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      home

      Remy

      The house I share with our lead guitarist, Cooper, feels oddly quiet after six months straight touring with Murderous Crows. But it’s a welcome change from cramped tour buses and hotel rooms. Everything is exactly how we left it, yet it still feels slightly foreign after months away, even after being home for a few days.

      It’s great to be back, but I barely have time to unpack before I have to repack again for my trip back home to Eureka.

      As much as I want to see my family for my sister Kat’s wedding, part of me wishes I could skip the trip. After years away in Vegas and now Los Angeles, going home is bringing up complicated emotions.

      My grandfather, who I spent a lot of time with growing up and who even taught me how to play guitar, moved in with my parents a few years back once his Alzheimer’s symptoms began to get worse, and he couldn’t live alone anymore.

      I haven’t seen him since. And the longer I stayed away, the harder it was to go back.

      So, I didn’t.

      I’ve been taking the easy way out, saying I was always busy with the band, or touring, or some other bullshit story that I know nobody believes anymore.

      The idea of witnessing the once vibrant man who hung the moon for me now deteriorated has kept me from visiting.

      And now, the guilt about all of it is overpowering.

      But with the wedding approaching, I guess it’s time to confront my fears. It’s not like I have much of a choice.

      With both anticipation and dread, I start gathering clothes to pack for my extended stay, grappling with what awaits me back home.

      Cooper stands in the doorway watching me and runs a hand through his red hair. He knows how much this trip is fucking with me. “Hey man, it’ll be nice to see your family after so long, right?”

      “I guess,” I shrug, still trying to imagine what it’s going to be like once I get home. I can’t seem to completely wrap my head around the fact that I’m really going after all this time.

      “Well, at least you get to take a break for your sister’s wedding. I have to turn around and hit the road again with Sloane.”

      Cooper’s fiancée, Sloane, is a singer/songwriter who is getting back into music after some time away. Her music is already taking off, and she’s booked some shows around the southwest over the next two weeks. He’s going along for moral support.

      “Well, you brought that on yourself,” I say as I suppress a groan and push past him toward the kitchen, thinking about my sister Kat’s rapidly approaching “dream wedding.” As much as I want to see my family and hometown, and not even including my grandfather’s issues, any amount of time dealing with floral arrangements, seating charts, and awkward small talk with strangers sounds like fucking torture.

      “You’re not wrong there,” he says, following me.

      The familiar smell of stale beer from long-ago parties hits me as I walk into the dimly lit kitchen. Cooper leans against the granite counter, twisting off the cap of two chilled beers. He passes one to me, the frosty bottle dripping with condensation.

      “Cheers to going home,” he says, holding his out to me. The glass clinks, the crisp sound loud in the silence of the room.

      Cooper is right. The change of pace will probably do me good. Being on the road with the band for so long was starting to take its toll on me. “I’m looking forward to seeing everyone, at least. Speaking of weddings, how are the plans going for you and Sloane?” I ask, anxious to change the subject. He proposed to Sloane right before we left on this last tour.

      He smiles, getting that familiar lovesick look in his eyes. “Really great. Sloane just finalized the venue yesterday. A whole year in advance. Man, it’s crazy to think I’m going to be a married man.”

      I nod, taking a swig of beer and then peeling at the bottle’s damp label. Cooper and Sloane are perfect together, but it’s still wild to think of my bandmates settling down. Our bassist Logan is engaged to our drummer Skyler, and lead singer Jake is engaged to Cassidy, an attorney who now works for our record label. We’re just one big happy family, and here I am, the lone holdout still unattached.

      Up until now, I’ve been okay with that. But, I have to admit, it’s made me start to at least think about the future.

      “And the first out of everyone to make solid plans. That’s nuts. Is the whole ceremony mapped out already? Let me guess, you’ve already picked the menu, and you and Sloane are writing your own vows.” I say wryly, leaning against the kitchen counter.

      “I don’t know. I mean, probably?” Cooper shrugs, not picking up on my skepticism or sarcasm. “We want it to be meaningful, you know?”

      I snort. “You know that’s code for cringe, right? Get ready for seven minutes of awkward metaphors and overly personal confessions.”

