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      Going back to school is the last thing I want to do. It means leaving her, the one person I feel a connection with. I didn’t see her coming, and she’s my polar opposite in every way. But I can’t stay, and I can’t ask her to leave.

      The tattoo shop, Life in Ink, is slow for the time of day. Usually when the sun starts to go down people make their way into this part of town, hoping to get a tattoo from Charleigh or Bianca. The guys do amazing work, too. But the girls…They are what draw the crowd in. Charleigh’s marketing efforts have definitely helped in that area.

      Sophie is at the desk in the lobby, checking her phone while trying not to stare at Adrian. When is he going to realize that she has it bad for him? It’s apparent to anyone who has been in their presence for more than five minutes. “Hey, Soph. Is Bianca around?”

      She’s so startled she almost falls out her chair. “Oh, hi Marshall. Um,” she glances around the shop. Not really looking for anybody in particular but doing her best to keep from making eye contact with me. “She called in today.”

      “Is she okay?” She hasn’t responded to my text messages or answered the phone. That’s not out of the ordinary since she’s not a fan of having it on her all the time. But knowing she called in doesn’t sit well with me.

      “I don’t know,” she shrugs. “She only said that she wasn’t feeling well.”

      “Okay.” She never calls in to work. Tattooing people is her entire world and her passion. I know for a fact she had a few appointments today, and she’s not one to let them down or reschedule. Something weird is going on. “Can you tell her to call me if you hear from her?”

      Sophie only nods. Relieved, she turns back to her phone. I turn to the front door to leave when I spot Charleigh coming out of her studio. Her eyes go wide. Something is definitely up.

      “Charleigh, have you heard from Bianca?” She backpedals, rushing to get out of my line of sight. It’s no use, I follow her into the room. “Why do you look so panicked? You’ve talked to her, haven’t you?”

      She sighs. “Yes, I’ve talked to her.”

      “She’s not sick, is she?”

      Shaking her head, she fiddles with a sketchbook sitting on the counter. “She’s not. She doesn’t want to see you today.”

      “Why not?” I demand. It’s my last chance to see her before I leave this evening. I wanted to take her to lunch and make it special for us.

      “She said it would be too hard for her.” Charleigh picks up a pen and begins to sketch, keeping herself busy while delivering news she knows is going to destroy me. “She fell for you over the summer. Hook, line, and sinker. Seeing you leave will only tear her apart knowing she can’t go with you. And you aren’t staying.”

      “How am I supposed to tell her goodbye?” I sit in her tattoo chair and bury my face in my hands. I fell for her, too. It wasn’t supposed to happen. I was just looking to spend time with someone I found interesting. Instead… I found a person I would fight for. But I have to leave. I’ve already registered for my classes. And, even though my parents aren’t struggling, I can’t let them take the financial hit that dropping my classes would entail.

      “I don’t know, Marsh. But don’t blow up her phone. It’s difficult enough for her already.”

      Sighing, I get to my feet. “Thanks. Will you tell her I’ll miss her and that I’ll be back in December.”

      “Yeah, I’ll tell her. But give her time to heal. She doesn’t get close to anyone, and frankly I’m a little surprised she let you in.”

      “Thank you.” I give her a quick hug. She’s become a part of our group since she started dating Jake. More than that, she’s good for him. “You better send me pictures of Layla. Just in case Jake forgets.” Layla is Jake’s seven-month old baby, and I’m happy he got his shit together so he could be a part of her life.

      “I will.” She looks me over, seeing the sadness all over my face. “Things will work out the way they are supposed to. Like I said give her time, but don’t give up hope.” She winks, and I let myself believe her if only until I walk out of this shop.

      With a wave and quick look at Bianca’s area, I leave Life in Ink. Regret passing over me and wishing I had more time with the girl that took me by surprise.
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      I don’t think I’ll ever get used to Jake living on his own. I mean, I’m sure I will, but it’s weird. We were roommates, literally in my tiny bedroom at my parent’s house, for the entirety of last summer. Now… He’s all grown up and living like an actual adult. He’s even a huge part of his daughter’s life.

      And what am I doing? Sitting on his couch moping about a girl who obviously wants nothing to do with me. I could have it so much worse, but I don’t. I have two parents that love and support me, some of the best friends a guy could ever need, and an invitation to hang out with everyone tonight. I’m debating skipping the get together so I can continue sulking…alone.

      “Stop fucking frowning,” Jake says from across the room. He’s picking up the few video game cases he has to keep Charleigh from riding his ass about it. They are seriously the oddest pairing, but they work.

      “I’m not frowning,” I argue. “I’m scowling. There’s a difference.”

      He shrugs, “Looks the same to me.” Shoving the last game case onto the shelf, he sits on the coffee table. It wobbles under his weight, and I’d be lying if I didn’t secretly wish it collapsed and he fell right on his ass. “Are you coming over to Tonya’s with us?”

      “Nope.” I lean across the worn couch in Jake’s living room. It’s not comfortable, but at least he’s doing his best to make this a home. Staring up at the ceiling, I continue, “No offense, but I don’t really want to be around a bunch of couples. Not unless I can have her by my side.”

      “Have you tried calling her since you’ve been home?”

      “I’ve called her every damn day since I left for school in August.” I growl. “You know that. But, all I get is her voicemail. I’m actually surprised she hasn’t blocked my number yet.”

      “That must mean she isn’t over you.” He throws his hands in the air as if he just had the greatest idea ever known to mankind. “You should make some grand gesture. Girls like that shit, don’t they?”

      Charleigh enters the room at that precise moment. “Wow,” she shakes her head. “It’s a wonder you ever managed to snag me with all that romantic prowess.”

      He waggles his eyebrows, “We both know what prowess won you over.”

      “Don’t be a dick.” She turns to me, taking in my slumped, sad figure occupying their couch. “She isn’t over you. She’s trying, but it’s complicated.”

      “How is it complicated?” I shake my head trying to understand. “When you like someone, you date them and see where it goes. You don’t refuse to see them and ignore all their calls.”

