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            1

          

          
            HAWK

          

        

      

    

    
      I reread the text thread from Hollywood when I woke up. I remember enough to know it was a business text since I work at his gym. Rooster, Taz, and the idiot three had gone to the bar with me and I ended up making drinking bets with Hunter, so I had a little more to drink than usual. I was sober and a tad more alert now. In my drunken state I know I responded but sober, I couldn’t remember what either of us said.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hollywood

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hazel is in charge of the gym in my absence. Any trainer needing to schedule or reschedule their clients need to inform her so she can assure there is adequate equipment and time. Any employee needing time off will go through Hazel. If I am needed, emergencies only, please reach out.

      

      

      

      

      

      That was probably a cut and paste message sent to each employee.

      
        
          
            
              
        Take good care of the princess. I hope that bastard rots in hell!

      

      

      

      

      

      Hollywood was taking time off to help his girlfriend through her court proceedings. She was in the process of divorcing her rat bastard, abusive husband. With the help of Rooster and Hunter’s father, they were able to speed the process along a little, while her husband tried to drag it out as long as possible. Personally, I would like the opportunity to put him in a body cast or, better yet, a body bag.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hollywood

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Thanks, Hawk. Enjoy the car show tomorrow.

      

      

      

      

      

      I groaned at the reminder. And rolled my eyes as a new text came through.

      
        
          
            
              
        Rooster

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Get your grumbly ass up! If you want to be able to sneak out early you need to arrive early.

      

      

      

      

      

      I rolled out of bed, took a two-minute shower and threw on a pair of jeans and a black shirt. I wasn’t trying to impress anyone. They were lucky I didn’t put on a pair of gym shorts. Ten minutes after Rooster’s text, I was out the door.

      I backed my ’68 Malibu into the spot the kid was directing me to. The sun was shining bright although it was only seven and the glare off my mirror was blinding. I could barely see the scrawny guy as he held his hand up for me to stop. I put it in park and cut the motor, already missing the purr of the original engine.

      I hate car shows but Rooster loved showing off his ’69 Camaro so somehow, I got roped into coming. That’s the way it works with best friends, right? They ask you to sign up for a stupid car show while you’re drunk and next thing you know, you’re parking at the car show. I prefer less formal car meets. Sure, I still show off my car but it’s amongst friends. Or at least less stuffy than this crap.

      “Please place this on your dash.” The kid handed me a laminated half sheet of paper. I didn’t even bother to read it, just set it on the dash and climbed out. I wasn’t going to stick around and answer questions about my car with other car owners waiting for the gates to open. I wanted food.

      “Hawk!” Hunter’s voice carried. It’s very distinct. Loud, obnoxious, grating… you name it. I turned to see the two brothers walking toward me. Rooster’s shit-eating grin was wide.

      “I need some fucking food,” I told them.

      “Yeah, well, the stands aren’t open for another two hours.” I hate Hunter. I know it’s my growling stomach talking, he’s actually not a terrible person but, right now, I hate him.

      “Lucky for you, there’s a little cafe across the street.” Rooster tossed his thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the restaurant.

      “For you to be so cranky when you’re hungry, why don’t you just eat before you leave your house?” I really wish Hunter would just stop talking to me. It’d make this short walk a little more pleasant.

      “For you to be such a smart guy, you would think you’d know when to shut the fuck up,” I told him.

      “Touché,” he responded with a head nod.

      “Good morning, gentlemen,” the hostess greeted us when we walked in. She gave us each a cursory glance but let her gaze linger a little longer on me as her eyes traveled over my body. I’ve kept in shape since my college wrestling days but sometimes the attention ladies gave me was an added bonus. She wasn’t my type though. She was tall, thin, blonde. She needed a little more meat on her bones for me. Women should be soft in as many ways as possible. “Just the three of you today?” She asked. We all nodded. “Follow me.” She carried three menus and turned to lead us toward a table in the middle of the restaurant.

      “A booth, please,” Hunter requested. She nodded and led us to a booth. The brothers took one side, leaving me to the other side.

      “Your waitress will be right with you,” she held my gaze for a moment before exaggeratedly swaying her hips as she walked away. If only she knew that her shapeless hips weren’t doing anything for me.

      I felt my attitude waning at just the smell of food. It was so close, I could practically taste it. I flipped the menu open and gave it a quick look. I just needed to know if they have omelets. Closing my menu, I looked around at the quaint little place. Modern décor, mostly black and white with splashes of blue. Large orb lights above our heads.

