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Chapter One

Gillian

 


I ran my fingers over the eagle, marveling at the
color and detail in the impressive wingspan.

“This is good,” I murmured with genuine
appreciation, “really
good.”

Even though I was impressed by the beautiful
art work, a part of me was slightly uneasy. I was good, I knew
that. In fact, I was very
good. I was so good people came from neighboring towns to get one
of my signature artworks inked onto their skin. But I wasn’t vain
enough to think I was the only one who could create beautiful works
of art, or that I was the best in the industry. Sure, multiple
awards lined the shelves of Ink Addicted’s foyer, but there was
always someone better, someone more skilled, with a better eye for
detail than me.

No, that wasn’t what made me uneasy.

I looked up at my boss, eyeing her
speculatively. “And you say Joe
did this?”

Miranda nodded and then covered the eagle, which
traced over her left calf, beneath her jeans, rolling down the hem.
Her hair was bright red this week, the kind of red that bordered on
orange, and her face was made up with her trademark pale
foundation, dark black lips and kohl-lined eyes. Massive false
eyelashes, heavily adorned with diamantes, completed her look. I
often wondered how long it took Miranda to get ready in the morning
and if she ever allowed anyone to see her without her makeup.
Surely any guy who stayed overnight saw her bare faced in the
morning? Not that Miranda ever talked about any guys who spent the
night with her.

Which brought me back to Joe.

“So,” I began, “this … Joe. You met him
where?”

“Dana introduced us,” she explained, heading
into the small kitchenette at the back of her infamous art studio,
Ink Addicted. She poured us both a coffee and handed me one. “She
knew I was looking for a new artist. I mean we’re getting busier
and busier and Jacob can’t take on any more hours.”

I nodded. Jacob was a single dad with two
young kids and a sick mother to look after, and while he did as
many hours as he could at Ink Addicted, part-time was all he could
manage. And there weren’t exactly a lot of tattoo artists hanging
out in our tiny mid-west town. The fact that this guy,
Joe, had shown up looking for a job
felt like a godsend. We were rushed off our feet, since we were the
only tattoo studio for several counties and desperately needed
another artist to help ease the workload.

“And it means you can finally take some time
off, Gillie,” she added, “you know, maybe go on a
holiday.”

I frowned. “I don’t need any time off and I don’t
need a holiday.”

“Aw, c’mon, everyone needs a holiday every now
and again,” she crooned, “and you’ve never had one—I mean not a
real one. You need a break, catch a plane to a beach somewhere and
lie in the sun and just relax.”

I blinked at Miranda. I know that to her, and to
many others, that sounded like bliss and there was a time, years
ago, when I also thought a holiday by the beach would be heaven
too. But that was before. Now, when I thought about it, all I saw
were endless days of endless thinking. I didn’t want to think. I
knew firsthand that too much thinking only bought back the terrible
memories.

“Or maybe go and visit your
family.”

“That I really don’t need to do.”

She cocked her head to one side and considered
me. I’d worked in Miranda’s studio for the last five years, and
while I considered her my friend as well as my boss, I’d never
confided in her as a friend.
I’d never explained what had bought me to this town, to this
studio, searching for a new life. I kept my past to myself. I knew
that being so secretive aroused curiosity and that was fine.
Curiosity I could deal with, talking about my family, my past, I
could not.

“Anyhow, tell me more about this new guy,” I
prompted, redirecting the conversation away from me.

Miranda had been talking about the new recruit
for the last week and I’d listened with feigned interest. But that
morning when she’d waltzed in with that new tattoo marked on her leg and
said Joe was now a new
employee at Ink Addicted, I’d grown more interested. And
apprehensive.

There were few people who created images as
realistic as the one on Miranda’s leg. There were few people who
blended their colors like that, few who paid such attention to
creative detail in the eyes. Even as my heart burned just from the
memories Miranda’s tattoo aroused, I told myself it was not
possible. It could not possibly be the same person.

“He was in the army,” she explained now,
putting another nail in the coffin for me. “He was only recently
discharged.”

I felt the smile freeze on my face.

It couldn’t be. For one, I was two hundred
miles away from the town we’d grown up in, the town where I’d lost
my heart, the town I’d vowed never to return to. And two, his name
wasn’t even Joe. I relaxed a little. It was just a coincidence that
a guy from the armed forces could create beautiful artworks so
reminiscent of him. That was
it. Just a coincidence. Alex had trained me in the art and he’d
probably trained dozens of other people since. Someone was bound to
pick up and copy his style eventually.

