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            IRRESISTIBLE FLIRTATION

          

        

      

    

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

      

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

      

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ian

      

      

      

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

      Learn guitar.

      Make perfect crepes.

      Ride a horse.

      Take up blacksmithing.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I felt like hell.”

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

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

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

      And sober as a judge.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Knitting needles. Yarn.

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

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

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

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

      Met more than once a week? That was out.

      Community center halfway across Seattle? No good.

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

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

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

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

      

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Passing out? God, I hoped not.

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

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

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

      “You decent?” a chirpy voice said.

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

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

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

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

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

      Suddenly, needle in hand, she stopped.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Maybe you should have gone.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ian

      

      

      

      In classical Greek tragedy—a frequent dinner table conversation during my childhood, courtesy of my fiercely proud and eggheaded father—the hero always had a tragic flaw, a colossal shortcoming that led to his ultimate destruction. The most famous of these flaws was hubris, an excess of pride or defiance of the will of the gods that could only end in disaster.

      I suffer from hubris, I thought as I eyed the endless piles of yarn and scanned, for the umpteenth fucking time, the roughly nine thousand different sizes and types of knitting needles.

      “How hard could knitting be, you asked yourself,” I muttered under my breath. “Plenty goddamn hard, it turns out.”

      Did I want the enormous skein of barf-yellow yarn? Seemed like a pretty good buy. Or perhaps I should pick the much smaller ball of fuzzy black yarn? I had no idea, and the supply list was frustratingly opaque. The yarn of your choosing and appropriately sized needles.

      Not helpful. Not helpful at all, and I was tempted to scrap the whole thing and walk away. But still, I remembered Edith’s clacking needles and the lightning strike right to my brain. Even standing right there in the craft store, the Itch percolated in my prefrontal cortex. Clearly, I was already in for this ride.

      “You look confused.”

      A sweet female voice behind me, a mellow alto, interrupted my silent brooding. I wheeled around to find the speaker and—holy shit.

      A freckle-faced blonde stood behind me, blinking expectantly at me with a knockout pair of emerald-green eyes as she awaited my reply. My mouth went dry as sand, and I realized that she might be waiting for a while.

      Jesus, she was so beautiful. Short, with generous curves that her red cardigan sweater and form-fitting blue jeans lovingly caressed, the kind of body that I would sell my soul to explore. To enjoy. She’d gathered those silky blonde strands into a messy knot atop her head, exposing the graceful line of her pale neck, the gentle curve of her shoulders and collarbone.

      “Do you need any help?” she prodded gently. She gave me a look, and I didn’t miss the way her eyes swept over me, either.

      As if she liked what she saw.

      Interesting.

      “Yeah,” I said as my tongue finally came unstuck from the roof of my mouth. “Do you know anything about knitting?”

      She smiled at me then, and I could have sworn that my heart sped up. “I do, actually.”

      “I need yarn,” I said. You sound like a total fucking idiot, my brain screamed, but I blazed forward. “And needles. But I don’t know how to pick them out.”

      But this…this goddess didn’t even blink, or roll her eyes and look at me like I was a total moron. No, her smile stayed firmly fixed in place without a hint of condescension as she asked, “Do you have any knitting experience?”

      I shook my head. “No. I want to learn.”

      She nodded, and my eyes were helplessly drawn to a few stray loose strands that brushed across her shoulders with every slight movement of that gorgeous head. I wasn’t sure whether to kiss her stupid right there or fall to the floor in hysterics. Of all the places to meet the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen—the craft store. Honestly.

      Fortunately for me and my lifelong no-restraining-order hot streak, I didn’t kiss her or have a total meltdown. I settled for just—well, just accepting the things I couldn’t change (again) and standing there, silent, looking like an absolute tool, for as long as she was willing to put up with me.

      “Well,” she said, turning to the wall of yarn. “What’s your favorite color? What do you want to knit with?”

      “Red,” I said absently, staring at the way her cardigan accentuated the curves of her breasts.

      She pulled a hefty skein of bright red yarn off the shelf and handed it to me. “This is a good one for beginners. Lots of yarn for you to mess up with and a good weight that won’t get fuzzy and hard to work with.”

      Next, she stepped over to the needles, bending down to pluck a package off the rack. The slight angle gave me a heart-stopping view of her perfect ass, and I prayed to God, to Zeus, to the watchful spirit of my disapproving childhood Sunday school teacher—whoever was listening—that my dick wouldn’t join the party next.