      “Good morning, gentlemen.” I was so fixated on the massive ball above us that I didn’t notice our waitress appear.

      “Good morning,” Hunter started, pausing and leaning forward, squinting before continuing, “Kyle.” She smiled. Kyle? Different name for a lady. I looked up. Her thick hair, pulled back in a ponytail, was a deep violet color; her lipstick matching. There was no color on her eyes but the liner was painted on with precision. Her long lashes fluttered above pale blue-gray eyes. She was absolutely stunning. I didn’t want to be obvious as my eyes traveled down, but I couldn’t help it. Holy shit, this chick was a babe. Her breasts were large, her waist small, her hips wide, thighs thick. I wanted to find a supply closet and fuck the shit out of her. My growling stomach brought me back to reality though. “Hawk needs food. Fast.” He pointed at me and she glanced my way. Her smile knocked me back a little. Her teeth were perfectly straight and white as hell.

      “What can I get you, Hawk?” My dick twitched at the sound of my name on her lips.

      “Ham and Swiss omelet. Double order of bacon and a double order of sausage. Please.” She nodded. “And water.”

      “Rooster and I’ll have the pancake stacks and orange juice. But you might want to put a rush on Hawk’s meal before he turns into a green monster.” She took the menus we held up.

      “I’ll put a rush on your order and be right back with your drinks.” She nodded and turned away. I watched her walk. Much more fun than the stick of a hostess that led us to the table. I wanted to grab those hips and guide her on top of me.

      “Kyle?” Hunter repeated. “Interesting name for a girl, huh? Imagine calling that name out in bed.”

      “You’re too much for me this morning. I’m glad I got here a little late and I'm not parked by you,” I growled. He laughed. Of course, he laughed! My foot kicked out under the table. He laughed harder after I made contact. “You realize you have a session with me in two days, right?” He shrugged. He was used to my abuse. Being the younger brother of my best friend, he’s used to the two of us bullying him. Now, as an adult, he pays me to do it. If he kept acting like a pain in my ass, I was going to make sure he left the gym feeling like he got run over by a truck.

      “He acts like a child when he doesn’t eat,” Rooster reminded me. Had I at least had a protein shake to start my day, I would have been better suited to deal with this clown, but I wasn’t ready.

      “Here we are, gentlemen.” Kyle returned with our drinks.

      “Thank you, Kyle,” Hunter flashed her his stupid make-em-melt grin. He and Rooster had that in common, along with the mess of hair they have on their heads. “You're the best. Maybe this will hold him until he gets food.” I was going to need something with calories to continue to deal with this jackass. Kyle nodded and turned to leave but I reached out for her wrist. Careful not to grab her, I brushed my fingertips along the inside. Her skin was so soft.

      “Sorry,” I said, although I wasn’t. I meant to touch her. I wanted to touch more of her. She smiled at me; a look that said both It’s okay and Don’t do it again. “Do you have tomato juice?” I asked. She nodded. “May I have a glass, please?” Another nod and she disappeared. I downed my glass of water to cool off. This girl was fucking hot!

      “Do you have plans for after the show?” Rooster asked me.

      “Yeah, you’re paying for my drinks.” He laughed at my response. Kyle returned with a glass of tomato juice, set it in front of me and walked away. She didn’t even give me time to thank her.

      “I’ve got a date,” Rooster informed me.

      “Sure you do.” I grunted. “Bring him along.”

      “Ha. Ha.” He rolled his eyes. “She is a dancer. And we met at the grocery store, of all places.”

      “Nah, you can’t date strippers. Plus, she probably has to work tonight.” He didn’t like my assumptions if the kick to my shin was any indication. I grinned. “A dancer?” I arched a brow at him.

      “She teaches ballet or something,” he whispered as if unsure. “I just met her. A date won’t kill me, even if she is a stripper.” Hunter snickered and his brother glared at him. “I can’t wait until we get you both fed. Assholes,” he mumbled the last part under his breath.

      “Okay, gentlemen.” I looked up at Kyle. She wasn’t smiling but she still looked friendly, just a little harried. Probably from the crowd of people that were starting to enter the restaurant. “We have an omelet and lots of extra meat for Hawk and Rooster gets a stack of pancakes.” She placed the proper plates down as she spoke. “And to the gentleman who has remained nameless, another stack of pancakes.” She reached across Rooster and handed him the plate he was greedily reaching for. “Can I get you fellas anything else?”

