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To sapphics everywhere. You deserve happily ever afters.
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Chapter One:
    It was a typical Sunday morning for Brooke Kent. She sipped her Earl Grey tea and worked through the crossword puzzle in the newspaper. Her friends always teased her for getting the weekly paper. In part because it was the only aspect of her personality that wasn’t geared towards conservation, the rest because Brooke was their friend group’s resident grandma. Not literally, she was only twenty-nine and had never come close to having a kid in the first place, but in her actions, style, and refusal to join in on things she found frivolous. She wasn’t active on social media, she liked to be in her house, preferably in bed by eight, she favored board-game nights to nights out drinking, and she liked to drink her tea and do her crosswords in peace. It was comfortable, stable, and safe. 
    Her cell phone rang from its charger base in her entryway. Her dark eyebrows furrowed, confused as to who could be ringing her at this hour. She looked at her watch, the face positioned to the inside of her right wrist, a simple, old fashioned analog. It was barely past eight in the morning. That ruled out exactly half of her two friends. She sighed, dropped her number two pencil, and pushed back from her small, round kitchen table. 
    She was getting a WhatsApp call from an unknown United Kingdom telephone number. All the blood drained from her face, the air let out from her lungs like a deflating balloon. There were only so many people who this could be, and speaking to any of them ever again was incredibly low on her list of things to do today. Someone must have died, she thought, sadly, followed quickly with, better get this over with. 
    “Brooke Kent,” she answered. Her voice sounded pained and annoyed, even to her. 
    “Nathaniel Kent,” was the immediate response. The voice was deep and amused. Her younger brother. She hadn’t talked to Nathaniel in nearly thirteen years. Not since her mother had informed Brooke that her familial duties had been sufficiently filled, Brooke could live as she pleased without being affiliated with their family. 
    Brooke’s voice cracked as she repeated the name. “Nathaniel?” 
    “Hey, B.” Her brother’s voice was so familiar, yet it had changed so much, aged as much as he had. He was only eleven the last time she had spoken to him. 
    “What?” Brooke couldn’t even form a complete thought, let alone a full sentence. 
    He let out a soft, soothing laugh. “You’re a hard woman to track down. Sorry it took me so long.” 
    “Nathaniel?” 
    “It’s really me, B. How have you been?” 
    Brooke’s eyes watered, overwhelmed by this unexpected shift in her morning. She took a steadying breath, controlling the shaking in her voice. “Good. You know, good. And you?” 
    “Oh, you know. I’m in my second year of law school,” Nathaniel said.
    “Mother and father must be thrilled,” Brooke said, trying to keep the bitterness out of her voice. 
    “B, I’m calling you for a reason.” There was a pause in Nathaniel’s voice, a hesitancy that Brooke had no way of knowing if it was common or something unusual. She braced for the news of the death of one of their parents. 
    She cleared her throat, wondering seriously how that information would sit with her. “Sure, yeah.” 
    “You know, I’d love to catch up though, now that I have tracked you down. I didn’t mean that to sound like I’m only calling you because there’s a reason. I’m just calling you today in particular for a reason. I hope you know that,” Nathaniel rambled. 
    The corners of Brooke’s lips turned up into a small smile. That sounded like Nathaniel, the young boy, she remembered. “It’s fine, Nathaniel. I’m glad you’ve called.” She braced again, waiting for his news.
    “I’m getting married,” he said, the tone in his voice unmistakably thrilled. 
    Brooke’s eyes widened. That was not at all what she had expected. The thought of her little brother getting married was something that would take a minute to process. “Wow, Nathaniel. Really?” 
    He let out an excited laugh. It sounded like home, a home she hadn’t missed in a long time. “Yep, and she’s way out of my league. So kind and smart. She’s in law school, too. We’ve been dating for a few years now and I just… I want to spend the rest of my life with her.” 
