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To everyone with the scars that have made them who they are—this one’s for you.















PROLOGUE



THIS WILL BE the last time.


I’ve said that before. I’ve said it a lot. I’ve said it while talking to myself in a mirror like some De Niro cliché. But I’ve never said it while having a pool cue pressed against my throat by a crazed Ukrainian man who is hell-bent on making me his wife.


It’s nice to know there’s still a first time for everything.


Luckily, as the edges of my vision turned a sick shade of gray and my feet dangled from the floor, I had enough fight left in me to get out of this alive. Though it meant a few seconds of agony as the cue pressed into my windpipe, I pried my hands off of it and reached out. Sergei, my future fake husband, wasn’t short, but I had long arms, and as I pushed aside his gut, I found his balls.


With one swift movement, I made a tight, nails-first fist around them and tugged.


Hard.


Sergei screamed, dropping me and the pool cue to the sticky floor. I hopped up to my feet, grabbed the stick, and swung it against the side of his head as he was doubled over. When I was a child, I was never in a town long enough to get enrolled in the softball team, which was a shame—because as the cue cracked against the side of his bald head, I realized it could have been a second career.


Hell, it could even be a first career. I was quitting the grifting game anyway.


Sergei made some grumbling, moaning noise like a disgruntled cow giving birth, and though I had done some damage, I had only bought myself a few seconds. I grabbed the eight ball from the pool table and chucked it at his head. It bounced off his forehead with a thwack that made my toes curl.


For all the games I played, I’d always been a bit squeamish with violence. That said, I’d never been busted by one of the men I’d conned with my virgin bride scam. I chalked this up to “kill or be killed.” Self-defense. Hopefully it would be the last time for that, too.


Not that I was doing any killing here. After the pool ball made contact with his head and caused him to drop to his knees with a screech, I turned on my heels and booked it into the ladies’ washroom. I knew there were two angry-looking men stationed outside of the door to the pool room, and they definitely wouldn’t let me pass while their friend was on the floor hoping his testicles were still attached.


The ladies’ room smelled rank, like mold and cold pipes, and I wondered how long it had been since it was cleaned. The Frontier wasn’t the sort of bar that women hung out at, and that should have been my first tip that something was awry. The second was that no one even looked my way when I walked into the place. It was like they were expecting me, and when a dodgy bar in Cincinnati is expecting you, you know you’re on someone else’s turf. Third thing that should have tipped me off was the pool room was in a basement and there were an awful lot of locks on that door.


But, as I balanced my boots on the rust-stained sink, I found there were no locks on the rectangular window. I slammed it open and stuck my arms out into the warm August air, finding soggy dirt under my hands as the rain came down in heavy sheets. Just perfect. I was going to become Mud Woman in a few seconds.


Mud Woman was still preferable to Dead Woman, however, and I pulled myself through the narrow window and onto the muddy ground, the cold, wet dirt seeping into my shirt and down the front of my jeans. I heard Sergei yelling his head off and pounding on the bathroom door.


This had been a close one. Way too close.


I scrambled to my feet and quickly looked around to see if anyone had noticed. So far the bar looked quiet, the red lights from inside spilling through the falling rain. The street was equally quiet and lined with Audis and Mercedeses that stuck out like gaudy jewelry among the decrepit meatpacking buildings. My own car, which I reluctantly called Jose, was parked two blocks away. I may have underestimated the situation, but I was glad I still had my wits about me. When an old friend e-mails you out of the blue and asks you to meet him at a sketchy bar late at night, you do take some precautions. It’s too bad I hadn’t clued in that it wasn’t an old lover of mine but Sergei, out for revenge.


I took advantage of not being seen and ran as fast as I could down the street, my footsteps echoing coldly. By the time I rounded the corner and saw the dark green 1970 GTO sitting on the empty street, the rain had washed the mud clean off of me.


I wiped my wet hair from my eyes and stared at the glistening Ohio license plate. It was time for that to come off, and I mentally flipped through the spare plates I had inside. I knew I’d never set foot in Cincinnati again after this, and now that I knew this had been a setup, I couldn’t be sure they hadn’t noticed my car. I had a wad of Sergei’s money—which I’d been keeping strapped to the bottom of the driver’s seat—and apparently he was the type who’d follow up on that kind of thing. He was the type who would hunt me down. I should have figured that from our e-mail exchanges. This wouldn’t even be about the money anymore, but the fact that I pulled a fast one on him. But what do you expect when you’re trolling for virgin brides on OkStupid?


Men and their stupid pride.


I supposed he could try and hunt me down. He could try and follow me from state to state. But I knew as soon as I got in Jose, he wouldn’t be able to find me. I’d been hunted before and for a lot more than money.


And they still hadn’t found me.


Yet.


Hearing distant but irate voices filling the air, I quickly opened the door and hopped in. My instincts told me to just drive and never look back, and unfortunately I knew I had to listen. I had to leave my pretty apartment, my safe coffee shop job, and my yoga-infused roommate, Carlee, behind. It was a shame, too. After living with Carlee for six months, the flexible little thing had actually grown on me.


I’ll mail her something nice, I told myself, and gunned the engine. Jose purred to life and we shot down the street, away from the bar and from Sergei and his buddies, who were now probably scouring the streets looking for me.


It didn’t matter. I was used to running and always kept a spare life in the trunk. Spare clothes, spare driver’s licenses, spare Social Security numbers, and a spare tire. As soon as I felt like I was a comfortable distance away, I’d pull into a motel under a new name. I’d change the plates on my car. Yes, Jose wasn’t the most inconspicuous of vehicles, but I was sentimental about the car. After all, it wasn’t even mine.


