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I Call Dibs
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Johnny


The crowd is insane tonight, rushing the stage as soon as the lights come up, screaming so loud that the floor rumbles beneath me. We’ve played a lot of shows in a lot of really cool places, but it’s always good to be home. And not just because the hometown crowd always screams the loudest. 
Being in one spot for a longer period gives me the chance to find her. You know, ‘the one’. Someone to date for longer than a few days or weeks at a time. The guys like to give me shit for ghosting women after a few weeks, but when I know, I know. Why would I waste my time on a person once I’ve figured out they aren’t the one? Plus, it’s not like I disappear without telling them first. I always break up with them before I block them.
It’s not like I’m a complete asshole. I’d probably call myself a romantic, actually. I’m looking for that ‘love at first sight’, ‘sparks and fireworks’ kind of love.
That’s why I pay extra attention to the faces in the crowd during a home show. I’m aware it’s probably not a good idea to look for my future wife in the crowd at one of my shows, but who knows when and where fate will bring me my other half? There is always the risk of the woman I meet using me for my fame and money, but no risk means no reward. And it’s not like that hasn’t happened before. Besides, she wasn’t even a fan, just a model who was using me to boost her career.
We’re halfway through our set list when the lightning strikes. When I see her, my heart stops and tingles run down my spine. She’s not in the crowd, not really. She’s in front of the fence, standing near security, and pointing a huge camera toward the stage. Toward me.
And she’s scorching hot.
She’s dressed casually, in jeans and a tight t-shirt, her curves making them look painted on. Her chin length, dark hair is just asking for me to run my hands through it. She has tattoos up and down both of her arms, and it looks like she has a chest piece as well. 
I’ll need to get a closer look at those, for sure.
Fuck, I hope this is the photographer Denise was talking about. The one who is shooting the meet and greet after the show. Either way, I’m meeting her. 
Tonight. 
I’ll make sure of that. 
Somehow.
I give her a subtle wink and a little smile. She lowers her camera and looks me up and down, her eyebrows raised, a little smirk on her dark red lips.
Oh yeah, I need to meet this woman. She clearly doesn’t care who I am. She’s giving me shit with merely a look and fuck if it isn’t making me hard. 
We play a few more songs and I can’t tear my eyes away from her the entire time. I’m probably creeping her out, but thankfully she’s working and not paying much attention to me. I know I’m coming on a little strong, but I have limited time to make this happen. I don’t want to rely on the off-chance that I’d be able to find her if she disappeared right after the show.
Suddenly, Connor announces we’re playing an acoustic song that wasn’t on the set list at all. My guitar tech runs out and swaps guitars with me. I point out the photographer and tell him to get Devon, our head of security, to invite her backstage. Denise said no sluts backstage tonight, but this is my future wife we’re talking about here, not some run of the mill groupie. 
By the time I look back at her, she’s gone.
Shit.
There’s nothing I can do about it now, though. I have to finish the show. 
We play a few more songs, and an encore, and finally the show is over. If that photographer isn’t in the dressing room when we get there, my plan is to ask Denise to track her down. If anyone can find someone, she can. She has her hands in everything involving our shows, going way beyond standard practice for a manager. She probably already knows everything there is to know about this photographer.
Once I step into the dressing room, I realize I won’t need to get Denise’s help. The sexy photographer is already here.
“Who is that?” I ask somewhat less than casually when my eyes catch on the two women near the entrance to the dressing room. I hope my interest isn’t too obvious. The last thing I need is someone giving me a hard time about my love life. Again.
We’re scheduled for some meet and greets after the show we just played, but usually, they give us a few minutes before letting people in. We all like a few minutes to contain some of the adrenaline coursing through our veins after performing before having to be on our best behavior. I think I’ll let it slide this time, though, since it means the sexy photographer is here.
The woman with the camera is without a doubt the hottest woman I’ve ever seen. I need to get to know her. The other woman is also attractive, but the photographer is way more my type. Black hair, dark eyes, ass and tits to die for, and she’s covered every inch of visible skin in beautifully done tattoos. I couldn’t see them well from the stage but I can see now that the artwork is amazing.
As is the canvas.
I need to know where else on her body she has tattoos. Where do they stop? If I trace the flower on her right arm, does it go to her shoulder? Her back? All the way down to that sweet ass?
I tear my eyes away from her when Devon answers me and I almost feel a physical loss. Some force is pulling me to this woman and I don’t even know her name.
Devon looks over at the other side of the dressing room. “The photographer? Her name’s Becca. The other one is Alex.” He raises his eyebrows at me and Ryder, putting emphasis on the name ‘Alex’.
“Holy shit. Are you serious? Like ‘Alex’, Alex? ‘All I Ever Want’ Alex? ‘Better off Dead’ Alex? Connor’s long-lost songwriting muse and true love, Alex?”
Ryder lists off song titles from our first album, all of which Connor wrote for Alex, his first love and first heartbreak.
