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  To the ladies who read my stuff way before anyone else. 
Thank you for being so thoughtful in your comments and careful in your observations. Amie, Ashley, Lorraine, Lindsay, and Maggie, you guys made this book possible.
Thank you so much.
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  1
Creepy Andrew and a Pity Party
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Ryder


“Can I tell you again how happy I am you two worked out your differences,” I say around a mouthful of prime rib. “Your weekly dinners are the only time I eat well all week.” 
Ever since Alex and Connor reconnected, and then made it through the bullshit that was a groupie drugging and trying to rape Connor a couple of months ago, Alex has been hosting weekly family dinners at their house. She’s a professional chef and loves cooking. And I am a semi-professional eater who is more than willing to eat any of the delicious things she makes.
My dad wasn’t much of a cook while I was growing up. His specialties were mac and cheese and takeout. I never went hungry, but the food probably could have been healthier. It’s not his fault, though. Being stuck raising two young boys all alone because their mom wants nothing to do with them is tough. He did the best he could with us. It’s really hard to compete with an actual chef.
“I’m happy you all come every week and give me a chance to feed you. It’s been tough since I haven’t been working. Who knew taking ten weeks off would have such an impact on my employability?” Alex is serving up the extra Yorkshire puddings she’s pulled from the oven. I immediately put my plate up to grab a couple of those crispy little golden puffs of goodness. Maybe it’s a good thing Dad couldn’t cook like this. I’d never have been able to maintain my girlish figure.
“How is your hand feeling now that you’ve had your cast removed?” Denise asks. She’s sitting opposite me, next to her clean-cut looking doofus of a boyfriend. Dude hardly ever talks, unless he whispers something into Denise’s ear. She never looks pleased with what he’s said, either. The guy gives me a weird feeling, but I can’t put my finger on why. Mostly, he gives me the creeps.
“So much better. I can shower without help now, which is nice. I can’t believe they made me keep it on for nine weeks.”
Connor comes up behind Alex and runs his hands around her waist as he pulls her toward him. “Oh babe, you know I’m still going to help you in the shower.”
“Get off me, perv.” Alex laughs while pushing Connor away.
They’ve come a long way in the ten weeks since Alex broke her hand defending Connor from a groupie. It was subconscious since she didn’t know Connor had been drugged, but she beat the chick so hard she fractured her hand and saved Connor from sexual assault. They’re so happy together it’s gross, but in a good way.
I hope to one day find a love like they have, but since I’m only interested in one person and she is currently dating a stupid asshole named Andrew, I don’t think that’s likely to happen. You could say my crush on Denise is the reason I have a problem with Andrew, but it’s not. Well, it’s not the only reason, anyway. He’s not quite right.
I look across the table at Denise. She has her long black hair tied up in a red bandana with her long bangs left free and hanging down over her forehead. It goes great with the tight jeans and flannel shirt she’s wearing tonight. She looks like a pin-up queen out for a casual stroll. That idiot Andrew leans over and whispers in her ear while I’m looking. Denise looks at him and shakes her head a little before he whispers to her again. She looks away from him and rolls her eyes while letting out an enormous sigh.
“Well, I hate to say it. We’re going to have to get going now. I’ve got early meetings tomorrow, and there are some things I need to get sorted tonight in preparation.” Denise stands and places her napkin beside her still full plate. She spent more time wiping her fork with her napkin than she did eating. Every time she took a bite, she’d make a face and then wipe her fork again. It was weird, yet oddly adorable. “Thank you so much for dinner, Alex. It was delicious, as always.”
“You’re leaving already?” I stand when Denise does, a remnant from when I was a kid and my brother, Hunter, and I would spend half of every summer vacation with my grandmother. You'd never know it based on how she acts these days, but she drilled into me the importance of being a gentleman. I may be an asshole, and I may drink too much, but I still use my manners, especially with women like Denise. Standing when she does is the least I can do.
“Yes, Ryder,” she says, a look of irritation on her face. “Can you please try to behave tonight? I don’t have time to bail you out of jail again.”
Okay, that happened once. However, she has had to rescue me from other towns, public parks, private homes, and the occasional possibly haunted hotel. Like I said, I drink a lot more than I probably should.
“I will be on my best behavior tonight, love. Just for you.” I wink and give her a little bow. That’s probably too over the top, but it gets a laugh from her, so it’s worth it.
“Good.” Andrew sneers in my direction. “I plan to keep her well occupied tonight.”
Ugh, he is such a creep.
“Yeah, we’ll see,” is all Denise says. She looks a little uncomfortable. “See you all later.”
Denise and Andrew leave, and the rest of us stay to enjoy our dinner.
Alex looks over at me, checking if I’m okay. She knows I have a thing for Denise, and she knows I’m doing my best to stay out of her business with Andrew. What she doesn’t know is how hard it is for me to see them together every week at family dinner. The way he acts makes me want to punch him in his stupid math teacher-looking face.
“That was a weird.” Aiden is sitting to my right. He’s noticed my crush too, but he hasn’t come right out and said anything. “I’m not sure I really like Andrew.”
“Me neither,” Alex says, still looking at me. “Why is he always whispering in her ear? She always looks uncomfortable when he does it. There’s something weird about him.”