    Brooke’s heart felt at peace. Her little brother was living the dream. The one that he and their parents had wanted for them both. She was so thankful that it had brought him joy. Just because that wasn’t the life she had wanted and had refused to conform to, didn’t mean that he couldn’t love it. “Nathaniel, I am so happy for you, truly. That sounds delightful.” Brooke paused, knowing that it would be appropriate for her to ask for more. She took a deep breath, diving in head first. “Well? What’s she called?”
    “Melanie, and she’s so stunning. And B, she’s the top of our class. She’s so funny. She likes puns like you. Well, like you used to. Do you still?” 
    His question was so genuine and so profoundly sad. “Yes, Nathaniel. I still love a good pun. I love all word play, really.”
    A heavy silence lingered over their conversation before Nathaniel plucked up the strength to speak again. “I really think you’d like her, B.” 
    Brooke smiled sadly, the emotions boiling within her again. “If you like her Nate, I’m sure I would, too.” She had no way of knowing if that was true or not. In reality, she knew nothing about the man on the other end of the phone. That thought broke her heart. Maybe, just maybe, now that he had called they could keep in touch. 
    “So, it’s short notice, because you really are hard to track down, but we’re getting married in thirteen days. We both want you at the wedding.” He paused, his voice filling with emotions. “B, I want you at the wedding.” 
    Brooke’s heart sank. “Nathaniel, if mother and father are there, I’m just going to cause problems.” 
    “Still gay then?” He asked, but there was not an ounce of malice in his voice. 
    “Yes, Nate. Still gay.” 
    “Good,” Nathaniel replied, immediately.
    Brooke might not know him anymore, but she knew the look on his face. He had always seemed to be the more rebellious of the two of them. As a child, he was more willing to steal a cookie before dinner, he would come home with B’s and even C’s on his schoolwork with a shrug and an ambivalence that Brooke couldn’t even imagine. It was almost funny how things had turned out.
    “Here’s the thing. I don’t care. That is to say, I don’t mind.  You can love who you want. I just want to know you. And I want you happy and healthy, and preferably in my life. We’re adults now. Fuck mother and fuck father, too.”
    Brooke’s eyes did water over then. She wiped at her tears aggressively with the backs of her hands. “Nathaniel, I just don’t know.” 
    “Look, if you’ve got a girlfriend or wife or partner or lover or person that you hook up with on Tuesdays, I want you to bring her too. And wear a tux. If you’re into that. If you prefer dresses, obviously, wear a dress.” He took a deep breath, cutting off his own ramble. “I’m trying to say: I want you there, B. I don’t want a version of you that mother and father can tolerate for a few days. I want to know you. I want you to know Mel. B, I… I want you to know me.” Nathaniel sighed, long and heavy. “I’ve grown up without you, B. I don’t want to know you’re out there and just not know you. Not any longer.” 
    A small sob escaped Brooke’s throat. It was everything she had craved hearing from her family for so long. She took a moment to compose herself. Nathaniel waited patiently, the silence not awkward, but thoughtful. Another kindness shown by her brother this morning. “Does mother know you’re inviting me?” 
    “I’ll deal with mother,” Nate said, his voice firm and grown. When he had been a small boy, Brooke would always take the blame for his misdoings. Whether it was breaking a lamp whilst playing football in the house or the time he traded a priceless artifact for a bag of crisps because he was hungry at school and he had taken the artifact for show and tell at the last moment when he had forgotten to prepare anything. 
    “Can I consider it? Or do you need a firm answer now?” Brooke really needed to think about this. This whole conversation was in need of a good mental and emotional processing. 
    “You can consider it, of course. I can text you all of the information. You can check flights and all that. Of course when you’re here, you’ll be more than welcome to stay with us. We have plenty of room.” He was rambling again. Just like he always did. Brooke was so glad that hadn’t changed. “Oh, and B?” 
    “Yes, Nate?” 
    “Please bring your partner. I want to know all of you, seriously.” 