Then tomorrow, I’d figure out my budget. Figure out how long I could go before I’d need a legitimate job. Figure out that moment when I’d have to stay true to my word and make sure that this truly was the last time.


I careened around a corner then slowed as the car disappeared into traffic heading across the Ohio River. With my free hand I opened my wallet and went through my spare IDs. Now that I was going to go legit, I didn’t have much of a choice.


I took out the California license that said Ellie Watt. I’d need to change the expiration date and photo since the last time I set foot in the state was seven years ago, just after I turned nineteen. But it would do. I was Ellie Watt again.


I was finally me.


Oh joy.















CHAPTER ONE



Then


The girl was lying down in the backseat of her parents’ rusting station wagon, counting down the minutes as she stared up at the green water spots on the roof. If she had a cell phone, keeping track of time would have been a lot easier, especially since the girl still struggled with math. Of course, you could blame her mother for that—you could blame her for a lot of things—since the girl had been homeschooled her whole life. Division and multiplication were about as advanced as things got for the eleven-year-old. But, according to her mother, you only needed to be able to count in order to succeed in grifting, and at the moment the girl was counting away.


It had been four minutes since her parents left the car and walked up, arm in arm, toward the cold lights that emanated from the sprawling house. The girl had no idea where they were except that they were still in Mississippi. She could smell the swamps. The man they were visiting was supposed to be an old friend of her mother’s, but the girl wasn’t too sure about that. She had heard her mother screaming about this Travis man from time to time, and her anger had done nothing except build over the last few weeks. Finally, she had made some phone calls, got herself dolled up in her “special” dress that showed far too much cleavage, made her husband slap on a suit, and dragged the girl out to the car. They were going to have dinner with this old friend of hers, and they needed the girl to do a little breaking and entering while they had the man occupied.


The girl was shocked at first. It wasn’t just that she was getting older and developing her own sense of morals that didn’t seem to gel with the world her parents had created; it was that no one in their family had pulled a scam in years. Her father had steady work at a casino, and their tiny apartment in Gulfport had become as much of a home as a home could get. Her parents had promised her that they were finished with grifting for good and that they’d try to lead as normal a life as they could, all for their young daughter. Or so they said.


But her mother had her reasons, reasons that the girl didn’t understand. If they were friends with this Travis man, why were they robbing him? If he lived in an outlandish house with marble pillars and a driveway full of fountains, why didn’t they just ask him for the money? This was another reason why the girl doubted her mother’s story. This man wasn’t a friend at all.


And the girl was being sent right into his clutches.


When the time was up, the girl slowly got out of the car, careful not to make a sound, and hugged the shadows of the house, moving toward the back. She listened for the telltale buzz of security cameras or the click of motion sensor lights and felt relief when she couldn’t detect them. She kept low, quick, and quiet until she was in the sprawling backyard, the manicured grounds lit by the moon. She paused behind a fragrant bush and counted the windows down the side of the house. The plan was for her to go in the second window, the master bathroom, then walk out of the bedroom and take the first door on the left. That was where she’d find the safe; the code for it was written in permanent ink on the back of her sweating hand.


How her mother knew the code to this man’s safe, she had no idea. She had stopped asking her mother these things a long time ago.


She scampered over to the narrow, frosted pane window, and just like her mother said it would be, it was open a crack.


The girl would always look back at that moment, the hesitation as she stood below it, the moon behind her. She remembered having a choice—she didn’t have to go through with it. She could run back to the car and tell her parents she changed her mind. But fear and pride kept the foolish little girl from acting on her instincts.


Instead, she silently opened the window and went into the house.


When she eventually left the house, her life would be changed forever.



Now


Bright blue skies, rough desert, open blacktop spreading before me.


Cue the music.


I fumbled with my iPod and selected the Desert Playlist I concocted a few days ago in a hotel room in Colorado. The Doors’ “Roadhouse Blues” came blaring from Jose’s speakers, and I let myself smile as the hot breeze blew my hair back.


It had been two months since I escaped Sergei’s fat-knuckled clutches in Ohio. Two months of being on the road and lying low from state to state. Two months of trading in my long, naturally strawberry blonde hair for a choppy black bob. Two months of surviving on Sergei’s money until it ran dry. Two months of being Ellie Watt.


Two months before I finally had to return home.


Well, the only place I’d ever called home.


I loved the high desert though, always have, and seeing the Joshua trees as they clung to rocky, chalk-colored hillsides made a familiar thrill run through me. The same kind of thrill I got when pulling off a scam. Only there were probably more repercussions for returning to the Coachella Valley. A scam, yeah, I was usually good at those. Being home again—being me again—not so much.


But I brushed that worry out of my head and gunned the engine. Roadrunners shot out of the bushes at the barren roadside, their little legs kicking up dust onto the rippling asphalt. There wasn’t a car or a soul around for miles. It was just me and Jim Morrison and the extreme landscape. The endless sky, the searing heat, the relentless sun that made the highs pop and the lows sink. This was a high-contrast land and I lived a high-contrast life.


I followed Highway 62 while listening to my favorite Calexico songs and surf music until Joshua Tree National Park appeared on my left.


And that was when I had to pull the car over to vomit.


Ugh. I sat back down on the passenger side, away from the road, and leaned forward on my knees. Jose made a clicking noise under the hood as the engine settled. I tried to breathe in deeply through my nose. My hands were shaking slightly, my heart was running around in my chest as if it were looking for a way out. This was going to be a lot harder than I thought. A semi roared past, making Jose tremble beneath me. Now we were both scared.


You can do this, Ellie, I told myself, even though my own name sounded weird in my head. No one will know you’re in town. You’re twenty-six, not nineteen. You don’t look the same. You don’t even walk the same. And like anyone from high school would still be living here. They all probably left just the same as you did.