“Agreed.” I put my napkin on my plate. I’ve had three helpings already. There’s no way I could fit anything else in my stomach.
“I have crème brûlée for dessert,” Alex offers. “I’m so excited to try my new torch.”
“Leave it to my girl to want to play with fire for the sake of dessert.” Connor’s pulled Alex down to sit on his lap, and he’s kissing along her jaw while she tries to stand.
“I’m going to have to pass, Alex. I couldn’t eat another bite if I tried.” I’m already going to need to open the top button on my jeans the second I leave. I’m overly full, but it was totally worth it.
“Well, I’m going to get a few ready, anyway. Connor, can you help me?” Alex gets out of Connor’s grip and she walks out of the dining room.
“You guys can see yourselves out.” Connor jumps out of his chair and runs after Alex, stopping to throw her over his shoulder. “Leave the mess,” he calls out over his shoulder while running out with Alex giggling the whole way.
“Yeah, so… I don’t think dessert is on the menu anymore, guys.” Aiden laughs.
Travis is already on his way out, leaving me and Aiden at the table. Alex’s friend Becca had to work tonight, shooting someone’s Sunday wedding, and Johnny and Devon weren’t able to make it, either.
“See you, Trav.”
“Bye guys,” he says without turning around.
Aiden waves at Travis before turning to me. “Sit for a minute.”
“Um, okay?” I say, taking my chair again. “What’s up, man? Everything alright?” Aiden is the oldest member of our band, and he’s also the quietest. He doesn’t normally talk unless he really has something important to say.
“I know how you feel about Denise,” he says to me. “And I also know how we all feel about Andrew. There’s something wrong with that guy.”
“Right? But what can we do about it? Denise is a grown woman. She can make her own choices.”
“Yes, she is grown, and she can make choices. But tell me this. Have you ever presented yourself as a choice? She’s never going to choose you if she doesn’t even know you’re an option.”
“Geez, man. You’re not pulling any punches today, are you?”
“Actually, I am,” he says. “If I weren’t pulling punches, I’d tell you that your drinking and screwing around isn’t helping you get over her like you think. And getting over her isn’t what you actually want, even though you think it is. I know that’s why you’re doing it, even if you won’t say it. You’re a good guy, or at least you would be if you’d stop acting like such a screwup. So stop being a screwup and tell her how you feel.”
“Well, shit.” I run my hands through my hair and my tongue pokes out to play with my lip ring, a nervous habit I can’t seem to shake. “I can’t tell her something like that. She has a boyfriend. It wouldn’t be right.”
“Normally, I would agree with you. But I get a bad feeling from that guy. I think Denise might be keeping him around because she feels like she’s run out of options. I overheard her talking on the phone one day, upset about the fact that she’s thirty-six already, and she’s unmarried. I guess her mom’s been after her about it.”
“She can’t marry Andrew.” Just the thought of it makes me feel sick to my stomach. The three helpings of prime rib with all the fixings don’t help either. “It doesn’t seem like she even likes him.”
“That’s what I’m saying, man.” Aiden gives my shoulder a little squeeze. “Talk to her. You might not get to be with her, but maybe hearing she has other options will get her away from that guy before something bad happens. If we all feel the same way about him, it means something.”
“He probably has a few bodies in his freezer or something.” I laugh bitterly. It’s supposed to be a joke, but Andrew is so creepy it wouldn’t surprise me if he had bodies hidden somewhere.
On my drive home after dinner, I find myself parking in front of the liquor store. I’m not brave enough to go talk to Denise, but I also can’t think about her with Andrew. A bottle of vodka sounds like good company for the night.
When I get home, I head straight to the couch with my vodka. Why dirty a glass? I drink straight from the bottle while I search for something to watch on Netflix, but nothing gets my interest, so I turn off the TV. It’s totally normal to sit in the dark and drink alone, right?
No wonder the guys think I have a problem.
If I’m being honest with myself, I do have a problem, and it’s gotten progressively worse the longer Denise has been with Andrew. That guy is so wrong for her, but she doesn’t see it. Not that I’m a better choice, no matter how I feel about her. I’m such a screwup that even if I got her to go out with me, she’d leave me, eventually. It wouldn’t be the first time.
My brother and I were kids when my mom left. I was six, and Hunter was three. I was hiding behind the couch when she came downstairs with a suitcase and told my dad she was leaving. Had I not been so curious, I wouldn’t have heard what she told him as she walked out the door.
“I love you, Tom,” she told my dad, “But I can’t do this with those kids anymore. I never wanted them, and I still don’t. I can’t be their mother. I won’t put off my life any longer because you wanted children. Goodbye. Don’t look for me.” And then she left.
She left because of us, me and my brother. Luckily, my brother hadn’t heard what she said, and he was too young to remember if he had. And I never told him about it. Even at six years old, I knew that would hurt him too much. I didn’t even tell my dad I’d heard it. He told us she had to go take care of her sick sister. Even after the way she left us, he didn’t want us thinking badly of her. But I never forgot what she said. I never forgot that when she left, she left us kids, not my dad. Who abandons a child?
I had a few girlfriends when I was younger, but I always dumped them before they could dump me. After a while, I stopped dating and stuck to casual sex instead. Seemed to be an easier way to go about it. I never had to worry about anyone leaving because it would never be more than one night, anyway.