    Brooke didn’t have it in her to correct him right now. He didn’t need to know she was single and had been for a long time. He didn’t need to know that she had been pining over the same woman for almost a year and could still barely form a complete sentence around her. She should just go alone. Or maybe she could just ask her best friend, Vivienne, to go with her. Sure they had known each other since boarding school, but maybe they could play it off as childhood friends to lovers. She would just have to approach the subject tomorrow at their weekly dinner. 
    “Thank you for calling me, Nathaniel.” Brooke’s breath caught, fear slicing right back through her, but she pushed on and asked the question she needed to ask. “Can we please keep in touch?”
    “Oh, B, please brace yourself for weekly calls and daily texts. Even if you can’t make it to the wedding. I meant it, I want you in my life.” 
    Brooke hadn’t smiled this fully in a long time. “Thank you, little brother.” 
    Nate laughed. “Of course, sister.” An unsteady silence rolled in like a heavy fog. “I love you, B. Happy Sunday.” 
    “I love you, too, Nate.” The call ended and immediately, the dam that was holding back Brooke’s emotions burst.
    Brooke was the first to arrive for her weekly dinner with her two best friends at their favorite restaurant, La Fourchette. She had seen an article in the Sunday paper about the restaurant just over a year ago. The accompanying photo spread was one that showed off several dishes as well as the rather stunning owner and head chef, Anna Fourchette. She was classically beautiful, like Audrey Hepburn from Breakfast at Tiffany’s. The black and white newspaper photos did nothing but help accentuate that fact. When Brooke had realized that the name of the restaurant was clever word play on the very attractive owner’s last name, she had been all the more enticed to try it out. She hadn’t expected Ms. Fourchette to be so active in serving the customers herself. She also hadn’t expected Anna to have a smile that lit up the whole building. Brooke was gone from the second their eyes had met. Fortunately, the food had also been incredible and it hadn’t taken any convincing on her part to get her friends to agree to return every week.
    “Brooke, hi,” Anna called out from behind the counter. The restaurant had an open kitchen concept. Anna had told them once that it was so she could remain involved with the guests, even while she was cooking. 
    Brooke just loved that that meant she got to watch Anna cook. She blushed, as she did every Monday. Anna greeting her was the highlight of her week. She could hardly manage to hold a conversation with her, but she loved the way her name sounded in Anna’s voice. “Hello, Anna.” Brooke managed. 
    Brooke was a computer engineer and worked from home for the most part, but on Monday’s she always tried to dress to impress. Today was no different. She had worn her nicest navy dress pants and a freshly ironed white button down. She had pulled her long dark hair back into a bun, her trademark style. She should really learn how to do something else with it.
    Anna scanned the restaurant, clearly looking for one of her employees. Brooke followed her gaze. The bus boy was busy clearing a different table. So, Anna quickly moved to clear Brooke’s usual spot–the table closest to the kitchen. Not for any particular reason or anything. Anna smiled, a wide beautiful smile as she gestured for Brooke to take her normal seat. 
    Brooke waited for Anna to move back around to the other side of the half wall that separated the seating area from the kitchen, before she sat down. She watched as Anna deposited the previous patrons' dishes by the dish washer’s station and then washed her hands before coming back over to where Brooke was seated. 
    “How’s your Monday going?” Anna asked, leaning down and resting her weight on her forearms. She looked a little tired, if Brooke was honest. Her usually bright eyes were a little subdued today.
    Brooke refused to let her eyes drop. Anna was particularly well endowed in the chestal region, and Brooke always did everything in her power to not look. She smiled, a small, nervous, tight lipped smile. “It’s fine. And you?” She hoped Anna would tell her what was really on her mind, but Brooke had never given her a real reason to open up.
    Anna smiled at her. She had gotten a haircut, Brooke noticed. Her long dark waves were now cut into a long-bob. It was brilliant. It framed her face perfectly, highlighting her high cheekbones and full lips. “Good, it’s always a good day when my favorite customer comes in.” 
