never match, you still gave love because you had it to give.

      

        

      
        And for our mothers, because we wouldn’t be here without their love and devotion.
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        Rattled –a short story, was originally written for a boxed set to raise funds for Alzheimer’s and Brain Awareness – and is now included in Still Rattled.
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Chapter 1


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kelsey

      

      

      

      I shake out my hands, take a deep breath, but continue pacing in the green room. Why am I so nervous? This is all I’ve thought about for over a year. I’ve saved every penny and existed on ramen noodles just so I could get this done. And it must be today. And it must be here. The Reeds are and have some of the best tattoo artists around and I can’t just trust this to anyone.

      I’m not alone in here. There are others, all waiting to see a tattoo artist, but I’m not really paying attention to them. I’m too anxious to just sit and make idle chitchat with a stranger.

      I planned and made the appointment weeks ago, but instead of getting on the schedule, I was asked if I’d be interested in letting one of the artists being auditioned for the show do my tat. At first, I rejected the option. This was an important tattoo, and I didn’t want it fucked up by an amateur. But then I went back and watched the previous shows. The Reeds don’t just let anyone walk in off the streets and start tattooing, or even audition. The artists are vetted way before they are trusted to apply ink. So, after thinking about it further, and knowing the price is half of what I’d saved for the occasion, I called back and asked if I could still participate.

      It’s probably better that I didn’t get one of the Reed brothers anyway. I’ve watched since their show first aired and if I came face to face with any of them, I’d probably go all fan girl and humiliate myself. Today is going to be hard enough.

      It’s already hard.

      I clutch the worn manila envelope close to my chest. Everything that’s important to me is in here. It’s with me always. If it’s not in my big purse, it’s in my backpack. It goes everywhere I go, and what I want is in there.

      My stomach churns and I take a deep breath. I just hope to hell that whoever I get assigned to doesn’t fuck this up.

      

      
        
        Alex

      

      

      

      I’ve checked my station five times. I have everything I could possibly need for a tattoo. All I can do now is wait for the skin to get here.

      I just hope she’s clear in what she wants, and that she’s not difficult to please. I’ve done tats that are perfect, yet sometimes customers are just never happy, and others have remorse. But for the most part, everyone has been happy with my work, often returning and referring customers. I need one of those today. This is too important, and I don’t need a bitch or an asshat showing up, being a pain in the ass.

      I need to land a spot on the show. I need to work for the Reeds.

      I’m good at what I do. Damn good. But they are better. Nobody is as good as they are, and anyone who gets an opportunity to work with the Reeds will only get better.

      Once I’m on the show, I’ll have a regular paying job and I’ll be creating art. In time, I’ll have name recognition and will be able to do what I really want. Tattoos are a steppingstone to that.

      The door starts to open, and I wipe my sweaty palms on my jeans. “Your skin is here, Mr. Dosek,” says one of the producers.

      A young woman steps through the door. Her dark head is down and she’s clutching a wrinkled and stained manila envelope to her chest. The door closes and she slowly looks up.

      Her brown eyes meet mine and widen. “What the fuck?” she says by way of greeting.

      I glance around. There is a cameraman watching my every move and recording everything I say. Is this some kind of joke? Are the Reeds really auditioning me or is this about to turn into a bad episode of “What Would You Do?”

      I shake the stupid thought from my head. How could the Reeds, their producers, or anyone know of my connection to Kelsey Fry? I haven’t seen her in five years. Not since I graduated from Baxter Academy of Arts.

      “Hi Kelsey, how have you been?”

      “Are you really the artist?”

      I hold out my hands palms up and smile. “Yep.”

      She turns to the door. “Well, I want someone else.”

      If she walks out now, it’s a fail. Immediate crash and burn. Besides being a great tattoo artist, people skills and customer service are also at the top of the list to get hired. I won’t get another chance if she leaves. I’ll be shown the door. “Please?” I hate to beg, but I will. “Don’t go. This is too important to me.”

      Kelsey slowly turns, her mouth open and dark eyes wide. “Too important to you?” she asks with indignation. “This,” she thrusts out the envelope, “is too important to me, and you are the last person I want doing my ink.”

      I can’t really blame her. I was a fucking dick to her back then. I hated her for what she’d done and a part of me still holds a lot of resentment for her actions. But I must set it all aside. Make it right, at least until the tat is done. My future depends on it.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry?” she yells.

      I take a deep breath. “Listen, I was seventeen. I had a chip on my shoulder. I was an ass and I treated you like shit.”

      “You got that right.”

      “It was also a long time ago.”

      “Not that long.” She snorts and then narrows her eyes on me. “And I’m supposed to believe you’ve changed? That you’re no longer a dickwad?”

      I chuckle. “I’m pretty sure I can still be that, but not in here. Not with you, and never, ever when I’m doing a tat.”

      “I still don’t want you touching me.” She takes a step back and I rush forward.

      “Listen, I swear that it will be the best tattoo you’ve ever had. It will be perfect and exactly what you want. Please, don’t walk out. You won’t get another artist and I’ll get booted.”

