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  To my Husband 
You encourage me without knowing you do it.
You remind me about nap time ( favourite time of day)
You’re in my head so much it’s freaky
And you always make me laugh
Thanks for your support and for giving us our second chance
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  1
Shitty Jobs and Shittier Boyfriends
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Alex


“Son of a bitch.” I stomp my way to my car after slamming the door behind me. I rip off my chef’s jacket and throw it into the passenger seat, along with my knife roll, climbing in behind them with a huff. These assholes may have sent me home, but I should have left long ago. And not just for today, but permanently.  
Ha! In your dreams, Alex. You know you can’t leave. You need the paycheck too badly. 
I’ve had it up to my ears with my latest clients, the dirty old pervert and his beautiful, but not quite young enough to be a trophy, wife. He keeps trying to grab my ass, and she keeps trying to blame me for it. I’d feel bad for the woman, but really, the ass grabbing is better than the way she treats me. I really need this job, but I’m not sure how much longer I’ll be able to keep my mouth shut about the harassment.
I pull my hair out of its high bun and scratch my fingers along my scalp to help ease some tension. It’s amazing the stress a tight hairstyle can cause. Once I’m mostly calm, I turn on some angry music to finish soothing me—what can I say? Angry music calms me—and drive home to the apartment I share with my boyfriend. Well, it’s probably more accurate to say I live in his apartment rather than share it with him. It doesn’t feel much like mine since almost everything in it belongs to him, anyway.
I stop to check the mail in the lobby on my way in before taking the elevator to the fourth floor where our apartment is. Since I’m off work early, I think I may as well put the time to good use. I’m distracted with thoughts of the hot bath I’m going to take and the amazing meal I’m going to cook when I put the key in the lock of my apartment door and find there is no resistance when I turn it. That’s weird. I’m pretty sure I locked it when I left the house this morning. Or am I remembering yesterday? 
A loud bang from inside the apartment makes me jump. 
Oh Shit! Someone’s in there! I’m being robbed! What do I do? I can’t let someone take all of Derek’s stuff that he’s worked so hard for. Holding my breath, I reach for my phone as quietly as I can and call my best friend Becca. 
“Becca, it’s me. I got home early and there’s someone in my apartment. I think I’m being robbed,” I whisper.
I inch open the door and creep in, reaching for the first weapon-like item I can find when my fingers wrap around a curved handle. Looks like the cute ladybug umbrella I keep for rainy days is about to see a different kind of action. I suppose I could use one of the knives I’m already carrying, but like hell, I’m going to get dirty burglar blood on one of my professional knives and risk it being locked up as evidence. I’d never be able to afford to replace it if that happened. Working as a personal chef hasn’t been as lucrative as I’d hoped, but it sure beats the long hours of grueling labor I’d have to put in working in some other chef’s kitchen. When you’re not partaking in illegal stimulants, kitchen hours are unmanageable and, unfortunately, I’ve always preferred coffee to cocaine.
“What? Did you call the police? Get out of there, Alex. You’re going to get hurt. I’m serious. Promise me you won’t do anything stupid.”
“I’m fine,” I whisper, hoisting up my umbrella. “I have a weapon.”
“Like what? I know for a fact you won’t dirty up one of your work knives, and those are the only things you’d have with you that could work.” She knows me too well.
“I have an umbrella. I’ll be fine, promise.”
I hear another loud bang coming from somewhere in the back of the apartment, so I tiptoe in that direction.
“An umbrella? Have you lost your mind? Get out of there, Alex. I swear to god if you die trying to catch a burglar, I’m going to kill you!” Becca shrieks as she attempts to talk me out of what I’m about to do. 
Also, threatening to kill me if I die? Not the smartest thing she’s ever said. Of course, attempting to catch a burglar in the act instead of waiting for the police is far from the smartest thing I’ve ever done, so I’d say we’re even.
“Shhhh, he’ll hear you, and I need to catch this asshole intruder by surprise.” Nobody messes with me and Derek and gets away with it. “This guy’s going to feel my wrath and that of my ladybug umbrella.” 
I creep forward, choosing the placement of each foot carefully so I make the least amount of noise. A giggling sound stops me dead in my tracks. It’s coming from the back of the apartment. From the bedroom.
I groan inwardly and lower my umbrella. Oh, come on, not again. I thought Derek was different. I mean, sure, he works a lot and barely has time for me and he thinks my cooking is a hobby, but still. He asked me to move in. I thought he was serious about me. Apparently, though, he’s just like all the rest of them. 
My mind quickly races through all the boyfriends who’ve cheated on me. Which is all of them, in case you were wondering. I refuse to relive the shitty details, but yes, I caught most of them in the act, and yes, I ended it with all of them. 
It’s exactly as depressing as it sounds.
And now Derek is screwing someone in our bed when he’s supposed to be at work. When we’re both supposed to be at work. 
“That motherfucker,” I whisper yell into the phone. “Becca, come over, now.”
“I’m already on my way. What is it? What’s wrong? Are you hurt? Should I call 911?” Becca is freaking out. If she doesn’t lower her voice, all the neighborhood dogs will come running. Actually, now that I think about it, that could benefit me. I’ve never had a pack of dogs attack a cheating boyfriend before. It might be fun to watch. 
You might hear that and think I’m being callous and, well, you would be right. I am. I’ve been through this so many times now I almost find it enjoyable to find new and clever ways to get back at the cheaters once I’ve caught them. Not that I want it to keep happening for that reason, but you know what they say. When life hands you cheating lemons, beat the shit out of them until you get lemonade. Or something like that. I’m not great with sayings. The point is, putting my heart on the line for the chance of getting revenge isn’t something that interests me. Sadly, I actually kind of like the guys before they end up cheating. But I suck at picking them. 
Becca’s car revs in the background. Good. If this is actually happening, I’m going to need backup. I creep up to the bedroom door and stop outside of it. I force myself to stop breathing and try to listen closely, my ear pressed to the door.
“You like that, huh? You like my cock in you, you dirty slut?”
Well, crap. That’s Derek, alright. He likes to talk dirty, even though I’ve never thought he’s all that great at it. My body gets numb all over, and then a burning rage sears a hole in my chest. You think I’d be completely numb to this by now, but the betrayal always hurts at least a little.
