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Laugh

As much as you breathe

And

Love

As long as you

Live

~ Author unknown

~ Sometimes, a man needs to be taught his place so the woman can stand in hers. ~ Max Robbins

~ A woman’s place is leading a man by his balls, only if she knows what to do with them. ~ Deckard Camden

Lipstick kisses and caviar dreams don’t have a place in my life or his.

~ Max (Rebecca Robbins)

I'm a bad ass bitch. It's a truth of mine. I live it and breathe that shit. No, I'm not conceited or full of myself. It's just something I've discovered over the years.

I'm damn good by myself, always have been, always will. What I didn't know is I can be improved upon.

Enter the equally bad ass and hella charismatic Deckard Camden. Who, the hell, told him to be this jaw-droppingly gorgeous, mountain of a man, in comparison to my little self, projecting a wall of defense that rivals my own?

Nobody prepared me for the sensual words that would fall from his lips or the massive ... peace he would bring to my life.

Damn sure didn't get me ready to be Deckard Camden's wife ... wait, what?
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ATLANTA, GEORGIA – Inked to the Max Tattoo Shop

Max

I’m a bad ass bitch! This isn’t one of those moments where I’m encouraging myself or attempting to infuse my spirit with reassurance of self or some shit. The statement is fact. There’s no question about it.

I was born with a feminine name like most females. As time has gone on, the name has shortened. Most know me as Max. Those close to me wanted me to have a masculine name because I tend to avoid the frilly and pretty like it’s three-week-old milk. When I was younger, I spent most of my time with my older brother. For quite a few years, I was my brother’s shadow. He told me if I wanted to be kept safe then I needed to stick close to him. I guess it’s something that’s a deeply embedded within my psyche even in my adult years. It’s one of the reasons my sisters state I’m the “other brother” in the family. To my mother’s complete and utter dismay, I embraced the reference. I still do to this day. I hated those itchy dresses she tried to put me in growing up.

I’m not the overly girly type, although my favorite color is pink. It’s whatever. I’ve been breaking noses along with hearts and crushing boy’s bones for a long time. Most of them deserved it. My body is my own. If I take a needle to it, then it’s my choice. A man putting their hand on my breast and squeezing it while making a honking noise will get them sent to the hospital that by that day. I don’t have time to play games. It’s not in my nature.

Shocking that I once wanted to be a nurse, huh?

I decided, at the last minute, to change how I made ends meet. A needle still plays a part in my life. It has everything to do with my career. I just use it in a different way now.

I'm a tattoo artist who doesn’t allow bullshitters in her shop. You’re fucked if you come around my place just to take in the eye candy of my spot. If you’re occupying space then you’re a paying customer. Otherwise, get the hell out of my shop. Inked to the Max isn’t a coffee shop, library, or any of those other cop-a-squat places. I have enough people working here to ensure those who are within the walls are waiting to be inked, pierced, or any of the other services we offer. Otherwise, I have a four-inch butterfly knife that will get up close and personal with a person’s carotid. It’s been done before and I’ll do it again, if I deem it a necessary action.

I am a boss bad ass. It is who I am and what I exude. Living in Atlanta, Georgia. No, that’s a lie. I work in Atlanta. I live in Mableton. The parents live in Brookhaven. I grew up within the city limits and moved on to “greener pastures” for myself and no one else. I’m content, happy even, with what I’ve accomplished and who I am.

Is it obvious I’m selling bullshit, even to myself? Yeah. I thought so.

I’ll deal with it later. It’s for the best. My every happiness is in having my own business. I went against everything I was given—tangible items I owned while under my parents’ watchful eye, living in their home—to go after what I felt I needed. When the shop was doing well enough for me to snub my parents, I got out of the house as quickly as possible. Their expectation was for me to do something with my nursing degree. I chose a different way of life. I can always fall back on the degree if times get hard with the shop. Not likely because I enjoy tattooing and piercing a little more than the average artist.

Yes, it is my bread and butter but taking an idea or thought and making it art is a magical thing to me that I love doing. Taking that art and putting it on skin makes my nipples hard. I get so excited at the prospect of new artwork. Every tear of joy shed because the ink is something more than the “canvas” or client expected pretty much gets me off, since no one else is right now. I may need to rectify that soon. Another thing to stick a pin into for a later date or hour.