And then I met Denise. When she walked up to me and the guys after a show we played at a friend’s house party, I was instantly attracted to her. Her ice-blue eyes looked right through me, like I didn’t even exist, and the need to make her acknowledge me was all-consuming. Even back then, she wore a flower in her long black hair, pin-up girl style, and had a take charge attitude. Before she even started talking, I decided I would take her home that night to see what was under her skin tight wiggle dress and whether her take charge attitude transferred to the bedroom.
Obviously, that didn’t happen.
She told us, “You guys have a great sound, but you won’t get anywhere playing house parties. I’m going to represent you. I’ll get you better gigs and together we’ll take this thing to the next level.” She was twenty-one then, and she had balls of steel. After that speech, I knew I’d never be happy with just one night. If I took her home, I’d never be able to get enough. And that was too risky for me.
I tried to convince the guys we didn’t need her. And like an asshole, I did it right in front of her. Thankfully, the guys convinced me she was right. She’d had no clients before, but we took a chance on her, like she took a chance on us, and now here we are. Next level, exactly like she said. The price has been my never-ending heartache, because I’ve been in love with her since that day. A bargain, really, considering all she’s done for the band.
So now I’m sitting here again, drinking by myself, wondering what it would be like if Denise actually loved me back. But I know she doesn’t. I’ve done enough stupid shit in the last fifteen years to ensure she would never take a chance on me now. Instead, I get to sit here alone, drinking a toast to her happiness with Andrew, even though it means I will never get a chance.
Cheers, I guess.






  
  2
Breakups and Barfing
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Denise


After Andrew whispered in my ear during family dinner at Alex and Connor’s place, again, I wasn’t all that interested in having him come in and ‘keep me well occupied’, as he hinted to Ryder earlier. He’s never made much of an effort with my friends at all, and it’s really starting to bother me. Every time he leans over to whisper in my ear, my skin crawls. I have asked him to stop doing it and to say what he wants to say, but he continues with the whispering. It probably has something to do with how he’s always trying to get us to leave places early, or saying something rude about one of my friends. But it’s beyond annoying.  
“Okay, goodnight,” I tell him as I practically leap out of his vehicle. I don’t even lean in for a kiss first, which gets an irritated huff from him.
“No kiss?” He pins me with a suspicious look. “Is this about Ryder?”
What the hell? Why would that even be a question?
“No, of course not.” I lean in the door. “It’s about you whispering in my ear again and insisting we leave before I was ready.”
“Your clients are… unsavory.” The look of disgust on his face leads me to believe unsavory was the nicest way he could put it. “They’re not the type of people I would normally associate with, and I don’t think you should, either. They’re honestly kind of trashy, Denise.”
Well, that’s news to me. He’s never really gotten along with them, but this is the first time he’s ever expressed this kind of distaste.
“Are you being serious right now?” I’m barely able to keep my voice down, but I continue quietly so I don’t disturb my neighbors. “They are my friends, and they are all good people. There is nothing trashy about them.”
He snorts out a laugh. “Oh, come on now, Denise. They’re musicians. They drink, they smoke, they’re all tattooed and pierced. If they weren’t wealthy, they would be the definition of trashy. Associating with them makes me look bad. If any of my accounting clients ever saw me with them, I’m sure they would drop me in a minute.”
“How did I not notice how stuck up you are?” I huff in disbelief. “How did you ever bring yourself to lower your standards enough to get together with me, I wonder?”
“I didn’t lower them necessarily. I always saw your potential. But I was hoping you would change the way you dress, at least when we are together. Your parents are nice upper-class people, Denise. When they introduced us, they assured me you would eventually settle down, become more like them. I understand you dress the way you do because of your job, but you can’t honestly think old band t-shirts are the most professional item to be paired with skirts? Or that those shoes you wear are the most feminine you could choose? They look like they belong in a dominatrix’s closet.”
I’m completely floored. I didn’t know he hated the way I dress. I like to consider my look to be rocker-chick-meets-pin-up-girl with a little extra edge. And I love the way I dress. Even if my shoes do look like they belong to a dominatrix. Actually, it’s probably at least partly because my shoes could belong to a dominatrix that I love them so much. They are heels, though, and people usually consider heels to be feminine. 
“My shoes? Do you mean the heels I wear all the time? How are heels not feminine?”
“You know what I mean. They’re so…rock-and-roll looking. Big, flashy, sometimes they even have metal bits on them. Women should be dainty. Submissive. You always look like you’re daring someone to take you on.”
I stare at him, eyes wide, mouth gaping in surprise. This is not the man I thought I was involved with, not at all. And right now I almost feel like daring him to take me on. 
“Yeah… I’m going to go inside now. I’ll talk to you later sometime. I think I need some time to think all this over.” Before he can say anything, I slam the car door and run up the stairs to my house.
As I grab my keys from my purse, I hear him yelling my name from the open car window, but I refuse to turn around. Instead, I unlock the door, go inside, and lock it again right behind me. I was serious about needing time, but I’m pretty sure I’ve already made my decision. He thinks my friends are trashy, doesn’t like the type of people I work with, hates the way I dress, and is rude to the people I care about. The only thing I need time for is packing up the few things he has at my place and thinking about how to word the break up.