“Becca? It’s happening again.”
“That asshole! I’m five minutes away, Alex. Make sure you save some for me. I’m going to take pleasure in beating his ass.”
“He won’t last another five minutes, Becca. I need to go in now. He doesn’t have that kind of stamina. Believe me, my less-than-satisfying love life is proof of that.” 
She chuckles a little at my confession. Maybe she thinks I’m making a joke at Derek’s expense, but I’m really not. He’s not quite a two-pump chump, but he’s pretty damn close.
“Yeah, Derek, harder, harder! It feels so good, your cock is so big,” the dirty slut, his words, not mine, screams as I continue to listen at the door. Derek’s dick is mediocre on a good day so either this chick has the tightest vagina on earth or she’s lying. 
I’m going with lying. 
No one’s pussy is that tight. Plus, I’m pretty sure I can hear a hint of sarcasm in her voice even from out here.
“Are you gonna come for me, baby?”
Shit, that’s Derek’s way of saying ‘I’m coming soon and if you don’t, that’s your problem.’ Ever the selfless lover, that Derek is. That means if I want to surprise him in the act, I need to get in there fast.
“Becca, are you almost here?”
“On my way up. Is the door unlocked?”
“Yup, come right in. I’ll be the one in the bedroom swinging the umbrella.”
I turn the doorknob to the bedroom, careful not to make any noise. It opens to the sound of moans and grunts. Derek and his grunting. He’s facing away from the door, pumping into Miss dirty slut from behind, so I sneak up on him while raising my ladybug umbrella. From this angle, I can see his hairy balls flopping around. Gross. I can’t believe I actually found him attractive. And that was this morning. 
“It’s happening baby, I’m gonna come now, it’s happening… ungh, ungghhh,” he groans obscenely. 
I creep closer to the bed as Derek thrusts erratically and grunts some more. This angle is not exactly flattering and again I wonder what I ever saw in him. Whatever. That doesn’t matter now. What matters is teaching him a lesson. I grip the top of the umbrella with both hands, step right into it, and swing that ladybug like I’m Babe Ruth, nearly breaking the handle off on Derek’s cheating ass.
“And it’s a home run! The crowd goes wild!” Becca yells from behind me. Looks like she got here right on time. She puts her hands up like a megaphone and imitates the sounds of a crowd cheering for me. Derek’s screaming nearly drowns her out, though. He throws himself off the bed, leaving Miss dirty slut exposed. She’s as scared as Derek is, but I’m guessing her reason differs from his.
Becca is in the room, still cheering as she pretends to run the bases while collecting the other woman’s clothes from the floor.
“You have a girlfriend?” miss dirty slut screams at Derek. She scrambles to cover herself with the sheet. “You asshole!”
“He had a girlfriend,” I correct her, while Becca passes her clothes to her. “But, good news. It looks like we broke up. He’s yours if you want him. Though I have a feeling that you no longer do.”
Derek’s eyes are wide and he looks like a fish with the way he keeps opening and shutting his mouth. He’s sitting on his hip on the floor while he rubs his umbrella-imprinted ass cheek gingerly, wincing every time his hand grazes the hook mark left by the handle. Good. I hope he can’t sit for a month.
“I am so sorry,” the girl says to me. Her eyes are wide and her lip quivers a little. “I didn’t realize he had a girlfriend. This is what I get for day drinking to forget my problems, I guess.”
“No worries,” I tell her, heaving a sigh of relief. It’s so much easier when the other woman feels bad about being the other woman. “I’ve been through this enough times that I know the side chick is rarely aware of the situation. I can’t blame you for trying to have an orgasm with someone who told you he was available. All the blame lies with that asshole over there.” I point the broken carcass of my umbrella, all bent metal and ripped canvas, at Derek. “Isn’t that right, Dickhead?”
Derek flinches a little and scoots back while I point at him. He probably thinks I’m going to break the rest of this umbrella over him, which, I have to admit, he sorely deserves. The girl stands up, holding her clothes to cover her body as best she can.
“Um, so yeah. I think I’m going to get dressed in the hallway and go if that’s cool with you?” She points to the door behind me and I nod. “So, I’ll leave you and Derek to work this out.” She looks over at Derek. “Don’t call me,” she says. “Ever.”
She takes tiny shuffling steps past both me and Becca to get out the bedroom door. I hear her stop and get dressed in the hallway, and shortly after that, the door to the apartment opens and closes as she leaves.
“Alright, let’s get to work, shall we?”
“You bet,” says Becca, shooting a dirty look at Derek. “Be right back.”
“Please don’t hurt me Alex. I’m sorry, I love you. I’ll never do it again. I didn’t mean to do it. She meant nothing to me.”
Tears fall down Derek’s cheeks as he crawls around looking for his underwear while continuing to spew the typical cheater’s bullshit apology: I love you, I’m sorry, it was an accident; I tripped and landed dick-first in her vagina. Blah, blah, blah. I’ve heard it all before. I kick his boxers over, not because I care about his dignity, but because I don’t want to see his dick and balls flopping around anymore. I can’t believe I ever thought he was cute. 
Of course, crawling around on the floor while crying probably isn’t a good look on anyone.
“Quit being a little bitch, Derek. I’m not going to hurt you more than I already have. Probably. One never really can tell what I’ll do once I’ve discovered my boyfriend cheated on me. But then again, I’ve already ruined a perfectly good umbrella. I don’t really feel the need to break anything else trying to teach you a lesson that I don’t actually care if you learn. I’m sure you will cheat again, because once a cheater, always a cheater. But I can guarantee you won’t ever cheat on me again. Want to know why?” I taunt him by spinning what’s left of the umbrella around my wrist. “Because I won’t give you that chance. Now get out, I have packing to do. I’ll leave the keys with security.” 
All the boyfriends I’ve ever had may have cheated on me, but at least I’m smart enough to never give them a second chance. 
Now, if I could figure out what it is about me that makes them cheat on me in the first place, I’d know what to avoid next time.
Derek begins to protest right as Becca returns with some boxes and a little something extra.
“Here slugger, catch.” She winks and tosses me a baseball bat and I drop the umbrella to catch it. “You know, in case you’re not done with batting practice.”
