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This wasn’t the place he imagined he would die.

Rhett studied the fresh pressed uniform that lay across the stiff, moss-green, cheap motel bedspread. There was a dull glint on the medals pinned to the chest. 

With a sigh he picked up his revolver and looked it over. He didn’t know why. He’d carefully cleaned it then made sure it was loaded. It only needed one bullet but he wanted to be sure he got the job done.

He set it back down next to his jacket then slumped onto the bed, burying his face in his hands. He just couldn’t do it anymore. The nightmares of battlefields he’d left behind months ago kept him from sleeping. The memories of watching his friends die just feet from him made it hard to get through the day. Loud noises scared the shit out of him. They put him back there, made him relive it all again. 

At first he was happy to be back home in Thistle River, Kentucky. That was until the PTSD slowly took him over like the plague. He acted irrationally. He snapped at people for the slightest of things. It was hard to be still. 

His friends stopped calling. His family distanced themselves from him. The girl he’d proposed to before he shipped off to the Middle East walked out on him. He found out a few days later she had been sleeping with one of his friends while he was protecting his country.

There was only one way to find peace. Last night he went to the local bar where his buddies had hung out since high school. He bought a couple of rounds. Everyone laughed with him, talked with him, slapped him on the back and thanked him for his service.

They didn’t understand that he was telling them goodbye.

The pounding on the door made him jump out of his skin. He glared at the door for one long minute. With a snarl, he stood and crossed the grimy motel room to answer it.

He yanked the door open. It felt like he almost ripped it off its hinges. He took a sharp breath to tear into whoever waited on the other side.

His words caught in his throat, leaving him speechless. The woman standing there studied her nails as she blew a bubble with her gum then let it pop. She came up to his chest at best. When he’d last seen her before enlisting she’d had long, gorgeous brown hair. It was still long and gorgeous but now it was purple. She had aspired to be an artist. Now the art was vividly displayed on her skin. Not that he minded. The changes she’d made to her appearance were still beautiful to him. She would always be beautiful in his eyes.

She looked up at him with those big, brown eyes he’d fallen in love with so long ago when she was his best friend.

“Took you long enough to answer,” she commented flatly.

“What do you want, Morgan?” he countered.

She wrinkled her nose at him as she studied him. Without a word, she slipped past him into the room. It wasn’t an easy feat. He was a pretty big guy but Morgan had a way of going wherever she wanted. Nobody stopped her.

He turned in time to find her settling on the bed next to his uniform and gun.

She glanced down at his jacket then toyed with his medals. “Ooh. Got the fancy duds out, I see.”

“Again, what do you want?” Rhett demanded. “I’m busy at the moment.”

“I just wanted to stop by, say hi. I went to your old place and Jessica said you were living here. Which is good. I never liked her.”

Rhett rolled his eyes. “You made that abundantly clear when I proposed to her. Then you took off for New York City and stopped talking to me. It kind of made your opinion null and void.”

She cocked her head at him, “Kind of hard to talk to you when you were stuck in the middle of a desert halfway across the world. Didn’t think I should bug you. It seemed like you had more important things on your mind like, you know, not dying.”

“I might have appreciated it. I’ve been home for eight months. You could have stopped by before this.”

“Well, big guy, I just got back to Thistle River myself a few weeks ago. I opened my shop across town and have spent the time getting it set up and building a clientele.”

Rhett scowled a little. “Shop? What kind of shop?”

She cocked a grin at him. “Tattoo parlor.”

He huffed. Why did it shock him? She went to the big city to make a name for herself as the next great artist. She’d fulfilled that goal, of course. She just did her work on other people’s flesh.

“Congratulations. Now, if you don’t mind, I have things to do.”

She stared at him in silence. Then suddenly she crossed her legs. “I’ve heard a lot about you since I got back.”

Rhett felt his patience grow thin. Like standing on the ice of a melting pond thin. “Fantastic.”

“Heard you knocked Jeff Wolds out. That and you spent some quality time in the county jail for it.”

It was enough of a distraction to tap down his smouldering rage. “Did you hear why I did?”

“I go back to what I said earlier. Jessica is a bitch and seems not to understand what a commitment is.”

“If that’s all you wanted.”

“I heard that you were buying drinks at the bar last night. Trying to be everyone’s best friend. Seems a little much for an unemployed veteran. I wanted to see what had changed in my old bestie.”

“It’s really none of your business.”

Rhett noticed the cocky attitude that made Morgan who she was deflate a little. She turned back to the uniform lying beside her. She reached for the gun then pulled her hand back like it was a snake about to bite her. He watched her roll her shoulders back as if she were summoning all of her courage then picked it up.