I refuse to stay with someone who likes nothing about me. The last thing I need is someone trying to tell me who to spend time with and how to dress. Thank you very much. My parents did enough of that when I was growing up. I’m a grown ass woman and I can take care of those things my damn self. I should have known better than to agree to go out with someone my parents set me up with, I guess. Even after all these years, they’re still trying to turn me into Debutante Barbie.
Once inside the house, I get changed into some comfy joggers and a loose tank, ready to get to work packing up Andrew’s stuff. I have no patience for a man who has been with me for almost a year, hoping I would change myself the entire time.
I’m nobody’s renovation project.
Andrew has very few belongings here and before long, I have one small box of stuff all packed up for him. I’ll call him tomorrow to come over so I can break it off with him and he can take his stuff when he goes. No sense in prolonging the inevitable.
I’m starving since I didn’t get to eat much at Connor and Alex’s place. My fork tasted like it had soap or something on it, so I barely ate three whole bites before Andrew wanted to leave. I fix myself a cup of tea, grab a snack, and get settled in to watch something on TV. After far too long scrolling through my choices on Netflix, I settle on The Dirt. Nothing like a little Mötley Crüe debauchery to remind me how good I have it with my boys. These days I do, anyway.
Sleeping Dogs went through a bit of a hard partying phase in the first few years, but it was never outrageous. The worst thing I can remember is walking in on Ryder banging a groupie in the women’s bathroom at Rough Mix in the early days. It had to have been one of the first few times I’d ever booked them there. And it was a blessing in disguise, seeing Ryder bending a girl over the sink. Up to that point, I had more than a little crush on him.
It took longer than I’d like to admit getting over that heartbreak. Andrew was the first actual boyfriend I had since I’d realized Ryder would never settle down, and if he ever did, it definitely wouldn’t be with me. I spent almost fifteen years throwing myself into my work, making Sleeping Dogs the sensation they are today, and trying to deny the feelings I had for Ryder. I know I’m not the one responsible for their talent, but I got them in front of the right people and booked them into the right venues. That counts for something.
Fifteen years turning myself into the person I am now, a person who I love everything about, and the first guy I take a chance on doesn’t even like me, apparently. I’m not normally one of those people who says fuck my life, but…fuck my life.
I stay up and watch The Dirt for a little before deciding to turn in for the night. I’ll need a good night’s sleep to deal with Andrew tomorrow and I haven’t been feeling well for the last little while. Probably from working too hard. I usually wind up sick at the end of a tour and this illness feels like it’s been coming since then. I’m not looking forward to the conversation with Andrew, but I refuse to stay with someone whose feelings for me depend on me changing who I am and how I dress.

    
  When I wake up in my bed, it feels like only a few minutes later, but a glance at my phone tells me it’s already after nine in the morning. I slept for over ten hours, but I still feel like I haven’t slept at all. I must be getting sick. 
I am a firm believer in the concept of eating the frog, getting the worst tasks completed first, so I text Andrew to come over. Might as well get the shittiest part of my day over with as early as possible, so I can move on to something better. Like watching the rest of my movie from last night. Or buying more dominatrix shoes. 


Denise

Come over as soon as you can. We need to talk.



There, short and sweet. Well, not exactly sweet, more like short and to the point. He must have been waiting for my message, because he texts me back almost immediately.


Andrew

On my way



He’ll take at least twenty minutes to get here, so I drag myself to the bathroom to have a quick shower before he arrives. I’m midway through shampooing my hair before my stomach roils with the sudden, unavoidable need to vomit. I jump out of the shower and throw myself to my knees on the bathmat, where I spend the next few minutes naked, dripping sudsy water, and throwing up into the toilet.
I guess that settles it then. I’m not getting sick, I am sick.
I get up and quickly rinse my hair in the shower, forgoing conditioner, opting instead to dry off and dress in my comfiest joggers and a big Sleeping Dogs t-shirt from the last tour. Andrew is sure to be thrilled with this attire if he hates my skirts and band tees so much. There’s nothing feminine about these baggy sweatpants and this oversized t-shirt.
The doorbell rings, announcing Andrew’s arrival, right as I’m emptying my bathroom garbage can to bring to the living room in case I feel an overwhelming need to vomit again. I carry it with me when I go to let Andrew in.
“Hey,” I mutter, turning and heading back to the couch. “Come sit. I’m sick, so not too close.” That’s convenient too, since I have no interest in being close to him, anyway.
“Oh, okay,” he says, while lowering himself into the armchair opposite the couch.
“So I’m going to say this. We need to break up.” It’s then I feel my mouth filling with liquid, telling me I’m about to throw up. Good thing I brought my trusty trash can. I grab it off the floor and forcefully vomit up the rest of last night’s snack.
“What? Why?” Andrew seems surprised, which doesn’t make much sense to me after last night. He had to have been able to tell how unimpressed I was with his behavior. Plus, in my mind, this has been a long time coming. I probably wouldn’t have been able to deal with his rude whispering for too much longer.
