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            ROOSTER

          

        

      

    

    
      Four Years Ago

      

      There was no way Bex knew what was coming. Mom and I had shopped for, designed and purchased the perfect ring. Shaking hands with the jeweler, I smiled as I slid the final ring design in my pocket. A smile that remained on my face as I drove home. I kept the same smile as I climbed over my brother’s ridiculous beer can pyramid on the porch and as I opened my front door. Which is where my world crumbled.

      I was thankful that I lived alone. Sure, my annoying little brother was in the other half of the duplex, but I was behind my own walls as I crumpled to the floor. I stayed for hours, right there on the floor, in a ball; crying until my eyes were swollen.

      I read the letter so many times I had it memorized.

      
        
        My precious Maxwell,

        I’ve written this ten times and each time the same thing happens. I ball it up and throw it away. This is the hardest goodbye I've ever had to make. I have some things I have to work through. I know that if I stayed, you’d want to help me but you can’t. I have to do this alone. I won’t say I'll never be back. I hope that one day, once everything is better, I can come back. I’d like to be selfish and believe that if that time comes, you’d still be the same easy-to-love man I know now. That we’d fall right back into place. But I know that’s not how the world works.

        I hope that you don’t worry too much about me; that you just move on. Find someone that doesn’t have things to fix. Someone that makes you smile more than you make me smile. Someone that loves you just as much as I do.

        I don’t want to say goodbye, Maxwell. Maybe it won’t be forever. Maybe I’ll be back. Maybe you’ll still be willing to love me. At least a little piece of me. I’ll always love you.

        Maybe I’ll wake up when the rooster crows, like you do, and I’ll pass you on the beach. Maybe. Until that day, please, Maxwell, stay true to yourself. I love you. I will always love you. -Bex

      

      

      I stayed in my spot on the floor for fifteen hours. Fifteen hours before Hunter spotted me through the window. “Rooster!” His flattened palm banged on my window. “Rooster! Are you okay?” He sounded panicked. Hunter’s too selfish to panic. I lifted my head and looked at him. We just stared at each other. I think he saw the pain etched on my face because instead of busting through the door in glorious Hunter fashion, he called Hawk.
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        * * *

      

      Present Day

      

      I let myself into the house, my brother practically on my heels. The smell of seafood assaulted my senses. My mouth watered. If Beverly was cooking, I was glad Hunter insisted on coming over.

      “Hey boys.” Dad appeared from inside his home office, unlit cigar between his teeth. His smile was wide, as it usually is when he sees us. “What brings you by?”

      “Food,” Hunter admitted. “Mom said Beverly was cooking crab.”

      “And you thought there was enough for you?”

      “Always enough for your favorite son, old man.” Hunter’s grin spread wide across his face.

      “You’re right, but Bryce moved away.” Dad’s grin mocked Hunter’s.

      “Who’s Bryce?” Hunter asked of the brother we haven’t seen in ten years. Without waiting for an answer, he headed off.

      “Well, my actual favorite son,” Dad said to me with a wink. He tilted his head toward the interior of his office before turning and heading back to his desk. “I’m glad you’re here.” He took a seat and gestured for me to sit in the chair directly across from him. I obliged. “I need a little leg work on the Chloe case.”

      Chloe Winters. Her husband did a number on her the night Hollywood barged in and saved her life. Now the two are inseparable, expecting and engaged. And Dad is her divorce lawyer.

      “You’re not on my payroll so you can get away with it.” I don’t know what he had planned but I’m sure it was something any of the people in his firm could handle. Dad didn’t become the most sought-after divorce lawyer in Southern California by doing shady things. He was asking me because he wanted me back on his team.

      I listened intently as he gave me a list of things to do. I wouldn’t say no to the man who paid my bills. He was still hoping to have the James and James sign above his door. Father and son divorce lawyers. I was the only son that gave him the possibility. Bryce was a teacher in Boston and Hunter…well, Hunter is nothing. He’s the baby and Mom never pushed him to do more than get the degree before she started babying him again.

      “Enough shop talk.” Mom stood in the doorway smiling in on us. “My boy didn’t even have a chance to come say hi.”

      “That’s okay, Mom. I’m sure you didn’t miss much. His breath smells like crab and he hasn’t even had any yet.” Hunter is a pain! I was focused on Mom so I didn’t know if Dad rolled his eyes. I suspected he did because even Mom did.

      “How are you, son?” She asked as I wrapped my arms around her back and enveloped her in a hug.

      “Not bad. I once again have to earn my monthly stipend.” I shot a pointed look at Dad. Hunter laughed.

      “Don’t laugh too hard, kid,” Dad threatened. “Tax season is coming up. That MBA is getting put to good use this year.” Hunter groaned.

      “I’m thinking about going back to school. I might want to be a lawyer.” Dad wasn’t convinced. “I’ll be too busy to help out.”

      “Help out? You’ll be leading the team.” Dad stomped around to the front of his desk, joining us in a mini circle. I still had an arm wrapped around Mom’s shoulders. As my brother huffed and my father puffed up his chest, I turned Mom to steer her out of the line of fire.

      “How is everything here?” I asked her.

      “I miss the sound of kids in the hall. I wish you guys would get started on families soon.” Her shoulders drooped under my arm.