      Cooper lightly shoves my shoulder. “Screw you, man. Not all of us can be broody loners terrified of sharing emotions.”

      “Sharing emotions is one thing. Declaring your undying love and devotion in front of three hundred people is another,” I fire back, then mimic in an exaggerated whisper, “‘You are the salsa to my chip, the lyrics to my song, the mint to my mojito...’”

      “Alright, alright,” Cooper laughs, his face almost as red as his hair. “Point taken. But it’s about expressing how you feel, dude. I think it’s pretty cool to share that publicly.”

      After all the public scrutiny he’s been under in the past, I love that he thinks that way. But I can’t let it slide without some jabbing, so I mime gagging. “Save it for the wedding brochure. You won’t catch me doing interpretive dance up the aisle.”

      “Not yet, anyway. Just wait till you find your person.” Cooper flicks his bottle cap at me while I chuckle.

      I resist the urge to make a sarcastic comeback. My bandmates know how I feel about flashy weddings and marriage in general. It’s not that I’m totally against commitment. I just don’t see the need for some formal contract. But maybe I’m biased as the only single guy left.

      Or, honestly - I’m just fucking stubborn.

      Long-term relationships would be great if you could trust anyone not to be after your wallet or status. That’s something I’m not used to dealing with yet. The women I’ve dated recently have definitely added to any trust issues I started with as far as that goes.

      “How’s Kat doing with her wedding prep?” Cooper asks. “Still bugging the crap out of you on the daily?”

      “Fuck, man. I don’t know how you people do it. Her stress levels are through the roof,” I say with a chuckle, taking another swig of beer. “I’m getting at least five texts a day about table linens, catering tastings, and whatever Bridezilla drama is happening that hour.”

      Cooper laughs knowingly. “Well, you’re a good brother for enduring it all. When do you head up there?”

      “Tomorrow. I’m driving up early so I can make it to the bachelor party and all the pre-wedding craziness. And I’m staying all next week, too.”

      “That’ll be great. Quality family time,” Cooper says carefully. He knows why I haven’t been home, but he knows better than to bring up the topic of my grandfather. I don’t talk about him.

      I nod, but privately, my heart clenches in my chest. A sense of dread sneaks up on me, and a sick feeling coils in my gut.

      Great. Family time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      After the flight north, the endless highway stretches out before me as I cruise along the California coast. My stomach is still in knots, thoughts swirling faster than the passing traffic. In a few hours, I’ll be back in Eureka for the first time in forever.

      Part of me wants to floor it, while the other wants to slam on the brakes, turn tail, and head back to Los Angeles. I turn up the stereo, letting the mindless music on a random satellite station distract me. But it can’t quite drown out my racing mind, which is speeding faster than my car.

      My fingers tap anxiously on the wheel, like they would on a guitar, even though there isn’t any guitar in the song that’s playing. It’s a habit I’ve had for years. I hear guitar parts where there aren’t any.

      Finding where I can fit in.

      I think back to being a kid, sitting beside my grandfather as we drove aimlessly around town. He’d always fiddle with the radio until some oldies song would come on, and then he’d glance at me with a smile. It wasn’t really oldies music, more like classic rock, but I’d call it that just to make him feel old. He hated that.

      “This here is real music, Remy. One day, you’ll play guitar just like them. I’ll even teach you.”

      True to his word, he bought me my first guitar on my tenth birthday. Taught me chords and scales on that old acoustic with limitless patience. I wasn’t a fast learner by any means, and my attention span was the size of a mosquito. But he never gave up on me. He saw something in me, a talent that I didn’t know I possessed, and persisted when I wanted nothing more than to give up and do something else. And he was right. Once I caught on, it was like wildfire rushing through driftwood. I was unstoppable. His face would light up with pride whenever I played something new, and that only spurred me on to do more. Do better. The music bonded us.

      A sad smile touches my lips at the memories, and I have to blink away the sting in my eyes. My grandfather was the first one who really believed I could make it big. He never doubted, even when I did. I wonder if he’ll even recognize me now, his long-haired, tattooed grandson a rockstar in the videos on TV.