      Down, boy, I thought feverishly. I would not get an erection in the yarn aisle of a craft store.

      “And these are the right size needles,” she said, reaching over to point to the label on the skein of yarn with one short, unpainted fingernail. “See those numbers? They correspond to this.” She tapped the packaging for the knitting needles. “The yarn label will usually tell you what kind of needles work best, unless you’re buying some kind of specialty yarn. But you don’t need to worry about that if you’re a beginner.”

      “This is so helpful,” I said, wondering how creepy it would be to ask this stunning woman on a date. “Thank you so much—"

      “Shit,” she suddenly said, glancing at her watch. “I gotta go.” She turned and darted down the aisle, but paused to spare me one last glance and a quick smile. “Good luck. You’ll do just fine, it’s not so hard.”

      And then she was gone—whoever she was.

      Well, hell.

      If a little yarn was good, then a lot of yarn was probably better, I thought. I plucked a big skein of black from the rack, then followed her instructions to find the right needles. By the time I was ready to check out, I had a few different colors, and all kinds of fantasies bubbling in my Itch (and lust) addled brain about the things I was going to make. How I would impress this fly-by-night knitting goddess if I ever chanced to meet her again. Seduce her with…a dashing turtleneck sweater? A skillful pair of socks?

      Right, I scoffed to myself. Like you’ll ever run into her again in a city as big as Seattle.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about my craft store savior for the rest of the day—not during the drive back to my tattoo shop, not while I finished tattooing a full back piece on a client and definitely not while I was sketching later—instead of the art deco mermaid I was supposed to be drawing, I doodled the way the loose strands of hair brushed along the curve of her neck, the graceful line of her jaw, the roundness of her breast under the thin cardigan.

      And she still hung in the back of my tired brain as I drove home to my condo a couple of miles away.

      My house was nice enough, I supposed—for a bland bachelor’s condo, anyway. I spruced the place up with some of my paintings, a few other pieces of local artwork, some decent furniture—but it would always be what it was. An air-conditioned warehouse for a single guy.

      Coming home tonight, the emptiness hit me especially hard, the kind of unbearable quiet that would have had me reaching for the vodka bottle a few years ago, just to dampen the silence. But my sober self, the guy who had done the work and faced his demons—I just flopped onto the couch and sighed. Let myself feel it. Thought about what was really bugging me.

      Maybe the woman at the craft store was a sign that I was lonely, I mused. With Frankie and Nick both paired off and disgustingly happy, I found myself thinking more and more about finding something for myself. The kind of thing I avoided early in recovery, when I felt too fragile and unsteady to give too much of myself to others because I just wasn’t healthy enough to do so.

      I wish I’d gotten her number, I thought, and as images of my goddess drifted through my mind, my body pulsed with the kind of desire I hadn’t felt in too long. Resting my head against the back of the sofa, I unzipped the fly of my jeans and drew my already erect dick out. I closed my eyes and stroked my thickening flesh in my palm as I pictured her lush ass as she’d bent over in the store, the sexy curve of her waist, those soft, full lips I’d pay a million bucks to feel wrapped so seductively around my stiff, aching cock.

      Nope, I thought as the dizzying pleasure tightened in the center of my body and my orgasm barreled through me. With a long, low groan, while imagining her soft green eyes looking up at me as she sucked me off, I came hard—hard enough that my legs shook, even though I was seated.

      That woman wasn’t a sign. It was her specifically.

      I’d find her again somehow, I decided. I had to. Even if I had to camp out at the fucking craft store until she showed up again.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m here for the knitting class?”

      The senior center’s front desk worker, a middle-aged volunteer, canted her head and looked at me with a confused expression, saying nothing.

      “The…knitting…class?” I repeated nervously. My fingers worried at the plastic bag containing my hard-won yarn and needles. “Has it been canceled or something?”

      Finally, she shook her head. “Nope, just in that room over there.” She gestured down the hall. “I…ah, enjoy your class, sir.”

      I nodded and smiled. “Thanks. I think I will.”

      And I fully planned to, even though for the last twenty-four hours, the Itch had been competing for my brain space with another subject—my curvy, anonymous craft store savior, she of the blonde hair and bright green eyes, and the star of not one, but two highly entertaining sexual fantasies since our chance meeting the day before.