      She frowns, biting her bottom lip. “Why can’t I just switch with someone? Others are waiting in the room. I’ll just ask one of them to trade.”

      “If I lose a customer, I’m out.”

      “I can explain⁠—”

      “It won’t matter.” I step closer. “Please, Kelsey, I need this. It’s a chance for a break and I could really use one.”

      Her brown eyes study me as she bites her bottom lip again. It seems like forever before she says anything. “Do you promise not to give me any shit for what I want, or why?”

      I hold up my hands like I’m surrendering. “I swear I won’t.”

      “I mean it, because you aren’t going to like what I want, and I’ll be damned if I have to listen to your opinions on the matter again.”

      My gut tightens. What the hell does she want? We’ve only disagreed once when I yelled at her for being a selfish stupid bitch. We never talked again after that. Just glares in classrooms and on campus. Thankfully, we didn’t have that many classes together because I was a year older, and our art concentration was different. “I swear. I have no opinions or thoughts in this room except for what the customer wants. There are some things I’m morally against, but it isn’t my skin.”

      “Would you turn someone away if they wanted something you are morally against?”

      “I have twice before.”

      “Then I might as well head for the door now because you’ve made your opinions of my choices very clear.”

      “Wait!” I must stop her before she’s gone. “I’m sure whatever you want doesn’t come close to my moral compass code.”

      She snorts. “Really? I’m not so sure.”

      “Unless you want a swastika, I’m sure there is nothing you can suggest that I’d find offensive.”

      She turns, a look of disgust on her face. “God no! Do people really get those?”

      I shrug. “I’ve seen them. I just don’t do them.”

      She tilts her head and studies me. “Anything else on your list I should know about?”

      “Nope, that’s pretty much it—or any hate symbol, for that matter.”

      She’s nodding, studying me, back to biting her bottom lip. “Are you any good?”

      “Would I be here if I wasn’t?” I grin.

      She doesn’t return it. “Your ego has never been in question. Are you any good? Because this is important.”

      I’m not going to win her over with apologies. “I am good. One of the best. And trust me, this is just as important to me.”

      Again, she studies me, and it’s almost like I can see her battling with a decision behind those dark brown eyes. Slowly she holds the envelope out to me. “You better not fuck it up, and you better not give me any shit.”

      I assume there’s a picture of whatever she wants on her body in the envelope. I reach out for it. Her hands are shaking and if I’m honest, so are mine. Seeing her for the first time since high school and remembering how much I resented her and made her life hell, has me unsettled. I’m afraid karma is about to bite me on the ass.

      She lets go before I can grab the envelope and it falls to the ground. A small pink rattle rolls out onto the floor.

      She may be anxious about all this but seeing what just came out of that envelope has me a bit rattled too.

      The old anger at what she did surges, but I force it away. She’s a client. I won’t judge her for her decisions or actions. I may have then, but I won’t today. Not in this room. And not when I have so much to lose.

      When the tattoo is done, and I’ve made the show, then I can go back to resenting Kelsey Fry once again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 2


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Kelsey

      

      

      

      I reach down and grab the rattle before Alex has a chance to. It’s the only item I have left. Or ever had, for that matter. I had swiped it from her bassinette, placed there by her new parents, before they took her away. And I don’t want him touching it.

      Clutching it tightly in my hand, I stand up and wait for his hateful words, but they don’t come.

      I can’t believe that the artist I’ve been assigned is Alexander Dosek, better known in my mind as Alexander Douche. The bane of my existence at Baxter Academy. All high-and-mighty. Judging me because of a decision I made that didn’t affect him in the least. Reminding me daily, just by a look, that he considered me the lowest form of scum.

      Asshole! What the hell did he know about my life and circumstances? How could he possibly understand the decisions I had to make and how they’ve haunted me?

      He can’t and will never be able to because he’s a guy.

      And now I’m about to let him do my tattoo. If I didn’t need to have it done today, I’d walk. Screw him and his dreams. This isn’t about what he needs but what I need, and if he fucks it up, I’ll never forgive him.

      “So, first off, where do you want your art?”

      I blink up at him. I may have been planning this for the past few years, but I haven’t decided on a location or exactly what I want it to look like. That’s another reason I came here. The Reeds always know what the customer needs even if they’re unsure of what they want.

      “Someplace where nobody will see it.”

      He lifts a dark eyebrow, and his light brown eyes study me. He’s cut his hair since school. Black and short. So short that I can practically see his scalp, but his chin is bearded and neatly trimmed, and those eyes are watching me. Waiting.

      “It’s too personal. It’s for me, and only me,” I insist. “I don’t want to have to explain to anyone who may ask, because it’s my memory and my heartache.”

      Alex nods. “Okay, I get that.”

      “But I want to be able to see it,” I blurt out. “So not on my ass or anything like that.”

      “We’ll figure it out,” he says and leads me over to a table, placing the manila envelope between us. “Is the artwork in there?”

