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Chapter One  

Brute 
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I wiped the sweat off my face and took a seat on the bench. Coach wasn’t letting up today. This is what happens when the team doesn’t act like a team. Brian and Lincoln got in a stupid scuffle over a girl. A girl! All the drama these guys have over girls keeps me single. I have plans for my future and they don’t include girls for at least a few more years. 

“Warren!” Coach bellowed. Most people call me Brute but to Coach I’ve been Warren my entire life. I looked up slowly. “Tired?” He asked with a sinister grin. “You can thank these idiots for all the excess work tonight. But let’s get a move on.” He clapped his hands together a few times. A sign I knew meant I needed to hustle. No special treatment for any of us. I rolled my eyes and stood. Brian looked sheepish and I wished I could settle the nonsense for them. Who cares if Lincoln went out with Lizzie? Brian kissed Jordan’s girlfriend while Jordan was grieving his father’s death although they were still dating at the time. Now he’s pissed that Lincoln is dating a girl he broke up with a year ago!  

I rejoined the team on the court. Jordan passed me the ball and I passed it, albeit hard, to Brian. He didn’t catch it correctly and ended up taking a hit to the gut. Jordan snickered. We both followed him down the court. Defense did a crappy job of blocking him and he hit a three-point shot with little effort. For all his faults, he’s a damn good player. 

A half hour later, Coach finally sent us to the locker room after a ten-minute spiel on getting along and being a team. I understood his frustration; the season opener is this week! It’s our senior year of high school; we need to put all the pettiness aside and play like a cohesive unit. 

When we left the gym, a few of the guys continued fussing over the idiocy of Lincoln and Brian. I avoided the nonsense; went straight to my locker, snatched my things and rushed away.  

“Hey Warren! How was practice?” I heard a sweet voice as I left the locker room. Vanessa walked over, ready to hug me. She’s out here at least two nights a week after tutoring students in the library for hours. Typically, she’s chatting with a friend and we exchange a simple hello/goodbye but tonight she’s alone. 

“No hugs!” I grunted. “Need shower.” She frowned but stepped back. I met Vanessa during the first week of school when Jordan needed me to keep his ex-girlfriend, Amber, away from her. Most girls are scared of me but Vanessa and I bonded instantaneously. She saw the real me. I like her. She’s good for Jordan.  

“Well, thank you for the warning.” The smile she gave me held a hint of laughter. She held up a fist for me to bump. “See you tomorrow.” I waved and walked away.  

I took long strides toward my next destination; home. 

After a quick shower, I headed to the diner where Mom worked the dinner shift. “Hey, hun.” Mom greeted me as soon as I walked in. “Have a seat in the back and I’ll get you dinner.” Mom headed to the kitchen and I took the back booth closest to the restrooms. Mike, the chef (if you can call a diner cook that) and co-owner preferred not to put his patrons that close to the restroom, so it was always empty.  

I pulled my backpack open and slipped out my math homework. Mom returned with a chocolate milkshake. “How was practice?” 

“Horrible,” I huffed. “Lincoln and Brian are fighting.” 

“Ah, extra drills, huh?” She gave me a knowing smile. “I’ll tell Mike you need extra protein. One of the washers called in sick if you get your homework done and want to help so we can leave sooner.” I groaned. Someone was always calling in sick! Mom patted my shoulder and walked away. She knew I would help. I always do. But first, homework. 

“Need anything to drink?” I heard someone speak beside me. I had just finished my shake and tossed my balled-up napkin onto my empty plate. “I’ll clear your dishes in a sec, but shakes make me thirsty, so I thought I’d ask you.” 

I turned my head toward the sound. No one ever comes to wait on me. They all know Mom will get what I need and then I’ll help in the kitchen and head home with my mother. The voice belonged to a waitress I’ve never seen before. She stood before me in the ugly pale-yellow shirt they all wore but on her it looked like something you could wear on the street. It hugged her curves perfectly. Her rainbow-colored hair was pulled back high in a ponytail. Her big brown eyes stared at me.  

She chomped on gum. 

I stared at her. I don’t speak much but suddenly I couldn’t speak at all.  

