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Chapter One

 


“Hawke, Blake.”

Brooke barely had time to think, What a
name, before the guy sitting in the desk beside hers pushed to
his feet. Subsequently, that provided her with another perfect
opportunity to ogle him. He was a good four inches past six feet
tall, with dark, slightly shaggy hair and a strong yet angular
profile above a lean and toned body. Hell, she’d dated a guy on the
swim team a couple of years earlier who’d be jealous of that
body.

“Here,” Blake Hawke called obediently, his
thumbs hooking into his jeans pockets. And he even had Brooke’s
favorite kind of voice—she thought of it as ‘light masculine’.
Definitely male, but not so deep or gravelly that he sounded like
he was growling all the time. ‘Lighter’ just meant she could as
easily hear him laughing, or talking with a smile.

She was so lost in her mental cataloguing,
she nearly missed the name of Blake’s assigned partner. Which,
naturally, was hers.

“Munroe, Brooke.”

Doing her best not to stare at the balding
man in the front of the room, or to let on that she’d been
supremely distracted, Brooke rushed to her feet to announce her
presence. Fortunately, he merely nodded, made a mark on his roll
sheet, and moved on. Brooke resettled, releasing a silent breath,
and nearly jumped out of her skin when Blake Hawke leaned toward
her.

“At least we don’t have to move,” he
whispered, that smile she’d been thinking about projected in his
voice.

Brooke turned to offer her own smile as it
dawned on her what he meant. Her name had been called immediately
after his. And since their professor was using the first day of the
new semester to assign partners, that meant Blake Hawke was her new
partner. They’d be working together all semester. And that
made her smile easier.

****

“So,” Blake began on Wednesday morning, “are
we supposed to exchange life stories or something?” He had one dark
eyebrow cocked over his shining blue eyes to match his tone, and
his lips were kicked up at the corners with mild amusement.

Brooke shrugged. “Something like that, I
guess.”

It was the second day of class and, after
spending the first pairing off his students, their professor had
declared that it was time to get to know each other. He’d even
taken the liberty of turning pairs of desks to face each other, so
that the students were broken into their pairs as soon as they sat
down. Which was fine for Brooke. She could handle a whole hour
staring at Blake’s smooth face and gorgeous blue eyes. Though those
eyes would surely make it hard to hear what he was saying.

Blake shifted, leaning back in his seat and
angling himself so that he could stretch one long leg out without
kicking her—or anybody else. “All right, then … you want to go
first?”

After taking a deep breath, Brooke said, “I
suppose I can. I’m twenty-two, this is my third year here, and I’m
only taking this class because it qualifies as a substitution for
another one that I need.” She paused, realizing too late what it
sounded like when she said it that way, and quickly added, “Not
that I won’t take it seriously, I promise!”

Blake chuckled. “No worries, I understand.
I’m only taking it because it’s required.”

She smiled, laughing quietly, and nodded.
“Fair enough.” She tried to figure out what more she should say and
belatedly decided he might need to have a half-decent idea of her
schedule. “I’m actually only taking two other classes, but I work a
lot at a diner over in Darien, so I definitely need to plan ahead
if we have to meet outside of class.” Or when. With group
projects it was always a when.

With only the faintest of grins, Blake
inclined his head. “That’s fine. I actually live in Darien, so that
could work for me.”

“I do, too,” Brooke admitted. “It’s a heck
of a lot cheaper, and quieter.” Darien was a small coastal town
about thirty minutes directly west of the university. But with the
university also being several hundred feet higher in elevation, as
well as on the edge of another, bigger city, Darien may as well
have been in another world.

“Definitely,” Blake agreed with a laugh.

There was an extended moment of awkward
silence between them, and then finally Brooke said, “I don’t
actually know what else I should say… Is there, like, something you
wanted to know?” And was there a way she could sneak in ‘are you
single’ without tipping her hand? No. Not only would it be
awkward if he had someone in his life, but they had a whole
semester to work together. Their professor had already made it
clear he pretty much didn’t allow partner-swapping.

Blake shrugged. “I can’t really think of
anything. I’ll tell you a little about me, and we can just go from
there if you want?”

She smiled now and nodded. “Works for
me.”

“Well, like you I’m twenty-two, but this is
my last semester. I’m taking a few more classes, and I work
part-time as a lifeguard at the beach in Darien.”

The minute the word ‘lifeguard’ left his
lips, Brooke’s imagination was off and running. She could just
picture him jogging down a sandy beach on a beautiful day, barefoot
and bare-chested, donning the requisite fire-engine-red swim trunks
of a lifeguard, his dark hair ruffling in the wind. And even though
her imagination insisted that red wasn’t necessarily the best color
for his skin tone, the image was striking. Mouthwatering. He’d be
damn near irresistible if lifeguards were allowed to wear
blue—which she was sure of, because he’d worn the same blue
overcoat to school now both days.