I bounce the bat up and down, testing the weight of it, before making a practice swing. “Nice. Thanks.”
That kicks Derek into high gear. He scrambles to pick up his clothes and keep an eye on me at the same before practically sprinting from the apartment in his boxers. “I’m going, I’m going,” he’s saying as the door closes behind him.
“I’ve got a few more boxes in my car. I’ll grab them and make sure he leaves at the same time.”
“Hey Becca?” I call out, causing her to turn around before she gets to the door. “Thanks.”
“No problem, girl, that’s what besties are for,” she says with a sad smile.
I nod and turn away. I can’t stand to see the pity in her eyes. Again.
I’m not sure why Becca had boxes in her car, but I’m thankful she did. I’ll be able to pack and get out of here right now, and I’ll never have to come back. I should have known Derek would cheat. 
Because in my experience, all men do.
***
“Well, look on the bright side,” Becca says, while packing my clothes into a box. “A few more shitty boyfriends and your batting skills will be good enough to join a major league baseball team.” She can barely contain her laughter.
Becca’s been my best friend ever since I moved to this city when I was sixteen, and she’s been there to help me through my breakups with all my previous unfaithful boyfriends. Not to mention Connor, the boy I had to leave when we moved. My first boyfriend and first love. And the only man who never cheated on me. Despite how it ended, he’s the only boyfriend I ever look back on fondly. 
“I can’t believe you broke an umbrella over his ass. That shit was hilarious. He’s going to have a hook shaped mark on his cheeks for at least a month.”
I snicker a little at that. “I feel kind of bad for the girl. I’m amazed she actually apologized. Usually they get embarrassed and run. She seemed pretty cool. I mean, it’s not her fault Derek banged her while he was still living with me, right?”
“Funny you should mention that. I ran into her outside when I went to grab more boxes from my car. She was waiting on her cab out front. She asked me to apologize to you again.” Shit. That is cool. Under other, less adulterous, circumstances, she might be fun to hang out with. “And then Derek came over.” I look over at her like she’s about to tell me that miss dirty slut (yes, I know, it’s not nice to call her that. Sue me, I found out my boyfriend was cheating. I can’t help that I didn’t get her name) had made up with him, but I see Becca struggling not to laugh. “And then she kicked him in balls and kneed him in the face!”
A snort of laughter escapes me, and I double over. Derek totally deserved that. That chick is so cool. Now I really regret not getting her name. I laugh until my stomach hurts before I get myself back under control. 
“Okay,” I say, pulling my long hair up into a messy bun on top of my head. “Let’s get the rest of this shit packed up. You know the drill, all my kitchen shit, clothes, bathroom stuff, and recipe books.”
“Got it, boss.” Becca gives a salute while kicking her boots together, like some kind of army cadet. Not that she’d ever join the army. She’s way too punk rock for that. I swear that girl has more ink than regular skin. When I met her, she was sixteen and already had two full sleeves and a chest piece. Now she’s thirty-five , and most of the rest of her body is tattooed as well. I’ve noticed some scarring under the color, but I’ve never asked her about it. It’s not my business unless she wants to tell me, so for now I admire the artwork and hope it’s helping her.
Becca grabs a big box and takes it to the kitchen to get started on the pots and pans. I paid a shit ton of money for them and they come with me every time I move. I always work professional cookware into my contracts for working as a personal chef, too. It’s hard to prepare food exactly the way I want it when I don’t have the right tools. I could do it if I had to, but it’s much more enjoyable with the right gear.
“So where are we moving this stuff to, anyway?” Not sure why Becca is asking. She already knows the answer to this question. “Want to be roomies again? I promise I won’t cheat on you like all these dudes. Well, unless some sexy tattooed guy comes along and waves his big fat pierced cock in my face. No promises then.” She waggles her eyebrows at me. 
“I wouldn’t blame you at that point. I might be tempted to cheat on myself if that happened to me.” I laugh.
The rest of the packing goes quickly and I’m completely moved out of the apartment in less than an hour. We have an absurd amount of practice with moving me out of places, which is pretty sad, but it makes for much faster moves when the time comes. How I always get myself into these relationships is beyond me. I seem to attract all the assholes and then I move in with them. I guess I just love love and love really hates me.
“Let’s go back to your place and chill for the rest of the day. You know, the usual breakup routine of bashing men, eating ice cream, drinking too much, and watching chick flicks.” This is literally the last thing I want to be doing today, but it’s become a sort of tradition. Becca has been with me through all my break-ups and if she wants to get shit-faced and eat ice cream with me, I won’t argue. 
Becca’s phone rings from where she left it on the counter. Probably a client. She has her own photography business and makes most of her money shooting weddings, but occasionally she’s booked for other things. She talks on the phone for a few minutes while I double check I have all my stuff. I refuse to see Derek ever again, so I don’t plan on forgetting anything.
“Change of plans, Alex; no pity party today. I have to go shoot a promotional thing for the radio station tonight. Some local band is doing the last show of their tour and having a special meet and greet afterward. The station wants me to shoot the meets for people who won some call-in contest.”
“Oh, no worries. I’m sure I can find something to do” I’m a little relieved. This has happened to me so many times now that I don’t even care about the breakup ritual. It’s like my heart doesn’t break anymore, it’s too strong. Either that or it’s been broken since the first time and has stayed that way ever since.
She grins at me. “Actually, I convinced them I will need to bring extra equipment so they’re giving me an extra press pass for my ‘assistant’.”
“But you don’t have an assistant,” I point out, confused.
“Congratulations,” she says to me, throwing fake confetti. “You’re hired. There is no pay, and the boss is a huge bitch. What do you think?”
I laugh, finally figuring out what the hell she’s talking about. “That sounds like a much better breakup ritual. Thanks.”
“No problem. Now let’s get this shit back to our place and figure out a plan for after the show. Oooh, you can have hot rebound sex with someone in the band. I’m sure they screw a lot, so it’s possible they’re awesome at it.” She wiggles her eyebrows at me while walking backward toward her car. “Of course, it’s also possible they’re terrible and groupies are telling them what they want to hear. It could go either way.” 
“Ha, yeah right!” I flip her off as I get into my vehicle. “I’m not exactly rockstar girlfriend material.”