      “Understandable, but her family isn’t exactly accepting of some people she chooses to date.”

      “Why?” Baffled, I run my hands through my hair. It’s starting to get too long. I’ve been so immersed in school work, football, and trying to get Bianca to talk to me that I haven’t had it cut in who knows how long.

      “That’s not for me to explain.” The frustration that is no doubt evident all over my face must sway her a bit because she dangles a small carrot in front of me. “You should try to talk to her. But don’t tell her I suggested it. I was under her wrath before, and I don’t want to be there again.”

      “Where is she?” My keys are in my hand before I’ve even made it off the couch.

      “Well,” she clears her throat. “It’s the weekend, and if I’m not there, someone has to be to cover any clients that have to come in.”

      I stand up and pull Charleigh into my arms, squeezing her to me in appreciation. “Thank you,” I whisper.

      “Hey, hands off my girl,” Jake shouts. He’s laughing so I know he isn’t being serious.

      I set her down, and rush toward the door. Just as I pull it open, Charleigh hollers. “Don’t forget, this wasn’t my idea.  You just randomly showed up.”

      Waving her off, I close the door behind me. Excitement coursing through my veins. This probably isn’t a smart idea, but I’ve never been one to back down from going after what I want.
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      The drive to Life in Ink takes too long, and not long enough. The heater blows full blast to combat the cold night air. I have no idea what I’m going to say to her, or if she’ll even want to talk to me. But I have to do something. I can’t keep torturing myself with thoughts of her. I need to know if there’s still something between us.

      I park a few streets away from the shop. The walk over is going to make me freeze my ass off, but it will give me time to come up with some sort of speech. Who am I kidding? I’ll most likely spout nonsense as soon as I see her.

      Pulling open the door to the small tattoo shop, I let the warm air wrap around me. My hands are stiff from the cold even though they were shoved into the pockets of my coat. Sophie’s eyes widen the minute she sees me. The wild panic in her eyes is the same as when I came here to tell Bianca bye before I left for school.

      “Marshall,” she whisper yells. “What are you doing here?”

      “I came to see Bianca, obviously.” She stutters, about to give me some sort of canned excuse about her not being here. “There’s no point in lying and telling me she’s not here. I know she is.”

      Her mouth hangs wide open. “How?” Before giving me a chance to answer, she mutters, “Charleigh.”

      I nod. There’s no sense in giving her any grief about it. And, if Sophie figured out she’s the one who told me, then Bianca is sure to know. I’ll have to do my best to deflect the attention away from her. I don’t want her in trouble with her friend, something I thought I would never see since they hated each other for most of the summer. Well…even before that.

      Sophie clears her throat. “Bianca won’t be free for a couple of hours. She’s with a client right now.” I’m impressed with the backbone Sophie has grown. When she first started working here as the receptionist, she was meek and shy. I’m happy she’s found her voice and put whatever was haunting her in the past.

      “Well, then I’d like a tattoo. When’s her next opening?” I’m crossing my fingers that people decided to stay in, and that I can wiggle myself into her schedule.

      Her finger slides down the open appointment book in front of her, and I lean over the counter to make sure she’s not going to lie to me to protect her co-worker. Not that she needs protecting from me. I just want to talk to her and say all the things I didn’t get a chance to back in August.

      She flips the page, and my heart sinks. Every single line so far has been filled with a name. Bianca has always had a full schedule, but there’s almost no breathing room. Is she keeping herself busy because of me? That might be thinking pretty highly of myself, but I know what we had over the summer was real. And, I know she felt it, too.

      “She has an opening two days from now.” Sophie’s soft voice brings my head up. “Unless you want me to schedule you with Charleigh, Adrian, or Corey.”

      “No, I can wait two days. Bianca is the only one that has ever put ink on me, and I’d like to keep it that way.” I tap my knuckles on the counter, frustrated that I’ll have to wait an entire two days before seeing her. “If someone cancels, will you call me? I can be here in thirty minutes.”

      She glances to the left, toward the room Bianca works in. “Sure thing,” she smiles reassuringly.

      I turn to leave but catch a of glimpse of Bianca as she walks past her door. I wonder if she was standing to the side listening to the entire conversation, or if she simply walked by. As much as I want to linger, if only to get a moment to talk to her, I decide against it. This is Corey’s shop, and he can be scary if he thinks someone is going to cause a problem. I don’t want to give him a reason to dislike me.

      “Thanks, Soph,” my feet guide me to door, even though I want to walk to Bianca’s room. As my hand touches the door, I turn back. “Please call me if someone cancels.”

      Sophie’s demeanor softens, the desperation I feel evident with my pleading. “I will.”

      I walk back to my car dejected, but also hopeful. I’ll get to see her in two days. It may not be how I want to talk to her, but it’s the only way I know for a fact that she’ll see me. It gives me time to figure out how I’m going to woo her and get her to see how right we are for each other.
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      I breathe a sigh of relief as soon as Marshall walks out the door. I’m surprised he came, even though I should have suspected it. He hasn’t relented in his calls and texts since he left.

      My last client left about ten minutes before Marshall came in. I was going to pop into the break room to grab a snack before my next appointment but stopped in my tracks when I heard his voice. All sorts of emotions hit me at once. Fear that I wouldn’t be able to deal with him. Frustration because he won’t give up on me. And, hope because he hasn’t. I knew he was going to have to leave for school when I became involved with him and did my best to tell myself that it was only a summer fling. But I felt so much for him in such a short amount of time. Way more than I thought was possible. When he left I couldn’t handle it. Just the thought of saying goodbye almost brought me to my knees.

      He understood me and didn’t let my surly attitude scare him away. Hell, if it wasn’t for him I probably wouldn’t have become as close as I have to Charleigh. That sly girl, she’s the only one who would have put him up to coming here tonight. She’s been bugging me for the past four months to accept his calls, or at least respond to him and tell him whether I’m still interested.