    Brooke’s blush was probably painfully obvious. She didn’t let her eyes leave Anna’s, too afraid of where they might drift. “You’ve cut your hair,” she said softly. It was probably the longest sentence she had ever managed. 
    She couldn’t help but notice the way that a subtle blush crept across Anna’s cheeks, the way her long eyelashes practically fluttered. “I did. You’re the first person to notice.” Anna’s deep brown eyes carried a softness about them. She reached out and let her hand give a gentle squeeze to Brooke’s forearm. “What do you think?” she asked, removing her hand and using it to flip her shorter hair at the ends. 
    Brooke swallowed nervously, but she nodded. “It suits you.”
    Anna smiled a small shy smile, one Brooke had never had the pleasure of receiving. “Thank you, Brooke.” Anna’s eyes shifted to the front door and straightened up slowly. “Your friends are here.”
    Brooke’s eyes snapped to the front door of the restaurant, immediately regretting it when she turned back and Anna had moved back to the prep table. Brooke stood and doled out quick, tight hugs to Vivienne and Christine, her two best friends in the whole world. 
Vivenne was tall, naturally tan, with glossy, straight black hair and high cheekbones. She had been approached several times about modeling, but was a rather successful investment banker and had no interest in being reliant on her looks when her brain was devastatingly reliable. Brooke had grown up with her when they had subsequently been shipped off to the same boarding school.
Christine, they had met later at university. She was tiny and adorable, with thick, light brown curly hair, and freckles that were so perfectly smattered across her cheeks they almost felt unreal. 
The two women took their usual seats, Christine next to Brooke, and Vivienne sitting opposite Christine. 
    “How are things?” Brooke asked her friends, knowing that the second she shared her news, it would monopolize the conversation. She didn’t want that for many reasons, mainly though that it didn’t feel fair to her friends. They only did this once a week. They called it their weekly therapy session, despite the fact that they all had their own therapists. 
    Christine let out a happy squeak. "Todd and I are thinking about getting a cat!” 
    Brooke’s eyebrows raised. An animal together was a serious commitment. She hadn’t realized that Christine and Todd were there yet, but thinking about it, it didn’t surprise her. They had been dating for over a year now and were talking about moving in together. “Chris, that’s amazing news.” 
    Christine bounced happily in her seat. “Thanks, B. I’m so excited. We’re going to the shelter this weekend.” 
    Even Vivienne, queen of the resting bitch face, looked happy for their friend. “Christine, that's awesome. But please don’t give it a human name. I hate it when people name their cats things like ‘Jake.’”
    Brooke let out a mischievous laugh. “Please name your cat Jake. Oh, or Kyle, something generic.” They all laughed at that, Vivienne despite herself. 
    “What are we laughing at, ladies? I could use a chuckle,” Anna said, approaching their table. Brooke had noticed several visits ago that Anna always made it a point to personally wait on their table. She had wanted to read something into it, but knew that it was probably nothing. Anna likely waited on all of her regulars. It was concerning that she needed a chuckle, though. Brooke wondered what that was about. She wondered a lot about what Anna might be like outside of these four walls. 
    “I’m getting a cat. We’re trying to come up with good cat names,” Christine offered, happily. 
    Anna thought for a second. “Ohhh fun. What about Furrrnando?” 
    Brooke threw her head back in a laugh about that. She really was a sucker for clever word play. Vivienne and Christine eyed her, amusement clear in their eyes. They knew Brooke thought Anna was gorgeous. Brooke was pretty sure everyone that had ever visited La Fourchette knew that Brooke thought Anna was gorgeous. 
    “Anna, that’s brilliant. Thank you,” Christine said. 
    Anna smiled, clearly pleased with her contribution. “Is everyone having the usual, or are we feeling adventurous tonight?” Anna asked. 
    Brooke, the world's biggest creature of habit, just wanted to make Anna smile again. “What would you order?” She asked. Christine and Vivienne’s eyes both shot to her. 