“I’m sure we can coordinate our work
schedules when we need to,” Blake continued, unknowingly jarring
Brooke from her distracting thoughts. “My supervisor’s pretty
reasonable, especially this time of year.”

Suddenly, the picture in Brooke’s mind
shifted until Blake was running along a snow-covered beach, and she
realized she was being incredibly ridiculous. Swallowing back her
awkward laughter, she said, “Yeah, I bet January’s not the best
time of year for beach traffic.”

His grin was back in force. “Yeah, not so
much. Most of us are really only on call right now.”

As their conversation again fell silent,
Brooke’s eyes drifted around the room and she caught a glimpse of
another pair exchanging scraps of paper. Oh, right! Turning
her attention back to Blake, she said, “I suppose we should
exchange information, too.”

Brooke looked up from the organizer she’d
subsequently extracted from her school bag to see Blake unlocking a
sleek, shiny black smartphone. She couldn’t help but feel a pang of
envy. His phone might as well have come straight from a commercial,
while hers was old, chipped, scratched, and just all around out of
date. But she brushed it off, knowing she was behind on the
technological times. Technology was expensive.

It didn’t take them long to exchange the
necessary information. And then it was time to resume making small
talk, because their professor had made it clear he wasn’t letting
them out early.

****

Brooke looked over, still tying her apron
around her waist, when her supervisor, who doubled as one of their
bartenders, poked her head into the room. “Hey, Paula,” she
called.

The older woman smiled. “Hey. Wanted to let
you know, you got a couple cuties at three. They just sat
down.”

“All right, I’ll be out in a second,” Brooke
promised. Paula was nearly out the door before she added, “And
don’t you dare go all Cupid on me!” Laughter was the other woman’s
only response before the door swung shut once more.

In under a minute, Brooke had managed to get
all of her things thrown into the appropriate pockets and was
making her way to her first table of the night. It was an odd time
of day, and so the majority of customers were currently staking
claims on barstools, which made it easy for her to spot the
‘cuties’ at her table. They were sitting calmly and talking, one
leaning forward with an elbow propped on the table, and the other
leaning back with his arm half-hanging off of the chair. Both were
dark-haired, probably tall, and fairly well muscled from what she
could see.

Then she was standing before the table,
professional smile easily in place, and launching into what she
figured must be the world’s most over-used line. “Hey there, my
name’s Brooke. You boys know what you want?”

Both men had turned their full attention to
her the moment she had appeared, and she realized that they both
had nearly identical bright blue eyes. Eyes that reminded her of
Blake. The man to her left smiled semi-flirtatiously, his eyes
twinkling, and said, “I haven’t seen you here before, Brooke. You
new?”

“I’m new to the dinner shift,” Brooke
offered, opting to play along for the moment. It wasn’t like she
had other customers to worry about just yet.

“Well, that explains everything,” he
replied, still grinning. “Except for why I haven’t seen you around
town.”

Brooke allowed a small laugh to slip past
her lips as she said, “Trust me, you’re not the first to bring that
up. It’s just hard to find a lot of free time between work and
school.”

He scoffed, pulling his arm from the
chairback in order to wave dismissively as he said, “Ah, school. I
don’t miss it.”

“Wish I knew the feeling,” Brooke admitted.
A middle-aged couple had just stepped through the doors, so she
knew she had to wrap up their conversation. Pulling her tablet from
her apron pocket, she asked, “So, what can I get for you
tonight?”

The flirtatious one easily took the hint and
proceeded to order his meal, and then she turned her attention to
the other man, who had yet to speak. While neither man looked at
all weak or lanky, the second man appeared noticeably stronger than
his companion. It was in his broad-shouldered, strong-jawed build
as much as it was in his expression. And he had a voice to match,
she discovered when he calmly ordered almost the exact same
meal.

When she was done, Brooke flipped to another
page and then easily maneuvered the tables and booths until she
could greet the couple who had just taken a seat. They had claimed
a booth in the middle of the restaurant, along the window-wall. It
was the same booth they usually occupied when they came in.

“Good evening, Mrs. Buchannon, Mr.
Buchannon,” Brooke greeted sweetly. The Buchannons were practically
local royalty, and though Brooke had only been living in town for
the better part of two years, even she was friendly with them. They
were incredibly wealthy, and incredibly generous. She had never met
a resident of Darien who could speak a bad word about them.

Katherine Buchannon smiled up at her. “Oh,
hello, Brooke! Are you working the dinner shift now?”

Brooke laughed and nodded. “Yeah, I had to
switch it up this semester, since I got stuck with early
classes.”

“And how is school going?” Maxwell Buchannon
asked curiously, his tone indicating genuine interest.

“It’s going.” Brooke gave a frustrated laugh
and brief shake of her head.

“Are you close to graduating yet?” Katherine
asked as she brushed a runaway wisp of faded blonde hair out of her
eyes.

“Not close enough. At this rate, I’ve
probably got a year left after this semester.”