I punched the glove compartment with the side of my fist and it flipped open. I grabbed the bottle of kava pills and shook a few into my mouth. They were the size of horse pills, but I managed to swallow them dry. If you do something enough, your body learns to adapt. I should know.


Another car roared past and we shook again. The kava would kick in soon, and if it didn’t, I had a few bottles of Ativan in the trunk. I was trying to wean myself off of the stuff since my habit had gotten a little out of control for a while, but I’d cut myself some slack this time. I just didn’t want to be totally out of it when I saw Uncle Jim.


The intense, ovenlike heat was making my thighs stick to my jeans, which were in turn sticking to the seat. I peeled myself off of it and walked around to the driver’s side. I gripped the worn wheel until my knuckles turned white then sped off down the road. I hoped I’d left my fear on the roadside with the rest of my breakfast.


Uncle Jim owned a date farm on the outskirts of Palm Valley. My parents and I went to live with him after we fell into a bit of trouble. They thought a fresh start would be a good idea, though I thought it had more to do with Child Services poking their nose around and the fact that my dad lost his job at the casino. So we left Gulfport, Mississippi, and came west. Uncle Jim is my mother’s brother and the only living relative I have who hasn’t disowned me. And at the time, he hadn’t disowned my parents either, which is why he let us stay with him.


They enrolled me in Palm Valley High School, the first real school I’d ever attended. I’m sure high school is a big shock to a lot of people, but to me it felt like I’d stuck my tongue in an electrical socket. And as if I wasn’t damaged enough at that point, a year later my parents sort of forgot about the whole “starting over” thing and pulled a fast one on a local. They took off like the fugitives they were, and I stayed behind with Uncle Jim. To be honest, I would have given anything to go with my parents, but ever since the incident in Gulfport they didn’t want to take any more chances with me.


So I continued my stint at Palm Valley High School, and as soon as I graduated, I got the fuck out of there. I only came back once, when I was nineteen, because my uncle had a heart attack. I was the only family member at his side, and I helped him with his farm for a few months until he was back on his feet.


Then I kissed him on his rough cheek and said good-bye.


Now, I was hoping he’d be willing to take me in again.


The foreboding guitar strings of Calexico’s “Gypsy’s Curse” started playing as I entered Palm Valley’s Main Street, which only added to the drama. I peered from storefront to storefront under my dark shades. The town still had the kitschy ’50s and ’60s vibe, but now it was retro chic. All the stores had fresh, bright coats of paint, creating a wall of aquamarine, saffron, mint, and cobalt. Palm trees lined the narrow street, and the street signs hung above flower boxes spilling over with red flowers. It looked clean and wholesome and sweet enough to make my teeth hurt.


None of the stores looked familiar. None of the faces looked familiar. My heart rate slowed and feeling came back to my hands and feet. I’d been worrying for no reason at all. When I left Palm Valley, it was a bit down at its heels, especially when you compared it to nearby resorts like Palm Springs and Palm Desert. Now it looked like the town could give them a run for their money, or at least provide for people who wanted charming desert living without the golf courses and condo fees. It was different now. And so was I.


It took a while to get off of the main street thanks to the new stoplights and plethora of crosswalks, but as soon as I was back on the highway and turning off onto Date Palm Way, a wave of nostalgia hit me. The air even smelled the same as it once did: hot pavement, dried palm husks, and orange blossoms.


The date farm was at the very end of the road, lined with rows and rows of palms. I spied a few clouds of dust rolling up through the sections as laborers rode their tractors along. Judging by the burlap sacks that hung from each palm, the harvest season was fully upon them. Surely he’d be able to give me a job helping the harvesters. It wasn’t glamorous work at all; it was long hours in the hot sun, skin peeling off your nose despite the hat and sunscreen, climbing up and down the trees until your hands were singed by the ladder and sticky from the dates. Luckily, I was the type of girl who liked to get her hands dirty.


It wasn’t until I spied the house where I’d spent my formative years that I started second-guessing my decision to just show up unannounced. To put it mildly, it looked like shit. It used to be a well-maintained ranch with terra-cotta shingles and a beautiful rock garden that surrounded the house like a desert moat. Now it could have passed for abandoned had it not been for the tractor and pickup truck out front. Christ, he still had the same truck I learned to drive in, and it barely ran back then.


I pulled Jose to a stop on the street and approached the house with trepidation, wiping my hands on my jeans. I could hear the far-off cries of Spanish from the workers in the groves and the coo of a few ground doves that were walking across the cracked, tiled driveway. An enormous wash of guilt curved over me like the surrounding palm fronds. The last time I talked to my uncle was two years ago, when I was holed up in Vermont. I told him I’d send him some money, and he said he was fine and didn’t need my charity. I meant to send him some cash anyway but I never got around to it.


Now it looked like he was in dire straits. And that would make two of us.


I took in a deep breath at the door, noticing the doormat was the same as it was back then, the same thick embroidery that his wife had done up before she died. It was patched with black mold and barely hanging together. I hoped that wasn’t symbolic.


I knocked quickly and snapped my hand back. I waited, taking a moment to look around me. I wouldn’t have been followed, but some habits stuck with you. Being extra precautious was a wonderful habit for a girl like me.


I raised my hand to knock again when the door was opened a crack and I spied a familiar-looking eye peering through it.


“Uncle Jim,” I said through a broad smile.


He frowned and the door opened fully.


He looked me up and down and said, “Oh shit.”


*     *     *


“I’m sorry, but you know you can’t stay here,” Uncle Jim was saying to me in his dusty kitchen as he poured me another glass of iced tea, the undissolved crystals swirling around the bottom like tornado debris.