      “Kind of,” I answer, and dump the contents on the table. I pick up the cream-colored embossed document and my heart tightens. “This is her birth certificate.” It isn’t the official one that’s filed with the county office, but a keepsake with my baby’s height, weight, date, time, footprints, and handprints. “I was thinking of having her footprint.” I lay it flat on the table so Alex can see it, but I’m reluctant to hand it over. This guy made my life hell and I’m still waiting for him to give me more shit.

      “You’re tracing the hand, though,” Alex points out.

      I smile. He’s right. My index finger is smoothing over the small palm, like I always do when I look at the certificate. “I can still feel it, sometimes.”

      He leans back and studies me, but I don’t see any of the old recriminations as I had in the past. Is he genuinely interested? Has he grown a heart in the past five years since I last saw him?

      “How?” he asks.

      “When they laid her on me, right after she was born, Brandy’s hand was right here.” I point to a place between my left boob and breastbone. “Her hand, over my heart.” I can feel my smile growing bigger with the memories of the most awesome experience in my life, and one of the saddest. “Her little arms were crossed, and as one palm rested on my chest, the other hand was turned out, and I remember studying the little lines on her hands and fingers. So perfect.”

      “Show me.”

      I try and demonstrate, but my hands are five times the size my daughter’s hands were at her birth. I glance up and Alex is watching me, and unlike when we were in high school, his eyes is filled with empathy. Maybe he has grown up.

      I begin to relax. “She was curled up against me, her little feet pressing against me right here.” I point to my ribcage, just below my right boob.

      “I’m surprised they let you hold her,” Alex finally says after clearing his throat.

      “Mrs. Robak didn’t want me to,” I tell him. “She said it would be harder in the end, but I had to hold her at least once.” Mrs. Robak was in charge of Baxter Academy when I was there. I think she still is.

      He nods and grabs a sketch pad and starts drawing.

      “I know that Brandy was only a few minutes old, but I needed to explain. I needed to tell her about her father and the reason I couldn’t keep her.”

      His jaw tightens and my stomach knots. If he’s going to lecture me again about giving up my baby, I will walk. I can’t deal with his self-righteous opinions right now, and I sure as hell don’t give a damn if it ruins his chances for landing a spot on the show.

      “Tell me about the father. You never mentioned him in school.”

      “It’s not like you and I ever talked,” I remind him.

      Alex winces and his face turns red. Good! He should be embarrassed for the way he treated me.

      He sets his pencil aside and looks up. “Tell me your story, Kelsey.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s important.” He settles into a chair and stares at me and waits for me to start.

      

      
        
        Alex

      

      

      

      She asked for a foot, but that isn’t what she needs. What else don’t I know? The fact that she’s kept her baby’s birth certificate, rattle, and all the other things I haven’t even looked at means that the decision wasn’t as easy for her as I once believed. “As you said, I was a dickwad back then.”

      “True.”

      “I’m not now. At least I hope not.” My face is getting hot, and I hope it isn’t obvious to whoever is going to watch this how embarrassed I am and what I was like back then. “What roads led you to Bax—” I stop myself. This is being recorded. A cameraman has been walking around and shooting us at different angles, and another person with a clipboard is hanging out by a table with a variety of drinks in a large tub of ice. This could air one day, and I’m not going to be the jerk that outs Baxter Academy of Arts for what it is. “How did you get to my high school?”

      Her brown eyes soften, but it isn’t because of the question. I know she caught my near slip and she’s not about to expose Baxter either.

      “Start at your birth, or anywhere in between then and the day we met.” I pick up the sketch pad again and write the names from the birth certificate. First “Brandon Lange,” then “Brandy Anne Lange,” and put question marks behind each of the names in case I need to ask more when she’s done.

      “Let me think…” She sighs. “My mom was raised in an extremely uptight and religious household. No sinning allowed and punished to the fullest extent. At least that’s what she told me, and I believe her.”

      No crosses, I write on my pad.

      “She got pregnant when she was sixteen, and her parents kicked her out. She made her way to New York, thinking she’d get a job and a place to live. She ended up with the wrong people.”

      This didn’t surprise me. Most runaways don’t end up in good places.

      “During a drug deal, she was stabbed and died.”

      I glance up at her. “How old were you?”

      “Four.” She shrugs. “Child services contacted my grandparents, but they wouldn’t take me in. I was created in sin and might as well have been the spawn of Satan.”

      I snort and shake my head. “Nice Christians.”

      “Religious,” she corrects. “Not exactly Christian.”

      “Foster care?” It’s a guess, but I can’t imagine where else she would have ended up.

      A soft smile comes to her face. “Yeah. I was with a great family for five years. The Wilsons.”

      I straighten and look at her. “Wow.” That’s a long time to be with one family when you’re in the system.

      “They were great. They’re the ones who taught me how to play the piano.”

      “Why didn’t they adopt you?” I draw a piano. I don’t know if it’s going to end up in the tat. I’m still not sure what’s going to be there, but she has a story to tell. One I should have asked her to tell me when we first met.