“Yes, Ryder. All of those things.” Devon says. “He doesn’t know she’s here, so this could be interesting.”
Ryder cracks open a bottled water and passes it to me before grabbing another for himself. “Okay, well, dibs on the other one, then.”
Anger bubbles up inside me as I think of Ryder with Becca. She can’t be with someone like him. He’s a cool guy, but he’s a man whore. Different chick almost every night. He would never treat her the way she deserves to be treated. 
I know I’ll treat her right, but how can I know if we’re compatible without us spending at least a little time together? I always start out with the intention that a woman could be the one. Because that’s what I’m looking for. I want to find my other half. Does that make me blind to a woman’s true nature? Sometimes. But I’d kiss a million frogs if it meant I’d find my princess.
“Fuck off, Ryder,” I growl at him. “Stay away from her.”
He raises his hands in surrender and backs away. “OK man, no problem. You got dibs.”
“Shit. Sorry, Ryder. I didn’t mean that. I just… I don’t know, man.” I run a hand through my hair and look at the floor in front of me. What the fuck is wrong with me? “I want to get to know her, that’s all.”
He slaps me on the back and shoots me a wide grin. “No worries, man. I get it. You’re in love again.” He laughs. “Now that I look closer, you seem like you’d be more her type, anyway.” He leaves me and walks over to talk to Denise and Travis.
How will I get to know Becca better? I need a plan to get her alone. From the way she’s talking to Alex, it looks like they came together. If Connor doesn’t invite them to the after party, then I will. I just need to make sure none of the fans hear me when I tell her. The last thing I want is to be surrounded by fans when I’m trying to talk to her. Maybe I should ask them right now, before this all gets started? I take one step in their direction when Connor comes storming in, head down, bee-lining to the bar on the opposite side of the room.
“What the hell? Where’s the whiskey?” Connor yells.
I sneak another look at Becca and Alex. Looks like the real show is about to start. It’s too late to ask them now.
“You guys don’t even drink whiskey, and it’s not like I’ve had enough for you to hide the bottles on me now. Don’t tell me this meet and greet is some kind of bullshit intervention.” Connor looks accusingly at me and the rest of the band just as Alex shoves the whiskey bottle into his hand.
“Oh, shit. I’m so sorry. I was nervous, and I needed to fortify myself with several drinks. Um, here you go.”
From where I’m standing, I can see Connor’s eyes widen and his jaw drop. I see his entire life change before he even turns around to see that it’s Alex. My gaze drifts to Becca, and my heart pounds hard in my chest.
I want that.. I want a love that lasts more than three weeks.
Maybe Becca’s not that person for me, but maybe she is. All I know is I’m desperate to talk to her and find out.
We get busy going through the motions of the meet and greet, but I sneak looks at the sexy photographer every chance I get. When she’s not taking my picture, I get to watch her work, and I love it. Seeing the way she lines up each shot is mesmerizing. I’ve never been that into photography, but Becca makes it look so good that I might need to add it to my list of interests.
After the meet and greet, we all go over to Rough Mix, the bar where we played our first proper show, and I snag the seat next to Becca. She’s sitting on my right and we’re close enough that I can feel her thigh pressing against my leg, close enough that I could easily rest my hand on her knee without stretching. And I want to touch her so badly. I’m able to restrain myself, but barely. She looked hot in the dressing room, but now that I’m right next to her, I can see how beautiful she really is. That, and she smells amazing. Every time she turns her head I get a whiff of some spicy scented shampoo or perfume. Whatever it is, I’m sure I look ridiculous when I breathe deep every time she moves.
Not creepy at all.
“Ha! I can tell you about that.” Becca jumps up off the seat and into the space next to the table where she acts out the story of Alex catching her boyfriend cheating.
I can’t tear my eyes off of her as she describes, in detail, Alex getting home and thinking there is a burglar, only to realize it’s her boyfriend fucking some other chick in their bed. Becca acts out Alex’s umbrella-destroying home run hit on the dude’s ass, the other woman’s embarrassment, and the dude’s crying and whining about being sorry. A hilarious story, especially with Becca’s reenactments of erratic humping, swinging umbrellas, and cheering crowds.
We’re all laughing, Becca back in the seat beside me, when Connor turns to Alex and says, “So, Alex, you seem pretty okay for finding out about this today. Are you? Okay, that is.”
“Oh, she’s totally used to this. It’s happened to her before.” Becca says, wiping her eyes and letting out a small chuckle.
Alex’s face drops. “Okay, Becca. I think that’s enough story time for now. These guys don’t need to hear this.”
“Wait,” I say, my eyebrows bunching in confusion. “This isn’t the first time?” Alex is a very attractive woman, and she seems pretty fun too. How does someone like her get cheated on repeatedly? She must have terrible taste in guys. Except Connor. He’s a good dude.