      Of course, I’m still interested in him. But, it’s not that easy. My family wouldn’t accept him. Don’t get me wrong, they’ve never had a problem with any of my friendships. But…bringing home a white guy that I’m dating, that would cause an uproar. My dad would throw a fit. I’m not certain what my mom would do, but I can’t imagine it would be good. She’s pretty outspoken when it comes to things she doesn’t agree with. It was stressful when I brought Charleigh to the house one time. Mom did everything but interrogate her. Like what’s she going to do?

      There’s no point in dwelling on it right now. It won’t do any good to get worked up over something that may not be an issue. My next client is late, and I might as well go grab my snack before he gets here. I walk out of my studio and almost run right into Sophie. She apologizes, “I tried getting rid of him as fast as I could. But he insisted on making an appointment.” She looks around making sure nobody is listening to our conversation. “I can always tell him you’re sick on that day.”

      Shaking my head, I sigh. “There’s no point. He’ll show up regardless of what you tell him.” He may even show up before his appointment in case someone cancels. I definitely wouldn’t put it past him. “He’s persistent like that. At least I have people here that can come to my rescue if it’s needed.”

      “That’s true.” Sophie nods vigorously. “I know Charleigh and Corey are working. I’m not sure about Adrian, though.” She shoots a glance at Adrian coming out of his studio. Turning her attention back to me, she resembles a love-sick puppy.

      Sophie needs to get it together and go after him. He’s never going to be the first person that makes a move because he’s worried she’s too young for him, and that he’s too damaged. I kind of want to lock the two of them in a room together to force them to deal with their feelings for each other. It’s ridiculous how much they tiptoe around each other. A studio Christmas party would provide the perfect backdrop. Maybe I’ll talk to Charleigh about it, and we can gang up on her uncle to make it happen. Then again, who am I to be giving relationship advice. I just hid in my studio to avoid the one person who means anything to me.

      I scoot past Sophie. “I’m going to grab a snack before my next appointment shows up.” If he ever shows up. It’s not like him to be late, but I’m also happy for the reprieve. It gives me time to clear my head and feed my growling stomach.

      Corey is in the breakroom when I walk through the door. I don’t say anything. There’s only one thing on my mind, well two but I can only deal with the one, and that’s food. A few containers of yogurt line the top shelf of the refrigerator, and I grab two of them. I should probably run to the restaurant down the block and grab dinner, but I’m sure it’s packed with people brave enough to venture out into the cold. These will have to suffice until I leave work in a couple of hours.

      “You didn’t go with Charleigh tonight?” The sound of Corey’s voice makes me jump and I hit the top of my head on the fridge. He couldn’t have waited until I was sitting at the table to ask?

      “No,” I reply, pulling the chair out before plopping onto it. “I already had a few appointments lined up and I didn’t want to leave y’all short-handed.”

      “It’s not like we’re incredibly busy,” he argues. “It’s nothing Adrian and I couldn’t have handled.”

      “I know, but I didn’t want to reschedule my clients. And,” I breathe. “I didn’t want to be around all the lovey-dovey couples tonight.”

      He eyes me, as if he can see the real reason I didn’t want to go. “You were scared to run into that young man that was in here just a few minutes ago, weren’t you?”

      I have to be honest, I’m not a fan of the direction this conversation is going in. “No, I would rather work. Besides with Christmas coming up in a week, I need the extra money.”

      “If that’s what you want to tell yourself.” Corey gets up and leaves me in the breakroom. Alone with my thoughts. I think he might be right. A part of it had to do with all the couples, but I knew Marshall would most likely be there. Instead he showed up here. Maybe I should have gone with Charleigh after all.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The television is blaring when I walk through the front door. Why can’t my parent’s listen to the damn thing at a normal volume? It’s not like they can’t hear.

      My point is proven when Mom calls, “Bianca, is that you?”

      “Nope,” I roll my eyes and put my jacket on the hook beside the front door. “Just your friendly neighborhood axe murderer walking through the front door.”

      “Don’t be a smart ass,” she scolds as she comes around the corner.

      I wasn’t intentionally being a smart ass. Okay, maybe I was, but still. Who else did they think it would be. “Sorry, Ma,” I mumble. I could argue but that would just lead to further chastising. And, as much as they annoy me, I know better than to be disrespectful. After all, I have to live with them, too.

      “Why are you home so late?” She glares at me.

      I’m unsure why I should still have to answer to them concerning my whereabouts. Shit, I’m twenty-four years old. But I’m also the girl that’s scared to bring the guy she likes around her parents because of their prejudices. Ones that I don’t even understand. “My last client took longer than expected.”

      That’s not the entire truth. She only ran over thirty minutes because she was late. I sat in my car for a bit, debating whether I should call Marshall, go to Charleigh’s, or head home. Home won, obviously. But I’d be lying if I said my fingers didn’t hover over his name while I contemplated what I was going to do. The mental energy just wasn’t there for me to actually push the button. Maybe I’ll call him tomorrow to confirm our appointment for the next day. Hearing his voice earlier tonight sent warmth spreading throughout my body.

      “Bianca,” Mom snaps. I didn’t even realize that I spaced out.

      “Sorry,” shaking my head, I see the concern cross her face. There and gone, making me wonder if I imagined it. “Did you need anything else? I’m tired, Ma.”

      “No, mija,” she lightly squeezes my arm. “Get some rest.”

      Halfway down the hall, I hear her voice again. “If something was wrong, you’d tell me, right?”

      It’s an odd question. She’s never really taken an interest in my feelings. I know she loves me, but she’s never been over affectionate. “Yeah,” I call over my shoulder. Looking in the mirror I see why she asked the question. I look like hell. My eyes are puffy and sadness emanates from me. Why didn’t Sophie tell me how horrible I looked after Marshall left? Ugh, I hope my client didn’t see, or couldn’t tell, how all over the place I am right now with my emotions.

      I’m not normally this emotional. Marshall just has a way of bringing it out of me. I’m not even sure if he knows how much he truly affects me. His daily calls could be proof, but that only shows how much he cares for me, which is…a lot. If only I was brave enough to let him know how much I care about him.