      Probably not.

      Alzheimer’s has stolen so much, leaving a shell of the man I knew. Will even a shred remain to connect with? I’m terrified to find out, but I know staying away is no longer an option.

      It’s not as if I haven’t kept up with how he’s doing. It’s impossible not to. Everyone in my family calls a million times a day, sometimes video calls, so it’s not like I don’t know what’s going on there. It’s not like it’s some buried secret that I’m about to uncover. No. I know exactly what I’ll be walking into. I just don’t want to.

      Well, put on your big boy rockstar pants and just do it, dickhead.

      As the coastline zips past, so do the years I’ve been away. I’m no longer that shy kid practicing guitar beside his hero. I’m a fucking rockstar. I’m a guitarist in Murderous Fucking Crows god damnit. What the fuck am I afraid of?

      Pain. That’s what. I am pain averse. Hurt avoidant.

      Chicken shit, more like.

      Eureka’s old familiar exit finally appears up ahead, and my chest tightens.

      It’s time.

      I steel myself and take the turn. I’m not sure what emotional nightmare awaits me, but I’m ready to face it either way. A sense of something besides dread needles its way through me, but I can’t place it. It’s not fear or even anything negative, for that matter. It’s a feeling that this trip is going to change me somehow, and it’s the oddest thing in the fucking world. Maybe I’ll finally come to accept that the man I knew as my grandfather is gone and try to deal with the person that is left.

      Maybe.
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      count on me

      Monroe

      The ivory lace flows like liquid metal over my best friend’s curvy frame as she assesses her reflection in the bridal boutique mirror.

      “It needs to be taken in at the waist,” Kat says, critically examining the wedding dress as she holds her blonde hair behind her head.

      “You look absolutely beautiful,” I assure her. “Like a fairy tale princess.”

      Kat smiles weakly, adjusting the satin skirt around her. “Thanks, but it’s still too loose in the bodice. And the straps keep slipping.”

      The seamstress nods silently with pins held precariously between her lips, moving behind her to gather the fabric. I give Kat an encouraging thumbs up from the sidelines.

      She admires her dress a moment longer before worry creeps back into her eyes. “Do you think I’m making a mistake, Monroe? Now it feels like everything is happening too fast...”

      I take Kat’s hand supportively. “Second thoughts are normal. But you and Jack truly love each other. Focus on that, not all the little details.”

      She nods, blinking back tears. “You always know just what to say. Now, come on, it’s your turn. Try on your bridesmaid dress.”

      In the privacy of the dressing room, I slip into the lilac gown, the cool silk and taffeta feeling divine against my skin.

      “Zip me up?” I ask Kat, turning my back to her.

      She obliges and then meets my eyes in the mirror. “It’s perfect on you. I knew that color would be amazing with your dark hair.”

      “Thanks,” I smile, doing a little twirl. “It feels weird to be so dressed up like this. You sure I can’t wear these boots with the dress?”

      Kat laughs. “Ha! My mother would kill me. Or you. Maybe both.” A long sigh escapes her lips. “Look at the two of us, in white and lilac dresses, conforming to society’s traditions. I never in a million years thought we’d give in like this.”

      I make a face as I glance down at all my colorful tattoos on display with the sleeveless dress. “Um, maybe you conformed, but me? Not so much. And I am not covering these up, you know. I love you, but no.”

      She shakes her head. “I would never ask you to. And besides, they’re your own beautiful Monroe Turner creations. You’re like a walking billboard for your tattoo shop.”

      I nod, letting myself get lost momentarily in memories of our late-night talks in college, listening to music together, and plotting out our futures. So much has changed since then, and our plans…didn’t all go as we dreamed. I certainly didn’t plan on opening a tattoo shop with my then-boyfriend, Kai, after graduation. And Kat never planned on marrying before she was forty, let alone thirty.

      “Earth to Money. Come in Money.” Kat snaps me playfully from my reminiscing. “Stay with me here. I need your fashion expertise. Do you think I should go for a bold red lip or a classic nude tone on the day?”

      As Kat holds up options, I picture her gliding down the aisle, bursting with joy.