      I remember how happy she was four years ago when I asked her to go ring shopping with me. I hadn’t been dating Bex for very long but I knew I wanted to spend my life with her.

      She was my sound therapist. Everyone teased me for going. I had just heard about sound healing and wanted to try it. The universe brought me there. It took two sessions before I asked her out. We were inseparable. She had moved in within three months and by month five, Mom and I were searching for the perfect ring. By month eight, she was gone.

      Took eight more months for me to finally move on. Eight long months and a lot of pushing from my best friend. And it was him that probably put Mom in this mood. He brought his girlfriend and her son over for last Saturday’s dinner. Cameron’s four-year old son is sweet and fell in love with Mom. She taught him how to make macaroni jewelry because she wasn’t expecting a kid and didn’t have beads. And now she wants her own boys to join the land of fathers.

      “One day.” It was all I could offer her. The last girl I tried to date was gorgeous but there was no real connection. Hunter and some of our other friends can do that; date with only a physical connection but I need more. I’ve since given up again. Bex was the other half of me and now she’s gone. Mom gave my cheek a motherly rub and stepped back.

      “Your girl is out there. You just have to be open to finding her. Rebecca is in the past.”

      “Oh! There’s my boy!” Beverly’s raspy voice coughed out. “When are you going to cut this mop?” She flicked at my hair. I let it grow after Bex left. I kinda like it. Makes me look like a beach bum according to Mom. Beverly hugged me, just as tight as a mom would. She’s been mom’s best friend and cook my entire life. Dad always said he’d continue to splurge on a cook if it meant he didn’t have to eat Mom’s cooking ever again. Both women have an empty nest so Beverly is here more than her own home now.

      “How’s the family?” Hopping on the counter, I snatched an apple from the fruit bowl.

      “Greta is about to pop, making me a grandma.” No wonder Mom was pushing for grandkids. Greta is three years younger than Hunter!

      “Tell her congratulations,” I said around the bite of apple in my mouth.

      “Will do, now get your skinny rump off my counter.” She hit me with a towel and yanked on my arm. I hopped down, laughing. Nothing has changed since I was a kid.

      “Boys, join me on the porch for a whiskey?” Dad asked, joining us in the kitchen. Hunter was already searching for the alcohol.

      “No thanks. Not drinking.” All heads spun in my direction. “It’s a cleansing week.” They should all be used to it by now. I cleanse whenever I feel my body getting out of tune. A week of no drinking, more meditation, and lots of running on the beach. My meals tend to be healthier and limited to once or twice a day. Today was reserved for dinner with my family.

      “Well, we will respect that,” Mom said before Dad could reply. He thinks I’m weird for it, but I feel it helps. Clears the mind, cleanses the body and centers me. Dad looked at me like I’d grown a second head.

      We didn’t get home until nearly midnight but as soon as we pulled into our shared driveway, Mac and Gunner stepped out of Mac’s 1968 Camaro. Thank goodness we live in a duplex. I said hello and goodbye before heading into my sanctuary. As soon as my head hit the pillow, I was out like a light.

      As if an alarm clock woke me, I was out of bed by 5:00 in the morning. It’s why Mom gave me the nickname Rooster. My full name is Maxwell Payton James but everyone, except Bex, has always called me Rooster. I dressed in my favorite running pants, laced up my running shoes and grabbed a tank top. Before I made it out of my bedroom, I tossed the shirt back on my bed.

      Today’s plan was an easy run. Maybe to the pier and back, five miles total. After a shower, I could go help the guys in the research room at Dad’s firm, or the mailroom. Anything but the courtroom. I slipped my earbuds in and turned on some fast-paced music. It was a half mile from our door to the beach and I used that distance as my warmup. By the time my feet hit the sand, I had a nice rhythm.

      Running gave me time to think. Think about the crap Dad wanted me to do for Chloe’s case. Things I’ll do no matter what because I want to see her ex rot in Hell. Chloe has become a sort of little sister to the rest of us. Hollywood locked her down as soon as she finally gave in and let him take her out. He’d been the one to break her door down when the bastard was trying to kill her. Now they were expecting twins and I was going to do my part to move this divorce along.

      I had time to think about why I was so off lately. Bex has been on my mind way too much. I need a distraction but I can’t bring myself to want to date. In the four years since she left, I’ve asked out three women. I’ve gone on a total of three dates. Not that we couldn’t have gone on more but I wasn’t willing to even try.

      I admired beauty, such as the lady in front of me with the lean legs. I stayed at her pace so I could continue to admire her from here. Her shorts were short, her legs long. She had her hair pulled back, away from her face. It swished from side to side with each bouncy step. Your girl is out there. You just have to be open to finding her. Mom’s words floated around in my brain.

      I haven’t been open. Maybe that’s why I’m so off. I closed myself down when Bex left. If I don’t date, I don’t get hurt. But maybe I need to get hurt a bit more to understand and appreciate love.

      The woman in front of me made it to the pier, ran around a large boulder and turned back in my direction. We weren’t far apart. As her features came closer into view, I really couldn’t help but admire them. She was pretty, in a hot way, if that makes sense. The girl next door, all grown up. The way her lips were parted as she kept her pace and breathing even was sexy as hell. I offered a smile and wave as she passed me, hurrying to the end so I could get back to enjoying watching her run in front of me. She looked vaguely familiar. Not that I went to school with her or anything. But at some point, we’ve crossed paths. I couldn’t figure it out, although I thought about it for quite a while.