“Well,” Maxwell began encouragingly,
“continue keeping the faith, then, and you’ll do fine. It’ll all be
worth it in the end.”

Brooke smiled. “I certainly hope so. But
enough about me. What are you in the mood for tonight?”

****

“I am so jealous,” Georgia Clarke declared
as she stepped up beside Brooke in the back room a short while
later. Georgia was Brooke’s favorite coworker, and probably her
only good friend. She was about an inch shorter than Brooke, nearly
three years older, and had a whole lot more hair than Brooke ever
would—at least in volume.

Cocking an eyebrow at her, Brooke asked,
“Why are you jealous, exactly?”

Georgia lifted a perfectly manicured hand
and absently twirled a strand of her red hair. It was a dark,
maroon shade of red, but when Brooke had met her (nearly a year and
a half before), her hair had been blonde. She wasn’t entirely sure
that had been her real color, either. “You have two of the Hawke
brothers at table three, that’s why,” Georgia declared with a fake
pout. It might have had better effect, Brooke decided, if not for
the gleam of mischief in her light green eyes.

Brooke was halfway through rolling her eyes
when Georgia’s words clicked in her head. “Wait, what? Hawke
brothers?”

Now Georgia paused, her hair falling from
her loose grasp, and in a strangely shocked voice, she asked, “You
mean you’ve been living here for nearly two years and you’ve never
met or at least heard about them?”

“Obviously not. But I met a Blake Hawke on
Monday. He’s in my first class. We’re partnered up for the
semester.”

Georgia’s grin was instantaneous, and she
planted her hands on her hips. “You lucky girl! Although Blake
isn’t my favorite of the bunch, but they’re all gorgeous.”

“So they’re, what, triplets?” Brooke ignored
Georgia’s comment for the sake of her sanity. She didn’t know their
exact ages, but the two at her table had looked to be fairly close
to her own age, and she knew Blake was twenty-two, just like
her.

Georgia was laughing, and she lifted one
hand to drop it on Brooke’s shoulder. “Oh, no, sweetie,” she said,
her tone teasing. “They’re quads. The two at the table are
Dean and Logan, and in addition to Blake, they have another brother
named Nate.”

“Quads?” Brooke repeated, shocked.
Wait, she thought, giving herself a mental headshake, why
does it even matter? So what if Blake has three nearly identical
brothers? There was something seriously wrong with her
head.

Brooke was yanked out of her internal
critique by a nudge from her friend. “I think that’s their food on
the bar,” she said. “Go make friends. Maybe they’ll put in a good
word for you with Blake.”

This time, Brooke did roll her eyes as she
started forward. “I’m not even going to mention it,” she replied,
already moving toward the freshly prepared food. Behind her,
Georgia laughed.


Chapter Two

 


“How was your first week of school?” Lillian
Hawke asked as she handed a bottle of water to her first-born.

“I’ve had worse, I suppose. I’m just glad
I’m finally in the home stretch.”

It was late Saturday afternoon, and since it
was also the last Saturday of the month, the Hawke family was
gathering for their traditional family dinner. Blake, like usual,
was the first of his brothers to arrive, and since his father and
younger sister were at the store, he had a few minutes alone with
his mother.

Lillian crossed her slack-covered legs as
she settled comfortably on her favorite chair. She rubbed at an
invisible spot along the cuff of her beige, long-sleeved blouse.
“Before you know it, it’ll be over and you’ll be wondering what on
earth you’re going to do with yourself next.”

Blake grinned around the bottle he’d been
about to take a drink from and pulled it down long enough to ask,
“You mean like Nate?”

His mother shook her head faintly, a smile
tugging at her lips. “Precisely.” In the silence that followed her
reply, as Blake took a long swallow of his water, the distant,
familiar rumble of a motorcycle could be heard pulling up to the
house. “It sounds like your brother’s here.”

“I’m surprised,” Blake admitted, setting his
bottle on the coffee table in front of him. “Nate’s usually late.”
Muffled voices floated to them a moment later, indicating that the
roar of Nate’s motorcycle had most likely covered the sound of
another impending vehicle. “Sounds like Dad and Angie are home,
too.”

Lillian pushed to her feet, and Blake easily
followed suit, hanging back and letting her lead the way down the
hall.

“—get anything good?” Nate was asking as the
trio stepped into the house a minute later.

“When was the last time we ate something
that wasn’t good?” Christopher Hawke, their father, laughed as he
shut the door behind them.

Nate shrugged out of his leather jacket and
hung it on the coat rack in the entry way before moving and tugging
at one of the bags in his sister’s hands. “Let me see,” he
said.

Angela shifted away from Nate at the same
time as she held out the bag in her other hand. “The stuff for
tonight’s dinner is in this bag, not that one, Snoopy.”

“Wait,” Nate replied, “I thought I saw
brownie mix in that bag. Give it back.”