      Who knew that a helpful gesture from a stranger in a craft store could be so incredibly compelling?

      The classroom was full to bursting with people, and just like I predicted, I was the youngest by a good forty years. This was a popular offering, it seemed, and all of these people knew each other. Usually I was a pretty self-assured guy—a perk of my hard-won sobriety—but I felt something unfamiliar to me. At least these days, as a thirty-two-year-old man and a business owner.

      I felt…hesitant. Self-conscious.

      Interesting.

      “Come sit with us, kiddo,” a soft, scratchy voice called out from a nearby table.

      I turned to see two women—one with obvious dyed-black hair, the other sporting a fluffy cloud of white, smiling and gesturing for me to come over and join them.

      I shook off my uncertainty and headed in their direction. “Thanks,” I said as I slid into one of the plastic chairs and set my bag of supplies on the table. “It’s my first time.”

      “Oh, we know,” the dark-haired one said, peering at me from above her rhinestone rimmed readers. “We’d remember you.” She stuck out a hand. “I’m Fumiko.”

      I shook the soft, fragile-feeling hand, then turned to her friend, gently taking her outstretched hand as well. “I’m Ian.”

      The white-haired woman gave me a soft, grandmotherly smile. “I’m Anita. It’s lovely to meet you, Ian. We were just talking about—”

      “Your tattoos,” Fumiko cut in, her gaze shifting to the sleeve of artwork on my arm. “And wondering what your mother thinks.”

      “What my—” I paused, then laughed, shaking my head. “She’s fine with them. Well, now, anyway. It wasn’t always like that. She was convinced I would never get a real job when I was eighteen and got my first tat.”

      “And did you?” Fumiko pressed. “Get a real job, that is.”

      Amusement twitched the corner of my mouth. God, these nosy old biddies were a trip. “I own a tattoo studio. And I do really well.”

      Fumiko’s eyebrows—penciled black to match her midnight hair—arched. “And your mother—is she proud of you?”

      I nodded. I didn’t want to get into the specifics with these strangers—my addiction, the years of disappointment and heartache I’d put my parents through, but I loved my mom more than anything, and I would willingly share that part of my life with them.

      “Yeah, she is. For a lot of reasons, and it took a long time to get here, but now she shows her friends pictures of my tattoos and paintings. Brags about me to her sisters and cousins.” I smiled as I thought about it.

      Anita reached out to my forearm, where a profusion of bright forget-me-nots spilled down to my wrist. Another artist at the shop inked them not long after my grandmother died, when I felt lost in my grief and wanted her favorite flowers etched in my skin. “May I?”

      I nodded. “Sure.”

      “I like them,” she said, her frail finger smoothing over the design. “Fumiko’s a little skeptical.” Then, she looked up at me with a smirk. “But mostly we were wondering why a badass like you is in a knitting class with a bunch of old farts.”

      I chuckled, and not sure they’d understand the Itch, I deliberately misconstrued their question. “Would you believe that this class was the closest one to my house?”

      Fumiko and Anita exchanged a look, then leveled me with a pair of speculative stares.

      “You seem like a nice boy,” Anita finally said with a nod. “We think Sam will like you.”

      “Sam?” I asked. “Who’s that?”

      But before either of them could answer, the door to the community room opened and the rush of chatter suddenly quieted. And in the fresh silence, I heard the voice I’d been dreaming about. My whole body went rigid before I turned to the front of the room to look, to confirm that my ears weren’t deceiving me.

      It was her—the curvy goddess from yesterday, her blonde hair brushing along her shoulders, looking so beautiful that I could barely breathe.

      “Hey guys,” she said, beaming as she scanned the room. “Sorry I’m late. Let’s get started.”
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      “Sorry I’m late,” I said as I breezed through the door, smiling brightly at the students who milled around the front of the classroom. “Let’s get started.”

      I set my things down on a nearby table, rifling through my bag to pull out the new student materials. “We have somebody new joining us today,” I said, not looking up as I dug deeper into my bag. I pulled out the sheet and looked at the name. “Ioannis Pallas?”

      “Ian is fine,” a deep voice called out. A younger man’s voice, absent the raspy softening of age. That was surprising, I thought, looking up to see who spoke.

      Oh my God.

      Oh my God.