      I fall asleep to memories of inking Marshall’s skin, and fun summer days spent in his arms.
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      “Marshall,” Mom’s voice coming from downstairs scares the hell out of me. So much so, that I jumped and hit my head against the headboard. Glancing at my alarm clock, I groan at the time. It’s only eight in the morning. Why is she hollering for me so damn early?

      “Yeah, Mom?” I was planning on getting as much sleep as possible today. It’s tattoo day, and I’m the last appointment for Bianca. I’m also going to take the opportunity to talk to her, and I don’t care how long it takes.

      “Breakfast is ready,” she answers. “Come eat.”

      I narrowly miss the headboard as I flop back on the bed. I can live without breakfast. What I need is sleep, and a plan for tonight. I don’t even know what kind of tattoo I’m going to get. But I know better than to tell her to surprise me. That’s how Jake got the ridiculous tattoo on his arm from Charleigh.

      The door to my bedroom slams open just as I’m closing my eyes. “Marshall, I said get down here and eat. I’m not going to let you lie in bed all day. You’ve been moping for far too long. How is this girl going to take you seriously when you look like you’ve been living on the streets?”

      Ugh, perceptive parents are the worst. And, I obviously share way too much information with them. It could be worse. I could have asshole parents like Jake does. I’m happy I can be open and honest with them. It makes things like telling them I’m transferring to a closer school much easier, and they don’t flip their shit. If anything, I think they were happy that I’ll be closer to them.

      “I don’t look that bad.”

      “Well, you don’t look all that great either. Now, get your butt in the kitchen and eat something.” She points down the hallway and I know I need to listen, or she’ll jerk the blankets off of me.

      “Fine, I’m coming,” I sigh. “Can you go so I can get some clothes on?”

      “Oh, uh, yeah.” She blushes. “But if you’re not in the kitchen in five minutes, I’m coming back.”

      “I know, I’ll be there in a few.” If I’m not, she will be back. And she just might roll me out of my bed herself. She’s savage when she says to do something. She means it, and not whenever I feel like it.

      As soon as my bare feet hit the cold wood floor, I pick them back up. Maybe I should start keeping socks on my nightstand so this crap doesn’t happen every single morning. It’s times like these that I wish we had carpet, or at least a rug of some sort. I finally psych myself up to put my feet down again and run to the dresser that holds my socks.

      Now that my feet are properly covered, I throw on a pair of sweats and a hoodie. I was perfectly warm in my bed under the blankets. Why must my mother be such a busybody? Slowly, I make my way to the kitchen until I smell bacon. If there’s anything that will cause me to quicken my pace it’s the smell of delicious, fried, pork goodness.

      “It’s about time,” Mom scolds. “I was beginning to think I needed to go back into your room.”

      “The floor was cold,” I shrug. “My sensitive toes didn’t want to freeze.”

      She shakes her head. “I’ll pick you up a rug while we’re out today.”

      Wait…did she just say “we”? “What do you mean, we? I don’t want to go anywhere, yet.”

      “Too bad.” She states bluntly. “Your father has been busy working, and we need lights to put up outside. We also need to get a tree.”

      Yep, this is why I’ve never been a huge fan of Christmas. My family goes crazy with the decorations, and I always end up on the roof. “Do we have to do that today?” I’m not above whining to get out of this, even if I know it’s useless.

      “Sorry, kiddo. It’s happening. Christmas is next week, and I’m already behind. I haven’t even gotten any gifts yet.” She taps her fingers on the table, concocting some devious plan, I’m sure. “While we’re out today, maybe we can find a gift for Bianca.”

      “Why would we do that?” I grumble. “I don’t even know if she’ll speak to me, let alone accept a gift from me.”

      “It’s better to be prepared than not. Maybe she’ll be more open to seeing where things go with y’all once you tell her that you’re moving back.”

      “One can hope.” That’s all I’ve been doing for the past few months. But I won’t go down without a fight. She needs to know how much she means to me.

      “Well, we’ll still see if we can find something.” She stands up from the table and begins cleaning the mess from cooking breakfast. “Finish eating and get ready. We’ll head out in about an hour.”

      Yay. Not really. I’m not looking forward to standing on the roof to hang lights, and possibly fall to my death. One of these days I’m going to talk them into hiring someone to do it. Or, I’ll get my own place so that I’m not asked to do this crap for them. Who am I kidding? I’d do anything they asked of me. But I’ll complain about it the entire time.
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      “How about this?” Mom points at a necklace behind a glass case.

      Going to get lights and a tree morphed into hitting the mall and doing all the other million things she wanted to do. She’s crazy if she thinks I’m going to work on putting the lights up today. At the rate we’re going, I’m barely going to get to my tattoo appointment, and I’m not missing that.

      “She’s not going to like that.”

      “What girl doesn’t like pretty jewelry?” She gives me the side-eye. “Maybe if you would have introduced me to her over the summer, I would have a better sense of what she likes.”

      “Bianca wasn’t ready for that. And, no offense, but you get kind of personal really early on sometimes.”

      That’s part of the reason I didn’t want to bring her home. Mom has a tendency to want to know someone’s entire life story as soon as she meets them. But a larger part is she asked me not to. I don’t know why, for sure, but I have a feeling it had something to do with her thinking we wouldn’t be anything more at the end of the summer. The jokes on her. I want a future with her.

      “Well, what would she like?” I love that she doesn’t try to deny that she’s nosey as hell because she knows it’s true.

      I peer around the store, knowing I’m not going to find anything that Bianca will like. “I think we need to go to a craft store.”

      Mom knows that Bianca is a tattoo artist and her eyes shine with approval of my choice. I wonder if that was a test of some sort and wanted to know if I was serious about her. “I think that is a wonderful idea.”