Sad to say that lately the high I get from creating tattoos is just about the only thing doing it for me. The crate of toys hidden in my upstairs loft (yep, still have a place to crash here at the shop) hasn’t done it for me in the last two months. Wait ... before, you think the timeframe isn’t that bad, let me state the last time I had sex was about five years ago.

He—Ethan Thorpe—crossed me in the worst way. It was my own damn fault. I made the mistake of mixing business with pleasure. The business part spilled over into the personal. The dickwad couldn’t handle his clients looking at my work and finding his shit subpar in comparison. Ethan was all about “give them exactly what they want.” He refused to take creative license with anything even if someone specifically asked him to play with the piece he was creating. 

When less people were coming to see him and more people were in line for me, he couldn’t handle my success. For that, he was sent packing. There’s more to that story as well, but I don’t want to get into all of that right now. I’d rather talk about the good in my life. That has everything to do with my work. I’ve always been one to take what they want and improve upon it. I have yet to have a dissatisfied customer, knock on wood. 

I’m so lost in thought for a few seconds that I don’t initially realize the room around me has grown suddenly quiet. A blast from my past stands in the doorway. The strength of the man’s character and arms can’t be missed by a soul standing or seated in the main lobby. I hear a few “damns” and a “somebody sing the Hallelujah chorus.” To which someone else responds by starting to sing the song in perfect pitch. I have to scream inside to get my stomach to stop flipping and flopping all over the place. I saw him earlier but thought I’d lost him in the crowd. I guess I was wrong. Or maybe he’s just that good at what he does and his research lead him here. It has been half an hour since I made it back. Give or take a few minutes.

A delivery guy strolls in the door behind Mr. Statue whose mass takes up one of the doors of my doorway. Pete, the delivery guy, peeks around the solid man to call out my whole government name.

“Rebecca Maxine Robbins?”

Yep, that’s my name: Rebecca Maxine Robbins. No one calls me, Rebecca or Becks. At least, not anymore. I’ve always been referred to by middle name. I think the only person who has ever called me anything other than Max or Maxie was the father of the man who is rapidly becoming a permanent fixture at the front door. Oh and the parentals.

Everyone in the shop points the delivery guy in my direction, effectively bringing me out of my thoughts. It’s something I will be forever grateful for because I get the pleasure of watching confusion flit across the big man’s face. I’m guessing he didn’t recall that little piece of information from our younger days.

The fact that it has been as long as it has been and he still commands my attention does nothing to better my mood. I’m lost in thought again. All of my thoughts point to him and the insane crush I had. Fast forward roughly ten plus years and I am fighting for control of my body. I’m not the only one in the shop having this reaction. What I find funny is just how much the thought of anyone else thinking of him the way I’m thinking of him pisses me off.

Even with that as my most important thought, I blatantly ignore his attempt to greet me. He’s not allowed to just waltz back into my life and garner swooning attention from me. If that is what he expected then he’s got another thing coming.

Despite that mental declaration, I have to acknowledge the fact that this is the story of how one kick ass male came into my life and changed me from bad ass, independent female to damn fine wife. I’m still trying to figure out how he hooked my ass so quickly.
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SHADOWS – Home Again

Deck

I‘m back in the Atlanta area, which is where I never expected to be again. Once upon a time, my belief was when I was gone I wouldn’t return. Yet, here I am. I’ve been based in Texas for so long that I figured I would remain there for the duration of my existence. I’d grown accustom to my life there. I was fine not having to return to Georgia until I was sent “home.”

I’m here now and this shit is surreal. Almost eleven years have passed since I’ve walked the old paths and seen the old haunts. My mother is “beside herself” and “over the moon” to have her son returned to her in one piece. She can’t believe her boy is back. With the love she heaped upon me in form of food, a person would question whether she ever wanted me to leave in the first place. She could feed an army with what she’s been preparing for me. 

I grew up here in the Atlanta area. Became a man on these streets, in the fields, and in some of the back alleyways. My blood is probably still staining the outer walls of a couple of the buildings, maybe even a trash can or two. When I left, it was for the best. We could all see where myself and my friends were headed. The three of us decided to change fate’s design. The long, dark path Ollie, Owen, and I were on could’ve gotten us killed or imprisoned for life. Having the parents I had ... shit,  have that wasn’t an option. It didn’t matter what they were involved in. Ray Camden and Erica Lassiter aren’t the type of people who allow their children to fall into the abyss without jumping in before them to make sure nothing is there lurking in the dark, climbing out, then snatching that kid out by the roots of their hair.