      “They couldn’t afford to. Adoption is expensive. They were only able to keep me and the others for so long because the state paid them, but they weren’t in it for the money. They really did love us and wanted to keep us. But my foster father got a job out-of-state. They couldn’t take me from New York, and they couldn’t decline a good-paying job, so I was sent to another home.”

      A photograph has slipped out of the envelope, and I pick it up. It’s Kelsey when she was young—younger than she was when she came to Baxter—with a guy a few years older. “Who is this?”

      “Brandon.” A sad smile comes to her lips. “After being in more foster homes than I could count after the Wilsons moved, Brandon and I ended up in the same place. He got there a week or so before me.”

      “Brandon” is the name of the father on the birth certificate, so I know there is a lot more to that story.

      “I was thirteen and he was fifteen, and too old for this couple.”

      Again, I shake my head. I’d been in the system. A lot of families wanted the cute little ones, not the teens, even though we needed a mom and dad just as badly as the two-year-olds.

      “They liked them young.” She clears her throat. “As in a sick way.”

      My stomach churns. I wish I could pretend that abuse in the system doesn’t happen, but it does. Still, there are a hell of a lot of great families out there, like the Wilsons, willing to take kids in and love them like they are their own. It’s only the bad ones that everyone hears about and taints the system.

      “I couldn’t stand to be there, and I tried to talk to my social worker, but she said her hands were tied. So, after being there for a couple of months, with no end in sight, I decided to run away. The night I snuck out, I ran into Brandon at the corner. He was running away too. We decided to stick together because it was safer than being alone.”

      Well, he didn’t stick with her because when she showed up at Baxter, she was pregnant, and he wasn’t anywhere around. “What happened to him?”

      Tears fill her eyes. “He’s dead.”
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        Kelsey

      

      

      

      I don’t know what’s gotten into me. I’ve never really told anyone what had happened to me, except Mrs. Robak and a handful of therapists. Six years ago, if someone would’ve told me that the first non-psychologist that I would choose to open up to would be Alexander Dosek, I would have laughed in their face. Yet here I was, spilling my guts because he asked.

      I don’t know what it has to do with getting my baby’s foot tattooed on my body, but he seems genuinely interested.

      “For two years we managed well enough. He was tall and looked older than his age, and he told people I was his younger sister so that nobody would mess with me.” What I don’t tell Alex is that by the time I was fifteen and Alex was seventeen, there was nothing brotherly or sisterly about our relationship. “We fell in love, and Brandon vowed we’d be together.”

      We were so young then, but we didn’t feel like it. Much of our innocence had been stripped from us when we were children, though I was still a virgin until Brandon. A lot of kids in the system or on the streets aren’t so lucky.

      I wait for Alex to make a derogatory comment about my professions of love at fifteen, but he says nothing and just keeps sketching. I wish I could see what it is, but he’s holding the sketch pad at an angle away from me.

      “After a few years of sleeping in shelters, or anywhere we could find, Brandon got a job in a convenience store working third shift, and I worked as a waitress in an all-night diner. Neither place asked questions, and we scraped by enough to rent a room by the week. At least we weren’t sleeping on the streets and could shower on a regular basis.”

      I smile to myself. “We were happy. And things were good in comparison to the first two years. We both worked all night, and during the day we’d sleep and read.”

      “Read?”

      “Yeah. Brandon insisted that we’d never get anywhere in life if we didn’t educate ourselves. He planned on saving for school. When I was old enough, we were going to get our GEDs and enroll in college.” I shake my head. “It was silly, I’m sure, because we would have never had that kind of money, but it was a dream.”

      “What did you read?” Alex asks while he keeps sketching. His questions make me feel like I’m back with my therapist again.

      “Anything and everything. Brandon would go through the garbage every day and bring home magazines and books, whatever he could find.” I chuckle as I remember his favorite save. “One day he came home more excited than I had seen him in a long time, and he had this big fat book. ‘It’s a dictionary, Kels,’ he said. ‘Now we can look up any words we don’t understand.’ The place where he’d found the book—which I later found out was an old school that was closing—had also tossed out an entire set of encyclopedias that were printed sometime in the 1970s, but he hauled all of them to the apartment and we took turns reading them from A to Z.”

      Alex waves a tissue in front of my face. “Here.” His eyes are kind. Much kinder than they ever were in school. I take it and wipe my nose, and the back of my hand brushes against wetness. I didn’t even realize I was crying.

      “Things were going good. At least, as good as they could for two juvenile runaways. And then it happened.” I look away from Brandon and see the camera. For a minute I forgot it was there and I hope this doesn’t make it on the air. Telling Alex this story is one thing. The entire world? Well, that’s an entirely different matter.

      “What happened?” he prods.

      I swallow past the lump in my throat. I don’t want to tell him, but maybe after I do, he’ll understand. Not that I care one way or the other if I have Alexander Douche-Dosek’s approval or not, but maybe he will learn not to judge without full knowledge of the situation.