      She continued on the beach much longer than me. I ran past my usual path just to follow her a bit longer but as the sun came into view in the east, I knew I had to get home. Regretting it, I took a right turn and headed back to the surface streets. Homeward bound.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, Hunter!” Gray called from the desk across the room. I groaned. There were only two reasons he would call out that name. One, he was finally off his rocker and didn’t recognize me or two, Hunter was actually in the building. Gray has been with the firm since Dad started it and he was probably old then so the latter was feasible but the answer came when I heard my brother’s reply.

      “Hey, old man. You know you can retire, right?” Gray laughed at Hunter. “Anyway, bro,” he turned to me. “Barbecue happening, like now. Everyone seems to have the night off. It’s a great thing, right? So, come on. We have to go pick up the beer.”

      “Save me one!” Gray called out. He turned down the hall, hacking out a smoker’s cough as he went.

      “I’ve got stuff to do,” I told Hunter.

      “Dad’ll understand. You don’t even get paid for this.” That’s where he was wrong. Dad paid for everything in our lives. Our building, our cars, the monthly stipend we get for just being his sons. Dad pays for everything and asks for very little in return.

      “Go bug someone for twenty minutes.” There was no way he was leaving without me even if I agreed to be home by a certain time. We were in two separate cars but I know my brother well enough to know that he’d follow me just to make sure I left.

      “Cam’s bringing her hot cousin. The nurse!” He said as if I should remember her. Considering no one has peeked my true interest until I saw the girl on the beach, I had no clue who Hunter was talking about.

      “Twenty minutes,” I demanded and focused on finishing my work.
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        * * *

      

      As I dragged the outdoor furniture back out of the shed, Hunter popped his head out from his open glass door. “Mac and Gunner just pulled up, can you help bring in the food?”

      “How about you bring in the food while I pull out the cotton-picking chairs.” It’s a cleansing week; no cussing! It’s the hardest thing to do with Hunter around. Inhaling deep through my nostrils, I exhaled slowly, keeping my eyes closed and my attitude locked away. “Chloe needs a place to sit when she gets here and that’s more important than you taking one less trip to the car.” Hunter threw his hands up in defeat. When he disappeared, I took another deep cleansing breath.

      The childish trio hadn’t returned by the time I dragged the last chair out so I headed out front to find them. Cutting through Hunter’s side of the duplex, I found Mac in the kitchen. His grin was from ear to ear.

      “Heard you’re cleansing this week,” he stated with a snicker. “We’ll try to behave tonight.” Coming from one of the three, that wasn’t going to happen. These boys were going to keep me on my toes. Hopefully Hazel was invited because she would put a stop to whatever shenanigans they started. I shook my head as I continued on.

      In the driveway, Gunner was still unloading trays of food while Hunter helped Chloe out of Hollywood’s car. Seeing that my brother had the future mommy under control I went to help his friend.

      “Gran must’ve been cooking all day.” Hollywood was practically drooling as he grabbed two trays. Gunner’s grandmother, known as Gran to everyone, always made us way more food than we needed.

      “She called in a little help this time. Aunt Bernice came over. She made the collard greens and cornbread.” Gunner’s family is from the south. I think Louisiana but it might be Alabama; either way, they truly know how to cook! I carried two trays and went back out for more.

      “Need help?” Taz was the next to arrive, approaching me as I was grabbing the last tray.

      “Close the trunk?” I asked him. He obliged.

      “I really hope you guys have beer because I had one helluva day.”

      “Did you really think Hunter wouldn’t buy beer?” He tried to make me pay for his alcohol at the store but I argued that I wasn’t the one who invited people over, nor was I the one who was going to be drinking. I did offer to purchase the nonalcoholic beverages.

      “Are the ladies here yet!” Mac came back outside. I looked around but didn’t see anyone walking our way. The only cars that didn’t belong in the neighborhood were the ones belonging to the guys already here.

      “Shouldn’t you be cooking?” I watched as a car crept up the street. A female driver with at least one female passenger. “Are those your girls?” I asked him, nicking my chin in the direction of the car.

      “Whoo, yes, it is!” He walked down the porch steps and out toward the street. I headed inside.

      “How did you all manage to have some random middle of the week night off?” I asked no one in particular.

      “We all have jobs that matter most on weekends!” Gunner laughed at his own response. He has a job that requires him to work most days, but I wasn’t going to argue.

      “I own the company,” Hollywood reminded us, holding his beer up. He was seated next to his fiancée, near my back door. Perfect position, away from the grill and close to my bathroom.

      “Let’s party!” Hunter cheered, turning up his annoying 80s hair band music. I groaned but instead of arguing with him, I just secretly vowed to change it. Soon.

      My phone vibrated in my pocket and I pulled it out to check who sent a text message. Hawk.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hawk

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Cameron and I are stuck in traffic about ten or fifteen minutes away. Her cousin, Brittany, walked over. Can you go out front and look for her?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Of course.

      

      

      

      

      

      I didn’t remember what Brittany looked like but I wasn’t going to admit that. If I saw a girl walking my way, I was just going to assume it was her.