“Who said anything about girlfriend? I said rebound sex. Get your mind into the gutter, girl,” she yells from her open window while pulling out of the lot.
I shake my head and chuckle. She’s such a bitch. That must be why I love her.
Hopefully, this band tonight is good. I might not be completely heartbroken, but I could use something to distract me from sitting around trying to figure out why I’ve been cheated on. Again.






  
  2
Family is Overrated
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Connor


“No, Mom, there won’t be another show for a long time. We’ve been touring off and on for almost fifteen years and you haven’t been to a single show. Tonight is the last night of the tour before we head back to the studio. Please come see me play.” I pinch the bridge of my nose in exasperation. We have this conversation every time I ask her to come see me play. I’ve purchased plane tickets for her to come to other cities for shit’s sake, and she  still hasn’t bothered to show up. 
I grab a smoke from the pack in my pocket and light it, taking a long drag. If I exhale with a little more force than necessary, that’s my frustration manifesting as furious smoking. 
“Connor, I don’t think we’ll be able to make it. I mean, I don’t even have anything to wear.” My mother is whining again, and I can tell she’s angling for me to offer to buy clothes. And I’m a sucker, so of course I do. I’ve always done everything I can for my family, but I’m getting pretty sick of it. It sucks doing shit for people who don’t appreciate it, and my mother doesn’t know how to show appreciation for anything. 
“I’ll call a shop I know and give them my credit card number. You go, bring your boyfriend, and Sadie and Amanda, and get something to wear. Hell, buy all new wardrobes if you want. I don’t give a shit. I want you guys here tonight.” Somehow she always gets something out of me just to perform what you would think is basic mothering. It’s like I have to pay her to be a mom. She’s lucky my band turned out to be so successful or she would have to actually work for a living instead of sponging off of me.
“Oh? Well, I guess it wouldn’t hurt to have a look around. Ted needs some new clothes, too. He has nothing nice to wear when we go out to dinner and to the theater and such.” Dinner and the theater on my dime, you mean, right Mom? Ugh, it pisses me off that I have to pay for that leech Ted, too, but Mom wouldn’t come if I didn’t include him. Him or whichever other “boyfriend” was currently mooching off her (and by her I mean me).
“Great. I’ll leave your tickets and backstage passes at the box office. Get them and come down to the stage and Devon or one of the other security guys will show you where to meet me. I’m glad you’ll finally be seeing me play.“In all the years I’ve been doing this my own mother hasn’t been to a single show, but tomorrow she’ll finally see what I’ve done with my life (and what affords her the lifestyle she currently lives). She may be a selfish bitch, but I still want her to acknowledge how far I’ve come.
“Alright, baby.” Now she sounds happy, since she’s gotten something else out of me. “We’ll see you tonight. I can’t wait for you to meet Ted. I think you’re going to like him. He has some great ideas to discuss with you. Bye, Honey!” She hangs up before I can say anything else. I text her the address of the store I was talking about so she won’t have an excuse to not show up.
“Shit! Why must I have a family full of assholes?” I’m practically ripping my hair out as I throw the door open and charge back into the dressing room. I’m pissed off now. I should’ve known something else was up. She agreed to come because her new boyfriend ‘has ideas to discuss’ with me. He probably has a stupid business concept that he wants backing for. Not happening, I already give you enough money mom, no way ‘Ted’ is getting even more out of me.
“Ow, shit! Get off me.” Ryder pushes the blonde’s head out of his lap as I stride across the room to pour myself a drink. Looks like she was trying to get his zipper down and get her mouth onto his dick. I guess it’s not every day that she gets her hands on the lead guitarist for one of the hottest bands in the country. 
“Dude, what’s your problem? You scared that chick so bad she nearly bit my dick off. Not cool bro, not cool.” He’s pouting now, and I can’t help but snort out a laugh.
“Good. Someone needs to bite it off. Maybe then I wouldn’t have to see it so much. I swear I see your dick more than I see my own.” I laugh while he fakes like he’s going to take his dick out again. I stab my cigarette out in the ashtray on the bar at the side of the room. All these venues are supposed to be nonsmoking, but no one has ever asked me to go outside yet. I normally don’t even mind going outside, but there are too many groupies out there now. I don’t need that hassle when I’m looking for a smoke.
“Oh, you love this cock. If you didn’t, you wouldn’t look at it so much.” Oh shit, I was wrong. He wasn’t faking. He’s whipped his dick out again and is now waving it at every other person in this room, helicopter style. Crazy asshole has no shame. The collection of groupies someone let in here doesn’t seem to mind, though. Every one of them is trying to catch his eye now that they’ve seen the size of his penis. The asshole is blessed in that department, even I can admit that.
Our manager, Denise, walks in at that moment. “Yes, Ryder, I believe that is a penis, albeit a little on the small side. I can get you a magnifying glass if you want to get a closer look to confirm it for yourself?” Ryder stares at her with his mouth hanging open like he’s trying to catch flies. He’s probably trying to determine exactly how big Denise’s boyfriend’s dick must be if she’s saying his is small. The groupies look shocked that a woman would talk to him like that. Denise is always busting his balls and I, for one, love it. He always has it coming, and it’s always hilarious.
“Now, it’s time for you boys to head to the stage for sound checks. So take your dicks out of whatever wet holes you’ve got them in, put them back in your pants, and get moving.” She turns on her heel, long black hair swinging out behind her, and opens the door while motioning to shoo us out. “Chop chop, gentlemen. The stage awaits. And you,” she points to the half-naked groupies practically begging for our attention, “no sluts backstage today. The boys will find you if they want you.” Denise might dislike the women who hang around us begging for any attention they can get, but she’d never break their hearts by crushing their hopes completely. They all rush out past her, giving us little waves while pushing their tits together, trying to get our attention one more time. They’ll figure out soon enough that they won’t be back again after the show.
Denise has been our manager since we started the band, and she’s always been this way. Part sassy bitch, part mother, and part no-nonsense shark. There isn’t a doubt in my mind that we wouldn’t have made it this far if it weren’t for her. She’s never phased by any of our bullshit, including walking in on us with chicks in various positions, hence the ‘dicks in wet holes’ comment. As long as we wrap up, she doesn’t care where our dicks go. Unless it’s time to put them away and get on stage, that is.
