
  
  

[image: ]
When Sadie Callahan gets a mysterious phone call that brings her back to the hometown she happily left in the dust, she’s confronted with her past in the form of her high school sweetheart Jared Ferrara. 
Jared is the ultimate bad boy with sleeves of tattoos, a leather jacket, and, of course, a motorcycle. He let Sadie leave town once, but never again—if he has anything to do with it…
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Visit www.rachellevaughn.com for updates and subscribe to Rachelle Vaughn’s newsletter for exclusive content, giveaways, and special offers!
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  Dear Reader,


Well, it was only a matter of time before I wrote about a bad boy. 

If you’ve read my books before, you already know I have a soft spot for the nice guys. In my opinion, they don’t always finish last—especially not in my stories. I married one myself, and I don’t think they get nearly as much credit as they deserve.

But in Mama’s Ink, Jared Ferrara insisted on being written exactly as he is—a little rough around the edges, a little dangerous, and impossible to ignore. Of course, beneath the tattoos and leather jacket, he’s still got a heart of gold…and Sadie knows better than anyone that looks can be deceiving.

No matter what kind of guy “floats your boat,” as Mama would say, I hope you enjoy Mama’s Ink.

Happy reading,
Rachelle Vaughn






  
  Chapter One

Mama’s Daughter


It was a gorgeous day in San Francisco, California. The early morning fog had lifted to reveal a brilliant blue sky and perfect midday lighting. I looked through my camera lens and was pleased by what I saw. Movie star, Lexi Laprise, twirled underneath the Fountain of the Tortoises, her designer dress skirting the water. The spring sun shone down, making her blonde hair glow like a halo around her angelic face. It was a beautifully stunning sight and exactly what Name magazine paid me to capture.
Shooting locations in the Bay Area were limitless and living here gave me a distinct advantage. All morning I’d had Lexi traipsing around in fountains and climbing over statues. She was a trooper and a consummate professional and she knew as well as I did how important it was to get the perfect shot. The park had been taped off to keep the paparazzi out and the crew was anxious to call it a day.
When Lexi reached her arms above her head and tossed her hair back and looked over her shoulder at the camera, I knew I had the shot.
I had spent the last four years since graduating college making a name for myself in the photography business. I didn’t specialize in fashion photography as much as people photography. Black and white photos mostly. Sometimes color distracted from the emotions I wanted to capture.
Today, as I photographed Hollywood’s most famous actress, I was reminded of a completely different scene ten years ago and 250 miles north in my hometown of Red Valley. Memories of the past grabbed hold of me and suddenly I was sixteen again, standing in front of the fountain in the middle of Kimball Square.
“Come on, Sadie,” Jared Ferrara urged. “You overthink everything too much.”
His words caused me to plant my fists on my hips and give him my best glare. It was a glare I had perfected after hours of practicing the same one that Mama had given me a hundred times before. But the glare was wasted on Jared. He had already chucked his black Converse and socks and jumped into the fountain. Water splashed my new chiffon top—damn him—and I had to abandon my stance and step back to avoid any further onslaughts of water.
“Sadie!” he pleaded again. “Come on. No one’s even around to catch us.”
I looked around and as much as I hated to admit it, he was right. But that didn’t mean we wouldn’t get in trouble. The last group of kids who had frolicked in the Kimball Square Fountain had been suspended from school and given two months of community service—or so I’d heard.
Jared marched around the fountain like he was hell-bent on splashing all the water out of it. Water soaked through his jeans. Those are going to be difficult to peel off soaking wet, was all I could think. And then I shook the thought away because I had no business thinking about Jared sans jeans.
“Sadie,” Jared scolded. He’d copied my hands-on-hips stance and I stared defiantly into his hazel eyes. “I dare you to get into this fountain right now.”
He was always doing things like that. Always tempting me to break conventional wisdom or break the law. Always pushing me to do more, worry less, feel more…
I sighed and rolled my eyes. Dammit. Jared was the last person on earth—besides Mama—that I wanted to look weak in front of. So, after much cajoling, I finally relented. Ever so carefully and slowly enough to make Jared squirm with impatience, I toed off my canvas sneakers. I removed my socks, tucked them inside my shoes, and rolled up the hem of my leggings. Just because I was being reckless didn’t mean I couldn’t also be sensible.
I took a deep breath and stepped into the fountain. The water was cold and the bottom was filled with coins. Wishes that people had made and tossed inside, hoping they would magically come true. I had thrown pennies into this same fountain, too. I had wished for Jared to notice me, for him to hold my hand in the hallway at school, to kiss me in the darkened movie theater while images of celebrities flashed on the screen.
Jared grabbed me by the waist and twirled me around just like I had always wished for.
I blinked and shook away the memory. Just thinking about Jared had caused my breathing to speed up and my heart to flutter. My camera felt heavy in my hands and the afternoon sun prickled my skin. Even a decade couldn’t dim the feelings I had felt for him. Our time together had run its course and yet the image of his face in my brain could still make me weak in the knees.
Here I was, photographing one of those glamorous celebrities, and I couldn’t seem to focus on my work without the past barging in and distracting me. The past was a time and a place in which I was intimately familiar. Both of which I’d spent a significant part of my life running from. Nothing morbid or traumatic had happened in my childhood, I had just devoted my life to proving I was better than the place and people I had come from. We can’t choose where we come from, but we do have a say in who we become. Little did I know that those two people—me then and me now—were much more similar than I had originally thought.