I breathed out sharply through my nose, trying to hide my frustration. I’d been talking to him for an hour, and we hadn’t gotten anywhere except that I wasn’t welcome.


“Look, I get that you’re a proud man,” I started.


His eyes snapped up. He looked so much older now that it scared me; his dark hair had gone gray, and the sides of his mouth were lined like canyons, but his eyes were still sharp and determined.


“This isn’t about pride, Ellie. If you were someone else offering to help me, I’d take you up on it. It’s not like I’m not getting enough fucking charity from Betty down the street, bringing me hot meals a few times a week. I know I’m struggling here. But you’re not someone else. You’re Ellie Fucking Watt.”


I wrinkled my nose at his profanity. “I didn’t know fucking was my middle name.”


He raised a caterpillar brow. “No?”


I rolled my eyes. “No, Uncle Jim. That’s not a very nice thing to insinuate of your niece.”


He smiled—ever so briefly—but I caught it. He turned around and pulled open the fridge, looking at it blankly. There wasn’t anything in there except condiments. “Well, I beg your pardon for not being an appropriate uncle. I haven’t seen you since you were nineteen, you know.”


“Oh, I know.”


He seemed to think about pulling out a jar of mustard but decided against it. What, was he going to make me a mustard milkshake? He slammed the door shut and leaned against the counter.


“I’m sorry I can’t offer you anything to eat.”


“I had some beef jerky in the car.”


He looked me over and shook his head. “You’re too skinny, Ellie.”


“It’s just my arms,” I told him defensively, crossing them over my chest. “Stress does that to you. I’ve still got enough weight down below.”


He nodded and his face pinched in sympathy. My heart thumped. I knew what followed that look.


“How’s your leg doing?”


I gave him a tight smile. “My leg is fine.”


“And you’re still grifting?”


“Sometimes,” I said, diverting my eyes. Suddenly the pattern on the faux marble countertop was fascinating. “I’ve quit for good, though. Had a close call in Cincinnati. Don’t want to do that again.”


Without glancing at him, I knew he was giving me the “a leopard doesn’t change his spots” look.


“What con went wrong?”


I suppressed a smile. “It was just an online dating thing.”


“And…?”


“And, well, it just didn’t go as it normally does.”


“And how does it normally go?”


“Get a bunch of desperate men to fall in love with you. Tell them you’d love to meet them, fuck them, marry them, but you’re stuck in Russia and don’t have the funds to leave the country to do so. Get them to give you the funds. Close down your online dating account. Simple as that.”


I could see him shaking his head out of the corner of my eye. “Jesus, Ellie. That’s low.”


“Oh, spare me your sudden display of ethics,” I said with a wave of my hand. “That’s how it works. I don’t go after men who can’t afford it; I’m not that cruel. Most of them are cheating on their wives, too, so how about them apples? Besides, it’s not a quick scam. It takes months to build up a fake relationship. But that’s why I usually have six on the go at once. Makes it worth my while.”


He gulped down the rest of his drink in a fit of thirst. “All right, well, what happened in Cincinnati?”


It suddenly felt very stuffy in his kitchen. I was tempted to open the window above the sink, but I could tell the breeze had picked up and was blowing around dust from the groves.


I started sliding the razor blade charm back and forth along my necklace. “I just picked the wrong guy. And I got sloppy. I thought he was an American, but he wasn’t. He gave me a fake name, and that should have set me off. Who says they’re Steven when they’re really Sergei? He also had a lot of money to throw around. Too much. That should have also set me off. He kept sending me gifts to my PO box in St. Petersburg, really flashy items that I had to pretend I’d gotten, like pearls and diamonds. Really makes me want to take a trip to Russia and empty it out. Anyway, I got the money from him in the end, way more than I normally get, and then I disappeared.”


I took a sip of the iced tea and said, “Everything was back to normal for about a week. The money had been wired to my offshore account as usual. Then I got an e-mail from an ex-boyfriend of mine. Said he was in town and would I meet him for a drink. So, I did. Turns out it wasn’t my ex but Sergei, and that big, bald bull was pissed. I barely got out of the bar.”


“So what do you think happened?” Uncle Jim looked pained, and I couldn’t blame him. I was only twenty-six, far too young to be playing with Ukrainian mobsters.


I shrugged. “The only thing I could think of was him contacting the post office in St. Petersburg about the PO box. I couldn’t remember what name I signed up for the account with. He might have traced me to Cincinnati somehow. I lived with my ex for a couple of months, and I’m guessing he went there under false pretenses, got the e-mail of my ex, and impersonated him. I totally underestimated Sergei. I think he was involved in a bunch of bad things.”


My uncle’s eyes turned hard and flinty. “This ex of yours… is this…”


“No,” I said quickly. “No, this was some guy I met at the rock-climbing gym. Jack. It was short and sweet. And what are you getting at?”


He raised his fingers and looked to the side. “Oh, I just heard some things, that’s all.”


“What kind of things? And from who?” Panic was starting to press on my chest. He couldn’t be talking about who I thought he was. I mean, he could not. It was impossible. Oh shit.


“Whose car is that outside?” he asked.


Shiiiiiiiiiiiiit.


“How do you know about all of this?” I asked, shooting to my feet and sending the bar stool clattering behind me.


“Easy there, Hellie.” He was back to calling me my nickname from high school. It would have been charming had my blood pressure not been through the roof at that moment. Ativan. I had Ativan in the trunk.


“I talked to your parents a few times, you know. More than you have,” he continued.


I blinked stupidly. “Okay, aside from the fact that I can’t believe you’re talking to them again, I don’t know what my parents could possibly know about—”


“You falling in love with a drug lord?” he supplied. “Oh, they know enough. It’s a small world out there. If you double-cross enough people, you’re bound to double-cross them again.”