Not that most of us have been partaking in the groupie scene much over the last couple of years. I can’t remember the last time I did anything with an actual woman instead of my hand. Seems a lot safer when you consider most of these groupies will screw anyone who gets on stage. Who’d have thought I’d have had enough of the rockstar lifestyle at the ripe old age of thirty-five , yet here we are. I started out with wanting to play music, and it seems like I’m right back where I started. This upcoming stint in the studio couldn’t come at a better time. I miss hanging with the guys, writing and playing music. 
“You okay, C?” Aiden stops in front of me as he heads out. “You seemed pretty pissed when you walked in here. Your mom cancel on you again?”
“She tried, but she’ll be coming tonight with her new boyfriend. And he apparently has ‘ideas’ to discuss with me.” I roll my eyes. Aiden knows how my mom is, so he’ll know that she and the boyfriend are after something. “I promised them all a new wardrobe to convince her to come before she sprung that on me.” 
“Shit dude, sorry. That’s rough.”
“Yeah, well, it is what it is. Everyone I know wants something from me, except you guys. You guys never ask me for anything.” I slap him on the back as he walks past Denise. Aiden has his own demons with family, so I usually try to avoid complaining to him about mine. Having to buy stuff for my family is still better than having no living family at all. 
“That’s not quite true.” Travis gives me a shove on his way out the door. Good thing we’re about to go on stage or I might have to punch him right back and start something. I’m pissed off enough that fighting him actually sounds pretty good right now. He’s got a good four inches and forty pounds on me, but I think I could take him. All my time in the gym must be good for something. 
“That’s right.” Travis’ older brother, Johnny, stops in front of me as he walks by. “We ask you to sing like your life depends on it every night.”
“Yeah.” Ryder pokes his head back through the door with a mischievous grin. “And to shake your sexy ass so the ladies will come backstage and screw us all after the show.”
“Screw off, Ryder,” Johnny yells after him. “He is such a dickhead.” He grabs Travis by the back of the neck and they walk out the door. Having them both in the band can get complicated because of their brotherly dynamic. Not to mention, they are constantly arguing and fighting each other as only brothers who really love each other can.
Well, I guess it’s time to head to the stage and get this over with. Mom’s bullshit always puts me in a foul mood, but performing normally helps that all go away. I’ll hit the gym and rid myself of this shitty mood after soundcheck, so it won’t affect my performance tonight. One quick look in the mirror to make sure I’m looking like a sexy lead singer and I’m out the door, too. I might not be interested in sleeping with the fans much anymore, but I gotta keep them thinking it could be possible, right? Gotta maintain the illusion of availability. At least that’s what the label says. 
“So Denise? What do you say?” I always ask her this before I go on stage. It’s part of my “getting into rockstar mode” ritual. Over the last few years, it’s started feeling more like an act, so I have to take a minute to get into character before performing. 
“Time to fuck shit up, Connor” she replies with her usual answer while leading me towards the stage.
“Damn right,” I mutter to myself as she walks away, leaving me with the guys. “Time to fuck shit up.”

    
  Sound check was great, and now we’ve got a few hours to kill before we’re needed again. I call up the shop where I sent mom and the girls to see if they made it there already, and they have. I guess they’ll make it to the show after all. Mom has a habit of saying she’ll do something and then not following through, though, so I won’t get my hopes up yet. I give the shop my credit card number and confirm that my family can get whatever they need before hanging up. It feels like I’m buying their affection, but I don’t know how else to get them here. My sisters would come, but even at eighteen and twenty-two years old, they still do whatever mom wants. Not that I can talk. I’m the one buying them all new wardrobes to get them to come to my show, after all. 
With a few hours to kill before the show, I take a car service to the gym. I’ve been working harder on taking care of myself, though I have held on to a few bad habits. I have the occasional drink, but I rarely get wasted anymore. I still smoke, but a rockstar needs at least one vice, right? I’m off drugs and not sleeping with groupies, so smoking is it for me. Well, some might say my workouts are not the best for me either, but I need the release. 
I usually go to whichever fight gym is closest to the venue, but since we’re in my hometown, I go to my actual home gym. Not that I own it, or anything—I pay my fees like everyone else—but I am friends with the owner, Mike. The gym’s a little older and doesn’t get as many fighters as some of the bigger gyms in town, but I’ve been working out here since I moved to the city and I’m pretty attached to it.
“Hey Mike, you old bastard,” I yell out to the old guy standing near one of the heavy bags, surrounded by a bunch of what looks to be twelve-year-old girls. “I’m going to work out for a bit before the show tonight, cool?”
“Hey Connor! Didn’t think I’d see you until after the show. Didn’t think you’d want to get your pretty face messed up.” Mike laughs at his own joke. He thinks he’s pretty funny, so he’s always cracking jokes and laughing at them himself. “There’s a couple of guys in the back who might spar with you if you’re up for it. But don’t blame me if you’re singing with a black eye tonight.”
“Haha, funny Mike. You know I can hold my own with anyone you want to throw at me. Maybe I should quit the band and go pro?” I joke while he watches the girls throw combos at the bag. “Can I count on you to be in my corner?”
“There’s no way, Connor. You’re too pretty to fight. Now piss off and get your workout in. I can tell you’re cranky, and you’re distracting my girls.” It looks like a few of the girls have figured out who I am, despite my clever disguise. I guess maybe I’m finally getting too famous to wander around on my own, no matter what clothes I have on. Shit, there goes my independence. I may need to consider bringing Devon for security from now on.
Not that I really wear a disguise. I’m wearing a black ball cap over my dark brown, slightly curly hair, and a long sleeve moisture wicking shirt that covers my full sleeve tattoos. I’ve also got gray joggers over top of my workout shorts so I can come and go quickly without changing. I should shower before I leave, but I’d rather not confirm any suspicions about my identity, or have anyone take pictures of my junk, so it’s easier to go back to the hotel to shower after a workout.
Despite my cockiness regarding fighting ability, I actually don’t want to wind up with bruises of any type tonight, so I stick with jumping rope, shadow boxing, and a little pad work with Mike when he’s done with the girls’ training.