I grab a tissue from the box on the coffee table and wipe my mouth. “Really? You have no idea why—” but before I can finish my sentence I’m throwing up again, and Andrew takes that as his cue to leave.
“I’ll call you later to talk about this,” he says as he walks toward the door. “I don’t think this is the right time to be having this conversation. You obviously have other things going on.” And then he’s walking out, slamming the door behind him.
“What a dick,” I mutter into my trash can. “Didn’t accept my breakup and then didn’t even offer to help me when I am clearly sick.”
I lie back and settle in for what I’m assuming will be a long day of throwing up when the doorbell rings again. I lean forward to get up, but it sets me on another round of vomiting. Whoever is at the door knocks and then opens it. I guess Andrew didn’t bother locking it.
“Hello? Anybody home?”
Ugh, what the hell is Ryder doing here? Like I don’t have enough to worry about today. He better not be here to tell me he got himself into some kind of trouble again.
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Couches and Comfort
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Ryder


I walk into Denise’s place to find her bent over on the couch with her head in a bucket. She looks up at me for a second, and she seems like she’s about to say something, but then she’s got her head back in the bucket, hair hanging dangerously close to the splash zone, the sounds of retching replacing the greeting she was about to offer me. 
“Holy shit. Are you okay?” I walk over and look around on the coffee table before I find what I’m looking for. I grab the hair elastic and pull her hair up onto the top of her head before tying it into a weird ponytail/bun thing. Good thing I used to have long hair and know my way around a hair tie.
“Thanks,” she mumbles. “Can you pass me a tissue?” She gestures to the box on the coffee table.
I grab a tissue and wipe her mouth for her. “Can I get you something? Ginger ale? Crackers? Advil?” She must be hungover from whatever she and Andrew drank after they came back here last night. “How much did you drink last night?”
“Ha!” She laughs a little. “Nothing to drink, plain old sick. I think it’s a delayed version of my typical post tour illness. It’s been threatening since we got home and I guess it’s decided that now is the right time. And yeah, a ginger ale would be amazing. There’s some in the fridge I think.”
I go into the kitchen and grab her ginger ale, along with a cup of ice and a few crackers on a plate.
“Here you go,” I say, putting all the items onto the coffee table. “Want me to put something on TV for you?”
“Sure,” she says. “I was watching The Dirt last night before I went to bed. Maybe put that on so I can watch the rest of it.”
“Oh, The Dirt, hey? Got a thing for salacious rock star stories?” I tease while turning it on like she asked. “Can we start at the beginning? I haven’t seen it yet.”
“Um, sure, I guess so.” She sounds a little confused, but maybe that’s because she’s talking into a bucket. It makes her voice sound a little strange. Like Darth Vader, but without all the heavy breathing.
I lean back on the couch and start the movie over at the beginning.
“Want me to rub your back a little? My dad used to do it when I was sick as a kid and it always helped me to feel better.” It’s probably not the best idea, considering the reason I came over in the first place was to confess my love for her, but I should be able to control myself. The puke bucket isn’t exactly doing it for me. Vomit never has been one of my kinks.
She looks up at me, an unspoken question in her eyes. She probably wants me nowhere near her. I know she thinks I’m a man whore, even though it’s been years since I behaved that way. I suppose all the partying would lead someone to believe I was still sleeping around, though, so it’s not like I can blame her for thinking that. Especially since it’s not exactly like I discourage it. 
I take a deep breath, about to let her off the hook before she has to make up a reason for me not to touch her, when she answers.
“That would be nice, actually. Thanks Ryder.” She turns and looks at the screen. Stunned, I reach over, and start rubbing her back in soft circles. After all these years dreaming about Denise, I can’t believe I’m finally touching her. Sure, I’m rubbing her back because she feels sick, but still. I’m touching Denise!
She makes a little moan of appreciation which does things to my downstairs, leaving me trying to adjust myself discreetly. I guess the puke bucket isn’t as much of a deterrent as I thought. I don’t stop rubbing her back, though. I’ve never had the chance to be this close before, and I’m not about to mess it up now. I’ll rub her back until my arm falls off, if that’s the way I get to keep touching her.
“So why did you come over?” Denise twists to look at me, holding her bucket tightly. “You didn’t do something dumb last night that I’m going to have to deal with, did you?”
“No, not this time.” I laugh. “I actually went home last night.” And drank an entire bottle of vodka by myself in the dark, but I’m not about to tell her that. I was coming to tell her how I feel, but I can’t bring myself to do it. She’s sick. It’s not the right time. “So where’s Andrew this morning? Why isn’t he here taking care of you?”
“Oh, yeah… It’s fine. You don’t have to stay.” She sounds disappointed. “I’ll be okay on my own.”
“Oh, no. I don’t mind being here for you at all.” There’s nowhere I’d rather be, actually. “I figured he’d want to be here taking care of his sick girlfriend, is all. He probably wouldn’t appreciate me doing it in his place, anyway.”
She laughs a little. “He was here this morning before you got here, actually.” She takes a small sip of her ginger ale before continuing. “We had a fight last night, and I had him come over this morning so I could break up with him.”
What? This is the best news I’ve heard in ages. I barely stop myself from jumping up off the couch and pumping my fist in the air a la John Bender at the end of the Breakfast Club movie.