My parents are some fucking scary individuals. They gave the boogeyman notice some years ago. These two working as one person are deadly. By themselves they are damn frightening. Couple them and watch out. Anyone who attempted to recruit me had one or the other threatening their lives under the pale moonlight from their bedroom. This I didn’t learn about until later in life.

My belief—when I was younger—was I was being trained to be a baddy. I don’t see how it could be for anything else. By the time I was seven, I knew how to handle myself with several knives, guns, and was beginning to learn how to not only street fight, but different styles of arena fighting. By age ten, I was learning how to use a scope and had honed several wrestling techniques. By age fifteen, I’d broken a few noses and ribs because I was a hothead. I was quickly educated—in my pops fatherly way—as to why I wasn’t allowed to use what I’d learned in the way I was using the skills.

The best lessons of my life came during a special trip I took with my dad. Pops came and picked me up one day after school and taught me how to ride my first hog. That thing is still in the back of my garage in Texas. I bring it out every year, go for a ride, and then quickly return it to the covering. Anyway, that yearlong journey riding across the country taught me survival skills and gave me a healthy, new respect for life in general. It also checked my attitude.

Ollie’s father had done the same with him and so did Owen’s. When we came back that first time, we knew we couldn’t revert back to the ignorant shit we were doing. Instead, we started planning our futures and how to do better while protecting our little brothers.

That was one of the things my father got in my ass about.

“You’ve got younger eyes watching you do your dirt. Do you want those eyes following in your footsteps? Even if you can live with it, I can’t. I won’t.”

“Dad, look at you and your club dudes. Are y’all doing the ...”

“I’m not going to lie to you, Son. Not everything I’ve done in my life was the right thing. I tried to make it right when I realized a little runt would be watching my every move. Your mother helped me see that. Taught me that lesson by grabbing hold to me and making me see what it was I was doing. I set things in motion to do better, be better. I’ll be damned if I watch my boy become a reincarnation of the man I was.”

That was the end of that. I didn’t really have much choice in the matter. I had to be better. Yes, my friends and I made a conscious decision to change but I believe in my heart of hearts all of our fathers would’ve ended our lives if we hadn’t gotten our shit together. We know they’re watching our every move.

Hell, they know when we get commendations and acknowledgements well before we do. My pops showed up the day I received the phone call for my first one. I didn’t even know he’d been an enlisted man until his ass strolled on base in full uniform. I think my eyes may have fallen clean from my skull that day. I had to do a search for them later that evening. Once again, Ollie and Owen had the same shocks happen in their brigades. Our fathers make it a point to regularly tell us how proud they are of the men we’ve become. The man never ceases to surprise me. Leaving was difficult.

I left pops in Texas and headed here, back to my mom’s home. A week has passed and I’ve been so busy getting things in order that I haven’t taken a moment to acclimate again.  I’m driving around the city, taking in the changes to it, and reminiscing. Ollie, Owen, Drew—a friend we met in the Corp—and I are all meeting up to grab something to eat later. I know I’ll need to head that way shortly. My stomach is starting to yowl I’m so hungry.

I’m practically starving since I forgot to eat some of the immense breakfast my mother made this morning. It’s been a week since I’ve been back and still she rises every morning to make this grandiose, over-the-top breakfast. Today, I bypassed the kitchen, too excited to finally see the old neighborhood. My growling, howling belly drives my need to get my ass to the damn Coney Island as quickly as possible. It’s also my reminder never to pass up a free fucking breakfast,  especially if my mother is offering it. My mother is the best damn cook I know.

Talking about my mother has me rushing to get to the meeting place with the guys. I arrive there in a matter of minutes. My stomach is making noises I haven’t heard it make since the days of basic training. Appetizers of cheese sticks, french-fries, and onion rings are on the table when I arrive. My hand is reaching into the dish even before I am fully seated.

“I’m paying for the replacement order of whatever I’m consuming right now,” I say to the guys who are staring at me like I’m a crazy person.