      There he was, his long, lean frame tucked into corner table across from Anita and Fumiko. The guy from the craft store the day before. I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about him since then, not since he turned to me and looked like he was ready to collapse with relief when I helped him choose yarn and a pair of needles.

      A flannel shirt, rolled up at the cuffs, exposed those heavily tattooed arms, and when he smiled up at me—oh, shit, it was devastating. He was devastating, with an almost angelically beautiful face and short midnight-dark hair. And he was looking right at me, smiling like he was absolutely delighted to run into me again.

      “Hi, Ian,” I said thickly. I wished I’d worn something—well, cuter. Cuter than an old band t-shirt under my customary cardigan, anyway. “I’m Samantha. Sam. Welcome to knitting class.”

      And his smile just widened even more, exposing even white teeth, and—oh, shit, was my heart speeding up? It was, in front of a classroom full of older folks, who all watched the interaction like it was the best show they’d seen in ages. And my traitorous libido had an exhibitionist streak, it seemed, because she just purred in the back of my mind, glad to have this beautiful man’s eyes on her. On me.

      Heat bloomed in my cheeks. Oh no. Milk-pale skin like mine took no prisoners when it came to visible blushes. Everyone could see me turn bright red. I coughed and looked down, pretending to dig more things out of my bag.

      “Everybody get out your projects,” I said firmly. “I’ll make the rounds to each table like usual.”

      A few knowing chuckles cut through the heavy silence, and that was enough to break the tension—the chatter resumed as all the students picked up their needles and got to work, while I quickly crossed the room to get to the hot guy from the craft store—er, Ian’s table.

      “Fancy seeing you again here,” he said, still grinning widely as I slid into the hard plastic chair next to him. “You took off from the craft store like wild dogs were chasing you yesterday. I didn’t even get your name.”

      “Sorry about that.” I scooted my chair a bit closer. “I had to get home to meet a friend, and the time got away from me.” I looked up at him, returning his wide smile with a more tentative grin of my own. “It’s a little surprising to see you here.”

      He looked around the room exaggeratedly. “Wait, do I not fit in?”

      On the other side of the table, Anita and Fumiko watched our interaction in silence. Only Fumiko even pretended to knit—Anita’s project lay limp on the table in front of her.

      I laughed and set a thin stack of papers down on the table. “Here are some reference materials, but we’ll go over how to start your project and basic stitches now.”

      He pulled out the yarn that we picked out yesterday—bright red, along with a package with two silver needles—and watched with rapt attention as I walked him through how to start his project and make the first basic stitches, before I flicked all the yarn off the needle and had him try on his own.

      For a big guy, his fingers were deft and confident, and after a few shaky misses, he started to make slow, confident stitches on his own. My attention wandered as he went, eyes landing on the tattoos that peeked up above his shirt collar and the cut lines of lean muscle, visible under the soft flannel. All of him was gorgeous and inviting, down to his scent—no cologne, just clean, woodsy man. And my libido encouraged—no, dared me to bury my nose in the soft fabric and inhale as deeply as I could, until he filled my lungs and oxygenated my cells.

      Down, girl, I thought desperately.

      And as far as the knitting—well, he held up that first pitiful row and grinned at me, looking so proud of himself, like he’d created the knitting equivalent of the Sistine Chapel. And up close, that smile was so sexy and masculine that for a second, I was tongue-tied again, almost tipsy with his nearness.

      “Good job,” I finally said. I felt the heat rise in my face again, but didn’t bother to look away. Couldn’t look away from those warm, dark eyes. “Great.”

      “I’m going to die of old age before you two finish flirting,” Anita cut in, her tone droll. “Sam, can you help me with this yarn over thing? I forgot. Again.”

      “Basic stitch instructions are on this sheet.” I tapped the papers I’d given him earlier. “But if you have any questions, just come grab me.”

      For the rest of class, I circulated around the tables, offering guidance and on-the-spot instruction as needed to all the students. Ian didn’t ask for my help with anything else, but periodically, I glanced over to catch his eyes on me, and saw his little knitted square growing, piece-by-piece, until he had a respectable rectangle with only a few visibly dropped stitches. When his eyes weren’t on me, they were glued to his work, like it was the most important thing in the universe to him in that moment.

      Who was this guy? I wondered. And not for the first time, I thought about whatever force prompted me to approach him the night before.