      Luckily the craft store is only a couple of miles from the mall. Mom opts to wait in the car while I go inside to see what I can get here. The options are endless. I didn’t realize there are so many different types of map pencils. How am I supposed to know which one is the best? If I could afford to buy a couple of different sets, I would, but most of these are thirty bucks a pop. There’s no way I could get her multiple boxes and still get her a sketchbook with it. Instead of trying to google each product, I pull my phone out of my pocket.

      

      Me: What kind of map pencils should I get Bianca?

      Charleigh: Why are you getting her something? I heard things didn’t go the way you planned the other day.

      Me: Just in case she lets me back in. I want to have a gift for her for Christmas.

      Charleigh: Hold on. Let me sneak into her studio and take a picture of the ones she has on her table.

      

      A few moments later a picture of one of the sets I have in my basket shows up on my phone. Proud of myself for getting it partly right, I put the other pencils back. Grabbing a couple of sketchbooks, I walk to the checkout counter. There are easily twenty people in front of me. I wouldn’t think a store like this would be so busy, but I’m not going to begrudge the crafty folks out there for trying to make gift giving more personal.

      Finally, I’m back in the car. It’s early afternoon, and I still need to figure out what I want Bianca to ink onto my skin. “Are we done now?” So what if I’m whining. I didn’t want to come out today, anyway. “Can we go home?”

      Mom rolls her eyes, clearly exasperated. “Yes, we can go home now, you big baby.”

      I’ll gladly own the “baby” title if it gets me home and out of retail hell.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      There are only fifteen minutes until my appointment, and I’m getting nervous. Not because of the tattoo, that part is like therapy to me. But because of the many different ways Bianca may react. This whole thing could go a few different ways, and most of them end with me going home alone without answers.

      The design I would like is folded up in my hand as I walk through the doors of Life in Ink. Sophie is sitting behind the desk, watching a video. “Is Bianca ready for me?”

      There’s no response. She hasn’t even looked up from her phone. Surely, she felt the draft that followed me into the shop. She can’t be that zoned out. Except, it appears she is. I pull on one of her earbuds until it falls down. “Hello, earth to Sophie.”

      “Shit,” she screeches. “You scared the hell out of me. Don’t you know it’s rude to yank headphones off of a person?”

      “Don’t you know it’s rude not to pay attention when customers walk in?” I’m not trying to be an ass, but I’m nervous and I need everything to go smoothly. “Maybe leave an earbud out so you can still hear when people come in.”

      “Sorry,” she replies, softly. “That’s actually a good idea, though. I’ll have to do that from now on. I just wasn’t expecting you to be so early.”

      I shrug. It’s not like I had anywhere else to be. If I stayed in that house a second longer, I might have lost my cool on my mom. And that wouldn’t be pretty when my dad got home. I told her I had stuff to do, but she insisted on me helping her decorate the inside of the house. “I was hoping she’d be done with the person before me early. It never hurts to be somewhere before you’re supposed to.”

      “I guess,” she laughs. “Anyway, yeah she’s ready. Do you want me to take you back?”

      “I’m good.” Each step toward Bianca’s studio feels like quicksand pulling at my feet. As excited as I am to get to her, I’m terrified this is going to blow up in my face.

      Bianca is sitting at her table, sketching and completely in her own world. “Am I interrupting?”

      She jumps back, sucking in a huge breath. “Oh my God, Marshall. You can’t just sneak up on people like that.”

      “What’s up with the ladies in this shop being so jumpy today?”

      Her eyebrows furrow. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Sophie was so into some video on her phone that she didn’t even notice me come in. Then got pissed when I pulled an earbud out.”

      “Maybe you should walk louder,” she smirks.

      Smirking is good. It means she’s in a playful mood, and if I play my cards right, she’ll be back in my arms before I leave tonight.
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      Nope, this isn’t happening. These goosebumps and crazy ass butterflies need to vacate the shop. I will not be swept away by Marshall again. That means no more flirting, or anything that might give him hope. He came in to get a new tattoo, and I’ll keep it professional. I don’t have a choice. If I let even a tiny piece of his charm break through my wall, I’m done for.

      “Do you know what you’re getting?” If there’s one thing I know about him, it’s that he puts a lot of thought into what he gets inked on his body. Every single tat he has comes with a meaning.

      “Yeah,” he unfolds the piece of paper he had in his hand. “But, I want you to put your spin on it…if you have time.”

      Taking the image from him, I’m careful to grab it from the top. I don’t want to accidentally touch his hand. If just being in his presence has my body going all sorts of crazy, there’s no telling what will happen if I actually touch him. I’m sure it will be something akin to fireworks or seeing stars. I can’t control my reactions to him, and that’s almost as infuriating as having feelings for him in the first place.

      An anchor? That’s what he wants tattooed on him? It would almost be odd if he didn’t already have a compass on his chest. “How are you wanting me to customize it?” It looks pretty badass the way it is. I’m not sure what else I could add to make it better.

      “However, you want.” He answers. My glare is enough of a response for him to clarify. “It needs some color. Maybe a splash of waves around the anchor.”

      I like where he’s going with this. The design is still simple but also adds a pop of awesome. Marshall should definitely consider a career in tattooing, or at least design. He has a spark of creativity that shouldn’t go wasted. “I can definitely do that. Give me a few to sketch them around the anchor.”

      He nods and leans against the door jamb to give me some space to work. The silence is comfortable. Like something a couple who has been together for years might feel. I really need a switch to turn these emotions off. He wouldn’t fit in with my family, and it’s not like he’s here permanently. He still has to go back to college in January, and I’ll be in the same position I was last time. Heartbroken.

      “So, what have you been up to since August?” He just had to break the silence and make things awkward. Why couldn’t he just leave well enough alone.

      “Working, mostly.”

      “Ah. You were so busy working you couldn’t answer the phone, or reply to a single text message?” He accuses. He’s right, but I did it for my own well-being. I wasn’t about to pine after a guy that I knew I couldn’t have. He suggested doing the whole long-distance thing, but that shit never works. Our relationship would have gone up in flames.