“Not at all,” Becca says, looking directly at me, not noticing the venomous look Alex is giving her. “She’s nearly into the double digits with cheating boyfriends.”
Suddenly Alex shoves Aiden out of the booth and slides out after him. “Okay, cool, yeah. Thanks for the drink, Connor. It was really nice seeing you again. Nice to meet all of you,” she says to the rest of us. “I need to get going, though. I need to work early tomorrow. Maybe we can do this again sometime?”
Alex turns and sprints to the exit, with Connor not far behind.
“Oh, fuck,” Becca says, running her hand down her face. “I really need to learn when to shut up.” She grabs her bags from under the table and stands up. “Nice to meet you guys,” she says, and then she disappears into the crowd.
“Wait,” I call out after her. “Becca.”
Shit. I didn’t even get her number. Now, how will I find her again? Because I’m sure this time, it’s real. 
She’s definitely the one.
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Please, No Pictures
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Becca


I pull into the venue with minutes to spare and park in a spot far from the building, leaving the close spots for wedding guests. Helping Alex with her hangover issue this morning has put me a little behind schedule, so I slam the car into park while undoing my seat belt before jumping out and grabbing my equipment from the back seat. I bolt to the entrance weighed down by several bags, already sweating under the many layers of my suit. 
Please don’t let me be late.
This client’s wedding is a massive opportunity for me. They’re connected with all of Westborough’s high society and if I impress them, I could find myself booked solid for the next year. And I need all the help I can get for my business. I’m barely scraping by as it is. If I don’t book at least four more weddings this year, I’m going to have to get a regular job. Considering it’s already almost September, the odds aren’t good that I’ll reach that goal. But this wedding could be what I need to get my name out there in a meaningful way.
If I had my way, I’d be back at the apartment nursing my own hangover. I would have much rather stayed out last night and investigated whatever was happening with Johnny. When he winked at me from the stage, it was easy enough to brush it off as typical rock star stage flirting. You know, the shit they do to make the audience feel special. But once we got to Rough Mix, he seemed like he might have some genuine interest in me. At least for a night, which is all I would have wanted, anyway. It gets too hard to hide myself from guys if they get more than one shot at me.
Too bad I’m here to document the most romantic day of someone else’s life instead of home recovering from what could have been the most sexually adventurous day of mine.
After huffing my way across what feels like ten miles of parking lot, I finally make it to the entrance. I struggle with my bags but eventually get the door open, and standing inside is Mrs. Carmichael, the mother of the bride. 
So nice of you to open the door for me, I say to her in my head. 
“Good afternoon, Mrs. Carmichael. Lovely day for a wedding. If you’d kindly direct me to your daughter’s dressing room, I can get started on the getting ready pictures.” I was hoping I’d have the chance to wipe my sweaty face before seeing anyone, but this is good, too. The sooner we get started, the faster this day will go by.
Mrs. Carmichael rolls her eyes slightly and somehow manages to look down her nose at me, even though I’m several inches taller than she is. “That won’t be necessary, Ms. Morris. We have made alternate arrangements, and we will no longer require your services.”
My mouth drops open.
“I’m sorry. What was that? I don’t think I heard you right.” The mother of the bride couldn’t possibly have said what I think she did, could she?
“I think you heard me. A check to return the deposit will be fine.”
Yup. She said it alright. It’s the day of the wedding and they’ve hired a different photographer. And they waited until I got here to tell me.
“You do realize that when you booked me months ago, you paid me a non-refundable deposit?”
“Well, that’s ridiculous. If we will not be using your services, I don’t see why we should have to pay anything.”
“I’m afraid that’s not possible, ma’am. The non-refundable deposit is to ensure my availability on the date you chose. I turned away several other opportunities to be here for you today. So I’m definitely keeping the money.”
The mother of the bride huffs and stomps her foot. “Well, I never.”
“Have a nice day, ma’am,” I say, picking up my equipment and walking out of the church. I’m not interested in arguing with her any further. This is the reason I have all of my clients sign contracts. Someone always wants to get the deposit back. I get photographers can be expensive, but they can’t expect me to block off my day for them and get nothing if they change their mind at the last minute. Some people have such overblown senses of entitlement, it’s disgusting.
So much for this wedding opening doors for me. I can almost hear them slamming in my face as I get further from the building.
I trudge back to the far end of the parking lot, the heat of the early afternoon sun turning my tailored suit into a sauna. Once I reach my car and put my equipment bags in the back seat, I take off my suit jacket and loosen the buttons on my blouse. I never let the clients see my tattoos if I can help it. And I damn sure never let them see what the tattoos are covering, ever. As a photographer, I’m there to capture the beauty of the day, not introduce my monstrousness. I can deal with the odd passerby noticing the ugliness, but when I’m trapped in a room full of strangers, I refuse to give them the opportunity to ask questions.