She studied it for a little while. Her voice was tiny and weak. “Is it loaded?”

Rhett could never lie to her. “Yes.”

“Why?”

“Again, it’s none of your business.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Then what did you mean?”

She looked at him again as she set the gun back where it had been. Even in the dark room, he could see the shimmer of tears in her eyes. “Why are you going to kill yourself?”

Rhett struggled to find his voice. “Trust me, no one will miss me.”

“I’ll miss you,” Morgan insisted.

“You’d be the only one.”

“Aren’t I enough?”

Rhett stared at her. This time, there were no words. She was enough. She always was for him.

He sat down next to her and sighed. He rubbed one fist with the other hand as he searched for what to say. “I can’t rest, Morg. I can’t sleep. It’s always there. Believe me, after a little time with me, you won’t want to be anywhere around me either.”

“Have you asked for help? Seen a doctor?”

He shook his head. “A couple of times. It’s hard to get in to see him when I need to. Either I can’t get to the VA or there isn’t an appointment.”

“So if you had a ride it would be easier.”

“Morgan, I don’t want you trying to fix my problems.”

“Yet here I am.” She reached up to take his fist in her hand. She smoothed his fingers flat then threaded hers between them. He trembled at her touch.

“I have no job...” he began.

“Work for me,” she volunteered.

A laugh escaped his throat. “Tattooing? Have you seen me draw?”

“You can work the front desk, answer the phone, be my muscle if I need it.”

“You have never needed muscle. You’ve always taken care of yourself.”

“I need your muscle if it will keep you here with me.”

“And the nightmares? How are you going to handle that, oh great one?”

She squeezed the palm pressed against hers. “For starters, you’re not staying here anymore. I have a pull-out couch in my apartment. You’re staying with me. Only one rule.” She thumbed towards the gun. “No weapons. Period.”

“Deal breaker,” he growled.

“Non-negotiable. I’m offering you a place to live with no rent. I will even stock the kitchen. I will pay you to work for me. The least you can do is find a place for that thing that isn’t my house.”

He felt his anger spike. Like hell this woman was going to tell him what he was going to do. Where did she get off interfering in his life in the first place?

Then his gaze met hers and everything faded away. There was still a trace of tears in her eyes but that smart ass smile was back. For a brief moment he was back in high school before it all began. He had just started dating Jessica. They were the “it” couple but there was a secret deep in his heart.

He was in love with another girl and if he confessed how he felt she would run fast, run far. He couldn’t lose her. He needed his best friend even though the only time he got to spend with her was in the library as they studied. So he swallowed back his emotions and stuck with Jessica.

“So?” Morgan’s voice brought him back to reality.

He dropped his head then nodded. “Fine. You win. I don't know what I’m going to do with my gun.”

“Keep it at the shop. It might be helpful.”

“So we’re dropping by your shop.”

“Of course. I live above it. I’ll help you pack.”

She let go of his hand and bounded to her feet. He slowly stood as well.

“There’s not much to pack,” he admitted. “I had to sell most of my stuff to survive.”

“Then it won’t take long to get out of here.”

Morgan tugged open the drawers of the old, chipped dresser. One hung off the rails lopsided. She plucked his frayed duffle bag from the bottom drawer then tossed his few t-shirts and briefs into it. She carefully rolled up his two pairs of jeans and tucked them in with the rest of the clothes. 

Rhett laid a hand on his uniform and shook his head when she reached for it. He knew better. The little hellion would wad it up with everything else in the bag. 

“I’ll hang this up and carry it out myself,” he informed her.

“Suit yourself.” Morgan zipped up the bag and flung it over her shoulder. The straps dangled from one crooked finger effortlessly. Nothing ever phased Morgan.

Rhett swallowed back a tinge of guilt. Except his planned suicide. That seemed to throw her a bit.

He strode to the closet to retrieve the hanger his uniform belonged on. Glancing at Morgan, he first slid the pants over it then draped the jacket over the slacks. He smoothed the thin plastic over the ensemble. Finally, he picked up the pistol, put the safety on and tucked it in the back of his jeans.

He tried to toss the garment over his shoulder like she had done with his bag. Everything nearly crumpled to the floor. He was a complete loser.

He looked up as she laughed. She reached her hand out to him. “Let’s go check you out so we can go home.”

Home? With her? He sighed. He couldn’t read into it. His life didn’t work that way.

He slipped his fingers between hers again then followed her from the room. 

* * * *
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It used to be an old grocery store from days long past. At least that was what Rhett thought it once was. It was two stories and made of faded brick. A large picture window was next to a recessed door. 