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but yes. I’ve been insanely busy. It’s not easy to work the hours I work while also trying to help support my family.” Shit. That last part wasn’t supposed to come out. I never told him that I’m the main provider for my family. It’s not that I view it as a burden, but they’ve raised me and have fallen on hard times. I owe it to them to help out now that I can. The only thing I’m trying to avoid are the looks of pity when people find out. It’s none of their business what I do with my family. I have two younger brothers that are still in school, and without my help…they wouldn’t have the things they need.

      “What?” Marshall rears back, shocked at my proclamation. That reaction, right there, is the reason I don’t tell anyone anything.

      “Nothing,” I mumble. “Just forget I said anything.”

      Slow steps approach me from behind, as if I’m a caged animal that’s about to snap. In some ways I am, but I’d much prefer we drop the whole conversation and get down to business. “That’s why you didn’t call me?”

      “I said drop it, Marshall.” A sigh escapes my body. “I don’t want to talk about it. Let’s just get this tattoo done so I can go home.”

      “Why can’t we talk about it, Bianca?” He crosses his arms over his chest, and the tight, long sleeve, shirt he’s wearing does nothing to hide his bulging muscles. “I’ve been trying to talk to you for months. I haven’t dated anyone else, and I’m just looking for answers.”

      “Answers about what?” I shake my head. “The non-response wasn’t enough of an answer. I can’t do this right now, Marsh. I’ve been picking up every extra shift I can, and still it’s not enough. I’ll have to get another part time job.”

      “What happened? Does your mom or dad need work?”

      “It doesn’t matter what they need. I can handle that.”

      “Why won’t you let me help you?” He’s pleading, and it breaks my heart. But he doesn’t understand. Dad’s work has always been fickle, but this is the first time he hasn’t immediately bounced back. I’m terrified this will become my life. I’ll be working until I’m too tired and bitter to care what anyone thinks of me or be able to love anyone.

      “Because we don’t need your help, Marshall.” I am two seconds from slapping the concern off his face. Ma always told me that I can’t trust most guys. That they would use me up and toss me aside for the newest version to walk the streets.

      As much as I want to say that he is different, I know that eventually it will happen. I stand up, my chair tumbling to the floor, grab my coat and head for the door. “We’re going to have to reschedule.” I shake my head. “I can’t do this right now.” I give one last long look at Marshall before running out of the room.

      His voice calling my name is muffled by the sound of the bells jingling on the door.
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      "Shit," I don't have my keys with me. Maybe I'll be lucky and Marshall will have already left the shop. But so far tonight, Luck hasn't been on my side. I am seconds away from marching back into the building to grab my keys when I remember there's a hide a key behind my driver side wheel. In this moment, right here, I'm happy that I listened to my uncle's nagging and placed one there.

      I've barely opened the door when Marshall clears his throat from behind me. What part of I can't do this right now did he not understand? I need space. I know he probably thinks the four months of me ignoring him was enough space, but it's not. Before he couldn't show up where I'm working and demand answers I'm not ready to give.

      "Can we at least talk about this?"

      "No, I don't want to talk right now. You… This… It's too much. I don’t have room for you in my life right now, and I'd appreciate it if you would just give me time."

      He shifts his body until he is in front of me and looking me in the eyes. This whole time I've been talking to him while staring into my car because I'm afraid of the pain I will see written across his face. "I've given you four months." The anger and frustration in his voice is barely contained. "How is that not enough time? You could've picked up the phone any of the times I've called you or texted you and told me to fuck off, and I would've listened. But instead, you acted like I didn't exist."

      Tears form in my eyes, and it is taking all of my power not to let them fall. I'm about to interject his rant, but he's not finished. “And now, I'm the bad guy because I want a future with you. Or maybe I'm just an idiot for thinking you actually cared, and letting you string me along."

      That's what he thinks. I'm just stringing him along. That is so far from the truth it's not even funny. But I can't come out and tell him that my family can come off as super judgmental, and they probably wouldn't approve of him. Normally, I would get in my car and drive off. But, that's a little difficult considering he is in front of my door.

      I take a step back, putting distance between us. "You have no idea what the hell you're talking about. I have never had the intention of stringing you along."

      "Well, you have a funny way of showing it. Are you even still interested in me? Or do you even care?"

      I throw my hands in the air, frustrated beyond belief. "Of course, I still care. If I didn't, you wouldn't affect me so much, and I wouldn't have to barge out of my job because I don't know how to deal with those feelings." I can understand why he might think I don't have feelings for him anymore, but I know he's a master at reading body language. It's not hard to miss that I get antsy anytime he is around.

      He is stunned into silence. It's a normal occurrence whenever I open my mouth, but I expected a bit more of a fight after that declaration. The silence doesn't last long, though. "So, you want to go out on a date?"

      "Dios mio," I groan. "Did you not just hear anything I said? I don't have a little box I can put you into that’s nice and neat in my life right now. My parents aren't going to like you, and they can't get by without me."

      "How do you know I won't win your parents over?"

      “Because all that matters to them is that you’re not like me, like us.” I hang my head in shame at the admission.

      “What does that even mean?”

      “It means you’re white, and they have only ever wanted me to find a nice Mexican guy to settle down with and have lots of babies.” I shake my head because that is not the life I want for myself. I want to decide who to love and control my destiny.

      Marshall snorts. “You…have lots of babies. I don’t see that happening. At least, not anytime soon.” I glare at him. “I’m not saying you won’t be an excellent mother in the future, but I know that’s not what’s in the cards for you right now.”

      The cold air is finally starting to break through my anger, and a sigh escapes my lips. “Try telling them that. But that’s not the only reason they won’t be a fan of you. You’re younger than me, and that will be another strike against you.”

      “My age shouldn’t matter,” he huffs, indignantly. “It’s not like I’m the type that likes to party all of the time. Hell, I’m the most adult person in my group of friends.”

      “That’s true,” I agree. “I’m not sure that Jake would have ever been good enough for Charleigh if you weren’t right there steering him along the way.” Looking him over, a smirk crosses my face. “You’re like his very own conscience.”