      As soon as I bounded down the driveway, I saw a pair of long, lean legs standing just barely on our property line. I followed the legs, up to a thin torso and a kissable neck. I stopped short when I got to her lips. The same very sexy lips that belonged to the woman I jogged after this morning. She looked a tad nervous but the part of her lips had me staring. I was going to make it worse!

      “Brittany?”
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            BRITTANY

          

        

      

    

    
      Running this morning had been more exciting than usual. There had apparently been a damn stud behind me. When I got to the turn-around, I got a decent look at him and wished he had been keeping time with me. It was nice to be treated to some much-needed man candy even for a brief time. I had hoped he would run a little longer so I could find a way to introduce myself but he turned off in a different direction before I was ready to call it quits.

      Today was my first of three well deserved days off. All I wanted to do was go for my morning run and then home to sleep most of the day away. At least that had been the plan until Cameron decided to ambush me as I was laying down for my nap and informed me my sloth day was being changed. Her boyfriend was attending a barbecue and she needed me there. She had started with begging, which transitioned to bribery. Not gonna lie, she almost had me with the bribery. The idea of a new bag was tempting, especially when she promised boots to match, but sleep eventually won. I didn’t want to go; I loved a party as much as the next girl, but I was exhausted from working so many hours at the hospital. After turning her down, she smirked in that truly evil way.

      “If you don’t come to the barbecue, I might have to tell Aunty Lila that somebody has been bar hopping on her days off…” She looked at the ceiling as I sat straight up in bed.

      “You wouldn’t do that.” I wasn’t confident though. Cameron was a cousin; they fought dirty. She grinned at me; she totally would. “That’s low, Cam,” I groaned. My mom was not someone I wanted to have knowing about my social life. I loved her, but she definitely grew up in a different time. We had always butted heads when I was growing up about how I should behave.

      My mother was a housewife with a very gender specific mindset. A girl’s goal should be to have babies and a husband to take care of. I was cool not buying into those ideas. Then again, Mom’s goal in life after marrying Dad had been to become a grandmother, so maybe her opinions were a tad skewed. I love babies, I just wasn’t in any position to have one right now.

      “Oh, I think we both know I totally would. I wouldn’t lose a wink of sleep over it either.” From Cameron, that wasn’t just an idle threat.

      “Why do you even need me to go? Don’t you work with all of his friends?” It didn’t make sense why I was being dragged away from my bed just to go somewhere I didn’t know anyone. If she were nervous, if she didn’t know anyone, then I would understand. Right now, she was just kind of being a pain in the ass.

      “I mean, maybe if you came to the barbecue it would help me reconsider voicing my concerns to Uncle Pete about the dangers of city living…” She trailed off and I knew I had been cornered. Growing up, my parents were absolute goals. Mom and Dad suited each other perfectly and were doting parents to me and my little brother. Unfortunately, they were also very against their only daughter moving out to California for school. I think they had always hoped that I would eventually move back to our home-town but I just couldn’t see a future for me out there anymore.

      “Fine. What time?”
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        * * *

      

      And that’s why I’m walking up to an unfamiliar house; we were supposed to go together but Cameron was running behind. I don’t know why it would have made a difference if I showed up late with them, but since I wasn’t the one with the blackmail material, I really didn’t have room to argue.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m not crazy comfortable just walking up to the door and knocking…I really don’t know anyone here…

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Cam

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hawk’s gonna send someone out to meet you.

      

      

      

      

      

      I’d only seen some of his friends in passing but, for the life of me, I couldn’t remember any names. Trying to muster up the courage to just knock on the door and randomly introduce myself, I was surprised by the front door closing. That had been fast.

      Well shit. I needed to meet more of Hawk’s friends! This one looked like the hottie from the beach and I was really glad I’d chosen to wear a fitted sweater with my jeans. Light brown hair, almost blonde, was easily past his shoulders and decked in very casual surfer wear, I was suddenly very happy that Cameron had chosen to blackmail me.

      “Brittany?” His voice was soothing; that calm, quiet tone washed over me like a wave. It was like someone hit me with anti-anxiety medication. Shaking myself out of my daze, I smiled and held out my hand.

      “Yeah. Cameron’s cousin.” Shit. I’d met him before. It was brief but I couldn’t remember his name. Fuck! Why didn’t I notice how hot he was before? Or how insanely soothing his damn voice was? I needed to start paying more attention to what was going on around me. He took my hand and I almost swooned. Swooned? Who the fuck says swooned? Oh, hell no, this guy was trouble. But the best kind of trouble. The kind that made me want to find out how much I could get into.

      “Hawk said they were running late,” Hottie McHotFace mentioned, but I was pleased to note he was still staring. He could stare all he wanted. I intended to do plenty of my own. “The guys are here. I can introduce you.” He was still holding my hand in his and I grinned at him.

      “Sounds good.” Making no attempt to move, I raised my eyebrow at him. “Can I have my hand back?” He looked confused before he dropped my hand like it was hot coal.

      “Sorry!” He laughed and I wanted to sink into the sound. They should find a way to bottle that noise; it was absolutely heavenly.