“I thought your mother was making like mad crazy breakfasts every morning.”

“Drew, don’t start none and it won’t be none, today. I don’t have time for it.”

Drew and Ollie exchange a look before Davis begins to speak.

“Yeah, we can see that. You’re eating all of our food.”

“We bitching? I know I said I’d replace what I ate. What the fuck is the problem?”

Jared appears at the door and I want to groan. I just sat down. His appearance is not a coincidence. It never fucking is. If he’s here, then the other isn’t that far behind. The crew being here means I won’t be able to get much done in the hanging out department.

When I actually do groan, Ollie spots Jared. He beckons the waitress over and we all place our orders including the appetizers I’ve pretty much annihilated since I sat down. When Ollie offers her extra money to have everything ready in a hurry, the floor practically catches fire with the speed she moves towards the kitchen. I see Davis take a seat not far from the door and so does Jared.

“Damn. How long?” Drew asks me as he turns away from the female who is sitting with some other females in the booth behind us.

“Don’t know yet. No signal except for Silent Bob and Shadow Pup showing up,” I respond and Drew chuckles.

Drew nods then continues his process of flirting with the female sitting behind him who just returned from the restroom. Since I haven’t received an immediate summons, I determine to focus on enjoying whatever time I have with these guys.

I’m surprised I was able to enjoy the whole meal while sitting at the table. Jared sent me a text to let me know they were just around because I’d talked so damn much about the place. I don't know how long we were inside the Coney Island but my life changes the instant I step foot outside of that building. It isn't until I'm coming out of the restaurant that I figure out the true reason why I came back to Atlanta.

I'm standing outside of the restaurant with the guys when I look over to apologize to the woman I almost clobbered like the oaf I tend to be when I'm not fully paying attention or sober. During that moment of clumsiness, I see her. Her hair is much longer. The ass is firmer. All of her proportions and assets are perfect, just as I remember them. They’re just set in a woman’s body. She's one of the reasons I regretted leaving when I did. Three fucking years and I was going to make a move. It was the  agreement between Duke and all of his buddies. Unfortunately, I was one of them. The agreement was Max was off limits until she was, at least, eighteen. I was so close. I had to go and screw it up.

If I had my head on straight before I was given incentive to get my shit together, I would've never been given the ultimatum I was given and never would've had to leave. Didn’t matter and doesn't matter how long it's been, I'd recognize that walk, body, and face anywhere. Maxie Robbins was everything I wanted in a girl back then and even more now that she's a woman. She hasn't changed so much that I wouldn’t be able to pick her out in a crowd.

The hair used to be darker. I’m certain it was a different color. Sadly, I can't recall the color it was, but I remember she used to where it in either a long braid or high ponytail. It's a white blonde now. Unless the light from the sun is causing it to shine a different hue.

Before I know what I’m doing, I am following her movements. My eyes are eating up every move she makes as she quickly walks in the opposite direction of where I was heading. My hope is she doesn't head to a car because I'm fucked then. Mine is nowhere near where we’re walking. I will lose her if she does. Fortunately for me, the roundabout tour that tells me she knew I was following her ends. I pause, leaning against a building across the street from the building she just entered.

"Hmm, she thinks she lost me. That's cute. I'll have to teach her to do a better check of her surroundings."

"Who is she?" Drew asks me.

If I were anyone else, his appearance would’ve freaked me out. I’m not, so he’s incapable of sneaking up on me. I knew he was keeping up with me. It's his job. I sometimes wish he wasn't so damn good at it. I look over to see Jared leaning against the building she just went inside. He nods and holds up two fingers. Of course, he's already checked the fucking perimeter. These dudes wouldn’t be who they are if they weren’t the best. Davis’ wet-behind-the-ear self rounds out the team. He's holstering his weapon as he makes his way to the car I notice a beat too late. That annoys me because I didn’t notice that fucker. New or not, I should’ve seen him appear. 

When I smirk, Drew smiles. 

"All right what do you bastards know? I know you've already started digging."

With a cocky grin on his face, Drew produces his tablet from his back and taps the screen to bring the damn thing to life. Once it’s lit, he’s firing off information I know his ass has bulleted in some damn computer file available to be printed out if necessary.