      “Hunter,” I said.

      “Excuse me?” Her eyes were narrow with confusion as she wiped her hands on her apron.

      “The idiot is named Hunter.” I nodded toward him. “But, do you have salsa?” I asked her.

      “Sure, I'll be right back.” She didn’t return. To my disappointment another lady brought out a small container of salsa for me. I understood why, she was busy with all the other patrons but I hoped she’d make it back to our table at some point.

      “Who do you keep looking for?” Rooster asked. We were nearly finished with our meals and Kyle had yet to return to check on us. A guy came by with a water refill for me and asked if we needed anything but all we needed was Kyle to return. Damn the other customers for showing up!

      “No one,” I grumbled stuffing a full sausage in my mouth.

      “Probably the pretty little waitress,” Hunter leaned into him and mock whispered. “You have competition though.” He pointed at something behind me. I didn’t want to turn around. What would I see? A table full of young guys, probably preppy and rich because Daddy works his ass off? “You might wanna step up your game.” He pointed again. “You should take notes.” Finally, I turned. Kyle was laughing with a table of old men. All of them old enough to be her grandfather if not older than that. She touched one man’s shoulder, a soft gentle feather-like touch before setting their plates on the table.

      I turned around and glared at Hunter. “You’re a fucking idiot.” He laughed at my words.

      “Gentlemen, sorry I’ve neglected you. Can I get you anything else?” Kyle returned to us, finally.

      “You coming to the car show after you get off?” Hunter asked. He didn’t even flinch when I kicked him. Fucking child! I know why he asked. He was trying to embarrass me.

      “Nope, I’m a busy woman,” she said as she gathered a few empty dishes. “If you don’t need anything else…” She looked pointedly at me, probably to make sure I didn’t reach out to touch her again.

      “We’re fine, thank you.” Rooster was faster than me. She glanced at him and smiled.

      “If you change your mind, you can find us in the classic car section. Look for the blue GTO. I’ll take you for a spin afterward.” She kept the friendly smile on her face. “Prefer red? Take your pick. He’s got a Malibu and his is a Camaro.”

      “Ignore the idiot. We always do.” I pulled my wallet out of my back pocket. She pulled our bill out of her apron pocket but before she could set it down, I handed her my credit card.

      “He’s fine,” she assured me. “I’ll be right back.”

      “You two can leave a tip.” I pointed at them with my wallet still in hand, pausing on Hunter to add, “You will regret everything come Monday.” He liked the challenge.

      “You gonna leave your number on the receipt for her?” Hunter asked.

      “I thought for sure the food would make him act better,” Rooster said, shaking his head. Hunter tossed a twenty on the table. We all stood and headed toward the front of the restaurant.

      “You can go away,” I told Hunter while I waited for Kyle to come back with my credit card. Hunter, ever the big fucking kid, stuck his tongue out at me as he pushed against the door to leave.

      “Kyle, thanks for a lovely breakfast,” he said before disappearing into a crowd that was coming in.

      “Thanks for everything,” I said as I added another fairly large tip to the charge and scribbled my name on the receipt. I took my card, slipped it back in my wallet and headed outside with Rooster right beside me.

      “My date is at seven. If we get out of here at three, I can get you drunk by five,” Rooster offered as we crossed the much busier road. Cars were filling every available space on the street. Pedestrians strolled around; some old and some young. A little girl ran past us, giggling as her mom called her and rushed to catch up. I smiled. Kids were cute. Not all of them. Some kids were total jackasses like my own nephew but that’s my sister’s doing. This kid, on the other hand, was absolutely adorable. She made a quick and very sharp left, cutting around an old man with a walker and heading straight back toward us. I stopped, turning my body to face her. Rooster, always observant, stood next to me. Together we took up most of the sidewalk. The little one stopped and stared up at us.

      “Excuse me,” she said, her tiny little voice making me want to jump out of her way.

      “Thank you.” Her mom reached out and picked her up, not taking any more chances. We nodded at her and turned to walk away.

      “You can’t do that,” her mother was scolding.

      “I said excuse me,” the kid assured her mom.

      “She was cute, but I’m not ready for that,” Rooster said with a low chuckle and shake of his head.

      “Yeah, no rush.”

      “You gonna look at cars or hang at yours?”