      “Definitely red,” I say, taking her hand. “You’re the extrovert, and well, it’s your one day to shine. Go big.”

      Kat smiles, satisfied with my vote for the bold red lip. She knows me well enough by now to trust my fashion and style instincts. And I know Kat well enough not to inflict my own penchant for dark colors and edgy designs on her.

      I turn back to the mirror, admiring the delicate floral embroidery along the edges of the bridesmaid dress. Marriage has never been part of my own life plan. The idea of legally binding myself to another person, promising eternity...it just feels too restrictive for my free-spirited heart. Not that I don’t believe in commitment, but a lifetime with someone seems too long.

      My last relationship with Kai had started out passionately but fizzled as he pushed for more commitment than I was ready to give at the time. And I discovered I am way too introverted for his outgoing personality. We clashed from day one, but for a while, it was a thrill.

      Until it wasn’t.

      Still, we managed to salvage a friendship from the wreckage, which led to our current business partnership running the tattoo shop. That feels like the right balance for me. Connection without cages. It leaves me to enjoy my own company and quiet. And to work on my art.

      Kat meets my eyes in the mirror, likely guessing the direction of my wandering thoughts. She gives me a wink. “Come on, we’d better get out of these stuffy dresses before the wedding magic makes you suddenly change your mind about all this romance stuff.”

      I laugh and follow her out. As I change back into my own ripped jeans and vintage tee, I feel relieved to shed the silk for my familiar black denim and flannel. While it was nice to play dress up for a minute, I’ll take my trusty old Doc Martens over Louboutin’s every day of the week.

      Kat hangs her dress up carefully, smoothing the fabric before returning it to the seamstress. I know under her outgoing exterior, she’s an old-fashioned romantic at heart. Me? It would take quite a lot for someone to convince me to settle down. Not big romantic gestures or anything like that. But a feeling inside that I wouldn’t be able to shake, that the person is my person. And I just don’t see that happening for me.

      It doesn’t help that I keep to myself most of the time. It can be hard to meet someone when you never leave the house. And now that my best friend is taking the marriage plunge, I’ll probably have even more time to myself. That does not bode well for any potential future husbands I might come across.

      Being Kat’s bridesmaid is probably the closest I’ll ever get to walking down the aisle. And I think I’m totally okay with that. I’d rather create art than plan weddings anyway. But for Kat, I’m willing to give in a little and squeeze into some lavender taffeta. That’s what friends are for.
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      The chilly ocean breeze drifts through the open door of the Rich Grove Cafe as Kat and I duck inside, eager to warm up with some hot coffee. Despite the midday hour, the cozy coffee shop is still filled with customers seeking their caffeine fix on this foggy summer afternoon.

      “I’m so ready for a hot latte,” Kat says, rubbing her hands together for warmth. “This weather is no joke for summer. I need something to thaw me out. I hope it warms up in time for the wedding. Maybe I should have picked a turtleneck wedding dress.”

      I laugh in agreement as I glance out the moisture-streaked window at the gray skies. Unfortunately, the forecast for the foreseeable future calls for more foggy days, with temperatures barely cracking sixty-five degrees. I keep that bad news to myself. I’m sure Kat doesn’t need to be reminded.

      Gotta love Eureka summers.

      We collect our steaming mugs and settle into two plush armchairs in the corner. I wrap my hands gratefully around my coffee, soaking in its warmth.

      “I sound like a broken record, but I don’t know how you convinced me to move here after graduating SFSU,” I say. “This cold is making me even miss Portland summers right now.”

      Kat grins. “Oh, come on, you know you love it. Just wait for one of those rare sunny days, and you’ll be gushing about the beautiful California coast again.”

      I have to admit she’s right. Despite the chill, the small-town vibe of Eureka has really grown on me over the years. It’s become home. Something I never thought would happen in a place like this after growing up near a large city.

      “Oh, I almost forgot to tell you,” Kat says, leaning forward excitedly. “Remy can come for the wedding. He’ll get here tomorrow so he can attend Jack’s bachelor party and all the lead-up celebrations. And he’s staying a week after, too, to spend more time with everyone.”