I hadn’t thought about Jared Ferrara in months. He wasn’t a part of my life anymore. He was part of the reason I’d left Red Valley and set out to make it in the big city of San Francisco. Why did I think of him now? We hadn’t been together in years. I guess time and distance weren’t enough to heal a broken heart.
The memory had me flustered. I swallowed, shook away the cobwebs of past loves, and focused on the scene beyond my camera lens. Lexi tilted her head and lifted her chin. That was it. That was the shot that would end up on the cover. I just knew it. Her eyes spoke volumes and her body language screamed superstar. Issues of Name would fly off the newsstands with her on the cover and I knew I had done my job.
I snapped a few more shots even though I knew we already had the cover photo. I lowered my camera and let it hang from the strap around my neck. “That’s it, Lex,” I shouted. “We got it!”
She put her arms back down to her sides and tossed her blonde hair over her shoulder. “Did you get it?” she asked, her blue eyes sparkling and cheeks flushed.
“Yep,” I answered confidently. “Come over and take a look at what we got.” I waved her over to the computer monitor.
Lexi spun around one more time just for the fun of it and took the hand that was offered by my assistant and gingerly climbed out of the fountain. She was all smiles and giggles when she approached me. Working with Lexi was a photographer's dream and never once did I take my job for granted. I had photographed Lexi before and her outgoing personality and down-to-earth attitude made her one of my favorite celebrities to work with.
This was what I had worked my entire life for. Here I was, Sadie Callahan, standing in the center of Nob Hill’s Huntington Park with a full crew, photographing an A-list celebrity. The feeling that things were “too good to be true” was never far away.
I ditched the overindulgent thought and turned to the screen where the photos I took of Lexi were displayed. In my opinion, there were no touch-ups required. The fine lines on her face only added to her natural beauty and made her more real and relatable to the public. But Hollywood didn’t want natural and real, they wanted everything airbrushed and plucked and polished until its celebrities looked like plastic aliens. That would be done later at the Name postproduction offices.
As soon as I chose the final proofs, I could officially begin my spring vacation. I had given my assistant the next three weeks off and was excited for some R&R. I was planning on trying out some new restaurants and visiting a few museums. All the things my boyfriend Brock had been urging me to do since I’d moved to San Francisco from Red Valley four years earlier. Now that he was consumed with running his own restaurant, I feared I might be forced to enjoy a solo vacation. Maybe that was why Jared Ferrara had suddenly decided to invade my thoughts.
Three weeks might sound like an extravagant amount of time off, but I’d been working non-stop. I wasn’t home very much because I spent most of my time taking photos and I was looking forward to relaxing.
Next week, Brock and I were moving in together. It was a big step in our relationship and the extra time off would be welcome while I merged our two households together and adjusted to the transition. There wasn’t much to merge, though. Just a few pieces of furniture and lots of clothes.
Choosing my apartment over his was a no-brainer. Compared to Brock’s tiny apartment, I had a bigger, nicer place and a view of the bay and the city lights at night. I had a spacious living area with room for my studio and office. Real estate was at a premium in San Francisco and I wasn’t about to give up such a perfect location. Brock would rent out his apartment, we’d live happily ever after, and Jared would remain in Red Valley and in the past where he belonged.
I had just started to click through Lexi’s photos when my phone rang and Mama’s phone number flashed across the phone’s display. I excused myself and stepped off to the side for some privacy, leaving Lexi in the capable hands of my assistant to look over the shots.
“Hello?” I answered, expecting to hear Mama’s gravelly voice greeting me in return.
“Hi, Sadie,” a man’s deep voice replied.
“Hank? Is that you?” I asked, already knowing the answer. Only one man I knew had a drawl that rivaled that of John Wayne and it was Hank.
“Yeah, it’s me.”
Hank lived with Mama and worked for her in her tattoo shop as well. His voice came through the phone line crystal clear even though he was 250 miles away in Red Valley.
“What’s going on?” I asked. I could count on one hand the number of times Hank had called me over the years. “Is everything okay?”
“Yeah…uh…” He cleared his throat and I could tell he was stalling for some reason. “You should come home, Sadie.”
I sighed. “I’m already planning on coming up for a weekend this summer.” Or however long I could put up with Mama. I was putting off my obligatory visit until July or August. Or maybe even September.
“Yeah, I know. But I think you might want to come a little sooner. Prob’ly as soon as possible.”
My stomach did a weird somersault and I gripped my phone a little tighter than necessary. “Hank, what’s going on? Is something wrong with Mama?”
He let out a strangled sound and finally answered. “I just think you should come home, ‘kay, Sadie?”
Home. Red Valley hadn’t been my home in a long, long time.
“Put Mama on the phone,” I told him.
“She’s not here. She’s at the shop.”
I could call her there, but I wouldn’t. I knew how Mama hated to be bothered on the phone at the shop, especially when she was in the middle of a tattoo.
“Sadie, you know I wouldn’t bother you if it wasn’t important.”
“Okay.” I did some quick calculations in my head. “I’ll drive up tomorrow.” It just about physically pained me to say those words, but it was the only way I was going to get Hank off my back.