      “That’s a dumb question,” I replied. I may not like coming to these things but there was no way you were going to get me around so many classic cars and try to get me to sit still. I would spend the next five hours mingling with the car enthusiasts, eating greasy food from every available booth and griping about it the whole time. And then I’ll spend tomorrow in the gym trying to work it all back off.

      “Fried pickles?” Hunter, who popped up while I was grabbing my order, screwed his nose up at my food.  “My trainer would have my head if I ate that crap.” I rolled my eyes. He wasn’t lying though. I’d make him do five hundred push-ups if he chose to eat the crap I’ve been eating. The difference was, I had the dedication to work it back off and Hunter barely worked out the three days a week his daddy paid for a trainer.

      “Why are you following me?” I asked him as we stalked off to the next food vendor I could find.

      “I was hoping to steal a pickle or two.” He snatched one and then stepped out of my reach. I was too busy stuffing my face to hit him.

      “Oh look, it’s Kyle!” Hunter called out loudly. Loud enough that she had to have heard him, yet, her steps didn’t falter and she didn’t look in our direction. She kept her head up and faced forward, walking with wide strides to get wherever she was headed. And she looked good doing it. “Ooh, she dissed you.”

      “I believe it was you that called her name,” I reminded him. He chuckled.

      “But I did it for you,” he joked. “Have you seen Rooster?”

      “I figured he would have been with you,” I told him around a mouth full of pickles. “We split up hours ago. I was headed to his car to see if he was there.”

      “I’m surprised you lasted this long. I expected you to be long gone by now.”

      “I’m just here for the food,” I told him with a wicked grin. We approached another food vendor, this one selling bacon! I salivated at the sight of the menu. Bacon burgers. Bacon fries. Bacon dogs. Bacon, bacon, bacon!

      “I’ll take the punishment,” Hunter warned. “I’m eating here!” I grinned. I couldn’t blame him.

      “I’ll take a bacon burger and fries with extra bacon on both,” Rooster said from behind us before the vendor even asked what we wanted. Guess he found us before we could find him. "The bacon mac and cheese too, please.” I looked over my shoulder at my friend and gave him an eye roll.

      “I’ll have the bacon dog and fries.” I told her before turning to him to say, “We were just going to come look for you. After I got my food.” That caused him to chuckle.

      “Just fries with lots of bacon and cheese for me,” Hunter told the lady. Rooster paid and we stepped aside to wait for our food.

      “You boys having a nice time?” I turned to find the hostess from the restaurant standing behind us. I smiled down at her. It wasn’t like me to not respond but I didn’t jump at the opportunity to. She wasn’t the person from the restaurant that I wanted to see.

      “Well, hello,” Hunter cooed. I looked at Rooster and we both rolled our eyes. “We are wrapping up our day with a final bacon-filled snack and then heading out. How was work?” He wrapped a thick arm around her thin shoulders.

      “Yeah, these things bring in the serious crowds. So there was never a dull moment.” She smiled; a brilliant smile that made her eyes light up. “Now I get to go home and soak my feet.”

      “Come with me, I’ll give you a full body massage,” Hunter offered. With one last look at me, she turned back to him.

      “Tempting but…” Her words trailed off as he began to massage her shoulders. “Mmm.” She moaned and her eyes rolled back. Rooster and I stepped away.

      “What does your dad think about Chloe’s case?” Rooster and Hunter were raised by the best divorce lawyer in the state. She was bound to walk out of there owning her condo here and the one they left in New York and probably Dallas too, at the very least. I’d asked her a few times, when I got the balls to bring up the divorce to her directly and she said she didn’t think his company was worth what he thought it was worth, so she’d probably leave that alone.

      Of course, she was currently dating a man who could purchase the city if he wanted. His late father’s company was worth billions when it was sold after his death. Not many people know it; Hollywood wasn’t aware that I knew it. Chloe’s soon to be ex-husband certainly had no clue when he tried to buy the Pasquale Fitness Center for a measly couple hundred thousand.

      “Just getting away from that jackass is a win in my book.” Rooster wasn’t one for gossip. I should have saved this question for Hunter, but he was currently massaging the hostess’ tongue with his own.

      “Number seventy-three,” the food vendor called. Rooster and I stepped up to grab our order. We thanked the lady and stepped away. Hunter was still kissing the hostess. I set my food containers on an empty table and pulled out my vibrating cell phone. Hazel.

