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    New Flame




    by B.J. Thornton




    IF SHAE PARRISH HAD to describe getting a tattoo, she would say it felt like having the point of a paperclip scraped across her skin, but that didn’t explain why she liked it.




    Zzzzt. Zzzzzzzzzzzz…




    She looked up at her artist, Harley. He was wearing the nerdiest horn-rimmed glasses she’d ever seen on a man tattooed from the scalp down.




    He smiled at her.




    Shae smiled back. Behind the glasses, his slate blue eyes were warm. Hidden under his tattoos, ripped shoulders, and muscle tank, were a big heart and a soft touch. He had given her a discount on a big piece that wrapped around the right side of her ribcage and chest. It had taken weeks and hundreds of dollars to ink. Since color didn’t show up on her cocoa skin the way she would have liked, the piece was black and gray.




    Zz-zz-Zzt. Zzzt. Zzzt.




    During her multiple appointments, Shae had matched what Harley did to her with the sounds his needle made in her skin. An outline required deep strokes of a slow intensity to which she had to surrender completely. Shading was just a tickle of pain that flitted across her skin like a bee that wouldn’t land. When Harley was drawing, the pain came in pulses and waves that she had to ride.




    ZzZzZzZzZzZzZ…




    Just under her clavicle, his needle swirled into sensitive, swollen skin that felt on fire. Shae bit her lip.




    Harley paused, distracted by her sharp white teeth digging into her bubble gum lip. “Almost done now,” he said with regret.




    With a moist paper cloth, he wiped a smudge of blood and ink from the last of the intricate feathers he had created. The uppermost tip of a wing grazed her delicate collarbone, and the detail arched down over her mastectomy scar. He had inked another wing on the back of her shoulder. The two met under her right arm to make a female figure that stretched down her side. But from the front or the back, Shae would simply have wings hugging a hurt place. Harley had put a lot of effort into making the details as pretty as she was.




    “I remember when you first came in here.” A smile stretched out his Alabama drawl. “A wide-eyed scaredy cat, looking to get a first tattoo damn near as big as you are. Now look at you. You look so…” Relaxed wasn’t the right word. She looked ecstatic and probably was, as tightly as her thighs were clenched together. Every time his gaze swept over the crease in her seersucker shorts, Harley wondered how wet her panties were. He made his living on pain and knew a masochist when he saw one. “You look like an angel, just like your tattoo.”




    “It’s not an angel. It’s from a famous statue. Nike, the goddess of victory.” Shae giggled. “Don’t angels usually have heads and arms?”




    “I thought you cut some parts off to match your war wound.”




    “War wound. I like that. Sounds a lot better than mastectomy.” She tried to smile and failed. “You know, I almost got a butterfly. A Painted Lady. They were everywhere last summer. I used to sit at my window and watch them dancing from one flower to the next. I wasn’t even sick anymore, but I couldn’t remember how not sick felt. This summer, I promised myself that I was going to stop living inside an extra-large hoodie.” Shae glanced at the one she’d worn to that appointment and sighed.
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