“Are you okay?” I ask, trying not to sound as excited as I feel. “What happened? You guys have been together for what, a year?”
“Ugh. I can’t believe I wasted a whole year with him.” She puts her bucket down and leans back, effectively forcing my arm around her. Not that I’m not complaining. “I’m sure you’ve noticed all of his stupid whispering when we’re all together?”
I have noticed that. We all have. I nod, encouraging her to continue.
“Well, he does it when he wants to leave early. Which is apparently all the time, because he has issues who I spend my time with.”
I probably could have guessed that. The guy always seemed a little straight laced for the rest of us. Not a tattoo or piercing in sight. Hell, the guy could barely dress casually, always looking like he’s about to run off to a meeting at the office or go golfing with his lawyer or teach math to middle schoolers.
“Not only that,” she adds, “he also doesn’t like the way I dress. Get this. He says it’s not feminine enough.”
“What?” That surprises me. “You wear skirts and heels pretty much every day. How much more feminine can you get?” I hope she doesn’t catch on that I notice what she wears every day. More than noticed, I actually have favorite outfits. I could probably list off five different pairs of shoes that give me a semi every time she has them on.
“That’s what I said. But apparently the heels aren’t a feminine style, and pairing skirts with band tees isn’t professional. He basically thinks I look ‘too rock-and-roll’.” She makes air quotes with her fingers.
“Too rock-and-roll?” I have to laugh. “He knows you manage a rock band, right? How else would you dress?”
“I honestly don’t know.” She sighs. “But I like how I dress now. I’m not changing myself for him.”
“Good for you; you’re perfect. You don’t need to change for anyone. And for what it’s worth, I love the way you dress. You always look amazing.” This might be a bit much for this conversation, but I need her to know how great she looks when she wears what she likes. “You should change the way you dress because you want to. Not because some boyfriend is looking for something…different. If he wants you to change so badly, then maybe it’s not you he really wants.”
“Yeah, that’s kind of what I was thinking, too.” She looks over at me, turning her body in my direction. “I feel so stupid for wasting so much time on him, you know? I’m not exactly getting any younger.”
I must have a look of shock on my face because Denise laughs and adds, “I’m thirty-six. That’s not young, especially since I’m a woman.”
“That’s not old, Denise. And even if it were, what does it matter? You have a good life, right? With a job you enjoy, and friends who love you.” Some of us a little more than others, but I can’t tell her that now. “Everything will fall into place when it’s meant to. Hell, look at Connor and Alex.”
“Yeah, I guess.” She frowns. “I guess I always thought I’d be married and have kids by now…”
Oh, it all makes sense now. I pull her towards me and put my arm around her again.
“Women are having kids older these days. You still have lots of time. Don’t worry about that. For now, focus on feeling better. Things will look different when your stomach isn’t trying to empty itself every few minutes.”
She snuggles in closer to me and rests her head on my shoulder.
“Yeah, you’re right. Let’s watch the rest of the movie.”
I’m not about to ruin this moment, so I keep my mouth shut and nod. I’ve dreamed of sitting here like this with her countless times. Okay, my dreams featured a lot less vomit, but still. My heart feels like it’s about to hop out of my chest and run into the kitchen for a snack. I won’t tell her how I feel right now, but after a little time has passed, I will. I can’t take the chance she’ll find another Andrew, or another anyone, for that matter. I’ve tried to get her out of my head for years and it hasn’t ever worked. It’s long past time for me to come clean. I hope I haven’t ruined my chances already by being such a screw-up for the last fifteen years.
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Shirts Off, Flirts On
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Denise


I missed the end of the movie again because I fell asleep against Ryder. He must’ve fallen asleep too because at some point we wound up laying down on the couch together. I wake up lying partly on top of him with my head on his chest and my leg thrown over both of his. I also have my arm wrapped around him like I’m holding on for dear life, which I’m not, because I’m tucked snugly in between him and the back of the couch. This moment makes all the extra money I spent buying this ridiculously over sized couch worth it. 
“Hey, Ryder.” I lift my head to look at him and whisper, “Wake up. We must’ve drifted off.”
“Hmmmm, what?” he mumbles, sounding half asleep still. He wraps both arms around me and pulls me against his chest, reaching a hand up to press my head back down. “Shhhh, five more minutes.”
A yawn forces its way out of my throat and I realize I can’t argue with that. More than that, I don’t want to argue with it. I’m more comfortable than I’ve been in a long time. That, and all the throwing up I did took a lot out of me. Five more minutes would be heaven.
Closing my eyes, I imagine what it would be like if Ryder were sweet like this all the time. He’s been so good to me today, and there are worse things to be doing than sleeping pressed up against his hard body. I’m not sure what he’s been up to lately, but I can appreciate the increased muscle mass that’s come along with it. He’s always been sexy to me, but now he’s even more so. I squeeze him a little again, letting my hand slide up under the bottom of his shirt slightly, enjoying the feel of his skin against mine. All these years I’ve dreamed of Ryder, and lying here with him is so much better than anything I ever imagined.
By the time we wake up again, it’s mid-afternoon and I’m starving. My stomach is no longer protesting the thought of food, so I take that as a sign I’m feeling better.