My ass buzzes, distracting me from my thoughts and letting me know I have a call coming in. I pull out my phone in time to see my mom’s face before the call disconnects. Great, looks like this day is about to go from bad to worse.
Now I really wish I’d taken advantage of what Johnny was offering last night. I probably could have banged him in the bathroom before rushing home to apologize to Alex. She would have understood eventually.
Not that I would actually do that.
I’m strictly a ‘lights off’ kind of girl.
I get in the car and crank up the air conditioning, waiting for the inevitable call back from dear old mom. She doesn’t leave messages, and she doesn’t text. She hangs up and calls back repeatedly until I answer. I think the record for most phone calls in a row is seventeen. Thank god I had my phone turned off for that series of calls.
As predicted, my phone buzzes again, mom’s face lighting up the screen once more.
“Hi Mom,” I say, forcing as much fake cheer into my voice as I can stand. “How are you?” She never calls unless she wants something, even though it’s usually just to complain about life not going her way. For some reason, she thinks the world is out to get her.
“Oh, Rebecca. I’m so glad I caught you. You’ll never believe what happened to me at the grocery store today. I saw Mrs. Johnson, and she said hello. Can you believe it?”
I rub my temples with one hand. I have enough to worry about today without dealing with my mother and her persistent feelings that someone has wronged her.
“Should she not have said hello?” Fuck. I pound the side of my fist against my forehead. I should not have asked that. Now I’m going to get sucked into more interaction with my mother than I want to deal with today.
“Of course she should have. But she didn’t even thank me again for all that help I gave her when her husband was sick a few weeks ago. I brought them dinner every day for a week, you know.”
I hold the phone away and let out a quiet sigh. “She did thank you, I thought. Didn’t she bring you that angel food cake and a beautiful thank-you card?”
“Yes, but she still should have said thank you again. A whole week, Rebecca. That’s a lot of meals to make for someone. And it’s not like I’m made of money. Lord knows you haven’t helped me since you moved out on your own.”
“That was fifteen years ago, Mom.”
“Hmph. Well, I still don’t see why you couldn’t have stayed with me. After everything I did for you after your accident. Remember how I took care of you? Remember how everyone looked at me like I was the worst mother in the world? I did everything for you. And you don’t even care.”
Shit, not this again. I hate talking about the accident, and I hate trying to make her feel better about it. She’s not the one living with the lifelong consequences. I am.
Time to try distraction.
“You know what? How about I grab dinner and come over for a visit? My client canceled on me at the last minute, so I have an unexpected day off. I’d love nothing more than to spend it with you.” Not true. I can think of many things I’d rather do, including going back to my apartment and checking on how Pukey Mcbucketface is doing with her hangover. But if I don’t appease my mother right now, she’ll subject me to weeks of guilt-inducing phone calls, and I don’t want to deal with that.
“Oh. Are you sure, dear? I don’t want to put you out. I know you probably have much better things to do than spend time with your mother. I wouldn’t want you to feel obligated just because I’m still suffering from your accident.”
I roll my eyes so hard it wouldn’t surprise me if Mom heard it through the phone. “I’m sure, Mom. I insist. I’ll see you in about an hour, OK? I’m going to run to my place and change out of my suit first, but then I’ll come over with that sushi you like. Sound good?”
“That sounds fabulous, Rebecca. You always know what to do to cheer me up. See you soon.”
She doesn’t even wait for me to say goodbye before hanging up on me, which is typical. She got her way, so no need to be polite. I know I should stop letting her run all over me like this, but I can’t just leave her to fend for herself. She is still my mother, after all. I need to remember I owe her everything.
Not that she’d ever let me forget it.
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I Want More 
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“You should give her some time to get used to being here before you demand information,” Travis says. “It’s only been a few hours since she found out she’s working for Connor. I’m sure she has enough on her mind without you trying to hook up with her best friend.” 
Fucking Travis. Why does he have to make so much sense? As soon as I saw Alex, I wanted to ask her for Becca’s number, but Travis is right. I guess I should let Alex get settled before I ask questions. But I won’t be happy about it. Becca has been on my mind all week, and nothing has distracted me. I was almost ready to launch a stalking strategy like Connor had, but having that entire neighborhood thinking two of us are sketchy fucks wasn’t all that appealing.
“Fine, I’ll wait to ask. But I’m not waiting long. Becca is special. I can feel it.”
“Yeah, just like Amber. And Tasha. Oh, and we can’t forget Sherry,” Travis chuckles while ticking the names off on his fingers. “You fall in love all the time, Johnny. Maybe you should forget about this one altogether. Getting involved with Alex’s best friend probably isn’t a great idea. Look at the way Connor looks at Alex.” He gestures to where Connor is currently pulling Alex into a hug. “He’s not letting her go anytime soon. Breaking up with Becca could cause problems for all of us. Set your sights elsewhere.”
I nod, not because I agree with his assessment, but because looking like I agree is the only way to get Travis to shut up. I know he has a point, but Becca is different.