      I didn’t usually walk up to strangers in public—not from shyness, but plain old anxiety. What if I said or did something weird? What if I totally misread the situation? My busy brain liked to pluck worries out of nowhere and breathe life into them for no good reason, and even my daily anti-anxiety medication never completely eradicated the rocky feelings. But the tall, hot guy at the craft store, the guy who bent over a crooked little square of knitting like it was his personal masterpiece, looked so adorably confused as he stared at the wall of yarn that I couldn’t resist lending a hand.

      Class ended just before lunch, and I had a steady stream of student questions to keep me busy for several minutes after class finally ended. As the last students filtered slowly out of the room, I felt something behind me. Ian’s big, warm presence. I turned around and stared up at him, at the smile that played at the corners of his lips.

      “Did you enjoy your first class?” I finally asked. “Think you’ll come back?”

      He nodded. “I really did, yeah. Fumiko was worried about what my mom thought of my tattoos, but once I told her my mom was okay with it, we got along just fine.” His grin widened. “So yeah. I’ll definitely be back.”

      He moved in a little bit closer, and I could smell him again—that clean, masculine scent that made me want to bury my face against his chest to inhale a deep, intoxicating breath of him. My body felt tingly and alive in a way I hadn’t felt in—well, a long time. Maybe ever. And it was all him.

      “I’m glad,” I said once I was able to push that urge from my mind. “I was really surprised to see you today, but I’m glad you came.”

      “Do you have lunch plans?” he asked, shifting the bag from one hand to the other. “Would you like to go somewhere and grab a bite to eat with me?”

      It was odd—the boyishly earnest way he asked me out stood in stark contrast with his outrageously handsome exterior, the cool confidence that he radiated.

      “Yeah, I’d like that,” I finally said. I gathered up the last of my supplies and dropped them into my tote bag. “Where would you like to go?”

      His face lit up in pleasure as soon as I agreed. “Angelo’s Diner. Ever been there?”

      “No, but I’m looking forward to it.” And I didn’t just mean the food. The thought of getting to know this enigmatic man better made me feel a bit . . . giddy.
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t believe you’ve never been here,” he said as we slid into our booth at Angelo’s, a flirtatious glimmer in his eyes. “It breaks my heart, really.” He folded himself into the booth across from me and grabbed the menus out of the holder. “Best breakfast and lunch in King County.”

      I accepted the outstretched menu and flipped it open, scanning the enormous list of menu items. “Big promise,” I teased. “I’ll hold you to it.”

      “Big brother!” someone called out.

      I lowered my menu to find the source, while across the table, Ian groaned.

      “Sam,” he said, gesturing at the dark-haired man in medical scrubs who was quickly making his way across the restaurant toward our table. “Meet my baby brother, George.” He turned toward his sibling, who was looking down at me with a beaming smile. “George, this is my friend Sam.”

      I extended a hand. “I teach his knitting class.”

      George’s brows furrowed as he clasped his hand in mine for a quick, firm shake. “Knitting class?”

      Ian blew out a deep breath and waved a dismissive hand. “I’ll fill you in later. What brings you here?”

      “Lunch, of course.”

      The two of them chatted briefly while I marveled at the remarkable differences between them. Both were tall and dark-haired, but where Ian was lean and covered with tattoos, George’s bulky muscles strained at the seams of his scrubs and his bared arms were smooth and free of ink. And while they shared the same wide, easy smile and deep-set eyes, Ian’s eyes were fathomless dark, while George’s were a shocking blue, a startling contrast to his olive skin.

      “Sorry about that,” Ian muttered after they said their goodbyes and George headed out of the restaurant. “This was supposed to be a casual lunch, not a family ambush.”

      I waved a hand dismissively. “It’s not a problem.” I looked over at George’s broad back as he retreated out the door. “I was just thinking about how you two look so different.” I looked down at his hands and noticed him twisting his napkin with twitchy fingers. He’s nervous, I realized. Nervous about having lunch with me.

      It was a surprising thought, and I immediately started casting about for a conversation topic to put him at ease. “Just how big is your family, anyway?”

      His eyes lit up, and despite his show of irritation when George showed up at our table, he spoke eagerly about his family—about his adored big brother Nick and younger brothers George and Andy, and his beloved baby sister Frankie. His parents, too, and the grandmother they had recently lost.

      I was surprised to hear him bubble up with so much information about his family right off the bat, but the longer he talked, the more at ease he became, until the twisted scrap of napkin was gone and forgotten on the far corner of the table, his hands instead occupied with fluid, expressive gesturing as he talked.