“Okay,” she dragged the word out when I didn’t answer. “Well,” chomp, “your waitress never came back to check on you, so I thought I’d be nice.” Chomp. She tilted her head to one side and stared down at me. 

“Sorry, she’s my mom.” I offered. Most of them knew this.  

“Not a good enough reason to ignore you.” She said. “Need anything?” 

“Nope.” I slipped my homework back into my bag and zipped it up. I stood, towering over the waitress although she wasn’t under 5’7”. Mom’s height. Her eyes followed my movements, growing slightly as I reached my full height. I grew a good three inches over the last few months and the way my body aches I don’t think I’m done. My father is 6’5” and last we checked I’m just two inches shorter. 

I pulled my bag from the booth and slipped it over my shoulder. I reached down for my plate and glass, ready to head into the kitchen. 

“I can get that.” She reached out for them. I lifted them higher, out of her reach. 

“Nope.” I said, stepping around her. 

“You can’t go back there.” She said as I headed toward the doors separating the kitchen from the front of the diner. 

“Can.” I told her. 

“Uh, no. It’s for employees only. I don’t care who your Mum is.” Mum? Who says that? Are we suddenly in England? She doesn’t have a foreign accent. 

“Can.” I repeated with a wink. 

“I see you are going to be a pain in my ass!” She followed me into the kitchen. I chuckled. That’d be fun. “Look, you big ogre, you don’t run things around here.” 

I heard laughter from behind us. I turned to see who it was. 

“I see you met my niece.” Mike said through his laughter. He wiped his hands on a towel and leaned against a counter. “She’s a handful.” 

“Shut up, Uncle Mike. This big mountain of a man can’t just come barreling into the back like he works here or something.” 

“Can.” I repeated, yet again. 

“Is that the extent of your vocabulary?” She asked, pushing me. I didn’t move. She tried again with a little more force. “You must be good at football. They stand you in the middle and run everyone into the brick wall?” She was still trying to push my body toward the door. 

“Nope and nope.” I said. “Done yet?” I asked when she finally stood up straight. 

“You can’t come back here. You don’t work here. I don’t care if your mum is a waitress.” She put her hands on her hips and looked up at me. Her scowl was cute; I smiled. “Out!” She pointed toward the door. 

“Adorable.” I said, patting her head. She growled. “I like her, Mike,” I told him. He was still watching us; his laughter was quiet, but it was still evident. Stepping around her, I headed toward the back of the kitchen. I placed my dishes in the bin and searched for the heavy apron I would be wearing. 

“What are you doing?” She was definitely frustrated now. Her tone had changed. 

“Washing dishes.” I told her. To most people in the kitchen it would be evident. I slipped on the gloves and got to work. 

“What the hell? Is this how you pay off your dinner? Who are you?” 

“Brute.” I told her. 

“Brute? Yeah, you’re a brute alright.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “Is that really your name?” She chomped on her gum again. I glanced at her and turned back to the dishes. “Man of few words, huh?” 

“Aayla? You have a table.” My mom called from somewhere I couldn’t see. I focused on washing the dishes and finally the cute little rainbow girl walked away. 

“How was work?” I asked Mom as we walked the few blocks to our house. I spent an hour washing dishes as she finished her shift. Mike offered me some of the tips, but I refused. The dinner he provides is payment enough for me. 

“That little girl is going to be the death of me!” Mom groaned. I laughed. “She is already a pain in the butt. I tell Mike he shouldn’t have anyone under twenty working there. Especially girls. They don’t know what they really want. Then they get boyfriends and the world stops around them. I’m sure Aayla will be the same.” Funny that these words came out of her mouth considering she started working there at sixteen. 

“She’s something,” I said through a smile.  

Mom groaned again. “Something I’d love to take a belt to. She’s got a mouth on her. And that hair!” 

“It’s what kids do nowadays, Mom.”  

“Don’t you get any ideas.” Mom warned. That warranted another laugh. “Tell me about this extra drill drama.” 

“Remember how I told you about Jordan’s girlfriend kissing Brian over the summer?” She nodded. She’s known most these guys since junior high. “Well, Brian got a taste of his own medicine when Lincoln started dating the girl he broke up with over a year ago! He dumped her for some other girl that lasted a week. A year ago!” I stressed with a shake of my head. “And they wonder why I don’t mess with any of these girls.” 