      [image: ]I thought about Hank’s phone call long after I’d hung up. Hank had never asked anything of me…ever. What had him in such a rush to get me back to Red Valley? And why hadn’t Mama called me herself?
I never knew my biological father. Mama told me he was in a “rock ‘n’ roll” band and when I was twelve, she told me he died on a tour bus from a drug overdose. It didn’t bother me that I never knew him. I could never imagine Mama with a man anyway. Hank was the only man I ever saw with Mama. They denied their relationship all through my childhood, but anyone who had eyeballs could see they loved each other in a silent, unique, weird kind of way. Two people could be only “roommates” for so long before you started to put the pieces together. 
Hank was a good man. He treated Mama right and gave her the space she craved. Sometimes they would sit on the front porch in silence, neither one of them saying a word until well after the sun disappeared below the mountains. It was like the two of them didn’t need words to communicate with each other. It was the only time Mama was quiet.
I never felt a void from not having a father. If anything, I had several dads. The guys that worked in and hung around Mama’s tattoo shop were my family. They all contributed something different and beneficial to my childhood. Rusty taught me about cars; how to drive and how to change a tire if I ever needed to. Doc, the former doctor turned tattoo artist, helped me with my math and science homework and was always there with a first aid kit whenever I skinned a knee or elbow. Goose, the shop’s resident portrait artist, who got his name because he looked like the actor in Top Gun and because when he laughed, he made a honking sound, taught me how to tell when a person was lying by looking at their facial expressions and body language. And there was no shortage of colorful characters coming into the shop to be inked.
I hadn’t been back to Red Valley since the Christmas before last. Even though I’d spent my entire adolescence trying to fit in there, it wasn’t my world anymore. It wasn’t my home. It was easier to keep my distance. It didn’t help that Mama and I never saw eye to eye.
“We’re like oil and water, you and me,” she’d said on more than one occasion. When I was young, I never understood what she meant by that. Was she comparing me to motor oil or was she implying that I was weak like water?
Later, I had asked Hank what it meant and he explained it was when two people didn’t get along. I couldn’t argue with that. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to get along with Mama. I tried, I really did. But most everything she did and said had a way of rubbing me the wrong way. I wanted to be sophisticated with a glamorous life and she was straight out of an episode of Hee Haw. I wanted her to want to change for me. To try and not embarrass me with the way she talked. To show interest in my passions and talent. The men in her shop showed more enthusiasm about me and my photos than she did and, as Mama would say, that stuck in my craw.
Mama wasn’t the only reason I steered clear of Red Valley. Jared Ferrara still lived there, he still worked in Mama’s shop, and he was the last person I wanted to run into.