      Our food arrived before long, plates heaped with steaming-hot sandwiches fresh from the grill and crispy French fries.

      “Oh, God, this is so good,” I moaned around a ketchup-dipped fry. “How have I never been to this place before?”

      “Told you,” Ian replied as he carefully picked up his Reuben. “Best-kept secret in town.”

      Ian’s table manners were flawless—his mother insisted, he explained when I pointed it out. He ate with neat, measured bites, wiping his fingers carefully, elbows never touching the surface of the table. It was more than just the table manners, too—he was a polite and attentive meal companion, a good listener and most of all—

      “You never interrupt,” I said around the last bite of my sandwich. “It’s kind of wild. I never realized how much people interrupt until now, having a conversation with someone who doesn’t do it.”

      He looked thoughtful. “I wouldn’t say I never do it,” he replied. “It’s just something I try to be conscientious about, ever since my sister yelled at me once for mansplaining.”

      I laughed in delight, already liking his sister. “Mansplaining, huh? She called you out for it?”

      Ian had the grace to look a little bit sheepish. “I was explaining something about tattoos to her, and she got mad when I started telling her that needles put the ink in the skin.”

      At the mere mention of needles, my stomach flipped, but I did my best to ignore it. “Yeah, that’s pretty much textbook mansplaining.”

      He chuckled. “It is. It really, really is. So I’ve tried to be a little more… aware of it since then. That’s something I try to do—own up to mistakes and work to correct them.”

      Something warm and comforting flared in my chest, right around my heart. “That’s good, Ian. Really good.”

      And at his answering smile, wide and luminous—well, the warmth in my chest only expanded.
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        * * *

      

      “I swear, Annie, he was just about the cutest thing I’ve ever seen,” I told my best friend over the phone as I pulled out of the diner parking lot. No kissing as Ian and I said goodbye—just a lingering hug, a quick exchange of phone numbers and a promise to talk soon.

      In reality, I wanted to kiss him silly after he told me that he tried never to mansplain, but I managed to hold off.

      For the moment, anyway.

      “He was a great listener, and funny and sweet,” I continued. “Asked me about myself and even told me how much he loves his mom.”

      Annie snorted on the other end of the line. “He sounds too good to be true,” she said. “There’s gotta be a catch somewhere. Dead bodies in the crawl space or something.”

      I rolled my eyes as I nudged my little car into traffic. “He just seemed so open and confident about himself. I’ve never really met anyone like him. And the knitting class thing? That’s nuts.”

      “This cannot be real,” Annie grumbled. “You meet a hot guy in a craft store and he shows up in your knitting class at the senior center? This is some romcom, meet-cute shit.”

      I held in my laughter. “Are you jealous?”

      “Yes,” she replied emphatically. “Extremely. Does he have any brothers?”

      I smirked as I remembered George. “As a matter of fact…yes, he does.”

      “Hmm,” was all Annie said in reply, but there was no missing the curiosity and interest in that sound.
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      I waited until I saw Sam pull away in her little compact car, and as soon as she disappeared down the road, I promptly pulled my phone out and dialed George while walking to my own vehicle. He was on shift at the veterinary hospital where he worked, but I hoped I could catch him between patients. And fortunately, I did.

      My heart thumped with excitement as I bypassed the greeting, instead blowing straight into, “What did you think?”

      “About Angelo’s?” he said, deadpan. “Still good. Always thought their patty melts were a little greasy, though.”

      “No, you jackass.” I pulled open the door of my Subaru and slipped into the front seat. “Sam. My lunch date.”

      He was silent for a second, as though he was carefully considering his words.

      “You know, it’s interesting,” he finally remarked. “I know you haven’t been, like, a chaste little schoolboy or anything like that since you got sober, but I haven’t actually seen you out with anyone. You never talk about anyone, either. It’s always the shop, your art, your house—when we’ve asked you about relationships, you’ve just blown us off and said it wasn’t the right time.”

      I thought for a second. “You’re right.”

      And he was. My drinking years were marked by an endless series of unmemorable—and often unremembered because I was blacked out—one-night stands, and a couple of toxic relationships that centered around alcohol and yelling at each other more than anything else. When I got sober, I deleted all of those numbers out of my phone—the ex-girlfriends who never quite went away, the reliable drunken booty calls, all of them—and settled into something a little quieter. Sure, I went on dates. I had sex. But it was all more normal now, without the urgency and poison that saturated my life when alcohol was behind the wheel.