“So what’s with the class of girls?” I ask when we’re done with the pad work. “I didn’t think you did classes here.”
“Yeah, I didn’t used to, but my friend’s granddaughter got into a situation with a guy who didn’t want to take no for an answer, so I thought I should show her some stuff. That turned into showing her friends stuff, and now I run free self-defense classes for middle and high school girls.” Mike slouches a bit and rubs his hand over his head. “This girl got away from the asshole before he could do much, but I still feel better with showing these girls how to fight, in case one of them is ever in that situation again. I’d rather they not have to rely on luck, you know?”
“Oh shit, Mike. I’m sorry to hear that. Glad it wasn’t as bad as it could’ve been. It’s a great thing you’re doing for these girls, though. If all girls had some fight training, maybe these little dickheads would finally get the message that they can’t go around doing whatever they want. If you need money to hire trainers to help, let me know. I would love to get behind something like this.” I’ve got two younger sisters and I wish they’d had an opportunity like this when they were younger. I can’t help them now, but maybe I could fund some classes or something as a way to give back to the community. “We’ll talk more about this. For now, I need to go get ready for tonight. You sure you don’t want to come?” I wheedle. I ask him this every time we play nearby. He’s been to one show, and he wasn’t a big fan but at least he came.
“No thanks Connor, I need to keep what’s left of my hearing intact. Plus, that shit you call music is straight up noise to me. Too much yelling, too much guitar.” He grins at me as he says this, but I know he’s telling the truth. He has also listened to a couple of our albums, so I know he’s at least made a serious attempt. I doubt my mother has even bothered to do that.
I pull on my joggers and throw my hat back on. “Alright Mike, I’ll check back in soon. Thanks for the workout.” I give him a two finger wave as I walk out the door and get into the car that’s waiting to take me back to the hotel. I should go to my house, but all my stuff is still at the hotel.. ne more show, and then I’ll be back in my own home. This tour has taken a lot out of me and I can’t wait to be in my own space again.
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The Only One
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Alex


Sitting alone in Becca’s apartment, the reality of my breakup with Derek really hits me. It’s happening again. That’s what I said to Becca on the phone. And she was ready to come running based on that alone. What is my life that I have my own emergency response team for being cheated on? How does this keep happening? What is it about me that makes every guy want to cheat? 
I wouldn’t consider myself the most attractive woman in the world, but I’m pretty enough, I think. Plus, being on my feet for fourteen hours a day keeps me in decent shape. I’m hilarious most of the time, and people seem to think I’m fun to hang out with. Becca is my best friend, but I have a lot of acquaintances and other friends that I spend time with occasionally. I wouldn’t say I’m an especially needy girlfriend. I’m happy with doing regular activities and don’t need someone romancing me constantly or always saying how much they love me. It’s nice to have it every once in a while, but I don’t need it every hour of every day. My past lovers have seemed satisfied, so I think I’m okay on that front. 
I suppose I could be wrong about that, though. They did cheat, after all.
On paper, I’m a pretty stellar girlfriend. I guess that means there is something inherently wrong with me that I can’t see, or that all men are cheaters. Either way, it’s going to be much easier on me if I stay away from men for good. It will disappoint Becca that her little ‘Alex bangs a rockstar’ plan won’t happen tonight, but that’s probably for the best. I can’t keep normal dudes interested, so there’s no way a rockstar is even going to look my way.
Then again, I had a musician boyfriend once, a long ass time ago. “And he was the only one who didn’t cheat on me,” I add out loud.
“Who didn’t cheat on you?”
“SHIT!” I practically jump out of my skin before spinning to see Becca standing behind me. “I didn’t hear you come in. How long have you been there?”
“A few minutes.” She shrugs. “I’m not surprised you didn’t hear me; you looked pretty lost in thought. Who was the one who didn’t cheat?” she asks, even though she should know the answer. When I first moved here after my parents died, it was her helping me through that and my breakup with Connor that bonded us. She was my lifeline during that time. I wouldn’t have made any friends or done anything but mope around with teary, red-rimmed eyes if it hadn’t been for her taking pity on me that first day of school.
“My first boyfriend, Connor. I was thinking to myself that, considering recent developments with Derek, I’m going to swear off men entirely. Then I thought of your plan for tonight and was telling myself that a rockstar would be the worst type of guy to get involved with since they’re pretty much drowning in pussy and guaranteed to cheat. But then I remembered Connor was a musician, and he’s the only boyfriend I had who didn’t cheat. I suppose he might have without me knowing, though.” I take a minute and think about that while I push my hair out of my face. I don’t think he ever cheated. We never even slept together, so would it have even been cheating, anyway? “I creeped him online not that long ago, but couldn’t find anything out. I wonder if he’s still doing music? Man, I wish we had the same access to the internet back then as we do now. It would have been much harder for him to disappear off the face of the earth if I could have Googled him or added him on Facebook.”
I always loved listening to Connor play for me, and his voice was amazing, too. I had a hard time convincing him to sing for me at first; he considered himself a guitarist, but when he finally did, I knew I was witnessing something special. I really hope he’s made music a part of his life. It would be such a shame if he wasn’t sharing that gift with the world.
“Oh yeah? What was his last name again? Maybe I can find something out. I’m basically a detective with searching for people online.” Becca’s already pulled out her phone to start her search.
“It’s Connor Ferguson. You search while I get ready to go. I doubt you’ll find him, though. It’s been a few years since I’ve tried looking for him, but I don’t think there’d be that much more information out there now.” I grab a towel from the linen closet and my toiletry bag from one of my boxes and walk toward the bathroom. “If you find him, I want to know everything.” I stop and think for a moment. “Unless it’s bad, then don’t tell me. I want to hold on to the belief that at least one of my guys didn’t have a wandering penis.”
She laughs. “You got it, girl. Good things only. Connor Ferguson is either a saint or he’s dead to us.”
I shake my head and close the bathroom door behind me. I let the shower warm up while I get undressed. A concert will be a fun distraction. Who knows? I might even like the music and get some new songs to add to one of my playlists. Speaking of playlists, I connect my phone to the bluetooth speaker in the bathroom and turn on my angry, rage music playlist and turn it up. Call me strange, but there’s something about really hard rock that soothes me.