      I raise my eyebrows in surprise. Remy, her globetrotting rockstar brother, has been vague for months about attending with his intense touring schedule.

      “That’s amazing!” I reply. “Your parents must be so thrilled he can visit for so long.”

      Kat nods, her blue eyes shining. “They really are. With the touring, Remy has missed a lot. Especially now with my grandfather staying with my parents… But he’s making up for it with this nice long visit.”

      I notice that her expression falters a little, and I know that it’s because Remy hasn’t been home at all since their grandfather’s Alzheimer’s progressed. He hadn’t visited much before all of that, and when he was in town, I’d always been elsewhere. I’ll finally get to meet him. That’s a complicated situation I’m not sure I want to delve into with Kat being so happy today.

      “Well, I bet your other sisters are happy, too,” I say, keeping it light.

      “Oh, absolutely.” Kat gushes. “Violet and Clara are nearly beside themselves.”

      “Well, I’m excited along with them. I can’t wait to finally meet the famous Remington you’ve told me about for years.”

      Careful what you wish for, woman.
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      cold

      Remy

      My heart pounds as I pull into the familiar driveway. The feeling is similar to getting home after the tour, with everything feeling foreign. Only now, it’s been years, not weeks, that I’ve been away. The neighborhood is the same. The house is the same. The only thing different here is me. I’m the one that changed. And despite my success, I don’t know if that’s such a good thing.

      I sit in the idling car, suddenly unable to will myself out and to the front door. What will I even say? Sorry I ghosted for years while Papa lost himself? My family knows why I haven’t been back. It’s not discussed explicitly, but it’s understood, and it’s left alone.

      My life. My decisions.

      My guilt.

      I rake my hands through my hair, trying to gather courage. Just get out of the damn car, I tell myself. But my legs feel cemented.

      The front door swings open, and Mom steps out, looking concerned. Of course, she was watching for me. No more hiding now.

      I force myself out of the car and right into her open arms. As she embraces me tightly, the comforting scent of home fills my nose, and tears almost sting my eyes. Almost. We saw each other last just months ago at the Murderous Crows show in San Francisco, but there’s something about getting a hug from your mother in the driveway of your childhood home that seems to tilt the world on its axis. It’s as if I never left and have been gone forever at the same time, and my brain and heart can’t seem to negotiate the two.

      “Welcome home, sweetheart,” Mom says softly before holding me at arm’s length, studying my face. I brace for questions or reprimands, but she just smiles in that knowing way of hers.

      “What? It’s only been six years,” I smirk. Pulling up my trusty defensive shield of humor.

      She rolls her eyes, seeing right through me but playing along. “The prodigal son returns.” Helping with my few bags, she ushers me inside.

      While everything is familiar, the cozy living room looks rearranged, with the slight smell of medical things underlying the atmosphere. Some furniture is newer since I left, but there in his old armchair sits Papa, staring vacantly out the window. It’s the one piece from his own home that came with him when he moved in.

      My breath catches as we lock eyes. He offers a polite smile, but there’s no recognition. Just confusion at the stranger in his home. My heart clenches as I wait for a spark, the joyful exclamation at my return. But it never comes. This disease has stolen the bond we shared, leaving an empty shell in its wake. My mother had told me to keep my hopes low for any kind of recognition, so I had curbed my expectations for a miraculous reunion. I knew that the likelihood of it was slim to none.

      But I still hoped.

      Some small part of me, the naïve and stupid part, wished that as soon as I walked in the door, he’d somehow be completely lucid. Just my appearance would snap him out of it.

      There is no ‘snapping out of’ Alzheimer’s. It’s an insidious thief. And the grandfather I knew was stolen from me.

      “Donna, doesn’t he look like Remington?” he asks my mother, who is still next to me, a hand on my back for support. “I bet my grandson will look just like you when he grows up. You should meet him. He’s on vacation with some friends, isn’t that right, Donna?”

      My heart craters, and I don’t know how to respond or if I even should.

      “It’s me--” I start, but my mother takes over, saving me from myself.

      “This is Remy, Dad,” she says, her voice obviously practiced in correcting him. “He’s here for Katherine’s wedding this weekend.” The apologetic look she gives me hurts almost as much as his not recognizing me.