His words coated me like fine dust. My parents were alive and kicking. They were talking to my uncle. And somehow they knew all about Javier.


“What did they tell you?” I asked quietly, hiding my hands behind me so he couldn’t see them shaking.


“Well, they are back in Gulfport. No, maybe it’s Biloxi. Somewhere on the coast. And apparently they aren’t the only ones visiting their past.”


I couldn’t believe it. Why on earth would my parents return to Gulfport? We fled from that place like it was a life-and-death situation, and I’d grown up believing it was.


“Didn’t you return to Gulfport after you left here?” he asked me, as if he could read my thoughts. “Maybe they went back for the same reason.”


Yes, but I went back for revenge. For what had happened to me all those years ago. For what had scarred me for life.


“So what did they tell you?” I asked. I ground out the words like hard kernels.


He scratched beneath his ear and looked down into his glass, examining the floating crystals. The sun was streaming through it, causing a tea-colored stain to dance on the walls. “They mentioned how you had been living in Gulfport after you left Palm Valley. They hinted that you’d switched sides for a few years, shacked up with one of Travis’s men. Javier… something Spanish. Then, for whatever reason, you left. Took his money and his car.”


I swallowed hard. I wanted nothing more than to run out of the house and back into that said car and drive far, far away. That was always Plan A, and it had worked out great so far.


“Okay,” I said, trying to find an angle in our conversation. “But how did they find that out?”


“Look, I don’t know. This was a few years ago, anyway. It hasn’t come up since.”


“So you still talk to them?” I asked, brows raised to the ceiling.


He nodded. “Maybe twice a year. We ain’t close, if you catch my drift. Which is why you can’t stay here.”


“You still won’t let me stay here?”


“I especially won’t let you stay here. Scamming men on the Internet? Didn’t your parents teach you anything?”


“Yeah! To con people.”


“No, Ellie,” he said and then licked his lips. He looked so much older than he should have. I wished I could just wipe the wrinkles from his face. “Didn’t what they did to you teach you anything? Eventually you’re going to get hurt.”


I raised my chin, my walls rising up around me like metal siding. “I’ve already been hurt, as you love to point out. And I told you, I’m done. I’m trying to go legit, and you won’t even give me a chance. You haven’t seen me since I was a teenager. You don’t know me. You don’t know when I’m being honest.”


“Exactly.”


“But I am being honest. I need a job, Uncle Jim. I need a place to stay.”


He let out a deep sigh and threw the rest of his drink in the sink. “You can stay here for a couple of days, that’s it. If you want to hang about in Palm Valley, that’s fine. But you don’t hang out here. You need to find your own place. Your own money. I can’t give you any money and I can’t even give you a job. I owe those men out there money already and there’s not enough harvest to break even this year. Sad but true.”


“I can help out around the house, clean it up a bit,” I offered.


“And I expect you to,” he said sternly. “But only for a few days. I suggest you hightail it to town and start looking for employment now.”


“Why are you so afraid of me?” I asked him softly.


I thought he’d look perplexed at the question but he only looked chagrined. “I’ve always been afraid of you, little Hellie. You’ve got something dark inside you, you always have. I don’t want to be around when it comes out. And more than that, I’m trying to make good in this community. I’m trying to make good and get help when I need it most. Do you think people will be so generous to me when they find out I’ve got my sister’s daughter staying here? Do you think a town ever really forgets its criminals? It doesn’t. Palm Valley may look prettier, but it’s still a stubborn old lady who won’t think twice about running you out of town. And me, too.


“Now,” he said, making his way to the sliding door that led into the date palm grove, “I’ve got to make sure my livelihood is alive. I’ll see you later.”


I watched him go, vowing to myself that I’d never be in financial stress at his age, no matter what the cost. Then I turned and left the house. I had some jobs to apply for.















CHAPTER TWO



I DROVE BACK to town in pure frustration, my ever-present anger swarming up my throat. I gobbled more kava pills with one hand and switched off my music with the other. My mood didn’t suit my favorite playlist anymore. This wasn’t about desert life and hope and optimism. This was about shit I had no control over. My fucking parents. What the hell did they know about me and Javier, anyway? That was a very long time ago, and it wasn’t as simple as a man and woman breaking up, she taking his car and money. This wasn’t a Carrie Underwood song. This shit went fucking Anthrax for a while. It still kind of was.


Not many people had an ex that would probably shoot them in the head if they ever found them. And I meant that in the most literal sense.


As I was wondering if Javier would still bother looking for me after all these years, I pulled the car (okay, his car) up along one of the many trendy-looking cafés that peppered the street. I couldn’t use any of my past references, but I knew my way around an espresso machine. I had a new plan, since my uncle speared my original one through the heart. I’d stick around here for a while, make enough money, and then head out on the road. No, I didn’t know where I was going to stay after he kicked me off the date plantation, but I knew I’d figure something out. I always did.


I turned off the engine and let the heat build up inside for a few moments. It was just past one and my stomach was eating itself. I took in a few deep breaths through my nose and wondered if it were possible to overdose on kava. Technically, the root was a mild narcotic, but you could make anything beneficial in small doses. I missed the days when it took only a pill to curb my anger and anxiety. Now it took too much.


I grabbed my purse, a nice leather thing with tassels, and sashayed my way into the coffee shop, the door opening with the tinkle of a bell. I wasn’t wearing a sundress like most of the women in the shop, but my jeans were clean, my boots were shiny, and my bright yellow tank top showed off my fading summer tan. I had brushed my hair in the car, smoothing it down to acceptable levels, and did a quick swipe of makeup over my lids. I wasn’t anything flashy—I was just pleasant enough to sail under the radar.