“Nope.” Angela deftly dodged her brother’s
outstretched hand and maneuvering around him. “Eric’s birthday is
coming up. I’m going to make him brownies.”

Blake joined the conversation with a teasing
grin. “You can’t start baking for a man until you’re married to
him, Angie. Sorry.”

Angela rolled her eyes. “Keep dreaming,
Blake.” To her mother, she said, “Is it okay if I keep this stuff
in the kitchen for a couple of days?”

“Of course,” Lillian said with a smile.

As Angela skirted around her family and
disappeared down the hall, Nate crossed his arms over his chest and
declared, “I still don’t know how I feel about that guy.”

Lillian rolled her eyes at her son’s comment
and gestured to the hallway. “Eric’s a fine young man, Nate. You
and your brothers need to try not to scare him off.”

“Your mother’s right,” Christopher added,
falling into step behind his sons.

Blake raised an eyebrow at him over his
shoulder. “You, too?”

Christopher laughed. “I see him more often
than you do, remember?”

Blake shifted his gaze, meeting his
brother’s eyes, before they both sighed and shook their heads.
Hesitantly, Blake asked, “He’s not coming to dinner, is he?”

It was Angela who answered him, having
caught up with them as they returned to the living room. “Of course
he is. He should be here in a few minutes, so you’d better be nice
or you’re off my Christmas list, got it?”

“Gee, Angie,” Nate began teasingly. He moved
toward her and looped an arm around her shoulders. “Christmas is so
far away, I’m sure I could wiggle my way back into your good graces
by then.”

Angela narrowed her eyes in a futile gesture
and shoved Nate off her. “Oh no, I have a memory like a steel trap,
I wouldn’t forget.” The front door opened before Nate could retort,
and Angela used the opportunity to dart around him and claim a spot
on the couch.

“We’re in here!” Christopher called from the
loveseat.

Two sets of footsteps indicated that both of
the remaining Hawke siblings had arrived, and then Dean and Logan
were walking into view. Dean smirked and moved to the couch,
dropping a hand on his sister’s hair and deliberately ruffling it.
“How’s my favorite sister?”

“The same as yesterday,” Angela replied,
reaching up as soon as her head was released in order to fix her
hair. Looking past her nearest brother, she added, “Hey,
Logan.”

Logan moved around Dean and claimed a seat
beside Angela as he said, “Hey.”

“So what’s for dinner?” Dean asked, stepping
back a foot and shoving his hands in his pockets.

“Angie’s boyfriend,” Blake replied with a
laugh.

Dean ignored his sister’s pointed glare.
“That’s unfortunate. I prefer brunettes.”

“Boys,” Lillian called pointedly from her
chair.

Christopher interrupted her would-be
lecture, saying, “Ah, let them get it out of their systems now.
Maybe that way they’ll behave when he gets here.”

“Wait,” Dean said. “What’s-his-name’s
actually coming for dinner?”

“Yes,” Angela and Lillian replied
simultaneously.

At Dean’s irritated look, Nate nodded and
said, “Yeah, that’s how I feel.”

“And his name is Eric,” Angela added,
turning her attention directly to Dean. “Please don’t be an
ass.”

“Angela,” Lillian scolded with a frown.

Dean held his hands up in surrender. “Okay,
okay, fine, I’ll try to behave.”

The words were barely out of his mouth when
the doorbell rang, announcing the arrival of their guest.

Angela stood up immediately. “I’ll get it.
Compose yourselves, will you, please?” She disappeared down the
hall without waiting for their response.

Christopher looked to his three
still-standing sons and gestured to the remaining seats. “You might
want to consider sitting, or your sister will probably accuse you
of trying to intimidate her boyfriend again.”

“I’ll stand,” Dean insisted.

Blake shook his head and moved behind Dean,
putting his hand to Dean’s shoulders and shoving. “Come on, sit
down already. You’ll only upset her.”

Obediently, Dean allowed Blake to steer him
towards the couch, and Nate silently sat on Blake’s other side. The
seat Angela had previously occupied was still open, as well as the
seat beside their father and the one remaining chair. And then
Angela led her boyfriend of just over a year into the large living
room.

Eric Matthews walked comfortably beside the
youngest member of the Hawke family, hands casually in his pockets
and eyes aimed forward. His dirty-blond hair was styled as it
always was, with a little too much gel and thin, combed spikes. The
soon-to-be-eighteen-year-old’s posture matched the expression in
his eyes. He was comfortable beside Angela, and did not fear her
older brothers.

“It’s so good you could join us, Eric,”
Lillian said with a smile, standing and moving forward to greet
him.

Eric embraced her quickly. “Thank you for
having me, Mrs. Hawke.”

“Please, make yourself comfortable,” Lillian
continued, gesturing wide before turning back to her chair.
“Christopher was just about to start dinner.”