      He nods as though he remembers, “Oh, that’s right. You told me about that.” His lost expression returns almost immediately, and he turns back to me. “Nice to meet you.”

      In that instant, I feel like a little kid, unsure of how to act in a new social situation. I hate it. I’m usually the first to introduce myself to people. I’m outgoing. I’m polite and friendly. I meet new people almost every day on the road with zero problems. But now, in front of my own grandfather, I’m suddenly a fish out of water, inept at social graces.

      I glance awkwardly at my mother for some direction on how to react, but she gives me a sorrowful shrug.

      “You too…” I finally say, forcing a smile I don’t feel.

      “Let’s get you settled,” my mom says, grabbing one of my bags and heading upstairs. I take a last look at my grandfather, who has retreated into his mind again before following her. On the way, I leave a piece of my heart on the floor. The piece that had hope.

      I guess I was right. I won’t need it.
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      spark

      Monroe

      Just under the bass of the shop sound system, the buzzing of the needle fills the air as I lean over my client’s forearm, carefully tracing the lines of the calla lily design we sketched out at the beginning of her session. I’m in my creative zone, focused wholly on the artwork unfolding beneath my gloved hands. We’re quiet. No small talk. My clients typically prefer to keep headphones in or zen out, and I’m perfectly fine with that.

      “Monroe!” Kat’s voice cuts through the music from the front of the shop. I glance up and out of my booth to see her waving eagerly, a tall guy with tousled light brown hair standing beside her. Must be the infamous brother.

      I hold up a finger, signaling I need a minute to finish up. Kat nods and wanders toward the artwork covering the walls as I apply the finishing touches and wipe down the woman’s fresh ink. Once done, I flip on the blacklight and check for any remaining traced lines. My client raves over her gorgeous new tattoo and starts planning her next one. That’s the thing with tattoos; they are definitely addictive. We exchange a few words about care instructions, even though she’s been a client since the shop opened, before I see her out.

      Finally turning my full attention to Kat, I peel off my gloves and go in for a hug. “Hey, you. I see you brought company,” I say, glancing over at the man hovering near my paintings.

      “Monroe, meet my famous rockstar brother, Remy. Remy, this is my best friend for life, Monroe, a.k.a. Money,” Kat introduces us with a dramatic flourish. “You two finally get to meet in person after all this time.”

      I reach out to shake Remy’s hand. His warm, calloused grip envelops mine, and the warmth of his skin gives me goosebumps. Stormy blue-gray eyes meet my gaze directly. Pictures and brief glimpses of video chats between him and Kat have not done this guy justice. In person, he’s…simply breathtaking. As in, I literally have to remind myself to breathe. I’ve never reacted to someone like this.

      And I’m not sure how I feel about it.

      Oh boy, maybe Kat’s wedding will be more interesting than I thought...

      “Outside of background waves, hello, it’s nice to finally meet the famous Remy Matthews,” I say, finally catching my breath and hoping my voice doesn’t betray my sudden nerves.

      Remy smiles, revealing a slight dimple in his left cheek. “The pleasure’s all mine. Kat’s told me a lot about you.” His voice has a smooth, low timbre with just a slight touch of rasp that sends an involuntary shiver running down my spine.

      Get a grip, I scold myself. Just because he’s a rockstar doesn’t mean you need to swoon.

      “Don’t believe everything she says,” I reply with a small laugh. “She’s been known to exaggerate on my behalf.”

      Remy chuckles, the sound rich and mellow like aged whiskey. “Oh, trust me, it’s all been good.” He holds my gaze, and I feel warmth rising in my cheeks. An intrigued glint flashes through his eyes. “I’m surprised we’re only now finally meeting.”

      The disappointment under his expression mirrors my own secret emotions on that revelation. I have a feeling we’ve been missing out. On what, though, I’m not entirely sure.

      I can’t seem to stop grinning at him, and his eyes haven’t left mine since our gazes met. There’s a charge to the air between us that could ignite if just one of us moved wrong. I’m not usually one for prolonged eye contact, but with Remy, I can’t look away.