      “Hey, gorgeous.” With a greeting like that I knew she wanted something.

      “I can’t come in today, Hazel.”

      She let out a cute breathy laugh. “I have tonight covered, babe. I need you tomorrow. Hollywood usually opens up on Sunday mornings and he planned to come in but he can’t.”

      Shit. Opening means I’ll be getting up at the crack of dawn. On the bright side, I could test out equipment, which might work off these fries I’m about to stuff in my mouth. “Yeah, I’ll do it.” Hollywood was good to us. I couldn’t leave him, or in this case, Hazel, hanging. If they need me, I’ll be there.

      “Ok, great. We have a new girl,” I could hear her flipping through papers. Finally, she came back to say, “Cameron. You’ll be here at five and she’ll be here at five-thirty. Run her through the basics. I will be in at nine to train her completely. Love you, gorgeous. Thanks, babe!” And with that she hung up.

      “You’re a sucker,” Rooster teased.

      “I get to train someone new.” Sarcasm was heavy as I stuffed my mouth with a big bite of the delicious all beef hotdog wrapped in layers of bacon. “Stop by and visit. Maybe it’s another ballerina.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            CAMERON

          

        

      

    

    
      I love Kyle, but today I was even more grateful for my large friend. He was our line cook at the diner; built like a tank and as gentle as a lamb. Well, at least until someone crossed a line with one of his girls. I’m pretty sure I was his only girl, but I never called him out on it. When he left the diner yesterday, he forgot his nametag. Alex had been messing with mine last night and I completely forgot it. So, for today at least, I got to be Kyle.

      The guys seated in my section today would have made the real Kyle suspicious, especially the one who touched my wrist for attention. Maybe it was a good thing he wasn’t here. The last time a patron tried to get a little handsy, Kyle took him out to the parking lot and tossed him on his face. It was a little scary, but it was nice to have someone looking out for me. I wouldn’t want him doing that today though; despite a few grumpiness flaws, this guy was on another level.

      I couldn’t blame him for the attitude, though; when I let myself get hangry, I wasn’t exactly a peach to deal with either. Regardless of how hungry I got however, nothing (and I mean nothing) would ever prompt me to drink a glass of pureed tomatoes. Ever! Walking back to grab the tomato juice, Carly flagged me down.

      “That’s not your nametag,” she frowned, staring at my shirt. I resisted rolling my eyes at her.

      “I’m aware.”

      “This could get you a write up.” She was smirking at me. I wanted to smack her. She wasn’t even the manager. Our manager, Lisette, had gotten sick and needed the week off. Why she had picked this moron to act in her place was beyond me. Carly was literally the worst!

      “Actually, it can’t. I have to be wearing a nametag; our rules never specify that it has to be mine.” I love a good loophole. She frowned, no doubt wondering if she could still write me up. She couldn’t, and even if she tried, I knew Lisette would have my back.

      “Tell me about the guys,” she was practically drooling as I poured tomato juice. So that’s what this was about. Carly was a damn predator when it came to hot guys in here. I felt bad for her victims; this woman practically had crazy-ex stamped on her forehead.

      “I mean, they’re men,” I turned, ready to move away from my man-eater coworker, “and they are getting breakfast. That’s all I really need to know.” I moved to walk by her, ignoring her let-down expression. Walking with my delivery, I noticed several cars pull into the parking lot. I knew if I didn’t get to the hostess stand, Carly was going to mess up and put everyone in the same section.

      Hurrying, I set the glass down and made it there before she had the chance to even greet anyone. She might have been able to if she wasn’t studying the guys in my section so intensely. I wanted to smack her; instead, I focused on the groups swarming just inside the diner.

      Cursing Lisette after basically walking Carly through where everyone went, I paused to say hi to my regulars and to check on the guys’ order. I stacked their plates carefully on my tray, ready to deliver when Carly stopped me. I really wanted to swear.

      “Do you need help taking their order out?” She sounded eager. Seriously? I watched Angela making her second trip to her table of six, glaring at Carly’s back as she did. I knew what this was about, but I took a deep breath before smiling.

      “No, I’ve got it. Thanks.” I tried to step around her but she was too busy ogling the guys in my booth to notice. I cleared my throat, really wishing she would just go home for the day. She moved, but not before shooting me an envious look.