Christopher pushed to his feet easily,
recognizing the hint, and smiled as well. “Hope you like meat,
because that’s what we’re having. I was thinking a good
old-fashioned steak dinner sounded like just the right thing.”

“That sounds delicious,” Eric assured his
host with an inclination of his head.

“Come on.” Angela took her boyfriend’s hand
and guided him toward the newly vacated loveseat as Christopher
stepped out of the room.

Once everyone was settled, Lillian swept her
eyes around the room before asking, “Now then, what’s new with
everyone?”

****

Blake met up with his brothers again the
following afternoon at Earl’s Diner. For once, he was the last to
arrive, so he simply smiled at the girl behind the register before
moving toward the booth they’d snagged. When he reached them, he
raised an eyebrow at Dean, who was sitting in the center of their
side, and said, “You’re going to have to slide over, bro.”

Dean grinned back at him and shook his head.
“Nah, since you were late, we figured you should have to sit on the
floor.”

Resisting the urge to smack his brother
upside the head, Blake replied, “You make me sit on the floor once,
I’ll make you sit on the floor every single time you’re late from
now on.”

As Dean quickly slid to the inside of the
booth, Nate laughed. “He got you there, Dean.”

“Shut up.” Dean rolled his eyes.

Blake was barely settled in his seat when
someone he hadn’t expected to see until the following morning was
suddenly standing beside their table.

“Well, hello there,” Brooke declared with a
smile as she lowered her writing tablet.

The brothers all looked over, and Blake
couldn’t help but return the smile. “Hey,” he said. “It’s only
natural we run into each other now that we’ve already met,
right?”

“Makes sense to me,” Brooke agreed.

“Hold up,” Nate interrupted, leaning forward
and glancing between them. “How come I’ve never met you?” he asked
as his gaze settled on Brooke.

With a shrug, she replied, “Maybe because
you don’t come in often enough? If it’s any consolation, I’ve only
seen those two once before today.”

Jumping into the conversation, Dean said,
“And really, the more important question here is: how do you two
know each other?”

Raising an eyebrow at his sibling, Blake
explained, “We have a class together.”

Nate almost looked disappointed. “That’s so
… ordinary.”

Brooke laughed softly at their exchange.
“Yep, just about as ordinary as you come. Now then, not that I
don’t love your company, but I’m afraid I need to know what to feed
you.”

She completely missed the shared smirks the
brothers exchanged before Blake obligingly ordered his lunch.

Brooke had walked off, headed to the back to
put their order in, when Dean smirked and declared, “Please tell me
you haven’t called dibs yet.”

The other three turned raised eyebrows to
him, and Blake slowly asked, “What?”

“Oh, come on,” Dean said pointedly. “Don’t
tell me you haven’t noticed. She looks like she’d be fun.”

Nate’s head hit his hands and Logan released
a deep sigh, closing his eyes and shaking his head.

Blake narrowed his eyes on his brother and
said firmly, “No.”

It was Dean’s turn to cock an eyebrow. “So
you have called dibs?”

“I haven’t called anything,” Blake said.
“But she’s my partner for the semester, so I’m telling you to leave
her alone.”

Attempting to lighten the mood, Nate looked
back to Dean and said, “Yeah, besides, she’s blonde. Didn’t you
just say last night that you prefer brunettes?”

Dean grinned. “That was last night, Nate.
It’s a new day.”

“He’s got a point, Blake,” Logan declared
with a mocking smirk. When Blake silently raised an eyebrow, Logan
said, “He’ll have forgotten all about your classmate by
tomorrow.”

Dean rolled his eyes as his brothers laughed
good-naturedly.

****

Brooke watched the Hawke brothers leave a
short while later, pursing her lips in thought. When they were
walking side-by-side like they were, it was easy to see both the
similarities and the differences between them. They were exactly
the same height—tall, over six feet at least—and they had the same
dark brown hair and bright blue eyes.

But while Blake’s features were a little
more angular, Logan’s were strong and broad. And Nate and Dean’s
were somewhere in between—not as angular as Blake’s, but not as
broad as Logan’s. While Logan was the definition of
broad-shouldered and probably a dream come true for any football
coach in America, both Blake and Nate were more towards lean and
narrow-shouldered. Like swimmers. Dean was more broad-shouldered
than the two of them, but even he wasn’t in the same league as
Logan.

And if she’d thought Blake’s hair was
slightly shaggy (probably just in need of a haircut), then Nate’s
was definitely shaggy. Blake’s was long enough to blow in a breeze,
just a little, as it danced over his forehead and covered the tops
of his ears, even teasing the line of his jacket collar where it
met his neck. Nate’s hair, however, nearly covered his ears, and
definitely overlapped his jacket collar. Dean’s hair was more like
what she imagined Blake’s would be like if he got that haircut and
spiked it just a little. And Logan’s was the shortest out of all of
them—just long enough to assure the world that it was there, and
show off what color it was.