Shivering a bit at the air-conditioning, I did a quick survey of the room. There was an older couple in the corner, relaxing in armchairs; the silver-haired woman with cat-eyed glasses was doing a crossword or Sudoku, and her husband was reading a book. Everyone else was pretty young. There were three teenage girls giggling in the corner over frozen blended coffees, wearing tube tops and shorts that made me envious. A smattering of college-aged kids were spread about, typing on their laptops, earbuds in their ears, while two businessmen were making awkward small talk over even smaller cups of espresso. Pretty standard stuff. Even John Mayer was playing over the speakers—but the new Mayer, after his years of exile on a ranch.


I went up to the cashier, a petite woman with a bright smile and skin that matched the smooth surface of the cappuccinos she was doling out with supernatural swiftness.


“Welcome to Currently Caffeinated,” she said, and as if her smile couldn’t get any bigger, it did. My lie-detecting skills told me she was 100 percent genuine. “What can I get for you?”


I tried to match her smile, teeth for teeth. “A medium soy latte, please. And a job application.”


The girl’s smile faltered slightly as she punched in the code on the register. “I’m sorry, ma’am. We aren’t hiring at the moment. But the Christmas season will be here soon, and we’ll be taking on more people then. Would you still like to fill out an application?”


How desperate did I want to look? Was I even going to be in Palm Valley next month? Was I even going to be in Palm Valley by the end of the week?


Still, I found myself nodding, with the smile frozen on my face. She passed me the paper and I gave her money, making sure to tip her extra.


“Your name?” she asked, her pen poised and ready on the cup.


“Ellie,” I answered. To my own ears it sounded fake, but she just nodded and scribbled it down.


I walked down the bar and loitered inconspicuously near the counter while I looked over the form. I could easily forge my past references if I needed to. I had some friends spread out all over the country for just that kind of thing, and then when they called me in for an interview, I could show them how skilled I was.


Not that it was a crazy complicated skill, but operating an espresso machine during high traffic could be added to my repertoire along with card tricks and how to fire a Colt .45. But what was the point in getting a job here when I might as well get a job anywhere else in the country? Seattle was the birthplace of coffee in North America, and I’d never lived there yet.


I folded the application haphazardly and tried to stick it in the back pocket of my jeans, but I felt it fall out and flutter to the floor behind me. I turned around to see a man bend over and pick it up.


I saw the top of his head first, saw shaggy dark brown hair that curled down the nape of his neck. Then, as he rose, application in hand, I saw dark, arched brows over crystal-clear blue eyes. A septum ring that acted like an exclamation point at the end of his slim nose. A striking pair of lips: thin and curved on top, full and wide on the bottom. A few day’s worth of stubble all over his chin and jaw. He looked like a male model, and I found my breath hitching as I took him in, from his nice height and all-too-firm build to the way he wore his cargo shorts and his aged Iggy Pop tee like a second skin. His arms were covered in tattoos, an intensely colorful mixture of skulls, animals, and campiness.


I finally breathed out when he tucked a strand of hair behind his ears. His ears kind of stuck out like Dumbo. This was good. This stranger had flaws. I couldn’t stand perfect people.


Then he was handing me the application and smiling at me. And in that smile, the way it took a few seconds to reach his eyes, an expression that darkened momentarily before brightening, I felt a rush of déjà vu that nearly knocked me over.


I knew him. How did I know him? And how long had I been standing there staring at him like an idiot? I was usually a lot smoother than that.


“You dropped this,” he said. He had an interesting voice, low but precise, like he could narrate Rosetta Stone DVDs. It pushed pleasure buttons along my spine.


I took the application from him, our fingers brushing against each other. I felt a spark, electricity.


No, literally.


“Ow,” I said, as I snatched my hand and the application away from him.


He grinned sheepishly and shoved his hands in his pockets. “Sorry. I’m a good conductor.”


I stared at him while blindly refolding the application. He continued, “Of electricity. You know, the sparks. I just shocked you. I’m not a train conductor or anything. Or like a music conductor. Although I do play guitar.”


He was babbling, and if I didn’t know any better, I’d say he was nervous. But that would beget the question of why the hell this hunk of man was nervous around me. I wasn’t ugly by any means. I had my mother’s Estonian features, which meant high cheekbones, heart-shaped lips, and dark, hooded eyes. But my beauty was always more of a Hey, I never actually realized how pretty you are. If I was just standing in the corner of a room, your eyes would pass over me. I’d go unnoticed. And I liked that.


If I was walking, well, that would be another story.


“Ellie!” the barista announced in a surprisingly strong voice. Must have been all the coffee she drank.


I shot the man a quick smile, painfully aware that in the last minute, all I’d said to him was “ow,” and plucked the steaming drink off the counter.


“I knew it,” he said with a snap of his fingers, and I slowly turned around, bringing the cup to my lips and gauging how scalding it was.


“Knew what?” I asked. Hot. Coffee was way too hot.


He grinned at me as if he’d just solved a Rubik’s Cube, and I felt myself get a weird flutter in my stomach. I knew I should have eaten more than beef jerky.


“You’re Ellie Watt.”


Oh fudgeknuckles.


I turned back around and slapped a lid on my cup with shaking hands.


He knew me. Hot tattoo dude knew me and I didn’t know him. This wasn’t good.


I turned back to face him and shot him my biggest smile.


“I have to go,” I said. When in doubt, just go. My parents had taught me that, along with “Never underestimate your mark” and “Emotions don’t win the game.” It’s too bad they were as hypocritical as I was.