      “Better be careful, or I might think you’re flirting with me.”

      That small comment reins me back in. I can’t go down this road with him. Not only would it piss my parents off, but there’s no way it can work. “I need to get home. Call Sophie to reschedule you for tomorrow or sometime this week. I’ll do it for half price since I ran out on the session.”

      “Bianca, don’t leave.” His voice is quiet, barely above a whisper. I would love nothing more than to stay and talk to him, but I know that how comfortable we are with each other will come back to bite me in the ass.

      “I need to. Call Sophie.” I slide into the car, but before I close the door I say one more thing. “During our next appointment let’s try not to get so personal. Keep it professional.” Not giving him a chance to respond, I close the door and start the car. I put it in gear without letting it warm up and drive the speed limit all the way home. If only to prolong my arrival.
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      What the hell just happened? Everything was going okay. We were talking, not about what I wanted, but we had an actual conversation. Then, she freaked out and left without a word except to call Sophie.

      To hell with calling her. I stomp back into the tattoo shop to ask Soph if she’ll give me Bianca’s first available appointment tomorrow. I’m barely through the door when I run smack dab into a person. I’m about to apologize but Corey frowns down at me. This isn’t going to go well.

      “What the fuck did you do to her?” His voice thunders through the shop causing a few people waiting in the chairs by the window to look up. Shit, this is not good.  Not good at all.

      “N-nothing,” I stutter. There aren’t many people I’m truly afraid of, but Corey is one of them. He’s massive. I also know how protective he is of his team.

      “Then why did Bianca run out of here like the hounds of hell were at her feet?”

      “I asked her about us, and I freaked her out. But I didn’t do anything, I swear.” I take a step back, closing the gap between myself and the door. “We were outside talking, and she left. She told me to reschedule my appointment.”

      I knew I should have called instead of coming in here. My rash decisions when it comes to being in Bianca’s life are going to kick me in the ass. Maybe it’s a sign that I shouldn’t pursue her. Maybe I should let her go. Even thinking that rips my heart to shreds. It’s not an option for me. Not unless she stops showing that she cares.

      Corey stares me up and down, causing me to shrink back. “I’ll let you upsetting her pass this one time, but don’t let it happen again.” He turns to go back to his office, wherever that is, and pauses. “Don’t give up, kid. She does care about you. But try not to do this shit in my shop. This is a business, not some hookup zone.”

      “Y-yes sir.” My shoulders slump in relief. Today isn’t the day I get pummeled for going after what I want. At the same time, my heart does a victory dance. That’s two people who have confirmed that Bianca still has feelings for me. It takes everything in me not to throw my fist into the air.

      Sophie doesn’t have her earbuds in anymore. Instead, her eyes are glued on me. Disbelief written across her face. “I’m honestly surprised he’s letting you come back.” She opens up the calendar. “He’s usually less forgiving when it comes to stuff like that.”

      “I know.” I reply. He gave Jake shit last summer when he inadvertently broke Charleigh’s heart. All is good now, but it’s taken a lot for Jake to get back on Corey’s good side. “What does she have for tomorrow?”

      “Um, she has one at ten, right when we open.” She taps the eraser on her pencil on the page, waiting for a response.

      “That works. I’m not doing anything tomorrow except hanging up lights for my mom.” A lightbulb goes off in my head. “Does she have any other appointments after that?”

      “She has a couple and then she’s free after three.”

      “What appointments does she have the next day?”

      “One,” she asks in confusion. “Why?”

      “Okay, switch me to that appointment.”

      Sophie scrunches her nose. “What do you have brewing in that head of yours?”

      “It’s a surprise, and I hope it’s as awesome as I think it is.”

      “Good luck,” she shakes her head. “I’m guessing I’ll be seeing you tomorrow at three?”

      “Absolutely.” I grin and walk out of the tattoo shop. I can’t wait to put this plan into action.
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      The kitchen smells delicious, waffles and syrup permeating the air, causing my stomach to growl. “Morning, Mom.”

      She jumps, nearly knocking the plates to the floor. “You scared the hell out of me, Marshall. Why are you up so early? Dad hasn’t even finished getting ready yet.”

      “You need the lights put up outside today, don’t you?” I don’t mention the only reason is so I can be finished and waiting on Bianca after her last appointment. She doesn’t need to know all that. Not yet anyway. I want her to meet Bianca, eventually. But today isn’t that day.

      “Yeah,” she drawls. “But I didn’t think you’d be doing it until later this afternoon.” She’s side-eyeing me. She knows there’s something I’m not telling her, but she doesn’t press me. “How did last night go?”

      Groaning, I pick up one of the waffles and put it on my plate before smothering it with butter. There has to be some in each hole, or else it throws off the syrup to butter ratio. The syrup is warm when I pick it up, and I’m grateful that Mom always warms it up so it will pour easier. I’m stalling, and I know it, but how do I tell my mom that I botched the whole thing without meaning to. “It didn’t go well, at all.”

      Mom throws the dish towel over her shoulder and puts her hands on her hips. She looks like a superhero but armed with kitchen utensils instead of weapons. “I don’t understand how this girl doesn’t want to be with you. You’re handsome, charming, and sweet.”

      “Ugh,” I wince. “Can you not say things like that? It’s weird.”

      “What’s weird?” Dad enters the kitchen and grabs the plate Mom has already fixed him.

      “Mom calling me handsome, charming and sweet.”

      “It’s not that bad. She could have said that if she were your age and not your mom, she’d date you in a heartbeat.” He smirks at my reddening cheeks.

      “Yep, that’s definitely not any better.” I shovel a bite of waffle into my mouth and lick my lips before the syrup that fell there has a chance to dribble down my chin. Maybe next time I should use less syrup.

      “So why won’t she date you? Did you do something horrible to her?” Her hands fly up to her mouth in mock shock, and also to hide the grin forming on her lips. She knows that I’m not the sort of person to do anything awful to anyone.