      “But c’mon man—knitting class?” George continued. “When did that become a thing?”

      I blew out a long breath and settled back into my seat. “It’s the Itch. You know how it is.”

      “Yeah, I do. I still can’t stand crepes. You ruined me for life.” He paused for a second. “Are you going to tell her?”

      Wasn’t that the million-dollar question. Some women ran screaming in the opposite direction when I told them right off the bat that I was a recovering alcoholic. Other women didn’t like it when I mentioned it later on. There was just never a good time to tell a potential partner that, hey, you know that wine bar you wanted to go to? Well, I’ll have ginger ale.

      My addiction and my recovery weren’t secrets. I was proud of how far I’d come. But they were still private and personal, and I didn’t always feel like flashing my scarlet A-for-Alcoholism as soon as I met someone. Which was hard, considering the degree to which most social situations—including and maybe even especially dating—usually involved alcohol.

      So, yeah. To say dating was complicated? Understatement.

      “I have to tell her,” I finally said to George. “And soon. I really like her. A lot.”

      “That’s the other thing.” George’s voice was gentle. Concerned. “If this is the first woman you’ve really liked since you’ve gotten sober, is that a big deal? Is there any…you know, unhealthy stuff in there?” He paused. “I don’t want to sound shitty about it or anything—I genuinely don’t know the answer to that. I just know that your alcoholism and your need to just dive into stuff were connected pretty closely, and I wonder if you’re jumping headfirst into something with this Sam lady the same way you jumped into crepes or learning how to do Led Zeppelin riffs—”

      “Which were awesome, by the way,” I interjected. “I looked so cool with a guitar.”

      “You absolutely did,” he agreed with a chuckle, then grew serious once more. “Just…be careful, okay? I’m not saying don’t do it. I’m saying keep both eyes open and stay focused on your recovery. Because sober Ian is my favorite Ian, and I support whatever choice keeps you on the straight and narrow.”

      After I ended the conversation with George, I sat in the front seat of my car for a long minute, thinking hard. He had a point. A really good point, but he would be the first to admit that he wasn’t the expert on addiction or sobriety.

      I needed to call in the big guns.

      “What?” Edith barked after answering before the first ring even ended. “What is it?”

      “How’s my favorite girl?” I drawled. Edith wasn’t one for pleasantries, but sometimes she liked being buttered up a little bit before I asked her for something.

      She snorted. “You and I both know that you’re a world-class mama’s boy, so if you want to know how your favorite girl is doing, you better call your mother and ask, dipshit. Now what’s up?”

      “I met a woman,” I said carefully. “And I could use a little advice.”

      She was silent for a moment. A long moment. Finally, she whooshed out a gusty sigh.

      “How about I come visit you at the shop?” she asked.

      By the time I pulled into my parking spot at the shop, Edith and her boat-sized Buick already waited in the lot. Jesus, she’s really taking this seriously, I thought. It’s just dating.

      “After you,” I said as I unlocked the door and motioned her inside. “Just head straight back into my office.”

      “So you met a woman,” she said over her shoulder as she made the short walk through the shop, past the private tattooing rooms and into my little office in the back. She slid into one of my spare chairs and stared expectantly, waiting for me to elaborate.

      “I did, yeah.” I flopped down into my desk chair, the cushion whooshing as my butt sank down, my movements creating a slight breeze that ruffled the papers scattered across my desk. “My knitting teacher. And I like her a lot, but George made a really good point.”

      Edith arched a brown-penciled brow. “And that was?”

      I leaned back and crossed my arms. “That my dating history was pretty toxic while I was drinking, and I’ve spent the last three years just kind of avoiding all of that. He was surprised that I was suddenly taking a woman to my favorite restaurant and calling him to ask what he thought about her.”

      It sounded kind of dumb, I suddenly realized. Who stresses out about dating at age thirty-two? Go on a date, go on more if you like the person. But I was just a baby in the recovery process, as Edith sometimes reminded me, and for this huge step? Her guidance mattered.

      Edith canted her head and nailed me with a curious stare. “You said you met her at knitting class. What’s her name?”

      “Sam,” I replied. “Samantha Stanfield.”