      [image: ]Back at my apartment, after Lexi had air-kissed me goodbye, I kicked off my shoes and poured myself a glass of wine. The bra was the next item to end up on the floor and I changed into a comfy pair of yoga pants and a tank top.
I called Brock and he answered right before his phone was set to go to voice mail. It wasn’t the best time to call him during the dinner rush at his restaurant, but he needed to know about the change in our vacation plans. Or the change in my plans at least. He hadn’t officially scheduled any time off.
Brock had promised me that business wouldn’t be so crazy at the restaurant after the first year, but we were six months past that point. Don’t get me wrong, I was happy for him and glad he was doing what he loved, I just wished he had more time in his life for other things—like me. I guess that was one of the things that balanced out my life and prevented it from being “too good to be true.”
“Do you have a minute to talk?” I asked him. The noise in the background was deafening. 
“Uh, sure,” he answered reluctantly.
I shoved the guilt aside and pressed on. “I’ve decided to head up to Red Valley a little earlier than we planned.”
“I thought we were going together this summer. You promised me I could finally meet your mom.”
He actually sounded disappointed, which was difficult for me to fathom. “You can still come up then,” I said, “but I need to go now. It’ll just be for a couple of days.” Long enough to find out what had Hank so spooked anyway.
“Do you have to go now? Why don’t you wait a few months so that I can come with you?”
“I need to go now. Hank made it sound urgent.”
Again, I could hear the disappointment in Brock’s voice. For some reason he had his heart set on meeting Mama. It was his idea to meet her in the first place. Me, I knew it probably wouldn’t go over so well, so I’d always brushed him off. She’d insult him or do some other kind of unrepairable damage and he’d never want to speak to me again.
The sounds of the kitchen were loud in the background. Someone yelled Brock’s name. “You should go,” I told him. “It sounds like you’re busy.”
Brock’s fast-paced chef/restaurant world always left me feeling frantic and unnerved. He couldn’t help that his work was hectic and I couldn’t fault him for always being caught up in it. It was just the way things were.
“Come down to the restaurant later. I’ll make you a late dinner and try to talk you out of going.”
I held in the sigh that was threatening to escape my lips. All I wanted to do was shoot up to Red Valley, take care of whatever there was for me to take care of, and come back home.
“I’d love to, but I’m leaving first thing in the morning.”
I could hear him talking to someone in the background. “I’ll let you go,” I said, not hiding my irritation. “I’ll call you when I get there.” He wasn’t listening to me anyway.
“Okay.”
The line went dead and I stood there for a while looking out the window. As bustling as the city was, it was feeling lonelier by the day.
I went into the bedroom to pack and the pretty frame I’d bought at a boutique in Sausalito caught my eye from the dresser. Inside the frame was a photo of Brock and me at Baker Beach. We looked happy and surreal, almost phony like the photos that came with picture frames. We really looked like the perfect couple. We had great careers and everyone was always telling us how we made such a cute couple. Upon closer inspection, my smile looked forced and wooden and I was grasping his arm like I was afraid he’d take off at any moment. 
The wine was causing my emotions to float to the surface and I set the glass on the dresser along with the photo. I started packing and neatly folded a few days’ worth of clothes into my suitcase. I didn’t travel much, not that I didn’t like to, but most of my work was here in San Francisco. When I was a kid, all I ever wanted to do was travel, but things didn’t always turn out the way you pictured them.
I looked at the row of my clothes hanging in the closet and knew I should probably start making room for Brock’s things. When I tried to imagine his clothes hanging next to mine, I couldn’t. When I looked down at the floor and tried to imagine his loafers and sneakers next to my heels and flats, I couldn’t.
I’d need to make room in the bathroom for his toothbrush and razor and shaving cream, but I didn’t feel like doing that either. The thought puzzled me as I added my toiletries to the suitcase.