"Local tattoo shop owner, youngest child of four. Her parents are Gabriel and Miriam Robbins. I have question marks here next to the four children. Will clear that one up later. She has several close allies and friends who all work in some capacity with the shop. Inked to the Max is doing well enough to have made it into a magazine or two. It has its own social media presence, website, blog, and magazine. Has a nice little following too. Most read pieces are written by Max or Maxine herself or the receptionist, Yasmeen or Yaz. Would you like a rundown on the family?"

Standing to my full height and folding my arms over my chest, I give Drew a once over. He puffs out his own chest because he can tell a form of compliment is coming his way.

"Five maybe ten minutes and you have all of that? Y'all are dangerous. Remind me never to get on the wrong side of things. Ever. Shit! Do you know her favorite color too?"

Without missing a beat, Drew is firing off the answer to that question as well.

"Pink. It's one of the most popular colors in the design of her shop."

That stops me in my tracks. I’d been walking toward the place where I see our vehicle has been moved to. Instead, I turn back to face where Drew is still standing, tapping away at his tablet screen.

"You've been inside already?"

Jared pulls me out of the path of oncoming traffic before smirking then answering my question.

"No he hasn't. None of us have. Loosen the jock strap. He took the online tour," Jared says from the driver's seat of the truck.

Sufficiently appeased, I nod to each of them.

"I'm going in. Meeting at the gym later?"

Drew chuckles as he climbs into the back of the truck. He doesn’t give me a chance to respond to Jared.

"How much later is going to be determined by how well it goes with the woman."

Ignoring the ignorance of the rabble, I finish my trek  across the street and head inside the shop. Once I'm there, I have no idea what to do. 
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THE PAST RETURNS - Inked to the Max

Max

Shit! 

He’s actually here and standing there taking in his surroundings; my surroundings, my shop. He’s seeing my shop for the first time and actually looks impressed.

Why the fuck do you care, Max? Who is he? He’s no one. He’s one of Tim’s old friends and nothing more. He’s the guy who left and barely said goodbye to you. Get your shit together and do what you need to do.

Except, that’s not what I do at all. I remain at my station—my spotless station—trying to pretend that I’m cleaning. I watch him checking out my place and find I’m pleased to know he seems pleased with how everything looks in spite of the fact that I just had the thought I had. I’m mentally berating myself every time I look to see what he is studying or watch him take in another aspect of the shop.

What are you doing, Max? It doesn’t matter. He doesn’t matter, so his opinion doesn’t matter. It is insignificant. Why are you acting as if it’s important when it isn’t?

The man, Deckard Camden, has been in my shop for a full ten minutes just watching what is going on.

Why is this happening?

It’s the question I want to ask ... no scream, but I don’t. I sit watching his movements. Deck doesn't say anything until Yaz stands and walks up to him. It's then that he speaks. 

"Hey, I'm here for a ... tattoo."

"All right. Let's see who's ..." as Yaz looks down at the tablet, he walks around her and heads towards my station. Some part of my body must feel the need to escape because I move and almost fall on my butt. Just that quick, I forgot that I had a package delivered. I didn’t even acknowledge where the man placed the thing, I simply signed for it then moved back to my runaway train of thought that’s all about the big man walking towards me. 

Out of the corner of my eye I see that Cherry, Zo, Trev, and Sam are taking in every move I make. All four should be paying attention to their customers’ art or piercings. Not one of them is. To be fair, all of them were in either the beginning or final stages of their process. Admittedly, a man coming into the shop looking for me specifically is cause for some form of reaction. I’d actually be disappointed if they weren’t interested. The man is fuck hot. Like drop your thong and spread your legs because you’re already primed and ready to take whatever he is offering just by looking at him. The determined look on his face his actually killing me.

Normally, I am not out in “the den.” The den is what we call the space where the main lobby and the first section of booths or workstations meet. I'm usually in my office, handling paperwork. Technically, I'm free to do whatever artwork he needs or wants done but he doesn't know that. Yet and still, he is headed directly for my booth.

This just can't be good. No good can come of this. Eleven years should be plenty of time to dismiss any girl-hood crush I had on him. Contrary to that thought pattern, I feel the familiar stirrings no matter how many times I attempt to tamp them down. I know for sure it hasn't disappeared when all of this man, his dark handsomeness, and all of those muscles takes a seat in my chair. The growing inferno ignited within me could set this entire building ablaze. I’m dying of thirst inside. Something needs to be done about my issues. Hose my horny ass down or something. Instead, my eyes meet his.