I’ve always been more romantic than most guys. I wouldn’t say I have my wedding planned out, but I definitely have some ideas about how I would like it to go. (Nothing stuffy. Short and sweet. Lots of laughs.) The only thing I haven’t been able to find is my bride. Travis is almost right. I have had many girlfriends. I always go into a relationship with the intent that it will last. I just prefer not to stick around long after I know she’s not the one.
I’m expecting fireworks and explosions and that classic ‘love at first sight’ feeling that I read about. Yes, I read romance novels. I’ve learned a lot about how to treat a woman from the books that I’ve read. Not all of them, of course. Dark romance is one thing to read, but in reality, most women don’t like to be treated the way the dudes in those books treat female main characters. At least not outside of the bedroom. My mom tells me I’d probably fall into the cinnamon roll category if I were a romance novel hero; I’m a sweetheart, and I’m okay with that.
“You guys coming?” I catch the end of whatever Connor was saying. Looks like we’re heading to the studio.
“I’m not afraid of helping you, Alex, but I really need to keep an eye on Connor in the studio. I have a feeling he’s bursting with the desire to write love songs tonight.” Travis laughs and runs off down the hall to the studio.
“Something’s going to be bursting with desire tonight,” I joke, waggling my eyebrows and winking at Alex before I follow Travis. I hear her chuckle as I walk away.
I think I’m going to enjoy having Alex around, and not only because she gets me one step closer to Becca. Connor already seems happier than he has in years. Not sure what that’s going to mean for his songwriting, or for the band, but he’s my friend first, and the lead singer of Sleeping Dogs second. His happiness is more important than that other stuff.
See? Sweetheart, and not just when there are ladies involved.
When I get into the studio, Connor is already pacing, talking about how he can’t lose Alex. The guy’s got it bad. Good for him. I walk over and pick up an acoustic guitar and start messing around. 
We’re kidding ourselves if we think we’re going to get any work done tonight. Connor is too worked up about Alex to settle down and get some writing in. I missed most of the conversation in the kitchen, but I think we’re in here to give Alex a little time to herself. Well, to herself, with Devon and Ryder. They seem to have befriended her more quickly than the rest of us. 
“It can’t bother her that much, can it?” Connor asks. He’s referring to the story Becca told last week at Rough Mix, about how Alex has been cheated on by every boyfriend she’s ever had, besides Connor when she dated him in high school.
“Oh gee, I don’t know, dude. If you’d been cheated on a bunch of times, would you be interested in starting a relationship with someone? Let alone someone you could google to see evidence of the countless other people they’ve been with?” My voice is dripping with sarcasm.
Connor dated a lot when we first got popular with the band. There are pictures of him online with hundreds of different women. I don’t know for sure what Alex would think of that, but it certainly doesn’t paint a pleasant picture. It makes him look like a whore. Which makes sense, because he was kind of a whore. I think we all were. I was a misguided whore looking for love, while the rest of them were just getting their dicks wet.
The conversation continues this way for a while, with us talking about Connor and Alex, until Devon and Ryder come back from the kitchen.
“Hey guys,” Connor greets them. “Dinner done already? That was fast.”
“Nah,” Ryder says. “Lasagnas just went in the oven. She made her own noodles, man. I’ve never had lasagna made with fresh noodles. If you fuck this up, I’m going to be so pissed.”
“So before Connor asks, did Alex say anything about him?” I ask, knowing that’s the only Connor can think about right now.
“Not much. She’s calling Becca to talk right now, though.” My ears perk up at Ryder’s mention of Becca, but I drift off into my thoughts again when it’s clear the conversation won’t be about her.
I continue to pick out a melody on the guitar while my mind wanders. Thoughts of Becca take over and I lose track of what the guys are talking about. 
I wonder how her pictures from the show turned out? She must be an amazing photographer. Is that her full-time job or if she does something else too? Maybe she models? She has almost a pin-up quality to her look, with her short Bettie Page bangs and that dark red lipstick she was wearing last week.
Would that lipstick end up all over my face if we kissed? Maybe she has some extra long-lasting lipstick that won’t come off on my face. I’m not sure which I would prefer. I can’t say I’d be mad if we both wound up with red lipstick smeared over our faces. Everyone would know I was hers and she was mine that way.
Connor’s voice intrudes on my thoughts. “I can’t help it. I think I'm still in love with her, guys. Tell me what to do.”
“In love? You just met her. Is that even possible?” I look over at Connor, disbelief and hope both plain in my voice.
“I didn’t just meet her. I’ve been in love with her all these years, but I never thought I’d get another chance. I didn’t think I’d ever see her again.”
“Okay, yeah. That makes sense.” Plus, if he can fall in love this quickly, then there’s nothing saying I can’t.