If memory served Rhett correctly, stacks of canned goods used to be displayed in the window for anyone who passed by to see. Now the back end of a black leather couch was there. The sill was lined with jar candles filled with white wax.

Rhett unfolded from the front seat of the environmentally friendly compact car then reached into the shallow backseat for his bag. Some things never changed. Morgan was still a tree hugger. Being so allowed her to get a tiny car that accommodated her petite stature. It didn’t work so well for tall, muscular Rhett.

He followed as she sorted through a ring of keys for the right one. They climbed the few steps to the old fashioned glass door. A flower was embossed onto the glass with the words Thistle Tattoo above it. 

Morgan jammed a key in the lock and twisted. Just inside was a long, tall black painted counter. In fact, most of the interior was painted black with accents of lavender. There were two additional couches along with the one in front of the window. Along the back brick wall were a couple of tattoo chairs and tables. Metal carts normally seen in automotive garages were tucked in between the chairs. Tubes and cords snaked around the equipment. Candles were perched everywhere. The entire room was black, chrome and dusty brick. It was overwhelmingly masculine with the intimate touch of the feminine owner. It took Rhett’s breath away.

Morgan gestured to the desk. “So this is yours.” She scuttled behind it and crouched down, disappearing from sight. “And here is where we’ll keep your contraband.”

He strode to her to find her kneeling in front of an open safe. She snapped her fingers then opened her palm. “Gimme.”

Rhett huffed as he pulled the gun from his jeans and laid it in her hand. She tucked it inside next to a couple of bank bags then slammed it closed. Once she spun the lock to secure it she stood up straight.

“So, Thistle Tattoo?” Rhett questioned.

Morgan shrugged. “It’s a resilient little flower. You have to be resilient to be a small town bookworm in the Big Apple and survive.”

“That. And the town is named Thistle River.”

“That too.” She picked up a lighter, then wove a path around the shop. One by one, she lit the candles. He watched her, unable to tear his gaze away. Yeah, he was pissed she’d interfered in his life. But for the first time in a really long time, someone actively gave a shit about him.

“What made you start tattooing?” he asked.

She glanced back at him tossing her purple hair off her shoulder. “I got my art degree. Which was a big mistake because there is little or no work for an artist. I waited tables while I looked for a real job. I answered an ad for an artist not realizing it was a tattoo parlor. The owner liked what I could do. He got me started in the trade and I worked beside him until just a couple of weeks ago when I moved here.”

The door slammed open with a deafening bang. A large, bald man who filled the doorway stormed inside. Rhett’s heartbeat filled his ears as every hair stood on end. His nerves quaked, leaving him trembling. 

He didn’t hear a word being said over the terror coursing through him. 

Morgan's voice cut through the din. “Enough.”

Rhett turned his head slightly as he tried to get a hold on himself. Morgan’s hands were gripped to her hips as she snarled at the intruder. The guy looked genuinely taken aback by the small woman.

“We do not shout in my establishment,” she demanded. “If you feel the need to raise your voice, you can see yourself outside.”

“You said you’d be open at four,” the man accused.

“Things came up, Meathead. I had important matters to take care of. I won’t short you any time. You’re my only appointment today.”

“I can take my business elsewhere,” Meathead threatened.

“Go ahead. But I can guarantee you won’t get the quality you want with old man Stevens.”

Rhett didn’t realize Morgan had even moved until she touched his arm. He jolted then barked at her. “What the fuck are you doing?”

“Hey, asshole. Watch it,” Meathead warned protectively.

Morgan raised a finger at the man to calm him. “Stop.” She turned her attention back to Rhett. “Are you okay?”

Rhett’s head lowered. Shame and embarrassment flooded him. “I don’t think so.”

She wrapped an arm around him and nudged him towards the sofas. “You should sit and rest. I’ll get you a cup of tea. You can catch a nap, watch television, read a book. Whatever you want.”

They shuffled together across the caramel stained wood floor until they reached the waiting area. Rhett slumped onto a cushion. His nerves still buzzed with electricity even though his mind had cleared. 

Morgan disappeared through a doorway, leaving Rhett with the intimidating Meathead. 

The big man scowled at him. “Sorry about all that bullshit.”

Rhett tried to shake his head. It did help a little. “Don’t mention it.”

“How do you know Morgan?”

“We were friends in high school.”

“Rhett just got back from serving in Afghanistan.” Morgan hurried back into the shop, a delicate tea cup and saucer cradled in her hands. She didn’t stop until she’d set them both among the magazines laid across the coffee table. She beamed at Rhett. She really was getting into this caretaker thing with him.

“Man, really sorry for being an ass. Thanks for all you’ve done.” Meathead stretched his hand out to Rhett. “Name’s Bob. Friends call me Meathead.”