      I wasn’t dead and I wasn’t blind, so I knew how freaking hot these guys really were. Especially the one who enjoyed vegetable water. Gross. Bad taste in food aside, he was basically every girl's fantasy. I just didn’t have time for any of that anymore. I hadn’t been on a date in over four years. I was busy with work and school and Alex. It wasn’t something I was getting ready to change anytime soon.

      I ignored the friend with the mouth as I set their food down. He seemed like he liked to do the talking for the group. That, or no one had figured out how to shut him down just yet. Hunter, Hawk, Rooster… where did these guys get their nicknames? I was kind of hoping someone paid with a card so I could see a real name. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t most curious about Hawk.

      My regulars grabbed my attention. The little group of senior men were my absolute favorites. When I started a few years ago, it was always a treat when they were sat in my section. Now they requested to be in my area. I maintained it was because their favorite booth was there.

      “Now, Cameron dear,” Earl looked back at the booth Hawk was sitting at, “I thought that was our booth?”

      “I can’t control where the hostess seats people, you know that.” I laughed as I poured his coffee. “At least you’re still in my section though, right? Besides,” I reached for another mug, “what’re you guys going to do once I stop working weekends here?”

      Earl grumbled unintelligibly. Hal and Oliver laughed at their friend. They were regulars on Wednesday nights and Sunday mornings. They only came on Saturdays if the car show was here.

      “You’re still gonna be here Wednesday nights though, aren’t you?” He asked as he looked up at me. Earl was always my biggest fan. “We need a pretty girl like you around to talk to us.” He looked so forlorn, but I knew better.

      “You might consider bringing Yvette more than once a month to your weekly diner trips,” I laughed at him as he grumbled about it not being the place for wives. They cracked me up.

      “Seems someone has his eye on our girl,” Hal chimed in, glancing behind me at the booth. The booth that Carly was currently salivating over. “Looks like some good-looking fellas over there want your attention.”

      Thankfully, I had on enough makeup for them not to notice my blushing. “You know you men are my priority. Besides, I don’t have any time for that sort of nonsense.” It was true; they’d been here a few times to see me studying during slow hours or even when I brought Alex to work with me. There weren’t enough hours in the day to fit in another commitment right now. I’d leave those to Carly.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Oliver winked at me, “our Cameron is gonna marry me one day. Aren’t ya, Cam?”

      I laughed and patted his shoulder. “I don’t think Sharon would appreciate you looking for her replacement while she’s at home doing your laundry.” I walked away from their boisterous laughter, focusing on the other three tables Carly sat in my section.

      I managed to come back and check on the guys after I got my other tables situated. They were showing their cars in the show. Made sense. Hunter was quick to invite me, but I just didn’t have the time. I needed to go get Alex. They left Hawk, or Mark A. Hawk as his credit card showed, hanging back for his receipt. Carly wanted to write her number on it; obviously Hawk had been the one she’d been most fixated on.

      “Absolutely not,” I told her after snatching the receipt back. It was unprofessional to do stuff like that. I also didn’t want to subject him to someone like Carly. It would rub me the wrong way if she started dating him. Not that I had any intention of pursuing him, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on why it would bug me at all.

      “Did he ask about me?” She was looking out at the parking lot; no doubt picking out her wedding dress and the color scheme for their wedding.

      “Oh yes, he professed his undying love for you just as he left.” I rolled my eyes as my insult didn’t seem to penetrate her thick skull. She was too focused on scanning the crowds heading to the car show. I felt a little guilty about not letting her put her number on the receipt. “They mentioned something about having cars at the show today. They should still be there when you get off.” It wasn’t my place to decide who should and who shouldn’t be giving Hawk their number.

      “Oh, I’m totally going. He’s going to be so excited to see me!” she gushed as she rushed away. She was probably loading up on the makeup before she clocked out. Hal smirked at me as I walked by him.

      “Now that was just mean.” He chuckled with the guys, having witnessed my interaction with Carly.

      I’d turned Carly on that poor guy and he really hadn’t done too much to deserve it. Getting slightly touchy aside, he’d just about been a perfect patron. On the plus side, him and his friends were fantastic tippers! I still couldn’t work out why I hadn’t corrected them on my name. It was silly, but it wasn’t like I was planning on seeing any of them again.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sitting at my bus stop I was trying to remember what assignments I needed to finish for class on Monday. I was hoping to get most of them done tonight since I didn’t want to risk being too tired tomorrow to do it after training. I didn’t want to risk having to take classes over next semester. Not when I was getting so close to graduating.