    “Who are you and where is Brooke?” Vivienne asked. 
    Brooke blushed and shrugged. “It’s still me. It’s just been a big couple of days.” 
    Anna smiled gently at Brooke, that same soft look she had given Brooke before. It made Brooke want to melt on the spot. “I would order the chicken breast. I’ve figured out how to sauce the broccolini that comes with it in a way that makes the lemon in the chicken just pop. I’m actually pretty proud of myself for it,” Anna said, significantly brighter than she had been when Brooke had first arrived.
    Brooke nodded. “Then that’s what I’ll have.” 
    “You know what? Same,” Christine said, her smile shifting from Brooke to Anna. 
    Anna looked genuinely pleased. 
    “Sorry, Anna. I still want my steak. It’s the only time I eat red meat all week,” Vivienne said, at least offering a sincere smile. 
    Anna looked positively radiant in that moment, Brooke thought. “Thanks, ladies,” Anna said, waving over her maitre d.’ “Craig, can you please get them a round of the Pinot Grigio? It’s on me.” 
    Brooke blushed. It was a thoughtful gesture that really wasn’t necessary, but she knew Anna was showing her thanks and appreciation. As soon as Anna had left the table, Christine and Vivienne snapped their attention to Brooke. 
    “Seriously, B, what’s going on with you?” Vivienne asked, her voice a thousand times softer than usual. 
    Brooke bit her bottom lip. So much for not monopolizing the conversation tonight. “Nathaniel called.”
    “Wait, like, as in your brother?” Christine asked. 
    “The one and the same,” Brooke confirmed, picking at the white table cloth for something to keep her hands occupied. 
    “Did he apologize?” Vivienne asked, her voice razor sharp and deadly focused. She had been there for all of it, becoming Brooke’s family after Brooke’s had rejected her.
    “He wants to be a part of my life. He wants to know me exactly as I am. And… he wants me to come to his wedding. He said I could bring my partner and wear a tux, he just wants me there.” Brooke’s eyes watered again. She quickly dabbed at the corners of them with her white napkin. 
    Vivienne relaxed back into her chair. “Good, I told him he could only have your number if he wasn’t going to be another sack of shit in your life.” 
    Brooke’s eyes widened. “You’re how he tracked me down?” Well there went her idea of asking Vivienne to be her date.
    Vivienne flinched. “Don’t be mad. He seemed sincere.” 
    Brooke smiled softly. “I’m not mad, just surprised. Thank you, Viv, seriously.”
    “B,” Christine started softly. “We need to find you a date. And she needs to be smoking hot.”
    Brooke sighed. “You mean I have nine-ish days to meet a woman, convince her to fly to England with me, and get her all prepped for the absolute delight that is sure to be my mother?” She shook her head. “Honestly, I think if I go, it’s just going to have to be solo.” 
    Vivienne’s eyes drifted to the kitchen dangerously. Brooke’s heart stopped, knowing immediately what her friend was thinking. “Unless…” Vivienne said, slowly. 
    “Oh, Vivienne, that’s brilliant. B, you absolutely should ask Anna,” Christine agreed. 
    “B should absolutely ask Anna what?” Anna asked as she returned to their table with salads. 
    Brooke flexed her jaw and cleared her throat, lifting her chin in the proudest way she could muster. “For advice,” she let out a breath, hoping that Anna hadn’t heard the rest or that she wouldn’t see right through her answer. 
    Anna looked honored. “What’s the situation?” She asked, resting her hands on her hips like she was ready to take on anything. 
    Brooke took a shallow breath. “Um, well. The thing is…” She didn’t know how to trauma dump. She never did, especially not on beautiful women who made her heart beat faster than running a marathon. “You see, it’s like this…” 
    Vivienne sighed, knowing that they had thrown Brooke into the deep end and that she was slowly short circuiting in front of the girl of her dreams. “B’s family sucks ass. Her brother, who seems to have turned out to be fairly decent, called Brooke up to invite her to his wedding. She hasn’t seen any of them in over a decade, but she’s considering going. He said ‘bring a date, rock a tux, middle fingers up to their parents.’” Even Vivienne’s posh British accent, and aggressive word choice, didn’t quite ease the blow of the blunt force of the summary of Brooke’s life.