Sure, it’s a little different because I did just meet Becca, but at least this shows it’s a possibility. Travis has already guessed what’s going through my brain, and he’s subtly shaking his head at me. He always knows what I’m thinking. I wonder if something about us being the only two boys in a family with seven kids gives us special powers, like twins. At least he somehow uses our strange brain connection in his favor. Most of the time, I end up thinking he’s hungry, even when he’s not. Either he’s great at reading my thoughts, or I’m that predictable.
I widen my eyes at him, hoping he gets the message. I know what we agreed, and I will give Alex some time before I beg her for information about Becca. But not too much. This is my destiny we’re talking about, after all. If I leave it all up to fate, it might not happen.
The guys go back to talking and I take up the melody I was working on again. My fingers find the strings while my mind dreams up thoughts of Becca. Maybe she’d want to come out on our next tour. Not for the whole time, of course. She has a life of her own, after all. But for a few weeks or a month? I’m sure we could work something out. And with Alex in Connor’s life now, she wouldn’t be alone during shows. I’m sure Alex will come on tour as well. They haven’t officially gotten back together, but that’s only a matter of time. Connor is like a lovesick puppy.
“Let’s head back to the kitchen. Alex just texted to say that Becca is coming to dinner too, and she should be here soon,” Connor says, already halfway to the door. “I’m going to see if Alex needs any help.”
I scramble to my feet, dropping the guitar in my haste. The guys all turn to look at me because of the sound it makes when it crashes to the floor.
“Calm down,” Ryder says. “You can answer the door when she gets here.”
The other guys make noises of understanding, with some ‘ah, young love’ and ‘Johnny’s in love again’ thrown in for good measure.
Fuck these guys.
I push past them and join Alex and Connor in the kitchen.
“Tell me what you need, oh kitchen mistress. I am here to serve.” I bow to Alex, and Connor rolls his eyes at me. Alex points out things that need to go to the dining room and I begin taking things over. With all of us bringing items, it only takes a few minutes to get the table ready and soon we’re sitting around waiting on the lasagnas to finish cooking.
When the doorbell rings, I jump up and run to answer it before anyone else gets a chance. I know it’s Becca because the only other person yet to arrive is Denise, and she has her own key. With my hand on the doorknob, I stop and take a deep breath before swinging it open.
“Becca,” I say, grinning like an idiot. I can’t force the smile from my face. All I can hope is that I don’t look too crazy. “Come in. I thought I would never see you again.” Good one, dumbass. Nothing like being over dramatic to make yourself not look crazy.
She steps in and I close and lock the door behind her. I sneak a look back at her when we stop in the entryway. She’s dressed casually again, in jeans and a long-sleeved henley shirt. I can’t see the tattoos on her arms at all, but I glimpse her chest piece. There’s something about it that looks a little familiar, but I can’t place it. And it’s not like I can get a good look at it without coming across like a creep who’s starting at her boobs.
“Hey Johnny, hi. Umm, hi,” Becca tucks her hair behind her ear and looks down at the floor. She’s nervous. She likes me. Yes! “Should I take off my shoes?” Or she’s polite and worried about getting the floors dirty. Shit.
“Oh, leave them on. It’s fine. Let me show you to the kitchen.” I lift my hand to take hers and she jerks her arm away from me. “Oh, I’m sorry. I just…that was… Sorry.” Well shit. There goes my thought that Becca is my fate. She’s so not interested that she jumps away when I get too close.
“Oh, no. It’s okay. It’s just, um…” She takes a deep breath and blows it out. “I’m just not a big fan of having my arms touched. It’s not you.” She reaches out and pats my hand, but doesn’t linger. “I was hoping I’d see you tonight, actually.”
I look back at her, and she smiles at me, making my heart pound. “Yeah?” I pull my phone out of my pocket. “Well, then first, let me get your number so we don’t have to rely on our friends making plans in order to see each other.” I hand her my phone so she can put her information in.
She passes it back. “What’s the second thing?” She looks at me and her eyes flicker to my lips, making my dick stand at attention. How is it possible that anyone this beautiful exists?
My hands reach up toward her face, and I take a tentative step, desperate to get close to her. “Can I touch your face? Your hair?” If I don’t want her to feel uncomfortable and after the way she jerked away from me, I know that I definitely need to ask before I touch her anywhere again. I whisper, “Your lips?”
She nods, surprising me by reaching out and grabbing my shirt, pulling me forward, forcing me against her. I angle my head, skimming my mouth across her cheek, my fingers threading into her hair and tilting her head up. Brushing my lips against hers, not quite kissing her, I taste her breath as she gasps. Her arms circle around my waist, pulling me closer, as she chases my lips with her own. Grinding against her, letting her feel what she does to me, I press my lips to hers, teasing her with a soft swipe of my tongue, barely holding myself back. My body is on fire with the desire to touch her, with not being able to do more than kiss. She opens her mouth for me and I slide my tongue along her lower lip before plunging into her kiss. Her tongue dances with mine as she pulls me ever closer, little whimpers escaping her mouth all the while. I want to slide my hands down and lift her up by the backs of her thighs, but the only safe space I know my hands can be right now is in her hair. So I hold her face to mine and kiss the hell out of her while I grind my rock hard dick into her hip. I meet her whimpers with moans of my own.