      “It’s complicated.” The next bite is still good, but also a bit sour because I don’t know how I’m going to get past this ginormous bump with Bianca.

      “All things worth fighting for are,” my dad announces to the room as if he’s on stage giving a sermon. I don’t miss the wink he gives my mom, and I wonder what complications they could have gone through. As far as I’ve ever seen, they have been grossly in love with each other my entire life. They are the ones that make out in the kitchen, even if you’re trying to eat or have friends over. Freaking weirdos.

      “Can y’all stop making googly eyes at each other?” Pointing my fork toward the plate in front of me, “some of us are trying to eat.”

      Dad chuckles before taking a bite of his waffle. “What is so complicated about things with Bianca? It can’t be that bad.”

      Famous last words. And it’s not necessarily that it’s bad. I mean, it is, but it’s also something I feel like we can work through. If only she would let me meet her parents and allow them to get to know me. “She doesn’t think her parents would be okay with her dating me.”

      The confusion crossing their face right now would be hysterical if I wasn’t about to hit them with the reason her parents wouldn’t like me. “Because I’m white,” my voice is a whisper, not even wanting to let those words out into the open.

      Mom gasps and Dad stares at me in disbelief. “Are you serious?”

      “Yep.” I pick up the last piece of waffle with my fingers. It’s going to make a mess of my hands, but I need to do something to keep them busy. Tearing into tiny pieces, I nod. “At least, that’s what she told me. I don’t know if I believe her, but when I mentioned meeting her parents she completely freaked out.”

      Shaking her head in sympathy, Mom says, “That’s a shame. But maybe if you two can get to a place where y’all are good again, you can bring her over so we can meet her. Then she may see that she has nothing to fear in taking you to see her parents.”

      I’m pretty sure that isn’t ever going to happen, but I’ll do my damnedest to try. She’s worth all the effort, and more. But she needs to understand that I don’t care if her parents hate me or not. It’s not going to change the way I feel about her or make me want a future with her any less.

      “Well,” Dad announces. “I need to leave for work so I’m not late.”

      “You’re the owner Pops. I’m pretty sure you can show up whenever you want.”

      “I could. But what kind of employer would I be if I didn’t do what I ask of my employees.” He gives Mom a kiss. It takes way longer than it should considering I’m sitting right here. But I’m glad they are that weird couple that is totally okay with PDA. Even if does gross me out.

      As soon as Dad is out the front door, Mom turns to me. “I’m assuming you have some sort of plan?”

      “Yep. It’s why I want to get the lights hung up early. If Bianca is okay with it, you might get to meet her this evening.”

      “How are you going to pull that off?”

      “I’m taking her to see Christmas lights, and our house may end up on my little tour.”

      Before I have a chance to move, Mom is by my side, arms thrown over my shoulders. “You, devious person, you. But, I like the way you think.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” I grab my plate, rinse it off, and place it in the dishwasher. Mom is staring at me like I’ve been abducted by aliens or something. So, I might not always put my dishes in the dishwasher, but I have things to get done today. Especially if it’s going to be ready before I have to leave for Dallas.
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      My last client for the day just left. I normally work well into the night, but today I need some time to myself. I told Sophie not to schedule anyone else after three. I don’t even know what I’m going to do for the rest of the day, but it won’t involve being in the stressful home that is my house. Last night they questioned why I got home so early, when I’ve been getting home late. What am I supposed to tell them? I don’t want them to know anything about Marshall. Hell, they didn’t even know we dated for almost the entire summer. They’d probably be shocked to know that I have feelings close to love for some guy they’ve never even heard of. Oh well, I’m not going to dwell on it. The rest of the day is mine.

      Putting all of my supplies back in their drawer, it feels odd to be doing it in the middle of the day. But, I do it and turn the lights off in my space. Sophie is sitting at the front desk with a weird smile on her face. Corey really needs to get another person to help Sophie with the work load. I know it’s not a lot, but she is up here every single day. She deserves a day off. I tap my knuckles on the counter. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “What are you going to do the rest of the day?” I don’t like the way she asks the question, as if she knows something I don’t. And the grin she’s trying to hide isn’t making things any better.

      “I’m not sure,” the words come out slow and curious. “I thought about going to catch a movie or just hanging out at the mall for the rest of the day.”

      Sophie groans. “The mall probably isn’t the best idea. Christmas is days away, and it’s probably packed to the max. I don’t think you like people enough to suffer through that hell.”

      “Why are you being so weird?” Eyeballing her, I lean my forearms on the counter. Intimidation always works when I want to know something, and her behavior is freaking me out.

      She shakes her head, amused. “I’m not being any weirder than I normally am. You’re acting kind of paranoid.”

      Am I? I guess, but I keep expecting Marshall to pop out around every corner. He’s notorious for doing what he wants until you agree to go along with it. Maybe I’m overreacting.

      “Well…okay, then. I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Bye, B,” Sophie waves, but I don’t miss the smile she has on her face as she turns. Shit, something is up.

      I get my answer as soon as I round the building to walk to my car. Marshall is standing against it with a huge smile plastered across his face. “I was beginning to think you were never going to come out of there.”

      “Why are you stalking me? You know that’s illegal, right?”

      “If I were actually stalking you, then yes. But I’m not. I just happen to be in your area when you get off work.” He’s smug. “And, it’s not stalking if you want me around.”

      The audacity of this guy. Does he have to be so damn sure of himself all the time? It’s annoying, and it makes me want to throat punch him and throw myself at him all at the same time. It isn’t fair how much of a hold he has on me. “I’m pretty sure I told you to stay away,” I grit through my teeth.

      “You may have said that with your mouth, but the way your body and heart react to me, says something entirely different.” He takes a step closer to me. We’re still about ten feet away from each other, but it still feels like he’s entering my space. He’s the predator, and he senses my fear of being close to him. The fear of letting him have all of me.

      “You can keep doing this Marshall. You aren’t going to wear me down.” I stomp my foot in an effort to show my frustration, but he only chuckles. I’m glad he finds this funny because I don’t. Not in the
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