      “Rooster!” Someone bellowed from the door. That’s right! He had the early-bird nickname, Hawk was a bird of prey. “What the fuck? Where’d you go?” Another long-haired muscley man came bounding out of the house. His voice was the furthest thing from soothing I could think of. I wasn’t alone in my thinking if Rooster’s grimace was anything to go by.

      “I’m right here, Hunter.” Rooster turned to the newcomer. He took a more obvious opportunity to look me up and down. It was odd that when Hunter did it, I got annoyed; maybe because everything about him screamed fuck-boy. Not my type whatsoever. “Brittany, this is my little brother, Hunter. Hunter, this is Cameron’s cousin, Brittany.” Hunter smirked at me as he stepped closer.

      “I’m very happy you came.” Hunter looked like he was going to put an arm around me, but Rooster elbowed him. It didn’t look particularly hard, but Hunter let out a satisfying grunt.

      “I’m sorry, again.” Rooster repeated. He gestured to the house. “Follow me.” I was distracted by literally the cutest ass as I followed him up the steps. Oh yeah, he wasn’t going to know what hit him.
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        * * *

      

      I stood with Cameron while Hawk and one of the other guys played tag with a very hyper Alex. It was great; that kid was gonna pass out hard for me tonight. Cameron and Hawk wanted to go out and that deadbeat POS father of his bailed again. If I ever met his newest girlfriend, I was gonna kick her ass.

      “Are you sure you won’t let me have words with Adrian and his skank?” I asked; it wasn’t a new conversation. I loved my nephew and I didn’t like the idea of him being disappointed by someone I would cheerfully hit with a car. Cameron just shook her head.

      “It’s fine, Britt.” She smiled as Hawk picked up and swung Alex around. “The more Adrian distances himself, the better. I’m not going to chase him to be involved. Besides, does it look like he’s missing out on anything?” It was crazy how great they got along; Cameron had only started bringing Alex around Hawk the last six weeks, but it was like he’d been around for years.

      A small woman waddled over to us, followed by what looked like a nagging Hunter. I couldn’t hear what he had said, but it earned him a heated glare. He backed away slowly, hands raised, before she finished making her way over to us. She beamed up at me.

      “I’m so glad that we have another girl around here!” She gave Cameron a hug as much as her belly would allow before, surprisingly, embracing me. I couldn’t help but laugh at her enthusiasm. The giant strolled up behind her. I couldn’t be sure  without him standing here, but he looked about as big as my little brother. He rested a very tattooed hand on Chloe’s shoulder.

      “You promised to sit when we got here.” I almost laughed; I’d heard that tone before. Most soon-to-be dads had it when their wives overexerted themselves. They were the best kind to have in the delivery room; they tended to take orders well and liked to be involved in as much as they could. Then again, most of the wives looked about ready to throttle them so it was just as much entertainment as anything else.

      She glared up at him. “I said I would relax. You said sit.” It was like watching a fluffy kitten ready to go toe-to-toe with a damn Rottweiler. He didn’t look very prepared, which made it even more hilarious. “I am getting awfully tired of everyone telling me what to do! You and the doctor and Hunter… I am not made of glass, Bryan Pasquale, and I don’t appreciate being treated like it!” Her voice wasn’t very loud, but all the men had turned and stared as she lost her temper.

      Cameron was trying her hardest not to laugh as she stared at the ground. I rolled my eyes; the big guy looked like he could use a break. Chloe seemed to be the default hostess of this event, so I tried to think of something I would say to Mom to make her sit down with me. “You know,” I started, drawing Chloe’s attention back to me, “I’m getting a little cold.” As I rubbed my arms, Chloe’s eyes grew wide.

      “Oh no!” She entwined her arm with mine as she scanned the back yard. “The boys have this great fire pit. I’m sure Rooster can start it.”

      “That sounds like a great place to sit while the guys do all the work.” I suggested, trying to catch my cousin’s attention for some assistance. Luckily, she caught on quick.

      “My feet are killing me still from the last double shift I worked. Sitting sounds fantastic.”

      Chloe nodded. “Ugh, these guys are so insensitive! Come on, I’ll make one of them start the fire.” Chloe waddled away to bark an order at one of the guys and Hollywood looked stupefied.

      “You’re my hero,” he said quickly before rushing after a slow-moving Chloe.

      “Chloe is literally the only one who gets away with calling him Bryan,” Cameron muttered as Hollywood ran after his fiancée. I smiled as I watched Hollywood usher Chloe over to the fire pit and helped her sit in the low seat. Rooster had briefly disappeared but returned with a blanket for the small woman.

      An arm around my shoulders put my teeth on edge. I glared up at Hunter, who was all grins. “You and I should go see a movie.” Rooster had straightened up and was staring in our direction.

      I shrugged his arm off and rolled my eyes. “I’ve already seen it.” He groaned, clutching his chest.

      “I’m wounded!” He cried, pretending to stagger away. I followed Cam over to where Chloe was sitting as Hollywood and Rooster fussed over her. I could see the irritation growing on her face even though she tried to keep it under control.

      “Alright guys, she’s fine.” Cam shooed them away as she sat next to Chloe. I took up the seat on the other side, leaving two spots available. I was downright giddy that Rooster picked the spot next to me. Not that he had much choice, but beggars can’t be choosers. I scanned the small gathering, noticing the other girls didn’t seem to be dressed for the weather.