      It’s what is behind his eyes that’s so intriguing. There’s a mystery there, and it makes me want to find out what it is. My initial thought is that it’s sadness, but I could be completely wrong. Kat’s told me nothing catastrophic about his upbringing, so I don’t think it’s that. Then I remember that the drummer of his band died not too long ago, and I wonder if he still grieves for him. I want to know what it is that he hides behind that mask. But is this more than just idle curiosity…?

      Kat glances between us, a sly smile playing on her lips. “You should see Money’s artwork. She’s amazing.”

      “This is your work?” he asks, pointing at the small frames covering the walls. “I’d love to see more,” he says, and it doesn’t look like he’s just saying that. He means it.

      I lead them farther into the studio, acutely aware of Remy walking close behind me. Stopping before a series of pictures of various sizes on the back wall of the seating area, I gesture for him to take a look.

      “These are all mine.” I think the words come out, but I can’t be sure. If they did, they were super quiet. My sudden case of the nerves is disconcerting. Not surprising, but still unsettling.

      He steps forward, observing each one carefully. My artwork consists of illustrations combining detailed black ink linework depicting things like birds, flowers, and even architecture, with soft watercolor accents and splashes. It reflects my tattoo style as well and what clients come to expect when they hire me. It’s a bit out of the ordinary, but it’s unique to me.

      Remy pauses on a small piece depicting a dragonfly rendered intricately with fine lines. Blues and purples bleed behind it in a hazy wash. I rub my arm self-consciously as I await his reaction. I’m not the best at critiques, even if they’re good. No, maybe, especially if they’re good. I never could take a compliment with any sort of grace. I just don’t like the attention.

      “These are incredible,” Remy says, meeting my eyes again. His earnest admiration makes my cheeks flush hot. I bite my lip and have to glance away shyly under his intense stare. “The precision of your lines mixed with the looseness of the colors creates such a mesmerizing contrast. You’ve got some serious talent.”

      I feel the blush creep deeper into my cheeks at his words. And there it is. A perfect example. The compliment that makes me so uncomfortable. God, I suck. “Thank you. That’s really nice of you to say. I’ve been trying to develop my own style combining line and wash techniques…” I drift off, not wanting to bore him with my process.

      Remy nods thoughtfully, tearing his gaze away and moving on to another piece. “Well, you’ve clearly found your artistic voice. There’s something magnetic about your work. I could stare at these for hours.”

      “Money is such a great artist,” Kat gushes. “She just started applying for apprenticeship positions with master artists for both her artwork and her tattoos. She’s about to have her proverbial door knocked down.”

      “It’s not that big of a deal…” I deflect.

      “Oh, wow. That’s great,” Remy says, eyebrows lifting. “Though, from looking at these, I’m not surprised. I hope you hear back soon.”

      His sincere appreciation makes my heart flutter in spite of myself. I smooth my hair self-consciously, and a tingling spikes in my chest at the reverence in his tone. “Well, we’ll see. I really appreciate you taking the time to look at them, anyway.” I head back to the reception area and away from the attention.

      He shrugs. “I just call it like I see it. Your style is very unique and emotive. That’s a word, right?” He laughs a little self-consciously and looks between Kat and me with a grin.

      I can’t help but smile back. Something’s happening here. I’m not sure what it is, but it’s something. I haven’t connected with someone so quickly in a long time, if at all. And especially not over my art.

      The front door swings open, the little bell above it jingling. My ex-boyfriend and business partner Kai saunters in, his gaze immediately flicking between Kat, Remy, and me.

      “Kat, so good to see you,” he says warmly, giving her a quick hug.

      “You too,” she says, hugging him back.

      “Hey babe, I thought you would be done with clients for the day,” he says to me while looking at Remy curiously. A muscle in his jaw twitches.

      Before I can respond, Remy steps forward and puts out his hand. “Remy Matthews. I’m Kat’s brother. I’m in town for the wedding.”

      Kai’s eyebrows raise slightly at this introduction, but he shakes Remy’s hand. “Kai. I’m Monroe’s partner. I co-own the shop.” He emphasizes the word
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