“You’ll have plenty of time for dating.” Mom said, wrapping her fingers around my arm. She stepped in close and we walked like that until we reached our complex. “Did you get your homework done?” 

“Of course.” I told her.  

“Oh,” she exclaimed, remembering something, as she slipped the key into the lock and looked in my direction. “I’ve got Fridays off for most of the season! Mike’s got a soft spot for you and your basketball team.” She always worries she won’t get time off, but she always does. Mike would rather close for the night than not have her at my game. 

“Yeah, until we end up in the diner after a win!”  

“Yeah, cleaning up after all of you is Hell. Ten guys, fifty-five plates. It makes no sense.” 

“Big men, big appetite.” 

“Heard from your dad today.” Mom told me, closing and locking the door behind us. “He says he wants to video chat this weekend.”  

“Sounds good.” I plopped on the couch; my energy completely drained. “How are things in Jamaica?” I dropped my head back and closed my eyes.  

“He’s itching to come home. Two more months.” Mom got a little excited. “You look tired. I’m going to shower and get ready to turn in myself. Love you, son.”  

“Love you too. Good night.” I leaned over and spread across the couch. Mom and Dad sacrificed everything to move to this side of town to get me into the best public schools in the city and in doing so we moved into a one-bedroom apartment only a few blocks from the high school; leaving me sleeping on the couch. 

“Come on, Brute, you know you want to kiss me.” Lizzie teased. She stood in front of me in sexy lingerie. The baby blue color was perfect against her slightly tanned and flawless skin. Her blonde hair cascaded down on either side of her face. “I’ve kissed most of the guys on the team. Except the two fruitcakes. But I know someone as big and sexy as you, isn’t into guys.” She inched closer, her blue eyes shining up at me. She twirled her hair around her finger. “I bet you kiss better than Brian.” 

“I’ll pass.” I told her. She looked sexy as hell. Any guy would want to kiss her. I can see why Lincoln decided to ask her out.  

“Brute,” she whispered. I closed my eyes.  

Chomp! Chomp! My eyes flew open, as did my jaw. “You freaking giant! Why do you think you can just do whatever you want to do?” Aayla stood in front of me. Lizzie was long gone. 

I sprung from my sleep. What...the...Hell!? I do not have a reason to dream of Lizzie wanting to kiss me. She is a beautiful girl but she isn’t my type. Aayla is beautiful too and she was fun to rile up but not enough to dream about!  

Thankfully, the next night Coach didn’t extend practice. After two hours of grueling drills he allowed us to leave. I headed to the locker room as soon as the huddle was over. 

“Brute.” Chris called me from across the locker room.  

“Yo!” I called back.  

“Got time to help me tonight?” Why was he yelling? Couldn’t we have this conversation face to face?  

“Yeah,” I had no doubt he wanted help with math. “I’ll shower.” I said. Most of these players go from court to whatever it is they do, but I can’t. I have to smell fresh, especially before going to the diner. 

“Guess I will too.” He called out from beyond. Twenty minutes later we were seated at the diner.  

“Bring a friend to help bully me?” Aayla stood next to the table, her hip cocked and head tilted. She had sass written all over her face. 

“Yes, Rainbow Pony.” I said with a smile. 

“Oh, you’ve strung three words together! Is he your English tutor?” She pointed a pencil in the direction of Chris. He looked up from his book and smiled at her. Perpetual flirt! 

“Hi, I’m Christian.” He extended his hand to shake hers. “You a friend of Brute’s?” 

“I don’t shake.” She told him. “Hygiene thing since I have to carry plates and all.” He nodded. “I’m Aayla.” She changed her stance and faced me again. “Get you anything? Chocolate shake?” 

“Mom’s on it.” I said. 

“Stay out of my kitchen tonight.” She warned. I watched her spin on her heels and walk away. 

“She’s spunky.” Chris said with a laugh. I didn’t respond.  

The image of her in my dream popped in my head. 