      “So,” I looked back at Chloe, “should we ask the other women to sit with us? I didn’t get their names.”

      Rooster snorted. “You won’t need to. No one will see them after today.”

      “What a serial killer-y thing to say.” Chloe laughed despite her morbid statement. “Those guys don’t date long term. At best, those are one-night stands.”

      “What about you? Does that mean you date long term?” It should have come off innocent enough; he definitely separated himself from the others. I was going to be pretty disappointed if he had a girlfriend; then again, I didn’t see anyone attached to him so maybe if there was one it wasn’t long term. The pink staining his cheeks could have just been the chill in the air, but I doubted it.

      “Rooster is a tough nut. He doesn’t date at all,” Chloe complained with a sigh. That pink was getting dangerously close to red. I really wanted to push it over the edge but I held back. Something told me he was a little more guarded than that. I’d wear him down, eventually.

      “Oh, I’m sure I can fix that.” So much for subtlety, dumb ass. That red in his cheeks was absolutely satisfying though. I grinned at him. “Don’t worry, you’ll get used to me.”

      He laughed as he cleared his throat. “I’m gonna go check on the food.” I watched him as he tried not to rush away. It was endearing. I turned back to the fire to see Hollywood staring at me.

      “I’ve known that guy for over half a decade and I don’t think I’ve ever seen him that flustered.”

      “I have that effect on men.” I glanced at Chloe, a little concerned I’d offended her. I didn’t want her to think I was interested in her boyfriend. “Sorry. Habit.” She rubbed her swollen belly.

      “Trust me, I’m not worried.” She smirked. “Rooster should be, though.”

      “I promise, I’ll be gentle.” I grinned as Cam groaned. Maybe I should tone it down. This is the first time I’ve met these people and I don’t want them to get the wrong idea. Plus, these were essentially her coworkers; I didn’t want to say something stupid and have it look bad on her.

      Hollywood grinned at me. “You’re welcome to come around anytime.” Well, never mind then. Hawk made his way over to us with Alex resting on his shoulders. I wasn’t sure when he got up there, but he looked pretty content where he was at.

      “Auntie Nini, look, I’m tall!” Alex looked very proud of his newfound height.

      “So you are!” I grinned at Hawk. “Little man seems quite taken with you.”

      “I’m pretty taken with him.” He turned and ran off with a squealing child bouncing on his shoulders. I glanced at my cousin, curious about how the guarded mom was handling all the male attention Alex was getting. I was a little surprised to see her beaming after her boyfriend and son.

      Maybe she had a point; Alex wasn’t missing anything from Adrian not being around. I wondered how long it would be before those two got married. It was still early, but Cameron wasn’t someone who would bring Alex around just anyone. To be fair, Cameron wasn’t someone who would be around just anyone. She had been awfully closed off until she met Hawk.

      Chloe was smiling at Hollywood and, even after just meeting him, I knew that look of adoration was probably etched permanently on his face whenever he looked at her. There were a lot of couple vibes happening at this fire pit and it only served to remind me how alone I was right now. I hadn’t had a steady boyfriend since I moved out of my home town, and really hadn’t been interested in starting a real relationship until recently. I needed some space from all the love.

      “I’ll be right back.” I pushed out of my seat, hoping to avoid Hunter and his groupies while I searched for the bathroom. And maybe search out a blushing runner that was avoiding me.

      I managed to sneak by and was just crossing the front door when there was a soft knock. I looked around but there was no one nearby to hear it. I would have missed it if I hadn’t been in the room. It would be rude to answer someone else’s door, but maybe it was someone they were expecting. Shrugging off the impropriety of the action, I opened the door.

      There was a small child, roughly Alex’s age, standing on the porch. She was absolutely gorgeous; long, light brown hair with deep brown eyes. She had a serene expression on her face as she stared up at me, a picture clutched in her hand. A no-nonsense woman held the small child’s hand; I was surprised to see it was someone that was familiar. She was one of the social workers that came to the hospital. I kept my smile friendly, but now I was more curious about the small child as she looked excitedly around the house.

      “Is this Maxwell James’ residence?” She asked in a very businesslike tone. Crap, I only knew everyone by nicknames.

      “I’m not sure, I just met most of these people today.” I wanted to be more helpful, but there wasn’t much I could offer. I smiled down at the little girl. “What’s your name, sweetie?”

      “I’m Maxi,” she replied in a soft voice. It was almost soothing…

      Rooster came up behind me, obviously drawn by the voices at the front door. “Can I help you?”

      Before the social worker could speak, the little girl pulled away from her and threw her arms around Rooster’s legs with an excited squeal. “I’m Maxi!” She looked up at him adoringly. “Mama sent me to you and said you’d love me.” Rooster stared down in shock at the little girl clutching his legs. She thrust a picture up to him.

      Curiosity got the better of me and I peeked as Rooster’s face went blank. It was a much younger Rooster staring at a striking young woman who was posing for the camera. On the back of the picture, it was dated four years earlier. Mama and Daddy was scrawled in very neat writing.