What happened to the avoidance technique you were planning on using, Max? Did that shit just fly out the damn window?

I’m granted a momentary reprieve when I notice the proximity of my assistant and the shop’s receptionist to him. Yaz is still in his shadow trying to tell him I am not who she was going to direct him to but he doesn’t care to hear her. The way he is staring at me, while in my chair, he knew where he was heading even before he walked through the shop doors.

"It's okay Yaz. I'll take him."

She looks like the earth has just opened up and swallowed her real boss whole while she just stood there watching. I know if I were to look over to my right, I would see the same expression on the Peanut Galleries’ faces as well.

"Thank you, Yaz," he practically sings in his deep voice.

I see several people visibly react to the sound of it. I roll my eyes at a couple of them because they are saying more than they need to with their eyes and vulgar gestures. My next step may be firing them all. He notices me smiling and shaking my head. 

"What's so funny?"

I quickly change my expression and get down to business.

"What would you like today?" I think about my words then quickly amend them. "For a tattoo?"

"I would like a pink stiletto with the word ‘bliss’ on it."

The fact that he's looking at my feet while saying this isn't lost on me. No way in hell am I wearing stilettos. In fact, I'm wearing boots, heeled boots albeit, but still they’re boots. I imagine he is imagining me in a pair of stilettos.

“If that’s what you came here to get, then that’s what we’re doing. Any particular place? Also, how pink do you want this?”

“What would you say if I told you I want my tattoo on ... my ... ass?”

I don’t miss a beat.

“I’d say drop those drawers big boy and let me see what I’m working with.”

My statement surprises him; I see it in his face. He quickly schools his features before responding.

“The drawer drop is going to have to wait for another day. Today, we’ll put this on my chest. To answer the color question,” he pauses before responding, stroking his goatee while he thinks. Does he know how much of a turn on that is? “Have it match your lips.” My eyes dart up to his face while I’m still reaching for something in my cabinet, studiously ignoring my errant reactions. He points up at the signage above my booth. “The ones in the logo not yours in particular. Although, yours are a sexy as fuck shade. Hell, let’s throw a set of puckering lips into the mix.”

My logo is an imprint of my lips that I had heavily inked in with my name looking as if it could be dripping from the side. Basically, it’s a set of lips with the word “Max” on the right side. There is an area that looks like it could possibly be blood falling from one of the legs of the letter “M” and nowhere else.

“All right. A man with a plan. Just so, you know, the sign’s lips are my lips. They were modeled after an imprint I made on a piece of paper.” Why am I telling him this? “Now, do you have a photo or am I free styling this masterpiece?”

“It’s all you. Have at it. I know you’re not going to put anything on me you’d be too embarrassed to say you were the artist who designed it and put it on me.”

I’d turned away from him to gather some supplies when I look up into the mirror and notice the descent of his gaze. Explains why he was suddenly so quiet. He’d been diligently keeping his eyes focused on my face before when I was looking at him. With my back to him, he’s eating up the view of my ass.

“It’s not much back there, but you seem to be enjoying the view.”

“The landscape seems pretty perfect to me. You won’t hear one complaint from these lips.”

“As long as it’s just your eyes wandering, you can look your fill.”

“Now, that I have your permission.”

He proceeds to make a showing of checking out my ass. When I turn back to look at him, he shifts his focus up to my chest. As I try to get his attention off my chest, he laughs a full-blown laugh that echoes off the walls, causing me to jump I’m so taken aback by it. The action makes him laugh even harder.

“Shut up.”

I almost fall while attempting to shove him in one of those juvenile acts high school girls do to boys. Damn wall of a chest has no give.

“Nope, not until you ask me properly.”

I’m so stunned by his change in demeanor that I stumble making him chuckle again.

“Where did that come from? The Deckard Camden I grew up with doesn’t know or understand the meaning of manners and elegance. He’s all about getting down and dirty while living it up. He defines badassery.”

“That’s not a word, Mad Max.”

I roll my eyes because I haven’t been called by that name in years. Plus, I’m trying to disguise the joy of the familiarity between the two of us. It always happens when I’m near him. As much as I want to get back to the task at hand, it’s difficult when it’s this easy.