Despite the fact that they were all sexy,
Brooke found herself focusing mostly on Blake. Comparing his own
brothers to him.

They didn’t stack up.

When the brothers reached the doorway, Blake
held it open until the others had slipped through, and then he
turned, meeting her gaze one last time and smiling.

Brooke’s face heated instantly, and she
lifted one hand in an awkward wave as he stepped through the door.
She couldn’t believe he’d caught her staring.

****

“Brooke!” Georgia declared later that
evening as she popped her head into the back room. “Could you do me
a huge favor? The food’s ready for five, but the people sitting at
two are giving me a hard time, and I can’t serve it and
handle two.”

“Sure, sure.” Brooke was already re-tying
her apron around her waist. “Go deal with two, and I’ll grab the
food.”

“Great, thanks!” Georgia beamed before
quickly disappearing.

Brooke took a second to make sure she was
still presentable, as she had been getting ready to go home, and
then stepped out of the changing room and headed for the kitchen.
She found the food easily and swept it onto a tray before expertly
maneuvering her way out of the kitchen and towards the main
room.

She was halfway to her destination before
she recognized the people whose food she was carrying. Emma
Matthews and her younger brother, Eric. Emma was one of Georgia’s
friends from high school, and since they were still fairly close,
Brooke was on good terms with her as well.

“Hey there,” Brooke greeted with an honest
smile as she lowered the tray. “Georgia’s a little busy, so I’m
helping her out.”

Emma returned her smile. “Hi, Brooke. I
don’t think I’ve seen you in a little while. How are you?”

“I’m doing all right,” Brooke replied. She
picked up the larger of the plates and paused. “Who’s got the
appetite?”

Emma laughed and pointed at her brother. “He
says his appetite’s growing with age.”

Eric grinned as the plate was set before
him. “It is, I swear.”

“Funny,” Brooke teased as she lifted the
other plate and set it in front of Emma, “I’ve heard exactly the
opposite.”

“Then I must be getting younger on the
inside,” Eric replied.

“Yeah,” Emma said, rolling her eyes.
“Because you’re old enough to have to worry about your age.”

“I’ll be eighteen in a couple of weeks,” he
reminded her even as he stabbed his fork into his food.

“Oh, wow,” Brooke said after she’d shifted
the tray to hold it sideways against her body. Other hand on her
hip now, she added, “You know, he’s right. He’s getting ancient. I
mean, what would it be like to be eighteen?”

“I can’t even imagine,” Emma laughed.

Around a mouthful of rice, Eric grumbled, “I
hate to break it to you, but you’re not nearly as funny as you
think.”

Emma cringed, leaned across the table, and
flicked her brother’s forehead. “What happened to your
manners?”

When Eric only grinned tauntingly at his
sister, Brooke looked over at Emma and said, “I cannot express how
happy I am that I didn’t get saddled with a younger brother.”

Eric looked up at her then and, with a
completely straight face, said, “I don’t know what you’re talking
about. I’m an angel.”

Brooke smirked. “For future reference, that
claim will work a lot better after you file those horns down.” Emma
and her brother both laughed lightly, and after a moment Brooke
added, “It’s been great to see you, but I’m technically off the
clock, so I probably shouldn’t be dawdling.”

Emma waved one hand in a shooing gesture.
“Of course, of course. Go home already!”

Brooke bade them good-night and once again
made her way to the back of the diner. When she was done
transitioning back from Brooke-the-Waitress to Brooke-the-Woman,
she slipped her purse over her shoulder and stepped out of the back
room. She was barely parallel with the entrance to the kitchen when
she was waylaid by Paula.

“And what are you still doing here, young
lady?” Paula demanded in a strangely motherly tone.

Smiling, Brooke adjusted her purse and
explained, “Georgia needed a little help, so I ran the food out to
Emma and her brother.”

“That was very nice of you,” Paula
complimented her. “Tomorrow’s your early day, right?”

Brooke nodded. “I have to be in the
classroom by eight o’clock sharp. Which means up at six, maybe
six-fifteen.”

Paula frowned. “The college isn’t
that far from town.”

“No, but the parking is horrible after
seven-thirty,” Brooke stated.

Paula shook her head exasperatedly. “I
praise your motivation, sweetheart. If it were me, I’d have quit by
now. That’s too much trouble.”

Brooke laughed sympathetically. “Tell me
about it! But I really have to run, Paula. I have another chapter I
have to read tonight.”

“Well, what are you waiting for? Don’t let
me keep you!” Paula insisted, taking Brooke by the shoulder and
physically guiding her toward the sitting area. “I better not see
you in here before tomorrow night, understand?”

“Good-night, Paula,” Brooke replied with a
wave before she turned and continued on her way.

The people at table two, who had been
causing Georgia problems, were gone already, which meant that the
only table occupied besides five was a booth far in the back.
Brooke didn’t know the old man in the booth, and for a beat she
wondered why he was sitting by himself, but she moved on just as
quickly. She looked back towards the Matthews siblings to smile at
them again, but they weren’t looking in her direction.