      “I was on my way home from the diner and was bringing Brandon a piece of pie to get him through the rest of his shift…when I heard the gunshots. As I came around the corner, two guys wearing ski masks were running out of the place where Brandon worked. When I got to him, he was lying on his back, blood everywhere, but he was alert. I held his hand as his life slipped away. Before he was gone, he told me that I was the one beautiful thing in his life and that he loved me.”

      Alex pushes the box of tissues toward me. I pull one from the box. “Thanks.”

      “Take your time,” he says gently.

      One of the crew places a glass of water on the table and then disappears behind the camera. I swallow and try to gain control of my emotions.

      “The cops soon learned who I really was and my age. I was such a fucking mess. I’d been with Brandon for over two years. He was my family. Hell, he was my world.” I wipe my eyes again. My heart aches as if it happened just yesterday. “They sent me to children’s services again, but this time I wasn’t afraid to tell them anything and explained in no uncertain terms why Brandon and I ran away. They had me see psychologists, therapists, and put me in a home with other delinquents, even though I’d never broken a single law. That’s where I met Mr. Smythe. He just observed, all the time, but not in a creepy way. He was trying to figure me out, because after I told them why I ran away, I refused to talk about Brandon or anything. Then, someone donated an old piano to the home I was in. I couldn’t stop playing it to the point that I was banned from the piano from ten at night until eight in the morning.”

      “I do remember you played beautifully.”

      Alex’s words shock me, and I look up at him. He isn’t mocking me.

      “I used to listen when I was painting. In the summer, when the windows were open, music would flow from your building into the art building, and I always knew when you were at the piano.”

      My face heats. I’d had no idea, not that it mattered. He’d still treated me like shit.

      So why the fuck am I telling him all this?

      “That explains why you ended up at my school.” His smile is lopsided.

      “Mr. Smythe had me do a bunch of testing and my academics were good, so I got admitted.”

      “Well, you had read an entire set of encyclopedias.”

      I shouldn’t laugh, but I do. “Yeah, and a lot of books. Brandon was right about that. You can’t get anywhere without some education.”

      

      
        
        Alex

      

      

      

      “What did Brandon think of the baby?” Maybe I shouldn’t ask, but I want to know. It’s not just the moms who abandon their kids that I hate, but the dads too. The ones who disappear after knocking a woman up and leaving her to raise the kids alone without any kind of support. They are lower than scum.

      “He didn’t know. Hell, I didn’t know. When I got to the school, they did a physical and all the normal testing and that’s when I found out.”

      How could she not know? I know that there are stories about women delivering babies, never knowing they’re pregnant, but I don’t buy it. How the hell can’t they know? Then again, I am a guy. Maybe there is more to it than a missed period.

      “I figure I got pregnant shortly before Brandon was killed. After that, everything was so fucked up, I didn’t even notice my periods had stopped.”

      That does make sense. It had to have been pretty traumatic watching the guy you love die and then being tossed back into the system and moved around.

      “Five months along and I didn’t have a clue.”

      “You gave it up.” Shit, I didn’t mean to sound so harsh, but I can’t help it. If she loved this Brandon as much as she said, then she’d have fought tooth and nail to keep his baby.

      Her dark eyes harden. “It wasn’t an easy decision!”

      “Then tell me.” My tone is calmer, but I need for her to explain to my why she gave up her child. She would have never told me back in school, even if I would have asked.

      “If I had kept the baby, I couldn’t remain at the school. They didn’t have a nursery. If I left the school, I would have been back in the system.”

      “You would have still had your daughter,” I point out, the old judgmental self is coming to the surface. I can’t help it though. She abandoned her kid.

      “I’d be raising her in a group home, if that. If a social worker didn’t think I was doing a good enough job, then they’d take her away from me and then what? She’s in the system, I’m in the system, and I wouldn’t be able to protect her.”

      “So, you decided to do what was best for you and give the baby away.”

      Kelsey stands, knocking her chair back. “I did what was best for my baby. Not for me,” she yells.

      She’s glaring at me.

      Shit, a camera is on us, and I just fucking blew it. So much for customer service.

      I quickly begin to apologize. “I’m sorry⁠—”

      “Save it,” she bites out and starts gathering up her documents.

      I can’t let her leave. Not now. I may be able to make it up on some of the customer service, or maybe not, but if Kelsey walks out that door, I am fucking screwed. “No, really, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t judge, but it’s just a sore spot with me.”

      “What? Moms giving their kids up for adoption?”

      I meet her eyes, but I can’t tell her, or confess anything. I’m too angry. “Yeah. Something like that.”

      “I really was trying to do the best for my daughter,” she says with a little less anger.

      “How?” I really do want to know how being raised by someone who is not a blood relation is good when that decision is for purely selfish reasons.

      “Well, first of all, I didn’t just give her to anyone.”

      “How do you know?” If she’s going to give me a fairytale story, I’m not sure I’ll be able to contain my anger.

      “I picked them.”

      “What?” How is that possible?

      “Mrs. Robak took me to an adoption attorney. I went through all kinds of files on couples who wanted a child. When I narrowed it down to half a dozen or so, I got to meet them. I went to their homes, had dinner, and got to know them.”