“Hello,” I felt a hand on my thigh before I heard the voice. I glanced to my left.  Gina, a sophomore from school, slid her hand up my thigh. I slid over in the booth. “How are you?” She slid closer to me, her hand slipping way too close to my manhood.  

“What are you two up to?” Allison asked, slipping in next to Chris. 

“We’re on a date.” Chris said, quickly. He kept his head down, eyes on his paper. “Feel free to not interrupt.” Chris admitted to me a week ago that he has a bet with his buddy, Felix, as to which of them will remain celibate longer. The way girls throw themselves at Chris, I’m guessing Felix will win that bet. 

“If you were on a date, it would be with Felix. But since you aren’t gay, we can be your dates.” She cozied up next to him. He slid further away. I laughed as he shot me a pleading look. 

“Ladies, we really need to get our homework done.” He tried to be polite.  

“Hello, ladies.” Aayla appeared again. She looked down at Gina, who wasn’t taking any of the hints I was giving about my personal space. “Can I get you anything to eat or drink?” 

“Nope.” I looked up at her as I wrapped my fingers around Gina’s wrist and removed her hand from my inner thigh. Aayla’s eyebrows lifted. I glanced at Allison and then at Gina. “Leave. Now.” I turned my attention back to the math in front of me. 

“Nah.” Gina said. She was practically sitting under me. I looked up at Aayla. The smirk on her face made me want to strangle her right after strangling the girls. Not that I’d actually ever really consider hurting a female. 

“We’re really busy.” Chris practically whined. 

“Yep.” I said. 

“You really do have a limited vocabulary, don’t you?” Aayla asked, nibbling on her pencil.  “Is this your girlfriend?” She pointed that damn pencil in Gina’s direction. 

“Yes,” Gina practically glued herself to my side, holding on to my arm. Her tiny fingers dug into me, staking her claim. I went to one party this year and she spent the entire night flirting with me. I spent the entire night trying to get her to move along in the politest way possible. 

“Nope. Go!” I repeated. This ridiculousness is one of the reasons I don’t want to date. Girls are nothing but trouble. 

“Look, I’ve got shit to do!” Chris finally erupted. “We hooked up one time. I’m not interested. Go.” 

“Okay,” Aayla said on an exhale as she stepped closer to the table. She slipped the pencil in her apron pocket. “Ladies, I am going to have to ask you to move.” They both stared up at her, unmoving. I think that made her a little jovial. She placed her palms on the table and leaned her weight forward. The smile on her face was definitely sinister. “I can drag you each out by your nostrils or you can be ladies and walk away.” 

Gina and Allison stood and walked away. 

“Darn, I was hoping for some fun.” She frowned. Chris smiled at her; I shook my head. 

“Very spunky.” He said with a little laugh. 

“Cheesecake, please.” I told her. She looked in my direction. I held her gaze. 

“Is that a request?” She finally asked. I nodded. “I’m gonna need a complete sentence.” There was a twinkle in her eye. 

I met her request, first in Italian followed by Russian, German, and finally French.  

Her eyes went wide while Chris just stared at us laughing silently. He shook his head side to side, his shoulders shaking. 

“He’s not a dummy.” Chris finally said. “He just plays one on tv.” 
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Chapter Two 

Aayla 
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It felt amazing to be off my feet. I groaned as I leaned my head against the back of the couch, just savoring the silence and reflecting on the day. My mind drifted back to the girls at the diner. It wasn’t my place, but I wanted to shake the girl that was groping the mammoth. Some girls needed lessons on self-respect!  

A yell drifted down the hallway. I went to my room and picked up Zoey. I made a face at her and she giggled, her pudgy hands reaching for my face. I sat on my bed as she curled against me. I heard the front door open. Uncle Mike was home. He stopped when passing by my room. 

“There’s my favorite niece!” He exclaimed. Zoey reached for him instantly. Her smile was infectious. 

“Good to know where I stand!”  I rolled my eyes. I watched them playing and felt a pressure in my chest. I would be back in regular school starting tomorrow and Zoey would be in daycare full time. She was already going while I was at the diner, but now it would be for longer. I was obviously taking it harder than Zoey.  