“Um, I’ll be back in a second. Let me go draw up your ... thing. You can either hang out here or in the kitchen. There’s ... other things too. It shouldn’t take long.”

I feel other eyes on me. I ignore the stares filled with shock and disbelief. I know why they’re there. They are warranted. I usually don’t have moments of unsure speech. Nervousness isn’t part of my character make up. Somehow, I’m standing, jittery around this certain individual. He’s also “a man alive” who does affect me. My employees have never seen this side of me. They don’t understand it. Their systems don’t compute.

Even though I know I’m going to have an entourage when I make my next move, I do it anyway. I pick up my stencil along with my sketchbook, and a couple writing utensils then head to my office. They are either going to be highly inappropriate or they are going to attempt to be inconspicuous. If what I’ve heard about Deckard has any truth to it then he’s going to notice regardless.

By the time I’ve entered my office, I have light footsteps falling behind me. Only one person in my shop walks that lightly. They decided to go with inconspicuous. The former ballerina could be wearing clunker boots and still wouldn’t make half the noise most make walking around in their regular shoes. Zoie and I have known each other the longest. We grew up not far from one another and attended the same schools since grade school. Deck probably didn’t recognize her with her hair braided and out of her dance ensemble. She practically lived in it when we were younger.

People have always looked at the two of us strangely. They don’t understand our friendship. What they don’t know is she and I are one in the same. We tried our damndest to escape the refined lives our parents wanted us to live. Our rebellious natures gravitated to one another. If a person just looked at the outside, they’d believe we have nothing in common. All of my tattoos are on display for the world to see. Zo looks like she’s a tattoo virgin, a clean canvas. She’d shock the world if she stripped naked right now. Not only does she have tats but she also has piercings. When she does the photo spreads for certain magazines—the family and ritzy ones—she covers her tats with makeup. Otherwise, they are there for all to see. There’s one, even I wouldn’t get, but she did just to see how it would feel. She got it the same day she got her first piercing.

The tats and piercings aren’t the only thing we have in common. Our creativity is another. She’s a lot more creative than I am. Zo’s also a people person. I deal with people. It’s not a necessary part of my life course. She’s the one who convinced me to open the shop. She’s been working here ever since.

Today, I wish she’d been at the youth center, anywhere else but here. I know what she’s going to say even before she says it.

“Do my eyes deceive me or is Rebecca Robbins openly flirting with the one man she vowed to avoid like granny panties on the last day of her cycle?”

All right. Maybe I don’t know exactly what she’s going to say. I laugh so hard I almost pop my top button.

“Not exactly the opening line I expected but along the lines. Zo, the things you say sometimes.” I shake my head and lean forward over my sketchbook. “To answer your question. Yes. That was Deckard Camden. I wasn’t flirting. I was ... talking, asking appropriate questions to ascertain what he needed.”

“Bitch please. You just pulled out one of the eloquent words. That shit doesn’t fly unless you’re uncomfortable with the subject. The only time I’ve ever seen you that way was when he was around before. Does this mean you’re going to go after what you want this time around? It’s obvious he knows what he wants.”

I vehemently shake my head.

“He had his chance when we were younger. I’m going to do his tattoo then send that man on his way just as I’ve done the others in the past.”

“Others? What others? Ethan was the last one to stroll through here and that was ...”

“I ... don’t need the reminder that it’s been over a year since he was given his walking papers.”

“Are you actually trying to make light of the fact that it’s been almost three years? Not just over a year, Maxie. It’s been three years since you’ve seriously dated. This man ... good gravy and hot damn ... is here for you, wants you. Or has it been that long that you don’t remember how that look looks?”

My focus moves from the page in front of me and up to her. Zo is standing with her arms folded, waiting. She’s baiting me and I know it.

“I’m not giving it to you. We’re not about to do this. You’re not about to get me to engage in a sparring match with you. I’ve made up my mind.”

Lifting the sketchbook, I show her the drawing. She nods, comes around the desk then adds an element I didn’t think of when I was putting the sketch together.

“All right. Now, I want one. You’ll put this one on me after closing tonight?”

“Matching tattoos. How retro of you and oh so appropriate.”

“Shut the fuck up. Will you do the tat or not, cow?”