I use the music, my vanilla shampoo and body wash, and the hot shower to wash away all the bad feelings about Derek. I am upset, but the sad fact is I am used to it. It’s not a thing that should happen so often a person can get used to it, but here we are. I know how to get back to normal relatively quickly, so by the time I’m walking out of the bathroom twenty minutes later, I’m feeling a little better about myself.
“So?” I say to Becca. “Any news on Connor?” A flutter of hope tickles my chest. Not that I think she actually found anything. I'm sure if he was online, I'd have found him years ago before I stopped searching. 
She turns off the screen on her phone, “Uh, nope, nothing to see here. No news whatsoever. My turn to shower.”
“I guess he’s dead to us then, huh? Probably a major dickhead, cheated on his wife, abandoned his kids, something like that?” I ask her. I changed my mind. I want to know even if it’s bad. 
“Yeah, something like that.” She bolts to the bathroom like her ass is on fire and I hear the water running not ten seconds later. She’s going to be pissed when she realizes she didn’t bring a towel.
I decide to let it go and focus instead on finding some clothes to get dressed in. Walking into my bedroom, I see the boxes that we’ve stacked there. Might as well unpack while I look for some clothes. I pull out the box that has most of my clothes and start going through it. I put my underwear into the top drawer of the dresser and set aside a black lace thong to wear tonight. Sexy underwear for a sexy lady, I think to myself with a chuckle as I pull them into place. “Good thing I had a wax recently, or I’d have bush hanging over the edges of this thing. That would not be comfortable at all.” I mutter. I don’t much care about pubic hair either way, but some underwear styles call for less hair than others. A little further down in the clothes box, I find my favorite skinny jeans, the ones with rips all up the fronts of the legs, and pull those on too.
“Hey Alex?” I hear Becca yell from the hallway. She must’ve finally realized she forgot her towel. “Can you pass me a towel?” Ha! Called it.
“Yeah, hold on a sec,” I yell back to her. “Be right there.” Quickly digging through the box, I pull out an old Nirvana t-shirt that belonged to my dad, and throw it on before grabbing a towel from the hallway closet and bringing it to Becca. “I should let you suffer and drip dry for not telling me what you found out about Connor, but I can’t do that to you. I’m the one who asked you not to tell me, after all.”
“I have some news, but I don’t want to tell you right now, not before the show. It’s very interesting, though, and I think you’re going to be surprised.” She has a kind of mischievous look on her face, but that’s not all that unusual for Becca. She always looks like she’s up to something. I blame it on her perfectly shaped eyebrows. She draws them on in such a way that she always looks interested and slightly surprised. The effect is unnerving, like she’s looked into your soul and seen your darkest secrets and finds them cute.
“Oh? Good news? He’s not a dickhead?”
I’m adjusting my shirt in the hallway mirror. I cut the neck out ages ago, so now it’s more of an off-the-shoulder top than the t-shirt they originally intended it to be. The opening exposes my left shoulder and shows off my half sleeve tattoo, dark pink peonies that creep up onto the back of my shoulder. I may not be as inked up as Becca, but I really love my peonies. I didn’t put on a bra before I put the shirt on, but luckily (or unluckily I sometimes think) my boobs are nothing to write home about, so I’ve decided to go braless. The shirt was a little long when I stole it from Dad, so besides cutting the neck out, I also made it into a cropped shirt, a little shorter in the front than the back. This makes wearing it braless a little more risky in the coverage department, but I’m looking for comfort tonight.
Making a mental note not to do any cartwheels at the show so I can avoid flashing my tits, I go back into my room to grab some shoes and to tie up my hair. I’m not even going to attempt drying it tonight, so I put it into a messy bun on top of my head and leave it at that. I quickly swipe on some black mascara and a little vanilla scented lip gloss, and that completes the look. High maintenance makeup queen, I am not, but I do tuck the lip gloss into my pocket in case I need to touch it up later. Most days I wear no makeup at all; it would melt off of me in a hot kitchen, anyway.
“I don’t think he’s a complete dickhead,” comes the answer from Becca’s room. She must be getting dressed now, too. “Decide that for yourself when I tell you. After the show.”
“Ugh, fine. You suck.” I pretend to be frustrated, but I understand. She wants us to have fun without me worrying about old boyfriends, whether that be Connor or Derek. “Can you tell me what kind of music this is, at least? How likely am I to get stomped on?”
“They’re pretty hard rock so I wouldn’t wear heels,”
I love how Becca knows exactly what I was getting at. We’ve been to enough local shows to know that mosh pits break out at most rock shows, and it’s every girl for herself at that point. There are usually a bunch of big dudes around the outside of the pit who will help people who need it, though, so it’s not really all that dangerous. We’ll have Becca’s camera equipment with us, so we probably won’t get too close to that kind of action, but better to be safe than sorry. 
“Gotcha. Trusty old Doc Martens it is.” I pull my boots out of my box full of shoes and then find some socks so I can put them on. “I swear wearing these boots is better than going barefoot. It’s like they’re hugging me when I put them on.”
“That’s great,” Becca says, coming out of her room. She’s dressed in dark skinny jeans, a low cut, short-sleeved shirt with a picture of an anatomically correct heart on the front, and black Chuck Taylors. Her eyes are all lined in black and she’s wearing blood red lipstick. “I won’t remind you how long it took you to break them in, then. All the blisters and blood.” She shivers at what must be the memory of me hobbling around with bloody feet for an entire month after I bought them.
“Totally worth it,” I say back to her. “These boots are now a part of me after all that trouble.”
“Not to mention chock full of your DNA.” Becca laughs.
I grab my phone, cash, and ID and put them in my pocket with the lip gloss I stashed there earlier. “Are we all set? I want to grab a coffee at Bump & Grind before we get there. I’ve been up since four a.m. and I’m going to need some caffeine if I want to keep up with you tonight.”
“Yup,” she says, picking up her camera bag and checking to make sure she has everything she needs. “Let’s get out of here and find some sexy rockstars.”
“To take their pictures, remember? I’m not into the whole ‘bang a rockstar’ plan.”