The sound of keys jingling on the other side of the door drags me back to reality. A disappointed groan escapes my throat and I pull back. I place a gentle kiss on Becca’s lips once more before letting her go and stepping away.
“That was so much better than I imagined it would be,” I whisper, and sneak in one more kiss just as the door opens.
“Oh, hey guys,” Denise says as she walks in. “Am I late?”
“Nope,” I say. “You’re right on time. Have you met Becca? Becca, this is Denise, the band’s manager. Becca is Alex’s best friend, and she was also the photographer after the show last week.”
Denise and Becca make small talk as we all walk to the kitchen. While their backs are turned, I take a moment to adjust myself, willing my dick to go down before anyone notices. I’m sure my stupid smile and Becca’s just-kissed lips and slightly messy hair will speak volumes when we get there, but I can’t bring myself to care.
That was the best kiss I’ve ever experienced in my life.
And I want more.
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I Do the Touching
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I pulled into the drive at Alex’s new place, not quite half an hour after we got off the phone. After the week I’ve had, it didn’t take much for me to agree to Alex’s invite to dinner. Especially after she mentioned Johnny would be here. I’ve been reminding myself not to act desperate the entire drive over here. To Connor’s house. 
I still can’t believe Alex’s mystery client wound up being her long-lost first love. If that isn’t some sort of cosmic sign they should be together, then I don’t know what is.
I’m keeping the moving boxes in my car in case, though. Alex has bad luck with her boyfriends cheating and forcing her to move in a hurry, so I’ve been keeping an emergency box stash in my car for a while. Well, boxes and the bat I started keeping in there for revenge on said cheating boyfriends. I hope Connor doesn’t turn out to be one of them, but it never hurts to be ready.
I’ve prepared myself for this dinner by wearing long sleeves. I don’t know if these guys will ask questions, but it’s usually easier on everyone if I keep covered up. I learned that, at least, from my mom. She hates looking at my arms, and she doesn’t hesitate to tell me if I ever make the mistake of wearing short sleeves in her presence. Which I did last weekend after that disaster of a wedding that I didn’t end up shooting.
I was so hot when I changed out of my suit that I threw on shorts and a tank before I picked up lunch and went over to her place. It was like she couldn’t even look at me, the disgust on her face clear. She thinks the accident was her fault, and she has issues with looking at the results of her actions. And it’s not even that obvious anymore, not since I’ve had my tattoos done. They do a great job disguising things, unless I’m in a certain light. But with mom, every light is that light. No wonder I try to hide my hideousness from everyone. My own mother won’t look at me. 
She hasn’t let me forget that mistake for the past week, either. Calling me every day, asking if I did it on purpose to make her feel bad for the accident. Blaming me for people thinking she’s a terrible parent. Saying the accident is the reason my dad left us all those years ago. Telling me again how lucky I was that she stayed and took care of me. That other parents would have put me into foster care rather than deal with the issues the accident caused.
That woman is terrible for my self-esteem. The therapists that I’ve seen off and on over the years assure me that none of it is my fault, but my mother’s voice in my head is too loud. One day I will set proper boundaries with her, but I’m not ready yet.
I don’t know if I ever will be.
Pushing thoughts of mom and therapists and scars aside, I take a deep breath and get out of my car. These guys won’t even see my arms, so I don’t need to worry about that tonight. I repeat that to myself as I walk to the door and ring the bell, only stopping my internal monologue when the door flies open to reveal none other than Johnny.
I jump a little, surprised to see him at the door. I was hoping to see him tonight, but I wasn’t expecting him to be the first person I would see.
The moments pass in a blur, with Johnny attempting to grab my hand and me pulling away from him abruptly. I can’t let him feel my scars, or he’ll never look at me the same again. I’ll get that combination of pity and disgust that I’ve seen more times than I care to remember, and I can’t bear to have that happen tonight.
“Oh, I’m sorry. I just…that was… Sorry,” Johnny apologizes, the hurt shining from his eyes.
“Oh, no. It’s okay. It’s just, um…” I take a calming breath. “I’m just not a big fan of having my arms touched. It’s not you. I was hoping I’d see you tonight, actually.” His eyes light up immediately, my words having their intended effect.
Johnny says something about phone numbers and he passes his phone over, I think for me to put my number in. I wish I knew for certain, but I was too busy watching his lips as he spoke, wondering how soft they were. They look soft. He smiles, waiting for me to add my phone number, and the little heart he has tattooed high on his left cheekbone crinkles with the smile lines. His smile reaches his light brown eyes, doing funny things to my insides.