      Next year I would need to figure something out. I needed to find a school that would let me get my classroom hours for credit, but I was hoping Alex’s school might let me. It would make things a lot more convenient and I’d even be able to pop in on him from time to time. Not that I should let that control my decisions.

      
        
          
            
              
        Adrian

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Do you want me to pick you up and drop you and Alex at the apartment?

      

      

      

      

      

      We didn’t date for very long; only long enough for me to get pregnant and us to figure out we were a terrible couple. I was surprised that he was even messaging me. We made is past the awkward break up phase to being friends and found a way to contentedly coparent our son, but Adrian tended to be massively unreliable.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m already at the bus stop. I should be at your place in fifteen and since you drive like an old person I’ll pass.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Says the adult who can’t drive! See you in a bit.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Low blow lol see you guys soon.

      

      

      

      

      

      I didn’t have long to wait; the bus pulled to a smooth stop just as I put my phone away. Sitting in the back, I ignored everyone around me as I stared out the window. I hated the bus. It smelled like body odor and piss, but it was a small price to pay to get to where I needed. It wasn’t that I couldn’t drive; I didn’t tell Adrian that I got my license two years ago. I just didn’t want to put the money out for a car right now.

      Four stops later and I pulled the cord to get off. Stepping off quickly, I walked the short distance to the apartment complex Adrian lived in. I knocked on his door, praying he didn’t try and put Alex down for a nap today; it was going to be a long night if he did.

      Adrian opened the door holding the best part of me. Alex looked bright eyed and ready to take on the world. I glared at my ex. “You let him have a nap, didn’t you?”

      He at least managed to look a little guilty. “We played at the park for a long time and he was really cranky when we got home.” He ruffled Alex’s curls. “He really needed it, Cam.” Well, that was just great. Now, how was I going to finish my homework? Hopefully, Brittany was home tonight. If she wasn’t too tired, she’d be able to help me.

      “It’s fine.” It wasn’t. “I can take over from here.” My son reached for me eagerly, making my day just a little bit better. Propping him on my hip, I checked my phone. “Are you taking him the whole weekend next week or just Saturday while I work?”

      “I was actually hoping you might be able to keep him the whole-time next weekend. I had plans with Naomi.” He didn’t even consider the major bind he was putting me in. Adrian knew I worked weekends, but I knew that his girlfriend probably pushed for it to be just them. I’d only met Naomi once or twice while picking up or dropping off Alex. I really hoped that Adrian wasn’t looking at her as something long term. Not because I wanted Adrian back, but because even after three months she seemed very uninterested in spending time with our son. Personally, those would be red flags for me, but I also hadn’t dated since Alex was born so I wasn’t always the best judge of character.

      “Not like I have much of a choice.” I didn’t hide my irritation; a girl shouldn’t be coming before our son, but I also wasn’t about to force him to have his visits. No one would be in my baby’s life if they didn’t want to be.

      He grinned; my comment going over his head. “You’re the best, Cam.” Damn right I am! Alex hugged him from his spot on my hip before we left. I set him back down to walk; maybe if I tired him out now, he would go to bed for me tonight. It wasn’t going to happen, but a girl could hope.

      Listening to all his chattering, my mood was getting better. It wasn’t anything earth shattering, just things he did with his dad today and funny things he thought about while I was at work. We walked to our small two-bedroom apartment, choosing to take the stairs instead of the elevator. I was going to need him tired tonight.

      Loud music came from an open window; Brittany was home. We pushed the door open to find my cousin dancing in the kitchen in her scrubs. The amount of untapped energy she had was astounding. Obviously, she hadn’t slept yet from her twelve-hour shift but here she was, cooking dinner and still dancing. She grinned at us after I closed the door, holding her arms open for Alex to hug her.

      “Auntie Nini!” he exclaimed as he threw himself into her arms. She swung him around as he laughed. She would make an amazing mother one day.

      “Are you ever going to call me Auntie Brittany?” she asked after setting him back down. Nini was the first thing Alex called her when he started talking; it just kind of stuck from there. Alex shook his head back and forth, curls bouncing as he did. Those curls were the only thing he inherited from his father.

      “Adrian gave Alex a nap today,” I grumbled to my cousin, “I didn’t even think to check how long.” I set my bag on the hook by the door, glad to be home as I slipped off my shoes. I heard a groan from Brittany; she knew I was in for it tonight.