The only thing was, I’d learned years ago, there
were no such things as coincidences.


Chapter Two

Alex

 


My head ached and my lungs burned. It felt as if I’d
inhaled toxic gas it was that hard to breathe. But I hadn’t. I’d
just dreamt I had.

Staring at the clock on the kitchen wall, I tried to
summon the feelings of excitement or anticipation I knew I should
have. Today was my first day of work. I had a job, a real fucking
job doing something I loved. I should be ecstatic, I should be over
the moon. But instead I was so fucking tired my eyelids burned.

I poured myself another coffee. Strong. No milk. No
sugar. I was determined to get through the day, no matter what. I
needed this job. I needed this life.

I also need to get rid of the fucking nightmares and
get some decent sleep.

I thought about ringing Nicole and making an
appointment. As a therapist, she was good, and for the first time
ever I felt as if I was getting somewhere, which was saying a lot
as I’d seen a shitload of therapists over the past few years. Some
were better than others and some were worse. But Nicole was … okay
… good even. One night a few weeks ago, I slept for three hours
straight, which meant we were making progress.

My phone buzzed and I glanced at it, chugging down
the rest of the caffeine before I answered. “Miranda, hey.” I tried
to sound like I’d had a good night’s sleep, like I was up and eager
to start work.

“Hey,” she drawled into the phone. “Just
checking you haven’t changed your mind. We’re all excited to meet
you.”

“Nope, haven’t changed my mind,” I replied,
pouring another refill. “Looking forward to it. Be nice to be part
of a team again.”

“Awesome. I’ve told Gillian all about you. She
was impressed with your work, by the way, which says a lot as
Gillian is one of the best in the business.”

“Gillian?” My heart hammered to a stop in my
chest and my coffee suddenly tasted like dirt. It was the
name. Her name. That was all.
I hadn’t been expecting to meet anyone with her name. I tried to think back to what Miranda
had said about the studio. She talked a lot and while I tried to
keep up, my mind tended to wander. It didn’t wander in the usual
sense of the word, I didn’t daydream and think about other things,
it just went blank and I tuned out sometimes when people were
talking. Nicole said it was a coping mechanism, that I thought
about nothing instead of thinking about bad shit. Whatever. I was
sure, though, I would have registered the name Gillian if Miranda
had mentioned it. But no. Miranda had talked about the other two
artists, some of the clients, the town, the pay, but I don’t
remember hearing the name Gillian.

“My go-to girl,” she was explaining now.
“Don’t worry you’ll meet her soon enough.”

Right. Shit. So, I was going to have to work
with some girl called Gillian. Okay. I could do this. I
would not lose my shit on the
first day.

I hung up from Miranda, promising I’d be in shortly,
and closed my eyes, sucking in a deep breath. Gillian. Of all the
names to hear today, on the day I was finally getting my life back
together and it was Gillian.

And I was going to have to work with her. Hopefully
she was nothing like the Gillian of my memories. The Gillian from
my other life. Hopefully there was nothing attractive or sexy about
this woman at all. Hopefully, just hopefully, she’d ruin the fond
memories I had of a girl called Gillian for good.

It was stupid really. Years ago, I’d given up on
hope.


Chapter Three

Gillian

 


Tammy Barnes was a hairdresser who worked in the
salon two doors down from us. In between our tattoo studio and the
hairdressers was, ironically, a store that sold inspirational
gifts. You know, little crystals that hang by the window and send
fragmented light around the room, cupid statues decked out in dried
flowers, little angels and fairies with personalized messages. They
also sold personal development books, spiritual books, and
motivational books, many of which I had a stack of at home. I loved
them, was always looking for that ‘magic something’ that would fix
what was broken inside of me. So far, I’d failed to find it in any
of the poems, quotes, or stories, but I kept searching.

I’d never give up and give into the darkness
that lingered on the scattered outskirts of my mind. I’d done that
once and had been taken to a place I never, ever wanted to visit again.

“Are you sure about this, Tammy?” I asked now
as she flipped through one of the files displaying our work in the
reception area.

“Absolutely. He’s the one,” she stated, “he
really is.”

I smiled tightly and bit my tongue. “Well,
what about something that means
forever?” I suggested. She wanted to have her boyfriend’s
name tattooed across her breast, over her heart. I’d seen enough
mangled tattoos and been involved in too many repair jobs to count
to ever suggest that tattooing someone’s
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