“Can I touch your face? Your hair? Your lips?” he breathes.
My chest erupts in tingles as I nod frantically and grab his shirt to pull him against me. So much for not acting desperate. The only way I could seem more desperate would be if I’d jumped him as soon as he opened the door.
At least I said hello first.
He teases me, brushing his lips against mine, and my body chases the kiss, pushing my lips closer even as I pull him against me. I keep my fists wrapped in his shirt, not trusting my hands to behave themselves if they get the chance to feel his chest. As it is, the backs of my hands are burning with the feel of his muscles pressing against them.
Fuck it.
I wrap my arms around his waist and pull him to me, forcing our bodies closer. Johnny grinds his body against me, pushing his erection against my hip. I crush him closer, deepening the kiss, kneading the muscles in his back as I furiously attempt to touch every inch within my reach. Johnny’s hands stay in my hair, tilting my head this way and that, his lips and tongue exploring my own with a reverence I’ve never experienced. He hasn’t even tried to move his hands lower, and that alone fills me with ravenous desire. I can feel the liquid heat pooling in my panties, making me ready, inviting him in.
Just as I’m about to suggest that we leave and continue this elsewhere, Johnny pulls back and a disappointed groan escapes him. He kisses me softly and lets me go.
“That was so much more than I imagined it would be,” he says, tilting forward and kissing me again just as the door opens.
“Oh, hey, guys. Am I late?”
“Nope,” Johnny answers. “You’re right on time. Have you met Becca? Becca, this is Denise, the band’s manager. Becca is Alex’s best friend, and she was also the photographer after the show last week.”
“Yes, hi.” I compose myself enough to make conversation. “We spoke last week, I think.”
“Yes, we did. I saw some of your pictures on the radio station’s social media pages. You made the guys look so good. Wholesome, even. I was shocked.” Denise laughs. “You have a gift. No wonder the station called you for this assignment. Have you ever thought of working in image management? You could really help some of the more deplorable celebrities get back into the public’s good graces.”
It’s my turn to laugh. “I hadn’t ever thought of that, honestly. I’m not sure I’d be comfortable taking part in that level of deception. Some of those celebs deserve the shit they get.”
“Ha! You’ve got that right.”
We enter the kitchen together, and Alex greets us right away. She talks to Denise a little, since it’s the first time they’ve had a real chance to talk since the interview for the position. From what Alex said, Denise had to run off and take care of something this morning before they could really say much.
“So what are you doing after this?” Johnny slides beside me and whispers in my ear.
“Umm, I had no plans,” I say. “Alex is out of my apartment now, so I was probably just going to sit around and watch Netflix. You?”
“I was hoping I could take you out?”
Shit. He wants to take me out? Like on a date? I like the guy well enough, but I wasn’t really looking to start anything serious with him. I’m comfortable with my usual routine of hook up and move on.
I wonder if that would be too difficult to pull off with him, considering our friends are dating now? Maybe we should go ahead, consequences be damned? The aftermath of that kiss is still coursing through my body, making me reckless.
“Why don’t you come to my place?”
“Oh? You don’t want to go out?”
“I’ve had a long week, and I just want to relax. Besides, we’re already eating dinner here. We don’t really need to go out anywhere.”
Johnny backs me into the hallway, away from everyone. “Are you sure?”
This time I’m the one grabbing his face and pulling him to me. I slam my mouth to his and kiss him deeply, thrusting my tongue in his mouth, leaving no doubt what’s on my mind.
“I’m sure,” I say after breaking the kiss. “I’ll send you the address after I leave and then you can meet me there.”
Johnny’s eyes are dark, his intentions clear. “You’re going to need to give me very specific instructions for touching, then. Because, god, Becca. I’m dying to touch you.” He sneaks another kiss before turning back to the kitchen, leaving me to follow behind him.
He’s going to be surprised when he finds out what the rules entail. Because when I fuck someone, I do the touching.
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Short and Stout
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I stay behind at Connor’s place after everyone else leaves to help clean up and to give Becca some extra time to get home. I’m not entirely sure why she wanted to wait until she left to give me her address, but if I had to guess, I’d say it’s because she didn’t want Alex and Connor to know about us yet. 
Not that I’ve been acting very cool about it. I know for a fact that the guys suspect something. You’d think they’d all be more worried about their own love lives, but that’s not really how it works with us. We’re a family, and we’re always getting up in each other’s business.
My phone buzzes in my pocket and I take that as my cue to leave, guessing that it’s Becca’s address coming through in a text.
“Alright guys, I’m going to head out. I’ve got a date after this and I don’t want to be late.”
“Oh? In love again?” Connor asks, following me to the door.
“I’m taking it a little slower this time. But I’m pretty sure she’s the one.”
He laughs. “You know you say that every time, right? I think maybe you want it too bad to think properly when you meet someone new.”
He’s not wrong. I do want it badly. I want what my parents have. They’ve been together
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