“You need to be around kids your own age, meeting people, doing things teenagers do.” It was like he had read my mind. I constantly had to remind myself that the time away from her now would pay off in the future. 

“You know,” I started with a bit more sass than usual, “the last time I was around kids my own age, I got myself into all kinds of shenanigans.” I stared pointedly at my baby currently squirming with him. Uncle Mike’s smile disappeared as he turned very serious. 

“Aayla, that’s enough of that. You know as well as I do that it took two of you to make this perfect baby,” the perfect baby was currently trying to rip his beard from his face, “and when you turned up pregnant, you handled it better than most adults I’ve seen. You grew up quick this last year, and I’m doing my best by you to make sure you can have some normal teenage experiences.” I stared down at the bedspread to avoid him seeing my eyes water and mumbled a quiet thank you. 

I could always depend on him. Zoey gave up trying to tear the facial hair away from my uncle’s face and instead focused on sucking her fingers, still smiling up at him. He grinned at her. “Now, if you’ll excuse us, I believe this pretty little thing has a date with a bottle.” He swept her out of the room, and I followed him to the kitchen. I still had homework. 

An hour later, I was sitting in the living room with Uncle Mike. Zoey wasn’t ready to fall asleep just yet. 

“Hey, Uncle Mike? That guy...the one that’s always in the diner...” I felt awkward asking about Brute. It felt like I was prying. It also would make Uncle Mike think I was interested. I wasn’t; just curious. 

“I think you should be more specific. There’s a lot of guys at the diner,” he said with a small grin on his face. I wish I hadn’t brought it up, but I couldn’t back down now. 

“You know, the guy that’s the size of a freaking pick-up truck?” He knew who I was talking about, he just wanted to make me uncomfortable.  

“Oh, you mean Brute?” He laughed a bit; the ass. 

I waited a minute, but he just sat there smirking at me. The jerk was really going to make me ask again. “Yeah, him. What’s his deal? Like, I get his mum works there but why is he always there?”  

“I’ve known his mom since I started working there in high school. Brute picks Sarah up each night while his dad is taking care of family business. He’s a good kid. Athlete. Going to college, no doubt for academics and athletics both. Girls say he’s really cute.” He was grinning too much for my liking, so I pointed my fork at him. 

“You are insane to think what you’re thinking. I am in no way interested in that sasquatch.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “I was just wondering why the Hell he’s always in my damn kitchen!”  

When my alarm went off, otherwise known as Zoey screaming at 5:30 for her bottle, I think I had managed to get maybe four hours of sleep. After brushing and curling my hair, I applied some makeup to try and hide how tired I was. No need to have bags under my eyes for the first day of school. Uncle Mike had taken me to drop Zoey at the daycare and dropped me at school. I dressed casually, my shirt for the diner in my backpack. I told Uncle Mike I would head over on the bus after school. 

People were staring. Probably my hair. It was due for a retouch but if this was the attention it was going to bring, I might just have to go back to my natural blonde. I held my head high as I pushed the heavy door open. A secretary, Mrs. Clark, greeted me and told me to wait for the principal. I wasn’t kept waiting long. A very pretty woman opened the door and gestured for me to come inside.  

“Welcome to the school, Aayla.” She indicated for me to sit in the chair in front of her desk as she lowered herself into her chair. “My name is Principal Montgomery. I just wanted to take a few minutes to talk to you and see if there were any questions you had that I might be able to answer?” I was taken aback. At my last school, I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t have been able to pick the principal out from any of the other staff members. This was a pleasant surprise. 

“Well,” I cleared my throat. “I understand that you have a no cell phone policy in class. Given my...situation...would it be possible...” I was hedging. My reasons for choosing independent-study were documented so I knew she was aware of Zoey.  

“Would it be possible for you to keep your phone on during class in case the daycare calls?” She was smiling kindly. I had been so worried that she wouldn’t understand. I nodded, returning her smile. “Typically, the answer would be no, but I understand that you need to be reached at all times in case of an emergency. I will notify your teachers of the situation, as well as my tentative permission, provided that the privilege isn’t abused and the phone is kept on vibrate.” It felt like a weight had been lifted from my chest. 