    Anna deflated, almost imperceptibly, but Brooke caught it, which certainly meant that Vivienne noticed, as confirmed when Vivienne continued, “the tux is easy. B crushes it in a suit, I can’t imagine how good she’d look in a tux. The problem is that she’s single.” 
    Brooke’s nostrils flared. She shot a nervous glance towards Anna. 
    Anna looked deep in thought. “She’s right, I think you'd look really good in a tux.” 
    Brooke felt the tips of her ears go red. 
    “That’s not where we need the advice,” Christine amended, softly. “It’s the date part. She can’t take Vivienne because her family knows Vivienne, or at least knows people adjacent to her. They would know that she’s not a date, date. It can’t be me because I could never commit to the bit, and because I’m getting a cat while she’s set to be back home in England.”
    Vivienne nodded. “So, in your professional opinion, would you advise her to ask an attractive acquaintance to go with her, or would you advise her to face her family alone. The same family who rejected her for being queer. The same family who has never once done anything to apologize or right their wrongs—except for the brother—would you suggest that she face that alone?”
    Anna hummed. “I would want to shove it down your parents throats. I am all about the middle finger to your parents. If it was me, I would go full throttle.” Anna smiled. “But that’s just me.” She shot the table a wink and moved back to the kitchen area. 
    “You have to ask her,” Vivienne said. 
    Christine nodded. “Seriously, she pretty much just said she would go with you.” 
    “She has no idea what that means. She doesn’t know anything about me, or anything about them.” Brooke groaned. 
    “Brooke, you have no other options. You don’t have the time. Whoever you take will need the right clothes, they’ll need the right posture, they’ll need to be warned about your fucking mother,” Vivienne’s tone was deadly serious. “She knows enough. She’s hot.” Vivienne lowered her voice and leaned across the table. “And you’re already head over heels for her.” 
    Brooke shot Anna a glance. “I can barely manage a full sentence around her. You think I could handle a trip?” Brooke’s voice raised an octave.
    “You’ve done amazingly well tonight,” Christine said, patting Brooke’s arm. “Seriously, I’ve been proud of you.”
    “Yeah, at this rate, in another year you could probably manage a paragraph,” Vivienne said, her honesty cutting to the bone. “It’s now or never, B.” 
    Christine flinched. “She’s going to think that you opted to take someone else if you don’t invite her.”
    Brooke chugged her glass of wine. She was going to need something, a lot of something, stronger than a Pinot Grigio if she was ever going to muster the courage to ask Anna Fourchette to go to England with her as her date. When the maitre d’ returned to fill her glass she simply asked him for a gin and tonic instead. 
    Brooke was two drinks past tipsy as the night rolled to an end. She still hadn’t asked Anna. She had complimented the chef probably gratuitously for her delicious chicken, but she hadn’t figured out how to get the words out, and now, servers were flipping the other table’s chairs up onto their clean tops. They had stayed past close. Realizing this, they quickly paid their tabs and left generous tips. 
    “Thanks for always coming in on Mondays,” Anna said to the trio as they all stood to leave. 
    Christine kicked Brooke in the shin. “Now,” she whispered through gritted teeth. She and Vivienne very obviously headed towards the exit, giving Brooke and Anna privacy. 
    Brooke nodded. “Right.” She stepped back towards the kitchen and wiped her palms on the sides of her navy pants. “Um, Anna?” 
    Anna immediately stopped what she was doing and came to stand directly in front of Brooke on the opposite side of the half-wall. She was a few inches shorter than Brooke, so she looked up, her dark brown eyes searching Brooke’s face. “Yeah, Brooke?” she asked, smiling softly. 