      I looked back at the social worker with wide eyes. She looked a little more empathetic now as Rooster stared at her, shell shocked. “Maybe I should come inside and explain.”
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      I stared down at the tiny pip of a girl, still clinging to my leg. She was beaming up at me. I could fall in love with that smile. Actually, I had fallen in love with that smile- four years ago. She looked just like Bex. My heart fell into my stomach. She was Bex’s daughter. There was no doubt in my mind. Bex left me and then went off to have a child?

      “Umm, come in.” Who was speaking? Were there people around me? I looked up into a stranger’s face. She was a slight woman but full of power. Business suit, business stance; all business. But she didn’t speak. I didn’t budge. She slid past me, into the house.

      “You’re my daddy,” the little girl said, still smiling up at me. Someone sucker punched me. That smile was going to haunt me. I had done everything I could to get over Bex and now she’d sent a child here. A child claiming I was her... wait...did she say I was her daddy? I dropped to the floor, causing her hands to fall down to her sides. Tears were welling up in my eyes. “Are you okay?” We were face to face now. Her confidence was waning. She placed a tiny hand on my shoulder. “Are you crying?”

      A throat cleared behind me. “Excuse me,” someone said. That wasn’t the same voice that invited her in. That must be the business lady. “I’m looking for Mr. Maxwell James.”

      I turned my head so fast I felt my neck pop. I picked the wrong week to center myself. I could use a beer and a string of curse words right now. “I’m Maxwell James.” My voice didn’t sound right. Something was off; it could be the large lump that was forming in my throat.

      “Yes, I actually assumed, but I need confirmation.” I didn’t budge. Instead, I turned back to face the little girl. She was running a tiny hand down my hair, still smiling. Bex’s smile. My heart hurt.

      “Mama went to live with God,” she told me. There was no sadness, just matter of fact. Her mother, the love of my life, died? I wondered if she even knew what that meant. “She said while she lives with God, I can live with you. Will you love me?” She tilted her head, eyes squinting with concern, and wiped at the tears that were streaming down my face. “I cried when Mama moved. Now, I'm moved too.” Would it be okay if I wrapped my arms around her?

      “Sir?” Business lady was getting on my nerves. I took a deep breath. I needed to recenter. Figure out what was going on.

      “Can I hug you?” I asked her. She nodded and threw her tiny arms around my neck. I wrapped mine around her middle.

      “Um, if you’ll excuse me.” I knew that voice. Not well, we’d just met, but that was Brittany. “I’ll be right back.” I ignored her and continued to hold this precious angel in my arms.

      “Can I pick you up?” I whispered in the tiny ear that was right next to me. She nodded and I stood with her in my arms. She weighed next to nothing. I didn’t want to let her go. Ever. She kept her arms wrapped around me and her head tucked into my shoulder.

      I have a daughter? Bex left me while she was pregnant? I was hurt by that. Why would she leave me? Why would she never tell me that we had a child? I had wanted to marry her.

      “Hi, how can I help you?” Hawk was talking. When did he come in? I spun around. Brittany was standing next to him. Was that concern on her face? Pain? Confusion? Disgust? I didn’t have a clue. I didn’t have time to get to know her to figure it out before...bam...a tiny version of Bex showed up at my door telling me I'm her father.

      “I’m Ms. Norwood with Social Services. I am waiting for confirmation on the identity of this gentleman.” She pointed her chin in my direction. Hawk looked from her to me. His eyes narrowed.

      “Maxwell James. I’ll get his license.” I watched him walk across the room to where my wallet was.

      Satisfied with my identity, she sat on the couch and placed her bag on the coffee table. “Mr. James, according to a Miss Rebecca Anderson, you are the father of one, Maxi Payton James. Before her health declined, she made arrangements for a young James to be left in your care. She took the liberty of explaining everything in a handwritten letter. I just need you to sign a few things first.”

      “What’s going on in here?” Hollywood asked. I was still standing near the front door, with it open behind me. Maxi was still in my arms. “Who’s the tiny bundle belong to?” She lifted her head and looked over at my friends.

      “He’s big, Daddy Max,” she whispered. My heart melted. Daddy Max.

      “He is.” I couldn’t agree more. Hollywood is inches above us all with a very large muscular frame, larger than Hawk. “He’s my friend,” I whispered back. I didn’t really know what to say to her but that sounded good. “They all are. Want to meet him?” She squeezed my neck with her tiny arms and shook her head no. “Maybe later. I promise, he’s nice.”

      “Sir, I’d like you to sign here,” Ms. Norwood garnered our attention, tapping the papers she’d pulled out. My eyes found Brittany again. So much for considering asking her out, I officially had a pile of poo to deal with. I thought for sure the universe had finally sent someone my way.

      The cruel, cruel universe.

      I didn’t read any of the paperwork the lady wanted me to sign, I just scribbled my name on the lines. Eventually, she wheeled in two suitcases and left. The crowd had grown. Chloe was holding onto Hollywood’s arm, staring at us. Taz was whispering with Hollywood, probably getting caught up. Hawk was on the chair across from the couch.

      “Hi, Maxi.” A gentle hand rubbed up and down my back. Maxi and I both looked over at Brittany. She smiled. “I’m Brittany.” She was calm and quiet. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Hey, are you guys coming…” Cameron rushed in but stopped short. I’m sure we were a sight. A quiet room of adults and this beautiful clone of Bex.

      “Are we moving the party inside?” Hunter and the rest of his friends barged in, loud and obnoxious. “Holy shit! Who’s the cutie?” I just glared at my brother.