“Yes, slutty cow.”

“According to you that’s highly unlikely since I’ve apparently not been in a relationship in three years.”

“Don’t have to have a relationship going to be a slut. As a matter of fact, the whole couple thing usually sticks a pin in the slut option.”

“Get the fuck out. Ignorant.”

I’m laughing as I gather my stuff. She turns in a circle, performing a perfectly gorgeous dance move before gliding out the door. Not before doing a little shimmy, causing me to giggle again.

“You love me!” she calls over her shoulder.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. You know it too.”

“I do.”

I follow her out moments later. Deckard loves the addition of the handgun beneath the shoe and the tribal borders. It doesn’t take me long to transfer the art to the stencil and set things up to start the work. My mind is set on being professional, but Deckard is trying his best to engage me in conversation. No matter how many times I give him a short but sweet answer he comes back for more. He’s relentless. Finally, I’m done and backing away from the massively strong muscle of this man’s chest. I swear I heard every person’s intake of breath when he removed his shirt to allow me access to my canvas. 

Although his back and arms have quite a few tattoos, his chest is pretty bare. He has one on his side and thigh. The thigh one he tells me about. I don’t get to see it, even if I really want to. It’s inappropriate.

“You accomplished it.”

“Of course I did. I’m a professional, you know. I do this for a living.”

He chuckles again while shaking his head.

“That’s not what I was talking about, Bliss.”

I didn’t realize he’d stood or had come over to the place where I was standing until he was directly behind me. I can feel the heat of him through the thin material of my jeans and tank. Looking up into the mirror, I can see from the angle he’s watching me he has a clear view of my breasts. I hadn’t thought about my shirt when I took the thicker t-shirt off. I always get warm when I’m working and feel more comfortable in my tank tops. I’m usually fine with the passing glances. Seeing the way he’s taking me in makes me feel like I’m on display. I suddenly feel the need to cover up.

When I try to move, he leans forward.

“I wish you wouldn’t. I’m enjoying the view, remember.” His eyes meet mine in the mirror and one would think we were alone in the room with the way he’s behaving. I’m happy we’re not because I wouldn’t be held responsible for my actions if we were. “What I was talking about was you not talking to me the whole time you did my tat.”

While he’s putting that damn shirt back on—a move my entire being is protesting against—he asks me a question.

“What are you doing tonight?”

It’s a quiet inquiry but it’s there. I could pretend like I didn’t hear him. Some part of me knows he’ll know I’m lying. Everything within me is screaming for me to lie or make something up, I’ve done it before with guys who tell me they’re interested while seated in my booth or standing, in his case.

Make something up. Anything but the damn truth.

That’s not what happens.

“Seeing La La Land and Collateral Damage.”

The truth, Max? Really? That’s what you went with. Loser? Sad? Loner? Yep, that’s you.

“Judging by how quietly you’re speaking, you don't want anyone to know you’re going tonight. That may mean you’re seeing these alone. Or it means you have a date you don’t want them to know about?”

My damn head is answering before I can formulate the thought not to tell him I’m going by my lonesome. I want to roll my eyes at my own actions.

“I prefer going by myself. More leg room and arm space, If I’m lucky. I don’t have to share my snacks.”

Now you find a way to lie and about something so idiotic! Great Max!

“No one has to know you love musicals or lovey-dovey, heart-touching movies. Still, a closet Mary Poppins fan I see.” He’s suddenly in my space again, reaching into my back pocket to pull out my phone. I do believe I have a lady boner as he squeezes my ass. “I’m going to put my numbers in your phone. I’ll head to the theater tonight around seven and if I see you there, we’ll walk in together. I’ll give you plenty of space and room until you ask me not to do so anymore.”

Fuck if I don’t want to ask him not to give me any space right now as I breathe in his masculine scent. He programs his numbers into my phone then calls his from mine. I just stand there staring into his eyes because yeah, his ass is good enough to do all of this shit with barely a glance from my face.

Clearing my throat, I blink then step back. 

“I’m not promising anything. I don’t even know if I’m going to go.”

He smiles at me, leans down and at the last second slides to the side so that he’s whispering in my ear. For two whole seconds, I thought he was going to kiss me. Instead, he whispers in my ear.

“See you soon, Bliss.”
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