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        Cline

      

      

      The drafting table that used to sit in the dormer window of my spare bedroom mocks me. Now, it’s crowded between the sofa and the entertainment center in my living room. Virtually abandoned by both my muse and me. When I opened my three-bedroom house to my sister Hannah and her daughter, after Hannah caught her dirtbag husband cheating on her, I didn’t want them to have to share the only empty room. So I cleared my stuff out and gave them both rooms. Trouble is, giving up my space also seems to mean giving up my creativity. I haven’t successfully inked a panel in my comic book since the night my sister showed up on my doorstep with murder and heartbreak warring in her eyes.

      “Any luck?” Hannah rests her hand on my shoulder, and I know she means to be supportive, but it’s another reminder that my space isn’t my own. I can’t even be in a temper about my missing muse without having to watch out, so I don’t make her feel worse than my scumbag soon-to-be ex-brother-in-law already has.

      I’m a solitary man by nature. As an art teacher at Mariposa High School, I spend over eight hours a day surrounded by rowdy students, and that’s more than enough peopling for me. More. Than. Enough. I like to come home, get out my brush pens, and work in peace on the comics I’ve been publishing with a local comic press for a few years.

      I have zero regrets for pushing Hannah and my niece, Hayley, to stay here until the end of the semester. Hannah’s planning to move the two of them out to our parents’ ranch to regroup. They need to stay ‘til winter break, though, so Hayley doesn’t have to change schools in the middle of the term. A few more months. That’s all I keep repeating in my mind. Then I’ll have my silent sanctuary all to myself again.

      “It’s fine, Han. Really. I’m not on deadline, right now. I’ll get my groove back, and until then, I get to spend time with my perfect princess niece, who I can never see enough of. Stop worrying.”

      “Uh huh, I see where I rank on the list.” Hannah has the worst pretend mad face of anyone I’ve ever met. It’s a good thing Hayley really is a perfect kid, because my sister definitely isn’t cut out to play the mean parent.

      “There’s no list, sister dearest. Just Hayley and the rest of the world. Right Hayls?” I can see her toes peeking in from the doorway, so I know she’s eavesdropping. I just don’t know why, but I’m guessing I’m about to be roped into some tweenager adventure with her and my sister.

      Sure enough, I’m needed for their shenanigans. For weeks, Hayley’s been begging to have her ears pierced. I made Hannah promise not to take her to one of the mall kiosks because any place that uses one of those automated piercing guns is definitely not well trained enough to put holes in anyone I care about. I suggested Hannah take her to Vice and Vow Ink, which is the tattoo shop where I get my tattoos done. I’d gone in for a piece on my calf a few months ago and saw that Vice, the owner of the shop, had added a small area for a piercer since I’d last been in. Whoever she’d hired hadn’t been working that day, but I’ve been going to Vice since she was an apprentice across town. If she trusts someone enough to hire them, I do, too.

      “The website says only eighteen and older, though. please, Uncle Cline. Will you call your artist friend and ask her to let me get my ears done at her shop? You said we needed to have a licensed piercer do it, and you said Vice and Vow Ink is the best place in town. I’m only trying to do like you told us.”

      Fuck, it’s not like I was going to say no to Hannah, but Hayley knows exactly where to hit me. It’s a guarantee, if she plays the “Uncle Cline knows best” card, there’s nothing I won’t agree to. It’s my not-so-secret kryptonite. Obeying me is the surest way for anyone to get what they want from me.
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        Myrie

      

      

      “No. Not happening. Nein. Ne. Non. Nyet. Nope. Vice, I don’t put holes in kids. Full stop, and you know this, dammit.” I knew today wouldn’t be a good day. Living in a too small house with my mom and all my younger siblings means more days than not, I wake up to find everything is already fubar. Fucked up beyond redemption. Battle hymn of my entire life, or at least, the last five years of it.

      My youngest brother apparently blew a fuse by overloading an outlet with video game crap in the middle of the night. Ergo, no alarm for me. No coffee either, after my sister knocked my travel mug off the table, swiping up her backpack in a huff about not having enough hot water for her shower. That’ll happen when there are five kids, all trying to get ready for school at once, plus my mom and me just hoping for a chance to pee and brush our teeth.

      I’m twenty damn years old. I should be in a college dorm or an apartment with too many roommates who make me crazy. Not still living at home with my mommy and my little brothers and sisters. College was never a path I dreamed of, but I probably would have gone just because that’s the traditionally accepted next step after high school. Didn’t work out, though. My sophomore year of high school my parents were in a car wreck while driving home from parent-teacher conferences for the littler kids. Mom was injured pretty badly, and my dad was killed on impact.

      With a brisk clearing of her throat, Vice brings my attention back to center in that calm commanding way she has.

      “Any other day, sure, I’d back you on that, and you know it. But I’m asking you as your friend and boss. Please put holes in this kid.” Vice is my boss at Vice and Vow Ink, and she’s the person I respect most in the world. She opened the shop when she was the same age I am now, and I can only dream of having my shit together the way she always seems, too. Even when she was all out of sorts because her fiancé Miller’s dad was trying to punish her for helping Miller’s half-brother, everything she did was cool, calm, and badass.

      “Fine, but if she cries or freaks out at the first sight of the needle, I’m not going any further.” At the last place I worked, I saw too many little kids losing their minds. Parents wrapped around them like boa constrictors to force them to finish the process. I swore I wouldn’t ever stoop so low, and for six months, Vice has backed me up.

      “Fair. Just give her a chance. I tattoo her uncle, and he’ll be coming in with them later today. He was Zander’s art teacher, and I’m giving you my word he’s not the type to force a kid to do anything.”

      Hearing his name, Zander’s head pop up from where he’s sketching at the front desk. He grins the kind of carefree smile only someone totally secure in their world can pull off. He tosses down his pencil and jumps up to run and scoop me into a bear hug. He bounces us up and down like a kid finding out he’s headed to an amusement park. We’ve gotta be a funny picture. In my platform boots, I’m nearly as tall as he is. Some days, the kid is like an overgrown puppy.

      “Mr. Ellis is coming? This is awesome! I missed him last time. I’m glad I brought my portfolio in with me today.”

      Alright, alright, I concede. If two of my favorite people in the world like the guy, then he must be worth doing a favor for without the tantrum I’ve teetered on the edge of.

      “When are they coming?”

      With uncanny timing, the soft whoosh of the door answers my question.

      “You were so sure of me then?”

      “Myrie, I know you. I know why you refuse to pierce minors, and I get it. I also know that if a young person is confident and willing to take care of their piercing, and their parent or guardian approves, you would respect that choice and help them get the most high quality experience and
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