      “How did you narrow it down?” I ask cautiously and I hope to hell it isn’t for some frivolous reason.

      “Jobs, location, school, lack of criminal record, health and ages.”

      Okay, not so frivolous.

      “A couple that I met didn’t give me a good vibe.”

      “Huh?”

      “Vibe,” she tries to explain. “Brandon and I were on the street for too long. You just get a feel for people even without talking to them, sometimes. If my gut got a vibe, they were crossed off the list.”

      One of the crew members comes forward and straightens her chair and then disappears. Kelsey sits and I try not to blow out a sigh of relief.

      “The third family I met was perfect, but I didn’t settle on them until I met the last three.”

      I’m nodding and my anger at her is kind of dying away.

      “They were perfect and already had three children, which they had adopted from overseas.”

      “Where?”

      “Africa, China, and Colombia.” She smiles. “They wanted their own United Nations, I guess, but decided to adopt from within the States because we have a lot of kids needing families, too.”

      “Do you get to see her?”

      The smile slips from Kelsey’s face. “No. It’s closed. They have all my information, and my daughter will know she’s adopted, but I can’t contact her, ever. I agreed to that to avoid confusion. When she is older, her parents will tell her about me and then it will be up to her if she wants to meet me or not.”

      Tears are in her eyes again. “That must have been hard.”

      “It was, but what the hell could I give her? An uncertain life? A life on the streets? Danger? With them, she’s protected and loved. She’ll have anything her heart desires. Ten times more than I could ever give her.” Kelsey looks me in the eye. “I wasn’t selfish in giving her up. Selfish would have been keeping her, then losing her to the system. There are great families out there, but there are also some really bad ones, and I couldn’t risk that happening to her. This was the only way I could think of that would protect her.”

      Man, this is so not what I was expecting. She really loved this Brandon, and she loved her daughter. Kelsey didn’t deserve the shit I gave her, and I’m sick about the way I treated her.

      I glance up at the clock. We’ve been in here over an hour and I haven’t even started the tat yet.

      There’s no time limit. The Reeds want a good tattoo for a good reason, not a rush job that will leave the customer unsatisfied. I get that and I’m really glad that I took the time to ask. And if there is a time limit that I’m not aware of, hopefully they’ll understand and give me some slack on it. But from what I know of them, and after they hear Kelsey’s story, they’ll get why this is taking so long. I just wish I could delete the parts about me being an ass.

      There’s still other stuff on the table. How many more layers are there to discover about Kelsey?

      I pick up a sheet of music. “What’s this?”

      “Brahms’ Lullaby. I used to sing it to Brandy before she was born and play it on the piano for her. I guess I hoped that she’d maybe remember hearing it when she was still in me, and it would make her happy.” She bites her lip and looks down. “Silly, I know.”

      “No,” I say. “It’s not.” This is handwritten music, but I know the song. Who doesn’t? “Why are there hearts for note heads?”

      She shrugs and smiles. “Just something I wanted to do.” Her eyes fill with tears again. “I loved her so much and there was so little I could do to show her.” Her hand slides across the sheet of music. “But whenever I hear the song, I’ll always think of Brandy.”

      “Is ‘Brandy’ for her dad, Brandon?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What about Anne, her middle name?”

      This time Kelsey grins at me. “Anne of Green Gables, of course. It was my favorite book and it’s about an orphan who went to live on a farm and had an amazing life. I hope my Brandy has one too.”

      “Did the new parents keep the name?” I scribble out the question marks behind Brandon and Brandy’s names.

      “I have no idea what name they gave my little girl. But she’ll always be Brandy to me.”

      My throat tightens, but I’m not about to cry in front of her or the camera. Clearing my throat, I stand and grab the documents off the table. “I just need to get this scanned, if that’s okay.”

      She nods and I practically run from the room, only to stop in the hall and try to catch my breath.

      Shit. I am such a fucking asshole. Then and now. Why didn’t I see the pain she was in?

      Because I was too blinded by my own bitterness to see anything else.
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      Wow! I didn’t expect to tell him so much, though his being an ass isn’t such a big surprise. But he wasn’t nearly the ass I expected when I walked in here. I think there were even tears in his eyes when he left.

      I know it’s not possible. Guys like Alex don’t cry. I’m pretty sure he doesn’t have many emotions, other than those only his ego will allow.

      Should I stay and let him do that tattoo? What if he’s still pissed and screws it up?

      I glance over at the camera. The cameraman is back at the table with the guy holding the clipboard. They are drinking coffee and eating donuts. It’s weird having them here, but for the most part when I was talking directly to Alex, I forgot they were here.

      Alex won’t screw up the tattoo. This is too important to him. He’s an artist. He’s got to be good to have made it this far. He won’t fuck me over because if he does, he’ll lose his shot at being on the show. Though if he does make it, I’m not so sure I want to keep watching it.

      No, that’s a lie. I’ll keep watching it. It’s the Reeds, the best eye candy on television. Yep, it’s a good thing one of them isn’t doing this tat. I’d be too tongue-tied to utter my name, let alone describe how I want my baby’s footprint for my tattoo.