“Thank you so much. I promise I will only take it out during class if it’s an emergency.” I almost felt like crying I was so relieved. “I honestly don’t think I have any other questions, Mrs. Montgomery.” She shook my hand and walked me to the door. 

“I’m glad I was able to help. If you have any other questions, my door is always open.” I walked out feeling better about being back at school. I could do this. When the bell rang, it was like a stampede. People rushed past me to get to class. I was looking at my schedule that I had slipped into the front of my binder next to my picture of Zoey when someone knocked my shoulder and sent my stuff toppling to the ground. I swore under my breath and knelt down to gather my things.  

“Rainbow Bright?” I closed my eyes. I knew that voice. Of course, we went to the same school.  

“Well hello, tall, dark and annoying. You get that’s not my name, right?” I glared up at Brute. He grinned at me, obnoxiously, and I decided to ignore him. I was shoving things into my backpack as I stood-up. I hadn’t noticed Brute holding my binder. He was staring at the front of it when I crossed my arms. “Memorizing my schedule to secretly stalk me now? Pretty sure you would be hard to hide, seeing as you’re the size of a freaking building.” He looked at me as he handed it to me. 

“Niece?” He asked. My cheeks flushed but I snatched my binder from him.  

“Try again.” I held my binder to my chest and narrowed my eyes. I was waiting for the comments about being a teen mum I had hoped to avoid. Teenagers, mostly boys, usually made snap judgements once they found out you had a kid. He didn’t say anything, just stared at me. I started fiddling with the edge of my binder, but I refused to look away first.  

“Follow me.” He muttered. Well, that’s not exactly what I expected. We walked in silence. Outside of the classroom he opened the door and I just stared stupidly at him before realizing I needed to go inside. I felt a blush rising and walked inside. I sat at the first empty desk I saw and pulled out my notebook. I watched Brute nod to some people before coming to sit next to me.  

“Lurch, I’m pretty sure I’m fine now, so you can go.” I whispered as I wrote down the assignment for the day. He was writing just as steadily as I was.  

“My homeroom too.” He grunted. I rolled my eyes. I thought I saw a smile start but I couldn’t be sure. I took notes the rest of class and ended up tuning people out as I worked. When the bell rang, I threw my stuff together and, with the help of a school map, made my way to my next class which was mercifully devoid of weird, slightly stalkerish, giants.  

Me: Hi Vanessa, this is Aayla. I think Ms. Espinosa mentioned me... 

I nervously drummed my fingers on my book during break. I was in the library staring blankly at the Spanish homework in front of me. My phone buzzed. 

Vanessa: Yeah she mentioned you might need some help to catch up for the year? When did you want to meet? 

That was much more promising than I had been expecting.  

Me: I’m free anytime, just let me know your schedule. I'm actually holed out in the library (long story lol) 

I put my phone away and continued with my assignment, assuming she would look into her schedule and get back to me. Imagine my surprise when someone tapped me on my shoulder. 

“Aayla?” I turned and saw a fairy. She had grey eyes and insanely long hair, but what stood out the most was that she was tiny! I wasn't the tallest in the world, standing roughly 5’7”, but she was at most 5’1”. 

“Vanessa?” she grinned and nodded. “I’m sorry but you are like pocket-sized!” She laughed and sat down, pulling stuff out of her backpack. 

“I get that a lot. So, where are you having trouble, specifically?” I showed her my work and she nodded to herself. I wasn't stupid, quite the opposite usually, but I knew I had fallen behind in Spanish and Math. I felt bad that she had to miss her break. 

“You know,” I said, “this totally could have waited. I didn’t mean to make you miss hanging out...” She waved her hand and laughed. 

“Trust me, you’re doing me a favor. I hang out with mostly moronic guys and my ‘brother’ was just in a weird mood today.” She used air quotes when she said “brother.” I nodded, sympathetically, even though I couldn’t relate very well.  

“So, what’s his problem?” I asked politely. She grinned at me. 

“I think it's a girl. Warren hasn’t really been interested in dating. Real focused on school, ya know? But he met this girl and I think she’s getting to him.” She looked very mischievous when she said it.  
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