Shrugging it off, she went to continue
forward and nearly bumped into a chair. Mentally shaking her head
at herself, she angled to walk wide of the threatening piece of
wood, and unexpectedly found herself in ear-shot of Emma and Eric’s
conversation.

“—much longer, anyway?” Eric was grumbling,
sounding for all the world like a frustrated child on a road-trip.
“I’m sick of waiting.”

Emma’s voice was lower, as if she were
over-aware of her surroundings, when she said, “That’s his
decision, Eric. Just do what you’re told and be patient.”

“But it’s been—”

Emma suddenly interrupted him when she
realized that Brooke was nearby, though Brooke hadn’t been watching
them, and she loudly called, “Oh, good-night, Brooke!”

Brooke turned to smile awkwardly at them and
replied, “Good-night.” But as she turned forward once more, she
couldn’t help but think that that had been entirely too strange.
Or maybe Emma was just tired of listening to her brother’s
whining, she told herself. Either way, it wasn’t any of her
business.


Chapter Three

 


It was raining heavily Monday morning.
Brooke, like everyone else, felt and looked not unlike a drowned
rat as she sank into her seat before class. Shoes squeaked
irritatingly along the linoleum floor, and most of the
conversations Brooke could hear were not unlike her own thoughts.
Who wanted to deal with rain at eight in the morning?

To say she was confused when Blake eased
into the seat beside hers with an easy smile and an undeniable
vibrancy in his eyes would be an understatement. Not only did he
not look like the requisite drowned rat, he actually seemed
to be in a better mood than he’d been in the last time she’d seen
him. I thought he said he wasn’t a morning person?

“Good morning,” Blake said, smile still in
place, as he easily pulled out his notebook and set it on the desk.
Today their desks were facing forward, though still in pairs, so it
was probably safe to assume they’d need the notebooks.

“There’s hardly anything good about it,”
Brooke grumbled as she draped her sopping-wet raincoat over the
back of her chair.

“Don’t like the rain?” Blake asked
conversationally even as he shrugged out of his own coat.

“I like the rain just fine,” Brooke
corrected him. “Just not when I have to be out in it, and
especially not when I have to be out in it so early in the
morning.”

Blake chuckled and, as their professor moved
toward the front of the room, whispered, “I suppose that’s
understandable.”

At this point, Brooke desperately wanted to
ask him why he was in such a good mood, because she was sure she
remembered him saying he wasn’t a morning person. Not to mention,
even if he was, who was in a good mood when it was pouring
outside? And he was absolutely in a better mood than anyone else in
the room at that moment. But, as her luck would have it, the
professor chose that very moment to begin class, meaning her
inquiry would have to wait.

****

Her luck hadn’t improved by the time her
final class was done for the day. She stood at the lip of the
overhang, barely a dozen yards from the main parking lot, and
stared up at the sky. The temperature had dropped, but the rain had
not stopped, and now the lightest of snow was falling from the sky.
It wasn’t cold enough yet for the snow to stick on the ground, for
which Brooke was grateful. She absolutely hated driving in the
snow. In fact, she suddenly recalled, that was one of the reasons
she’d moved to Darien—it never snowed there. It’s amazing what a
difference thirty minutes makes, she reflected.

“You have seen snow before, right?” Blake
asked as he came to a stop beside her, hands in his pockets and
trusty backpack slung over one shoulder.

Brooke jumped visibly, as she hadn’t
realized he’d been standing there, and turned to look at him. Her
retort died in her throat, however, when she realized something
else. His hood was down.

Blake looked over at her and raised an
eyebrow. “You okay?”

“Are you crazy? Or do you want to get
sick?” Brooke asked incredulously, completely ignoring both of his
questions. Before he could do more than give her a confused look,
she added, “Why in the world is your hood down?”

He stared at her for a long beat, blinking
slowly, before his lips twitched just slightly. “I’m not crazy, I
won’t get sick, and I don’t like hoods. I like to feel the
rain.”

Holding one arm out for emphasis, Brooke
exclaimed, “That’s not rain, it’s snow!”

Blake shrugged calmly. “Snow is just frozen
rain. And this is practically more sleet than real snow,
anyway.”

Brooke gaped at him for a long moment before
pulling her arm back beneath the overhang and shaking her head.
“Snow, rain, sleet, whatever. You’re not supposed let
yourself get soaked in it.”

Blake’s lips twitched, threatening another
grin. “Come on, the snow’s not going to stop just because you’re
standing here. I’ll walk you to your car.”

Not knowing what to say to that, or even if
she should, Brooke nodded mutely and watched as he casually stepped
out into the snow. For a moment, she just stared, watching with
strange fascination, as the fragile white flakes dusted his dark
hair and the top of his dark blue rain coat. She shook herself out
of it and took a deep breath before following him.