      “Language,” Cameron chided.

      “Dude, she looks just like…” His eyes went wide and he turned to the girls that were giggling behind him. “Sorry, ladies, family business. You gotta go. You guys can go too, whatever.” Was he seriously kicking his friends out?

      “We’ll walk you ladies out. Be right back.” I think Gunner spoke to them and then to us. He’d said it so fast I barely made out the words.

      “So,” Hunter started again, “I’m your uncle.” He stood awkwardly across the room and did a stupid finger-wiggling wave. He must’ve seen the same thing I did; she is the spitting image of Bex.

      “She looks just like you,” Hawk said. “You couldn’t deny her if you wanted to.” I never would. She was a mini Bex; the love of my life.

      The envelope Ms. Norwood left behind was thick. That would be a lot of reading. Maybe the reason Bex left me would be in there. For now, I didn’t want to know. I just wanted to sit here and be comforted by the gentle hand that was still on my back and cuddled with the beautiful girl in my arms. The universe brought them both into my life on the same day for a reason. Was the universe cruel? Time would tell.

      “How old are you?” Hunter asked.

      “Three,” her tiny voice informed us before she buried her head in my neck again. Brittany chuckled and rubbed a hand down Maxi’s back as well.

      Maxi. She was named after me. Before she left, Bex had already made plans to one day have kids with me and the first would be named after me. Maxine for a girl, Maxi for short and Maxwell or Max for a boy. Per the legal paperwork I just signed, Maxine was not her name. Just Maxi. And I loved it!

      “I’m four!” Alex announced. I smiled at him, hugged up next to his mom. Maxi didn’t acknowledge him.

      “Are you hungry? Thirsty?” Crap, is she potty trained? I subtly ran a hand down her back. No diaper.

      “I’d like applesauce, please.” She sounded so mature. That was such a Bex comment. Always full sentences, always polite.

      “Does Mom know?” Hunter asked. I locked eyes with him. My head shook from side to side. Mom was just hinting to us that it was time to start families. Would she be mad at Bex for keeping this secret? Would she still be able to love Maxi? Would she be mad at me if I kept this secret, just for the night?

      “Can I set you down so I can see if I have applesauce?” I whispered. She gripped my neck.

      Brittany, the exact opposite energy of what I saw outside, was calm and sweet as she asked, “Can I hold you while he checks?” She jumped from me to her. I already felt a hole in my heart. I should have just carried her with me. I didn’t want to let her go.

      “Dude, you have a daughter?” Hawk asked as he and Hunter followed me into the kitchen. I opened cabinets and the refrigerator, searching for something I knew I didn’t have.

      “That bitch left and didn’t tell you that you had a kid? What kind of shit is that?” Hunter growled.

      “She’s dead,” I said matter of fact; almost as detached as Maxi had sounded when she informed me. I’d cry later, but right now, I need applesauce. Hunter’s eyes went wide. “Do you have applesauce?”

      “I’ll go across the street and ask Mrs. Lopez; she has little kids.” He slipped out the back and I continued to search for something. Nothing, really. I was just trying to get a hold on my emotions.

      I have a daughter. A daughter who just lost her mother and is now in a house with a bunch of strangers. I closed the cabinets and turned to face Hawk. He was calm. I was trying to remain calm but anxiety was building up. We stared for a few seconds before I finally slid to the kitchen floor, my back against a cabinet door, my knees pulled up and my head resting on top of them. And I cried. I cried tears of joy for having a piece of Bex back in my life and pain because I lost the love of my life forever. Bex was never coming back.

      “Do you want me to clear the house?” Hawk asked. I don’t know how long he’d let me sit there before he spoke up. A few seconds? Minutes? I looked up at him and shook my head.

      “There’s too much food out there for people to just leave. I'll be fine. It’s kind of like we have something to celebrate now. I could really use a beer.” We both laughed.

      “I’d offer you one, but you’d regret it in the morning.” I nodded. Wiping the tears away, I took a few deep, calming breaths. Finally, we stood.

      “I got applesauce!” Hunter announced. “It’s for b-a-b-i-e-s but same thing, right? We’ll shop tomorrow and get her whatever she wants.” Of course. Hunter was a sucker for a pretty lady; I had no doubt he’d be a sucker for her. He handed the small jar to Brittany and Hawk provided a spoon. “And the rest of us can eat too.”

      As they all filed out, I made my way back to the couch where Brittany and Maxi were still sitting. Maxi was spooning applesauce into her mouth; most of it, at least. “I’ll pay for your dry cleaning,” I offered Brittany as I handed her a napkin.

      “No worse than what Alex has done over the years,” she assured me with a laugh. “At least it’s a small jar.” I had no response. I just sat next to them, unsure of what to do next. I don’t have much experience with kids.

      “Thank you,” I finally told her. She nodded but with narrowed eyes; she had no clue why I was thanking her. “For opening the door. For getting Hawk. For this.” I waved my hand at them. Just for being here right now, I wanted to add but didn’t. She placed a warm hand over mine and just looked at me with that beautiful smile. “Do you run on the beach?” I knew she did. There was no mistaking that was her I was trailing this morning. I’d know those legs anywhere, even in her jeans.
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