“Why do they call you Meathead?” Rhett asked weakly.

“Because he pulls Meathead shit like that incident earlier all the time.” Morgan grinned at him then motioned to the chairs. “Take a seat. Where did you want this again?”

“On my shoulder,” Meathead answered.

“Where exactly on your shoulder? There isn’t much real estate left there.”

“You can cover part of the skull.”

“Thanks for that. Now I have to add one while making sure the other doesn’t look like shit afterwards.”

Meathead looked sheepish as he shrugged at her. She rolled her eyes as he nearly ran for the seat.

She sat beside Rhett. After a moment she brushed a lock of hair from his forehead.

“Seriously, are you okay?” she pressed, her thumb still idly rubbing his brow.

“Morgan, it’s not going to get any better,” Rhett answered.

“Whatever. Meathead isn’t the only short tempered client I have. I know how to handle myself. I have for years.”

“But I don’t want to lash out at you. You’ve done nothing to deserve it.”

She smiled at him. It was more beautiful than the sunrise. “I brought you here. In doing so, I signed on for this. Good, bad, ugly. It doesn’t matter. I can’t have the alternative. I want you here until you’re old and gray. Okay?”

He couldn’t answer. He didn’t have the faith she did. Her gaze didn’t break from his. Out of the corner of his eye he noticed her cheeks grow pink,

“What?” he pried.

She bit her lower lip. “I missed your blue eyes. I’ve never met anyone with prettier eyes.”

“Morgan,” Meathead called.

She rolled her eyes again. She pressed a quick kiss to Rhett’s forehead and stood. “It’s like dealing with toddlers, I swear.”

She strode across the shop to the waiting client then settled on the stool beside him. Rhett sat stone still, afraid to move a muscle. He was calming down but it didn’t subside the guilt. Morgan had gotten her life together. Her shop was nearly as beautiful as she was. She didn’t deserve a nutcase like him. 

Meathead preened, shirtless, from the seat like a rotund king. It was clear he was out of his mind excited about this ink. 

Morgan tugged a cart to her then rapidly opened one drawer after the other. Out came the tiny jars of ink, gloves, pads, tape and gauze. She bit her lip as she organized her items. After one last glance, she pulled a black latex glove on each hand and turned back to her customer. She plucked the needle from where it hung on the cart. She dipped it in the ink. A faint buzz filled the room moments before she hovered over Meathead's shoulder and began. 

Rhett let go a long steady breath as he took in the woman before him. She barely came up to his chest. Her ripped up jeans hung off her hips. Black combat boots peeked from beneath the cuffs. A round swell of black satin escaped beneath her cropped t-shirt adorned with images of puppies. Between the bottom of her shirt and the waistband was creamy white skin adorned with patterns of ink. Her full, ruby red lips pursed as she concentrated on her work.

Women with tattoos had never turned him on before. The way Morgan wore them stirred a fire he hadn’t felt in a long time.

Morgan and Meathead softly bantered as she worked. She had no qualms about cussing along with him. They spoke of mutual friends, ones that by first impressions seemed to be as dangerous as Meathead was. Never in Rhett’s wildest dreams did he imagine the quiet, shy, wallflower who helped him with his homework, who kept him eligible to play football and wrestle, the one he told his secrets to, would turn into this lavender haired, tattooed, hellraiser.

He lost track of time as he watched her work. The hum of the needle was oddly soothing. Morgan flipped it off then patted at the art on Meathead’s arm gently with a piece of gauze. She laid a clean pad over it and taped it down,

“Ok, you know the rules. Right?”

Meathead bounded out of the chair then twisted to look at his shoulder. It didn’t matter that it was impossible to reach and covered with a pad. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Do you need a care instruction sheet?”

He paused. “Yes, ma’am.”

She chuckled as she crossed to the desk. She swiped up a sheet from a stack lying on a file divider then grabbed a couple other items. She slipped them in a bag. She returned to the excited man and handed it to him.

“If you have any questions, call me,” she instructed.

“Will do. Are you heading to the Tailpipe? You can ride on the back of my bike.”

Morgan looked at Rhett as she shook her head. “Not tonight. We need to settle in and order a pizza. Maybe another night. Give the guys my love.”

“Sure thing.” Meathead turned to Rhett. “Good to meet you, man.”

“Nice to meet you, too,” Rhett replied. 

Morgan watched as Meathead left, closing the door softly as he went. She reached out to Rhett, curling her hand to summon him. “Come on. Let’s go home.”

He rose slowly and crossed the room to her. When he was close enough, she wrapped her hand in his. They stood there, staring at each other in silence before she led him after her. One by one she blew the candles out, never letting him
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