I took a step to leave, my eyes newly focused on the door, but he reached out, grabbing my free arm. I flinched, expecting another spark to flow through me, but it was just his warm, strong hand.


“Wait,” he said, lowering his voice and coming a step closer. He smelled peculiar. It wasn’t bad—actually it was quite a sensual smell, but it was something I couldn’t put my finger on. Earthy and industrial. Cinnamon and… ink?


I dared to meet his eyes. He was so close I could see the contact ring around his baby blues.


“Don’t you remember me?” he asked. His eyes flashed between expectation and edginess. Like if I didn’t remember who he was, he wouldn’t be smiling for long.


Unfortunately, I had no idea who this guy was. And I felt like kicking myself for it. My luck usually had me running into assholes, not hot guys I wanted to lick from head to toe (though they often were one and the same).


He took his hand off of me and I relaxed. I tried to look as apologetic as possible. “I’m sorry, you’d think I’d remember someone like you but I don’t. I have a bad memory—don’t take it personally.”


“Somehow I doubt that,” he said under his breath. I eyed him quizzically. Was that to the bad memory remark (which wasn’t true) or to the—


“Camden McQueen,” he said quickly. The name ran along the length of my brain like rain on hardened soil before really sinking in.


I felt guilt before anything else.


His gaze narrowed on my face, still beautiful but dark. “Oh, so you do remember me.”


The Camden McQueen I pulled up from my memory banks did not look like the tattooed and pierced sex on a stick I had standing before me. The Camden McQueen I remembered was tall, yes, but gawky. Awkward. Back when he was a teenager, his broad-shouldered build had gone to waste. That Camden had gross, long black hair down to his midback. He was a fan of dog collars and black lipstick and lace gloves with the fingers cut out. He wore black all the time. He always had mysterious bandages on his arms, something you’d see if he wasn’t wearing his trademark long black trench coat. He wore that thing in the middle of the summer when seniors were dying from the heat. He loved music and art and spent long hours in the darkroom. Everyone called him the Dark Queen, and there were a few vicious rumors running around that he was gay, or into bestiality, and that he carried a gun to class. He was the most bullied, most tortured kid in the whole of Palm Valley High School.


“Hi,” I said softly, trying to match up the Camden I had known to the Camden I saw now. “You look different.”


His face relaxed and went back to looking all model-like. “So do you. Your hair…”


He reached forward and brushed a piece of hair away from my face. My body froze at his touch and my eyes widened.


“It’s nice,” he said, taking his hand away. “I always thought the long blond hair was a bit too Barbie on someone as… tough… as you.”


“Is tough supposed to be a synonym for bitch?” I asked.


He laughed and that hadn’t changed at all. It was one of those laughs that made you believe the joke was always on him. “Well, I was going to say angry, but I suppose that’s kind of redundant, isn’t it? So what are you doing here? I haven’t seen you since high school.”


“Oh, just paying a visit to my uncle. Just passing through.”


He raised his brow. “Just passing through and you’re applying for jobs at a coffee shop?”


Right. That whole thing.


I shrugged and looked around the store with a stupid smile stretched on my lips. “It’s nice here. I was surprised how much it’s changed.”


“Maybe you’re the one who’s changed?” he questioned. His eyes were still clear and bright, jovial enough, but I detected something off-putting in his tone. He was testing me. And he was right to do it. We hadn’t exactly ended on good terms.


I punched his arm lightly with my free hand. So, so awkward. “You’re the one who’s changed, Camden. Wow.” I almost said What happened to you? but thought that was a bit patronizing. “What, uh, what’s new?”


He looked behind him at an empty table near the giggling tube-top girls who were now tight-lipped tube-top girls. They had been watching him with googly eyes and quickly averted them as soon as he looked their way.


Now, with his face coming back to mine, he looked hopeful. That was the look I recognized.


“Do you have to be somewhere? Do you want to catch up over some coffee?” he asked.


I almost said no. I almost told him I actually did have somewhere to be, even though I had nowhere to go and would just end up driving aimlessly for hours. But he smiled, and the combination of those white teeth, the septum ring, and that messy hair made my heart beat against my chest, shrugging off the pills like a heavy coat.


So I said yes.


Then


The girl had somehow survived her first week of high school, though as she walked down the dust-heavy road that led to her uncle’s house, she felt that was as triumphant as surviving military boot camp. Already she’d earned the nicknames Sir-Limps-A-Lot (which didn’t make much sense considering her gender), the Gimp, and Crippled Cow. The cow part, of course, was for the fact that she’d gained a bit of weight since the accident. Something that was somewhat inevitable when you combined the burgeoning hormones of a thirteen-year-old and her limited ability.


To add insult to her injury, her uncle hadn’t been able to pick her up from school that Friday. To her, there was nothing as humiliating as walking along the side of a road. People had no choice but to stare at her as she went past, and she could almost hear what they were all thinking: I wonder what happened to her. Why does she walk so funny? Why is she wearing jeans when it’s one hundred degrees outside? She could see their curious stares as they drove past, see them forming the judgments in their heads.


She kept her head down as she walked, her eyes on the hot, rough pavement of the shoulder. Her pack began to pull on her back, weighed down with new books, and she wiped her sweaty palms on her jeans. A red car roared past, honking as it went, but she didn’t give them the satisfaction of looking up.


“Hey, Ellie!” a voice called out from behind her. She stopped and turned, her blond hair swirling around her face.


It was Camden McQueen, her only friend in this godforsaken town. She smiled as he trotted up to her, his figure tall and dark against the stark desert landscape.


“Can I walk you home?” he asked, his voice quietly hopeful against the sound of the cars. Even though he looked deeply disturbed with his long black hair, ghost-white face, thick glasses, and lips painted the color of tar, he was grinning at her, causing dimples to pop out on his gaunt cheeks. Looking contradictory was his game.