      Edith’s brows shot halfway up her forehead. “Small world. I know her—she teaches a crochet class that I go to every so often. Eastlake Senior Center?”

      I nodded. “That’s the one. But we ran into each other at the craft store the other night. I didn’t know I was in her knitting class until this morning.” I stopped for a second as something dawned on me. “You’re not going to tell her that I’m—you know, a—"

      “An alcoholic? No.” Edith shook her head emphatically, her iron-gray bob swishing with the movements. “That defeats the anonymous bit, doesn’t it?”

      Not that I thought Edith would betray my confidence, but it was a relief nonetheless to hear her confirm that my secrets—the shame I still had to try so hard to shake—were still safe with her. “Thanks, Edith. It means a lot.”

      She waved a hand. “I’d be a shitty friend if I did air your private business all over town. But for the record, if you’re really interested in her, I think you should tell her. Soon.”

      “That’s the thing.” I rose from my desk chair and started roaming around the office, straightening papers and framed paintings on the wall. I had to get up and move, or I might have jumped out of my skin. “I just never know when to bring it up. It seems like the timing is always bad. They’re either weirded out that I told them so soon, or mad that I didn’t tell them right away. Dating like this? It’s…it’s hard, Edith.” I reached out and rotated a hand-painted action figure on a shelf about a quarter-turn to the left. “And I haven’t actually done much of it since I quit drinking. Hardly any, actually. And I really like this woman and I don’t want to mess things up.”

      Edith’s hard-as-nails stare softened, tempered by something else. Understanding. Kindness.

      This was why I loved having her as a sponsor. Tough when I needed to hear it, but the toughness always overlaid kindness and genuine concern for my well-being. She had a heart of pure fucking gold under that crusty exterior.

      Crusty might have been an understatement. She could be mean as a snake when she wanted to be, but I knew she was mostly just bark with very little bite.

      “I like her too, kiddo,” Edith answered, her raspy voice somewhat softer. “And give her a little credit, would you? If she doesn’t blink when a blazing hot tattoo artist shows up in her old fart knitting class, then maybe she’s a pretty good egg, you know?”

      “Maybe.” I sighed, rubbing my forehead with my fingers. “I need to think about this.”

      “I agree.” Edith reached over and grabbed one of my black leather-bound portfolios and started leafing through, gazing thoughtfully at the pictures of tattoos I’d done over the years. “Give yourself a little bit of time.” She looked up at me with a wry smile. “Unless you’re worried that an eighty-year-old man will steal her for himself. But for the record—and I’m not a therapist, so maybe I’m completely wrong—you seem about as ready as you’ll ever be to me. Date her, have some fun, see what develops.”

      I had stopped pacing, opting instead to lean against the desk right in front of her. She reached out and gently laid a soft hand on my arm. I laid my free hand over hers, enjoying the affectionate warmth of her touch, the reassurance she offered, her clear faith in my ability to make healthy choices.

      “Thanks, Edith,” I said thickly, suddenly grateful—so very grateful—to have this furious little woman to look out for me, to give me advice every bit as good as my mother’s. Better in this circumstance, really, since she’d fought and conquered a lot of the same demons.

      “Did I ever tell you how I met my second husband?” she suddenly asked.

      I shook my head. “No, you haven’t.”

      Edith took a deep breath. “After I got sober, I met the most wonderful guy. A plumber—I’d called for him to come out for some emergency pipe break in my house, and then he stayed for another hour after, and we just talked for hours. I was less than a year into my recovery back then, freshly divorced and heartbroken after booze ruined my marriage, and then this guy, this wrench-wielding nobody, came bursting in my door. And even though I would have said I wasn’t ready at the time, he came again the next day with a bouquet of flowers. And the day after that, and the day after that, until one day, I sat him down and told him that I had a drinking problem. That I still felt damaged, and that I understood if he didn’t want to be with a lonely and broken person like me.”

      I stared hard at Edith. “What did he do after that?” I asked softly.

      Edith sat back in her chair and smiled at me, radiant as the sun, and the brightness of her smile temporarily burned away all the gruffness that she wore like a fashion accessory. “He kissed me and told me that I was very brave, and he was glad to know me. And after that—” she trailed off.

      “After that?” I prompted gently.

      The smile returned, softer this time, “Well, after that, we lived happily ever after.”
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include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
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Software, subject to the following conditions:
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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,
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