“Oh yeah, totally,” Becca says. “No rockstar banging for you, gotcha. I might snag one for myself, though. It’s been awhile.”
She doesn’t sound like she believes me, though. “I’m serious Becca. I’m not looking to hook up with a serial cheater. rockstars are basically cheating machines, and I am not down with that. Hard pass.”
“Yeah, I hear you Alex. No worries. I will not try to hook you up with anyone. I got your back, girl.”
For some reason, though, I don’t believe her.

    
  “Shit, this place is bigger than I thought. I can’t remember the last time I came to a concert here. I thought we’d be going to a bar. Didn’t you say these guys were local?” I was busy looking around the arena while Becca was getting her camera set up for taking shots of the show. They’d blocked off one end of the arena floor, and all the seats on that end as well, to make the stage for the bands to perform. “Who did you say was playing again?” 
“Opening act is some band called ‘Lives that Cared’ and the headliner is ‘Sleeping Dogs’. It’s the last night of the tour for both bands. They’re local because they live here, not because they’re small.” Becca seems proud of herself for fooling me. I was not expecting to go to an arena show. I was more geared up for a dive bar.
Not sure how she expected me to score a rockstar when the concert was at a place like this. A band that sells out a venue this size probably has women lined up for the chance to bang them. I guess it’s a good thing I wasn’t planning to go through with her idea, since there is no way it could have actually happened.
“What’s the plan?” I ask. Becca is taking shots of the venue as it fills up. She has permission to shoot whatever she wants while she’s here. Her job is to take a few photos of the meet and greet session after the show, but I know she loves to photograph all things music related so she won’t pass up a chance to get some great shots of the show itself.
“We’re going to stay up here and get some shots of the floor filling up, and then we’ll go down to the floor. Press passes will get us backstage, and I’m hoping I know some of the security guys so they can get us right up in front of the stage so I can take a few shots of the bands performing. When Sleeping Dogs are nearly done, we’ll go backstage to wherever they have the meet and greet set up, probably the dressing room, so I can get my head around the space. We’ll take the pics I’m actually getting paid for, hopefully get a few good shots of the bands after the show, and then we’ll go. You work early again tomorrow?” Becca lays down the plan for me while I drink my second coffee of the evening. They made me dump the last bit of my first coffee when we came in the building, but luckily I could buy another once we were in. It’s not as good as the one I bought at Bump & Grind, but it’s caffeinated, and that’s all that matters.
“Not too early,” I say. “The family is going out of town for the night and they won’t be back until the afternoon. I don’t need to be there until noon.” Good thing, too. I’m going to need to sleep in after tonight. These coffees aren’t doing it for me.
“Okay, that’s good. I was thinking we could get into the after party and we can have some fun. Party it up, single girl style and whatnot.” Becca lets a whoop and gives a little fist pump before she looks through her camera again.
“Sure, crazy girl. If we get an invite to the after party, we can go.” I agree, because I seriously doubt we’ll get the invite. We’re dressed to blend into the background, not stand out and get the attention of rockstars. Not that I really want that attention, anyway. I’m off men for good this time.
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Family Drama
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Connor


“Dude! You almost ready? You already look prettier than any girl here tonight.” Ryder is messing with me again, teasing me for taking so much time with my appearance. I may not be taking anyone home to sleep with tonight, but they still need to look at me and think they have a chance. That whole  illusion of availability thing, again.
“Screw off, Ryder.” I flip him off in the mirror while I debate wearing a shirt or not. Screw it, leave it on and rip it off later once I’m sweaty. That’s a move that the crowd always loves. Of course, then I have to throw my shirt to the crowd, and I kind of like this one. It’s an old Soundgarden shirt I stole from my first girlfriend about twenty years ago, so I don’t really want to get rid of it. Maybe I can get away with throwing it at one of my sisters, to gross them out. That would be hilarious.
I stop messing around in the mirror and pull my phone out to text my mom. I haven’t heard from them yet, but I know they went shopping for clothes. My credit card had a pretty big charge on it from the store I sent them to, so I’m sure they got quite a lot out of me.


Connor

You guys make it to the arena yet?



I put my phone back in my pocket, not expecting an immediate answer. They’re probably still getting ready. I doubt they plan on being here for the opening act, anyway. Lives that Cared has some great music but none of it is really mom’s or the girls’ type of sound. Mom likes older stuff and the girls are all about pop music, and whatever they play at clubs right now. ‘Something dance-y’ they call it. Something shitty, more likely. I chuckle out loud, causing Ryder to give me a strange look.
“You feeling alright, Bro? Talking to yourself over there?” He raises an eyebrow at me, the left one with three piercings in it. I hate when he does that. So of course he does it all the time. Dick. Plus, who even has eyebrow piercings anymore? 
“Yeah, I’m good. Just laughing at my sisters’ musical tastes in my head. They’re all about pop and dance music. Makes me wonder where I went wrong.” You’d think having a brother who’s a rockstar in a pretty famous band would give you better taste in music, but apparently, it doesn’t make a difference at all.
“Not everyone can be cool like us, man.” He says with a smirk. I’ve known Ryder since I was eighteen, and neither of us was very cool for most of that time. It’s only since the band took off that women actually wanted to sleep with us. And they never really want us exactly, they want to sleep with a rockstar; who it is doesn’t really matter.
I’ve had exactly one proper girlfriend in my life and I have a feeling it’s going to stay that way, at least until I retire. There are too many gold diggers and chicks who want money vying for my attention out there. I won’t even consider being serious about someone like that. I have a little more self respect.
The first few years after we made it big are a blur of sex, drugs, and rock and roll, as usually happens with young guys who gain too much fame and too much money far too quickly. After a while, I tired of casual sex with nameless strangers and decided that it was time to keep my dick in my pants and focus on the music. I was using all of that stuff to drown out the memories of my first love, anyway. I can admit that now.
It’s been almost twenty years, and no one has come even close to meaning as much to me as Alex did. It was her belief in me that convinced me to pursue music. I remember playing my guitar for her for hours, the melodies and lyrics saying things I could never say to her with plain words. I don’t think she ever knew that most of those songs I sang to her were ones I’d written for her specifically. She was my muse.
Hell, that girl inspired so much
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