“If you want,” she said, sounding as blasé as possible. The truth was, she was thrilled. Not that she liked Camden in that way—after all, he was her only friend and she wanted to keep it like that—but when he wasn’t in the deep boughs of manic depression, she enjoyed his company. She also felt like people never stared as much at her when she was with someone else, especially someone like Camden. He was the only person who had a worse week than she did.


“So how was your day?” he asked as they walked side by side.


“Oh you know, Vicky Besset told everyone in history class that I walk funny because I used to weigh three hundred pounds and broke my ankles. Now I hear ‘Crippled Cow’ everywhere I go.” The girl said all this as breezily as possible, trying hard to hide the shame and embarrassment that was ripping her apart. It was better to laugh than cry, even though only the latter would be honest.


“Ah, Vicky. The other day she told the teacher that I had a gun in my backpack. She’s a special little bitch.” And like the girl, he had that same tone in his voice, the one that refused to let the other know how badly these things were tearing them apart.


“She’s probably afraid of you,” the girl told him.


He looked straight ahead at the distant mountain, his expression darkening like a shadow. “She has a right to be afraid of me. Girls like that never get the karma they deserve. If she’s not careful, I’ll deliver my own karma.”


The girl fell silent, her mouth closing into a hard line. She’d known Camden for only a month, but during that time she was surprised at the things he’d thought and said. She had always assumed she was the only one with such righteous anger, but she was very, very wrong.


She made a mental note to never cross Camden McQueen.


Now


Talking to Camden felt surprisingly easy. I never had a problem getting along with people when I needed to, but I was sure I’d feel vibes of resentment coming off of Camden as he sipped his matcha tea and I gulped down my coffee. But I couldn’t detect anything. He was open and relaxed, his hands coming dangerously close to mine each time he lowered the cup of tea on the table. I felt hyperaware of him and his body, brought on by my own guilt and memories, I’m sure.


“Are you all right?” he asked. He placed his hand on mine—no sparks—and my eyes flew up from the empty coffee cup where I’d apparently been hypnotized by the sediment at the bottom.


“Sorry,” I said sweetly. “I’m just…”


“Overwhelmed?”


“That must be it.”


“The memories…” He trailed off. His hand was still on mine. I was conscious—too conscious—of the weight of it. What it meant. Whose hand it was. My hand was going to start twitching at any moment.


“So,” he said, removing it and wiping at his chin. He leaned back in his chair. “So then I became a tattoo artist.”


I realized I had been totally spacing out for most of our conversation. That wasn’t like me at all. Then again, he was a guy from high school, not a mark.


“Really?” I asked, and my eyes immediately went to his tattoos. Upon closer inspection I found a method in the madness of shapes and colors. Scorpions, skulls, snakes, wings, and pin-up girls all met one another on blue ocean waves. Tiny inscriptions ran throughout.


“I take it you never heard of my tat business?”


“Should I have?”


He nodded at my arm where I had a band of music notes inked all around. “Where did you get that?”


“Some parlor in Mississippi,” I said, then quickly clamped my mouth shut.


But he didn’t ask me why I went back to the state I lived in before I moved here. Instead he said, “It sounds familiar. The tune.”


“Did you just hum it in your head?”


He beamed at me, looking proud over impressing me and lazy at the same time. If he could have leaned any farther back in his chair, he’d be on the ground. “I told you, I play guitar. What song is it?”


“It’s nothing,” I told him. “Anyway, so you’re a tattoo artist. I’m guessing you got pretty big.”


“Big enough.” He shrugged with false modesty. “I was one of the top artists in LA. I was even on LA Ink. Ever watch that show?”


“I don’t have cable.”


He nodded, as if he could deduce something about me from that. “Well, you weren’t missing anything. You know I’m going to keep humming that tune and eventually I’ll figure out the song. Maybe then you’ll tell me the meaning.”


I frowned at him. “I think you overestimate your skills of persuasion.”


“I got you to sit down and have coffee with me when you were ready to bolt out the door.”


Yes, well, it helps that you’re hot, I thought. “So what are you doing here if your business is in LA? Visiting the ’rents?”


From the way his eyes shifted—changed—I could have sworn a cloud passed over the sun, putting the whole shop in shadow. But it was only in his eyes, and it disappeared as soon as he smiled.


“No. Not my parents. Though they still live here. Dad’s still the sheriff, you know.”


How could I forget? He ran my parents out of town.


“I actually have my business here. I own a tattoo shop. Sins & Needles,” he said. “It’s just coming into town from the east. Maybe you saw it? It’s in an old house with replicas of Bela Lugosi and Swamp Thing on the porch.”


Charming.


“My shop’s downstairs, I live upstairs.”


“And you make enough to live on?” Despite the proximity to LA and the facelift, Palm Valley still wasn’t a place for culture—or subculture, as it were.


His smile went from charming to shit-eating. “I sure do. You’d be surprised how much money a tattoo shop can rake in.”


I would have found his cockiness to be off-putting, but the truth was I knew nothing about tattoo parlors. All the ones I’d been to looked half dead, with an artist who looked like he’d been reduced to piercing young girls’ ears in order to keep the lights on.


He pulled his phone out of his pocket and glanced at it. “In fact, I have an appointment in twenty minutes. Want to come see me in action?”


Normally, the thought of watching someone get jabbed with an inky needle would have turned me off, but there was something so earnest and open about his handsome face that I found myself nodding. There was also the whole guilt thing over how horrible I was to him in high school. And, let’s be honest here, I was curious to see how successful this guy was.


In my business, you had to stick to successful people like glue.
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