      “Are you kidding?” I could hear the irritation in her voice; we had stopped giving Alex naps two months ago. “I’ll stay up and help you out,” she offered but there was no way I could do that to her.

      “I’m fine, I needed to be up late to work on homework.” I sighed. “Plus, you’re keeping him for the day tomorrow, so I want you well rested.” I smiled at Alex, who looked like he was trying to sneak something from the pantry. “If those are cookies, mister, you can wait until after dinner.” He closed the door quickly, guilt written on his face. I know my kid so well. “Why don’t you wash up and we’ll see if Auntie Nini needs some help.” He ran for the bathroom after kicking off his shoes.

      I picked them up and put them in their spot; I liked to keep things tidy. “Adrian can’t take him next weekend.” I didn’t like to talk about my ex in front of Alex; even if it was just a fact, I didn’t want him to grow up thinking I bad mouthed his dad.

      “Like, at all?”

      “Nope. Naomi wants them to spend the whole weekend together.” I rolled my eyes. “I think I’m going to have to take Saturday off, but is there any way you can do next Sunday again?” I hated asking her. The hospital was understaffed and lately she was only getting one day off at a time. She never complained, but she shouldn’t have to give up her day just to help.

      She rolled her eyes. “I can’t imagine Adrian was that good in the sack to justify her wanting a whole weekend, but whatever.” I didn’t argue; she wasn’t wrong. “Yeah, I have Sunday off. I’m good spending it with my main man.” Alex ran back in, sleeves a little damp from washing.

      “I’m ready to help!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Whoever thought it was a good idea to have people wake up so early on a Sunday had to be some kind of sadist. It was inhumane; then again it could just be my lack of sleep talking. Despite having a race with his auntie up and down the stairs in the hall and having a jump rope contest, Alex didn’t go to bed until well after eleven. Which left me awake until after midnight finishing homework. I was a little heavy handed as I applied makeup; I didn’t want to look run down on my first day.

      I still wasn’t sure why I applied to a gym. It had awesome perks; the idea of having access to a full gym had been enticing enough, but the pay was phenomenal compared to what I made at the diner. The last few weeks at the diner had made me nervous. I didn’t think Lisette was planning on firing me or anything, but my hours had been cut a few times. Not just mine, but I had been there the longest so it stung a little more. We had also seen a decrease in customers lately, causing some of us to be sent home early. I was worried they were looking at closing the diner, and I needed to think about Alex. Braiding my hair in our bedroom, I studied my baby.

      He really didn’t look like Adrian. Those were my eyes and nose; he definitely had my mouth. Aside from the curly hair, he was my spitting image. That motherly pride fueled me to head over to the bus stop with a travel mug filled to the brim with too strong coffee. It was a twenty-minute bus ride to the gym, and I planned on using that time to study on my phone.

      All too soon my ride was over, but I felt a little more confident with the upcoming exam; I checked my phone for the key code Hazel had sent me. It was pretty cool that the bus stopped right outside of the giant building. It would help during crappy weather. Letting myself in, I was surprised at the swearing coming from somewhere under the desk. Maybe it was the mother in me, but I didn’t approve of excessive cursing.

      I cleared my throat, hoping that whoever it was would realize they weren’t alone. A familiar face popped up and I wanted to kick myself. Hawk was here. Hawk worked here. That meant he knew my name wasn’t Kyle. Damn, I was having fun being Kyle yesterday.

      “Hello again.” He looked surprised to see me, but good surprised. He was smiling at least. “I thought your name was Kyle?” I should have corrected them yesterday. I could just explain it now, but it would sound so stupid.

      I had a terrible idea, but it made me grin. “I’m sorry? Do I know you?” His smile faded a little and I couldn’t resist pushing it further. “I thought Hazel said I was training with her?”

      He pushed himself to his feet. “You seriously don’t remember me? I was at the diner yesterday…” I forced myself to frown even though I was dying inside from holding in laughter. I was such a jerk.

      “I wasn’t at a diner yesterday.” I grinned brightly. “My name’s Cameron.” I held my hand out for him to shake. He walked around the desk, and I had to force myself not to gawk at him. He was about six feet of solid freaking muscle. How had I not noticed this yesterday? His chest looked like it was going to rip through his shirt if he flexed too hard.

      He took my hand in his, and I was surprised at how warm they were. Not that it made a difference; it was just cold outside. That was it; I appreciated the warmth. It didn’t affect me at all.
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