“You’ll have to lead the way,” Blake pointed
out as they stepped off of the sidewalk and into the parking
lot.

Pretending she had already thought of that,
Brooke easily stepped ahead of him. “You know, you don’t have to
walk me to my car. What if you’re all the way on the opposite side
of the parking lot?”

A teasing grin apparent in his voice, Blake
replied, “Then I guess I’ll be spending a little more time in the
snow.”

“Or I could drive you to your car,” Brooke
offered guiltily. She was, at the moment, questioning his sanity,
but he was being nice enough to walk her to her car, so really it
was the least she could do.

“That’s very nice of you,” Blake began, “but
you don’t have to. Like I said, I enjoy this kind of weather.”

“Well, that explains your good mood this
morning,” Brooke declared before she could think better of it.

“What do you mean?” He moved a bit closer to
her.

“Just that you were, I don’t know, glowing
or something when you got to class earlier,” Brooke replied
awkwardly. That really hadn’t come out the way she had wanted it
to, but it wasn’t exactly wrong, either, so she didn’t bother to
correct herself.

“Glowing, huh?” Blake repeated with a tone
that indicated curious amusement.

She had the distinct impression he wasn’t
actually going to elaborate at all, and even as her lips curved
into a frown, she found herself wondering what she had really
expected him to say. He likes the rain, she reminded
herself. What more does he need to say?

And then she realized she had nearly walked
past her own car.

Abruptly turning, she pulled her keys from
her pocket and stepped up to her silver Honda Civic. “This is me,”
she declared as she unlocked the car. Turning a smile up to her
escort, she added, “Thanks. Are you sure you don’t want that
ride?”

Blake’s grin was automatic, and he shook his
head as he said, “You’re welcome, and absolutely.” Jerking a thumb
at the somehow-still-shiny, dark-blue newer-model Mustang in the
parking space behind her Civic, he added, “That’s me right
there.”

The jealousy she’d felt when she’d first
seen his phone flared to life again when her eyes settled on the
sports car. She’d always wanted a Mustang. “Well, that’s
fortuitous. Guess I’ll see you on Wednesday, then?”

Shoving his hands back into his pockets,
Blake replied, “At the latest.” Then he turned and began calmly
walking towards his car.

As much as she wanted to stand around and
ogle the car—and the man—she really wanted to get out of the
slurry-snow, and so she yanked open her door and practically dove
inside. She could’ve sworn she heard him chuckle as she jerked the
door shut again in her effort to keep the inside of her car
somewhat dry. Grumbling, she adjusted herself properly in the seat,
deposited her bag in the passenger seat, and then cut a glance to
her rearview mirror.

She watched as Blake beeped his car
unlocked, easily opened the door, and then casually tossed his
backpack inside. Then, and only then, did he angle himself inside,
and it was several more seconds before he pulled the door closed.
Watching him move so casually, Brooke almost thought she was
hallucinating the wet weather. Never, in all her life, had she
known someone who loved rain and snow that much.

****

Blake was ten minutes out from Darien when
his cell phone rang. It was Dean’s ringtone, and so he switched it
easily to his earpiece and hit the appropriate button. “Hey.”

“Hey yourself,” Dean replied grumpily. “I
need a favor.”

“What kind of favor?” Blake asked
skeptically. With his brother, the favor was just as likely to be
some harmless errand as it was to be some outrageous request.

“I’m out of coffee, and I’m dying,” Dean
replied.

That explains his extra-grumpy tone,
Blake reflected. “And you want me to go to the coffee shop for
you?”

“No,” Dean said with obvious irritation. “I
want you to go to the store and pick me up a can of Folgers or
something. And don’t take your good mood out on me.”

Blake rolled his eyes and did his best to
bite back his grin. “You do it to me and you know it. But yeah, I
can pick you up some coffee, as long as you don’t mind waiting. I’m
still a few minutes from town.”

“I can handle that,” Dean assured him as his
microwave dinged in the background.

“Lunch?” Blake asked curiously.

“Leftover pizza,” Dean replied. “It sounded
good. Hey, aren’t you supposed to be in class still?”

Blake could only laugh at Dean’s belated
realization. “Yeah, but my last professor lives in the mountains up
north, and they got snowed in, so class was cancelled. You got
enough of that pizza for me?”

“Sucks for them,” Dean commented. “I might …
but only if you don’t make me pay you back for my coffee.”

“Right,” Blake replied as he slowed to take
the necessary turn-off, “‘cause you’re broke. I’ll be there in
about fifteen.”

“Sweet, later,” Dean said before
disconnecting.

****

“Ugh, it’s roasting in here,” Blake declared
as he stepped into Dean’s single-bedroom house.

Rolling his eyes at his sibling, Dean
snatched the can of coffee from him. “What’d you expect? Anyway, I
need your help with something else, too.”

Blake shrugged out of his coat and hung it
on the coat rack Dean kept by the door
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