Shrugging it off as cold feet, I called my best friend, Revecka. She had a way of cutting through the bullshit and cutting me down to size when I needed it. The call went straight to voice mail. She was clearly avoiding me and I knew it probably had something to do with Mama. Rev was closer to Mama than I was and I’d bet everything in my bank account that she knew what was going on and why Hank had called me.
“Rev, it’s Sadie,” I said into the phone. “I’m driving up to Red Valley in the morning. You can’t avoid me forever.”
I disconnected the call and tossed my phone onto the nightstand and crawled into bed. The trip to Red Valley would be uncomfortable, to say the least, but it would be nice to see Rev. She was like a sister to me and it had been too long since we’d chatted face to face. She was the most colorful character I knew and I missed her blunt personality and blatant honesty. Rev was probably the only thing I missed about my hometown.
It was only a four-hour drive from my apartment in San Francisco to Red Valley. I had no excuse for not visiting more often, but the once-a-month phone calls to Mama seemed to work out just fine for us. Whenever I called, she’d just start talking about so-and-so who’d come into the shop that day or about some tattoo she’d done. Mama talked a lot, but she never asked about me or my work. I don’t think she meant to hurt my feelings, it was just her way. She was brash and brutal and that’s what everyone loved best about her. No wonder she thought of Rev as a daughter. The two were cut from the same cloth.
Mama didn’t have that sensor in her brain that filtered words and made you think twice about them before you said them out loud. Other kids in school acted like Mama was something I should be ashamed and embarrassed of, but I didn’t think too highly of their preppy, strict, and business suit-clad parents either. I didn’t mind her straightforwardness. It was real and honest, and besides, it was all I knew.
Mama also smoked just as much as she talked. She had the ability to keep a cigarette dangling out of the corner of her mouth without it falling out as she told a story. I never much cared for the smell of it and the smoke stung my eyes and I stayed away from cigarettes altogether. “It’s my only vice, Sadie girl,” she’d defended. “I don’t eat like a pig, gamble away the rent, or cheat on my taxes, so give me this one thing.”
Mama wasn’t like other moms. She never wore makeup, didn’t own a dress, and never went to the salon to get her hair or nails done. She always wore a standard uniform of scuffed cowboy boots, acid-washed jeans, and a plaid button-down shirt. My high school graduation was no exception. She didn’t not dress up to be rude or anything, that was just how Mama was. She didn’t change to meet other people’s expectations and she didn’t care what anyone thought about it.
In her forties, her brown hair had started filling in with gray. When I asked her if she was going to color it, she frowned and lit a cigarette.
“There’s nuthin’ wrong with a little gray, Sadie girl,” she’d said.
“Jenny’s mom gets her hair colored every six weeks,” I’d told her.
Mama had narrowed her eyes at me. “Is that right?” she’d asked with a hint of sarcasm scraping in her voice.
“Uh-huh,” I’d answered proudly.
“Well, I bet she also drives a minivan and has a picket fence around her house. Now, stop pickin’ at me and run along outside.”
Mama was older than other moms, too. She had deep wrinkles around her lips from smoking too much and crow’s feet around her eyes from laughing. Mama was always laughing. She had a deep cackle that made the entire room rattle. Even if you didn’t think what she said was as funny as she did, after you heard that laugh, nobody could keep a straight face.
Mama’s looks were deceiving. Just because she dressed like a cowboy-lumberjack hybrid didn’t mean she didn’t know a thing or two about femininity. One day when I was in elementary school, a pretty college girl came into Mama’s shop looking to get a butterfly tattoo on her hip. I could tell she was skeptical about Mama’s ability to draw anything besides Popeye anchors and skull and crossbones.
From across the room, Bubba, one of the other artists at the time, piped up on Mama’s behalf. “Don’t let her looks fool ya,” he’d yelled, looking up from the grizzly bear he was inking on an overweight truck driver. “Mama can do girly tats like nobody’s business.” 
The pretty college girl breathed a sigh of relief and
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