      I don’t know what’s taking Alex so long. I reach to take a drink of my water, but it’s empty. “Could I have more water, please?” I ask the guys in the back.

      They bring me a fresh cup, but don’t say anything.

      I look down at the rattle in my hand. It’s all I have right now. Alex took everything else. Why? All he needed was the footprint.

      A few moments later he comes back, handing me the envelope. I quickly check to make sure everything is back in there where it should be, and not ruined. He’s carrying sheets that I assume he’s going to use for tracing.

      “You want it where only you can see it, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “We can do your hip, which I’d rather not, and you said the ass was out.”

      “If I have to…”

      “But I’d rather put it beneath or on your breast.”

      I glance back over at the camera. I’m not showing my boob to the world if this makes it that far.

      “You’ve seen the show. They filter out anything that isn’t PG.”

      “Still, you’ll see my boob.” I look over at the crew. “They’ll see my boob. I’m not really comfortable with that.”

      He opens a drawer and pulls out two things that look like bandages. “Put these over your nipples.”

      I glance back at the crew again, not sure I want to expose myself like this.

      “Listen, I’ll turn my back, they will too, and they’ll shut off the camera until you are set. And I’ll keep what I’m not working on covered. Does that work for you?”

      If I don’t agree, he’ll put it on my arm, or stomach, or some other place the world can see. And I don’t really want it on my hip. If I wear the wrong cut of pants or shorts, it might be seen, and this is for me and nobody else. “Okay.”

      Alex looks at the crew. “Guys, can we have a sec?”

      One lowers the camera and then they both turn around. “When you are done, just lie back and put this over you.” He hands me a towel and turns away.

      I pull my shirt over my head and unhook my bra. My hands are shaking, and I quickly lie down and cover myself. It doesn’t matter that something’s covering me. I still feel exposed.

      

      
        
        Alex

      

      

      

      All I hear is some movement and clothing shuffling. “Okay,” she finally says. I turn. She’s on the table, wearing nothing but her jeans and a towel.

      “I’m going to warn you, this may still be seen if you wear a swimsuit or a really low-cut top.”

      “I don’t wear bikinis, and the only skin I show, besides my legs and arms, is sometimes my belly. But that’s rare. I’m kind of modest.”

      I chuckle. “I got that when you wanted everyone to turn their backs.” Hell, I’ve had girls wanting to strip naked when it wasn’t necessary. This is the first girl who has tried to remain as covered as she could possibly be. I like it, and she’s given me more skin to work with.

      “Can I see what you are going to do?”

      I meet her eyes. “No.”

      Kelsey practically comes off the table, holding the towel against her breasts. “Why not?”

      I tilt my head. “Will you trust me?”

      She narrows her eyes.

      “Let me surprise you. Please?”

      “I want the feet, remember.”

      I bite back a grin. “I know you do. But that’s not all that you need.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I gently push her back. “Please, just trust me.”

      Kelsey is practically glaring at me.

      “I’m sorry for being an ass. I’m so fucking sorry for the way I treated you in school. Please, let me make it up to you and give you the tattoo you deserve. The one you need to have.”

      She’s got to let me do this. I know exactly what I want to do, but I’m afraid if I tell her what it is, she’ll reject it. She just wants feet, but she needs more.

      “Okay,” she finally says. “But don’t fuck it up.”

      I laugh. “I promise, I won’t.”

      “I’ll cut off your balls if you do.”

      This makes me smile. I have no doubt that’s exactly what she’d do. “What’s your favorite color?”

      “Blue.”

      “Brandon’s?”

      “Green.”

      “Any colors you hate?”

      “Yellow!”

      “Okay, easy enough, let’s get started.” I start on the ribcage, just below the right boob, and for the moment she’s completely covered.

      “I thought you said the boob.”

      “I’m not there yet.”

      She sighs. As I start, she takes deep breaths and slowly blows them out. There isn’t much meat, if any, between the skin and the ribs, so I know this isn’t exactly comfortable for her, but Kelsey hasn’t complained and she’s barely twitched, thank God.

      “So, how did you end up at my high school?”

      The term my isn’t what stops me. We all call Baxter my school. It’s how I answer the question, or if I can answer, that makes me pause.

      “I told you my story, you have to tell me yours.”

      “Are you still in school, or are you done?”

      Kelsey blows out a sigh. “I’m in my senior year. I’m getting a degree in music and education. I teach piano and voice on the side to earn cash.” She lifts her head up.

      “Lie back down.”

      “You know all you need to know about me. Your turn.”

      Shit. She’s right. After everything she’s told me, how can I not tell her the ugliness in my life?

      “I graduated last May with a double major in Fine Arts and English. I like doing tattoos and I’m damn good at it.”

      “So you’ve told me,” she says with a dry tone.

      “I still want to publish graphic novels and comics, but that business is hard to break into. Maybe someday, but right now, I really like creating art on bodies.” It isn’t really a lie. I do like this work, but I’d be happier working for Dark Horse, Marvel, or DC Comics.