Ryder is playing with my hair, twirling the loose strands around his fingers, and it feels amazing. I lie here pretending to still be asleep because I’m not ready for it to stop. Once he knows I’m awake, we’ll sit up and move apart and we’ll go back to how we were before. Friends. And coworkers. Him, the fun-loving party-boy, and me, the serious adult who bails him out of trouble. I don’t feel bad about feigning sleep if I get sweet Ryder to myself for a few more minutes. 
Too bad my stomach has other plans for me. It gurgles, then makes itself known with a loud rumble.
“Shit,” I whisper.
Ryder chuckles a little. “I thought you might be awake.” He surprises me by not letting me go right away. And I gotta say, I like it. I like it even more when he places a gentle kiss on my head before slowly sliding us both up into a sitting position. “I can’t remember the last time I slept so well.”
“Yeah, me neither.” Holy shit! Ryder kissed me. It was on the top of my head, but still. My stomach flip-flops, but it’s butterflies this time. I don’t feel sick anymore at all. I lean back and look at Ryder. When I notice the wet spot on his shirt, I cringe a little. “Ugh, Ryder? I’m so sorry. I totally drooled all over your shirt.”
He looks down at the large wet spot right where I’d been resting my head on his chest. He laughs. “It’s fine. It’ll dry.”
“Um, yeah. Maybe you’d better let me wash it? I was throwing up before I leaked saliva all over you, remember? You’re drenched in watered down vomit.”
An exaggerated look of horror crosses his face before he laughs and quickly reaches behind his head, pulling his shirt off in one quick motion. “I forgot about that,” he says, while holding onto his shirt. “Tell me where the washing machine is and I’ll throw this in.”
I reach out and take the shirt from him while already walking away to empty my bucket. I’m not letting him wash it, not after I’m the one who drooled all over him. “I need to do a load, anyway. It’s no trouble.” Before he can protest anymore, I get up and walk through the kitchen into the laundry room. I wasn’t lying about having a load of laundry to do. I probably have several, actually. I wait as long as possible to wash clothes because it’s my least favorite household chore. I throw Ryder’s t-shirt in with an armload of assorted casual clothes, add some soap, and start the machine.
“All started,” I call out as I walk out into the kitchen. “Shouldn’t be too—” My mouth drops open and I stop dead at the sight of Ryder standing in my kitchen, shirtless, his jeans hanging low on his hips. Holy shit, since when does Ryder look like that? He’s got muscles on top of muscles and I swear my face is on fire from looking at him. He even has a sexy V pointing into the front of his pants. I don’t think my brain is working right because my mouth is moving, but no words are coming out. Not to mention, there’s a suspicious heat flooding my panties. I’d fan myself if I could do it without him noticing. That’s not likely, though, considering he’s looking right at me.
“How about you go grab a shower and I’ll order us something to eat?” he finally asks, a smirk on his face. I’m sure he noticed me ogling him. How could he not? I wasn’t exactly being subtle about it. My eyes damn near popped right out of my head, for crying out loud. “What do you feel like?”
My stomach rumbles loudly, shaking me out of my half-naked-Ryder induced stupor. He laughs at the noise it makes.
“Whatever will get here the fastest?” I laugh. “I think my stomach is threatening to eat itself if I don’t get some food into it ASAP.”
“You got it, babe.” Babe? What is happening right now? The temperature of my face kicks up a few notches. Maybe I have progressed to the fever part of this illness? “Go get cleaned up and food should be here by the time you’re done.” He looks at me with a small smirk. “But don’t take too long or I’ll have to come in there after you.”
My mouth opens and closes a few times, trying to make words happen, but I have nothing to say. Maybe I should test how long is too long, to see if he follows through with his threat?
Suddenly, an inexplicable surge of confidence floods my body. “I like to take long showers,” I say with a wink as I walk past him on my way to the bathroom. “I’ll leave the door unlocked.”
This time he’s the one left with his mouth hanging open. Good. Two can play that game.
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Sustenance and Secrets

[image: image-placeholder]
Ryder


Shit. She called my bluff. I was messing around, saying I would come into the shower to get her. Why’d she have to say she’d leave the door unlocked? She can’t be serious. 
Can she?
My dick definitely hopes she’s serious. With the way it’s sucking up all my blood flow, I’m surprised I can think at all. Better to focus on ordering the food than to keep thinking about her naked in the shower. Water running over her skin, cascading over her perfect tits—Shit! Get it together, Ryder. She’s still not feeling well. Now is not the time to be fantasizing.
I go back to the living room to grab my phone so I can order something to eat. I’m not going to actually get into the shower with her, but I might try to snuggle with her on the couch a little more. I still can’t believe I was lucky enough to get to hold her while she slept. She seemed so peaceful. I lied about how good my sleep was; I spent most of my time watching her. Even when my arm fell asleep under her, I didn’t move. I didn’t know when I would, or if I ever would, get another chance to lie with her like this, so there’s now way I’ll cut it short for anything. It was definitely nice when she woke up but pretended to still be asleep, though. Or when she went back to sleep because I asked for five more minutes.
My phone is on the coffee table where I left it. I pull up the food ordering app and decide on soup and sandwiches. This way, if Denise feels sick again, at least she’ll have something easy on her stomach to eat. Probably be a lot easier to eat soup than a big burger or pizza if she has a stomach flu. While I’m at it, I order her some Gatorade too. It seemed like she’d been throwing up for a while this morning, if how tired she was is any sign, and the electrolytes will do her good.
Look at me being so thoughtful. I ought to get a boyfriend of the year award. I’m not exactly her boyfriend, though, am I? With that sobering thought for company, I sit on the couch and feel sorry for myself while looking around at Denise’s townhouse.
She has interesting tastes in decorating. Lots of horror movie posters in fancy frames. And she has what looks to be an impressive collection of skulls in assorted shapes, sizes, and colors displayed in a china cabinet, of all things. The cabinet is matte black, and the color, combined with the ornately carved legs and doors, gives it a dark, Gothic look. It’s interesting because I’d never really peg Denise as a fan of horror or scary things. Then again, I’ve never been in her townhouse for long, so this is my first chance to get a good look at what she likes to surround herself with.
Getting up and moving to a small room off the living room, I notice she has a home office set up in there. She does most of her work from home or on the road, so it makes sense she would have an office.
Continuing my tour of her house, I notice that besides the horror movie posters, she also has lots of small pictures in tiny frames. Some square, some round, some oval, all ranging in size from a few inches to around eleven inches. Looking closely, I can see they’re little pictures made of threads, like embroidery or cross-stitch, or some other sort of grandma craft. Except these are nothing like any grandma I’ve ever met would make. I mean, my Gran totally would, I don’t think she knows how. There are skeletons, skulls, conjoined twins, anatomically correct hearts, something resembling a head in a jar, and so many more. It’s like an old-fashioned circus of oddities is forever memorialized in string and placed on her walls.
Past the living room is a short hallway leading to the stairs. Under the stairs, I find a small half bath which I stop to make use of. Checking myself out in the mirror, I find myself glad for my trips to Pops’ gym. My muscle definition is coming along nicely, and Denise definitely noticed. She noticed, and she liked it. Maybe it’s a good thing she drooled on me in her sleep. I’m not actually grossed out like I pretended to be earlier. It seemed like a good chance to be half naked around her so I could show off my hard-earned body. I’m not making a move right now, but it can’t hurt if she has me in her mind, right? And I know for a fact I look better without a shirt on than Andrew. He’s more of the dad-bod kind of guy. Not that there’s anything wrong with that, but Denise was definitely interested in what I was showing her earlier. I’m not complaining about getting to show it to her for a little while longer yet, while we wait for the laundry.
After I finish checking myself out and using the toilet, I flush and wash my hands quickly. A sudden scream from upstairs breaks through the silence of the house. Something is wrong and Denise is screaming. I run out of the half bath and straight up the stairs. The first door I try is the bathroom, and it swings open. It’s a good thing she left it unlocked, after all.
“Denise,” I call out as I open the door, “are you okay? I heard a scream.”
She has one of those glass encased shower stalls separate from the bathtub, and through the glass doors I. See. Everything. I stop in my tracks and can’t move. 
“Hot!” she yells, pointing to the opposite end of the shower, where the handle is located.. “It’s so hot. Turn it off. Just turn it off, please.”
Oh shit, this must be an older building. When I flushed the toilet and washed my hands downstairs, I changed the water temperature in her shower. Besides noticing how gorgeous her body is, I see she’s standing as far away from the spray of water as is possible in the enclosed space. She’s burning in there, and it’s my fault. I open the shower door and reach in to turn the water off for her.
“Shit! I’m so sorry Denise. I wasn’t thinking, and I used the bathroom downstairs. Are you okay? I didn’t mean to…” I trail off, taking in her nakedness. I can’t help myself. I look at her and I can’t look away. She’s not even trying to cover herself from sight. She’s so confident, and it is such a turn on.
“Are you going to stand there and stare, or can you pass me a towel?” she asks as she stretches a hand out to me. “I was almost done. I was enjoying the heat. Before it became like lava, anyway.”
Or was she waiting for me, I wonder?
Shaking my head to clear the nudity induced stupor, I look around until I find her towel hanging on the back of the bathroom door. I grab it and stretch my arm to give it to her, but I still can’t seem to avert my gaze. Just like with her sleeping on me earlier, I sort of want to commit this sight to memory in case I never get to see it again.
“Thanks,” she says, taking the towel from my hand and wrapping it around her body. She steps out of the shower stall and onto the bathmat beside it, causing me to step back into the vanity behind me. She stands there, looking right at me, her impossibly blue eyes staring directly into me. I see a flicker of something, like interest maybe? But then the moment ends.
“I think I have it from here.” She gestures to the door. “I’ll be out in a few minutes.”
“Oh, right. Yes. Sorry.” I step out into the hallway. “And sorry again about almost burning your skin off. I wasn’t thinking.”
“It’s fine. Not the first time it’s happened.” She smiles, letting me know she’s really fine. “Don’t worry about it. It’s already forgotten.”
I nod in acknowledgment and close the door behind me. I can’t believe I saw her naked. This has the potential to be awkward, but I refuse to let that happen. I’m brainstorming ways to laugh it off while on my way down the stairs when the doorbell rings. Perfect timing. Food will provide the perfect
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