      “You haven’t answered the question.”

      Well, that’s a little harder to answer. “I ended up there, like you. Lots of foster care, and a therapist noticed me drawing one day and the next thing I know, I’m a student at Bax…my high school.”

      “That’s a bit glossed over.” Kelsey snorts. “What about your mom and dad?”

      “Don’t have any.”

      “Ever? What, the system found you in a cabbage patch?”

      “Nope. Fire station.”

      She’s silent and I continue to work, concentrating on the fine lines of the small feet. I’ve put them exactly where Kelsey said they pushed against her after Brandy was born.

      “Is that why you hate me?” she asks quietly.

      “I don’t hate you, Kelsey.” It’s easy to talk to her while I’m concentrating on the tat. I don’t want to have to look her in the eye. To see the pain that I caused or feel the shame.

      “You sure acted like it. All high-and-mighty about me giving my child up.”

      “That’s because my mom got rid of me to make a better life for herself.”

      Silence follows but I know better than to hope that this is the end of the conversation.

      “She left you at a fire station?”

      “Kind of.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I blow out a sigh and stop for a minute. She’s not going to shut up until I tell her, and I have a tattoo to do. I can do both; I just wish the camera wasn’t hovering and watching. And listening.

      “I don’t know who my dad is because my mom had lots of boyfriends. One after the other. She was always looking for the next best one. The guy who would help her make something out of herself. She wanted to be an actress. That’s why she was in New York. One day she was going to make it big. At least, that’s what she always told me.”

      “Did she make it on the stage eventually?”

      “Not in New York,” I grind out. “I was in the way. Each time a new sugar daddy came along I had to hide in my room, or in the closet, or under the bed, until she had them hooked. Then I got an introduction. Most guys hated that she had a kid.”

      “I’m sorry.” There’s sympathy in her voice and I try not to let it get to me. I can’t afford to get emotional right now. Not while I’m working.

      I reach deep inside and pull up the coldness I’ve learned to surround myself with when I think of my mom. It’s been my security blanket for years and easier to carry than remembering the pain of abandonment.

      “She had this guy who said she could make it big, but not with a kid. The last day we were together, even though I didn’t know it was the last day, she kept telling me how much she loved me and that she promised that when she made it big, we’d be together all the time.”

      “How old were you?” Kelsey asks quietly.

      “Seven.” I clear my throat. “I didn’t know it was her goodbye. The dick she was with had taken me and Mom to play arcade games, to get ice cream, to the park. It was the best day I could ever remember. Mom was telling me she loved me. This guy seemed to like me. All was good.”

      “What happened?” she asks, like she’s almost afraid to.

      “We stopped at my favorite burger joint. Mom and I rarely ate out because we couldn’t afford it, but that day, the guy was treating us to everything. After I got done eating, I went to the bathroom. When I came out, they were gone.”

      Kelsey sucks in a breath. I know it’s from shock and nothing I did with the tattoo.

      “The waitress said they got up and drove off as soon as I went into the bathroom.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I went outside and looked for them. I waited and waited for them to come back, and then I started to walk to where I thought home was but got lost. Then I saw a fire station. Mom always said that if I was in trouble or lost to talk to a police officer or a fireman and they’d help me.”

      “You went there?”

      “Yep. Walked in and explained. They called the police, who talked to the waitress at the restaurant, and before I knew it, I was put in a temporary home.”

      “How did they know who you were? You were so young!”

      I have to laugh. “I always carried around my favorite backpack with my favorite toys. That morning Mom had put my birth certificate and social security card in it, along with a letter that basically said that she couldn’t take care of me anymore.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Well, she did say she wanted a better life. One that she couldn’t have so long as she had a kid.”

      Kelsey sucks in a breath. “That’s why you hated me.”

      “I never hated you. Just resented you because you gave up your kid.”

      “But I explained⁠—”

      I cut her off. “I know. I get that now. You have no idea how bad I feel.” I glance up and look into her dark eyes. “I really am sorry, Kelsey. I was just so blinded by what my mom did that I thought all women who gave up their kids were doing it for selfish reasons.”

      Her face softens and a sad smile comes to her lips. “I’m really sorry, Alex.”

      “Me too.” My eyes get blurry, and I have to blink away the moisture. Must be from concentrating on the tattoo so hard, and the poor lighting. “For what she did to me, and for how I treated you.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “No, it’s not,” I argue. “You didn’t deserve to be treated the way I treated you.” I glance down at the footprint. “And I’m going to do my best to make it up to you. Starting with the best damn tattoo on the planet.”

      She says nothing for a long time, and I just work, lost in my thoughts, trying to forget about my mom and concentrating on the tattoo. This must be perfect. Not just so I can land a job, but for Kelsey.

    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/image-01-still-rattled-2024.jpg
L
\ t A 4 /
A
-
A Baxter Boys Novel
Including

Kalfledt

i
il

USA Today Bestselling Author

]
Charles