    Brooke swallowed nervously. “So, um, we were talking. My friends and I, and you see, the thing is… You’re the most attractive woman I know.” Brooke blinked several times and shook her head. “I’m sorry. I might be drunk.” She took a deep breath and tried again, not letting herself get distracted by the dusting of pink that had spread across Anna’s cheeks. “What I mean is… I was wondering if you would, perchance, happen to be willing to accompany me to my brother’s wedding? I wouldn’t want to cause problems between you and your boyfriend. And I promise my question has no ulterior motive. I don’t, by any means, intend to make a pass at you, nor would I expect any sort of displays of affection. I simply”–Brooke shrank in on herself as the reality of all of the pain her parents had caused washed over her all at once– “I just… honestly don’t want to face them alone. My family is a disaster and I am likely to be a disheveled mess for the entire trip and it would require nearly four nights of your time and you have to have a passport ready to go. But I would obviously cover flights and facilitate an appropriate wardrobe and would brace you for the nightmare that you would be in store for. Because I promise you, my family is a chore and a half, but I would forever be in your debt and would appreciate it from the depths of my heart.” 
    Anna bit her bottom lip and looked up at Brooke, clearly studying her face. She stuffed her hands in her apron pockets immediately and nervously, looked around her restaurant. “I need to get to know you better before we take off if we’re really going to sell it.” 
    Brooke’s eyes widened. “Is that a yes?” 
    Anna broke into a wide smile as she nodded. “Yeah, I’m in.” 
    Brooke let out a breath she hadn’t known she was holding. “You’re genuinely a lovely person. And friend,” she added, hoping to reassure Anna that she wasn’t going to try anything unbecoming during the trip.  
    Anna wiggled her hands around her apron to dig in the front pocket of her black slacks and produced her cell phone. “Here, put your number in my phone. We’ve got some planning to do.” 



Chapter Two:
    Brooke woke up with a pounding headache. The turn of events from last night had her head spinning, or maybe that was the insane amount of alcohol she had consumed. She padded into her entryway and picked up her cellphone. She couldn’t believe that she had asked Anna to go to England with her. She was even more surprised that Anna had said yes. Upon unlocking her phone, she saw more notifications on her home-screen than she’d ever had before. Her heart warmed when the first notification she saw was from her brother. She clicked into the message as she stumbled into her kitchen. She needed caffeine and fast. Her brother had texted her all of his wedding information and a picture of the invitation. He was grown. Logically, she knew that. He was getting married, but seeing a photo of him was completely different to hearing it in his voice and thinking about how much she had aged in her own right. 
As a grown up, Nathaniel Kent looked so much like Brook herself, it was a bit disorienting. He had the same dark hair, the same tawny skin, the same golden brown eyes. Nathaniel’s similarly sharp jaw was neatly lined with a well kept beard, which Brooke herself did not sport, but the familiar resemblance was uncanny. She was slightly above average in height herself, and Nate looked even taller, still. 
The woman with him, Melanie, his soon to be wife and Brooke’s soon to be sister-in-law, was beautiful.
The most important thing about their wedding announcement, however, was that they both looked so incredibly happy and in love. 
    A lump lodged itself in Brooke’s throat. She sat her phone down so that she could fill her tea kettle with water and get it heating on the stove. While she waited for it to boil, she clicked into her regular text messages. Vivienne had checked on her, Christine had congratulated her again for securing Anna as a date, and a number that she didn’t have saved into her phone had sent her several messages as well. Brooke’s heart stopped beating. It couldn’t be. By seven in the morning? Anna didn’t exactly strike Brooke as an early riser, but then again, Brooke didn’t know much about the woman. She knew a few things, scraps of information from overheard conversations, bits and pieces parsed together from questions Christine and Vivienne had asked when Brooke hadn’t been able to form a sentence, and other things, subtler things, information that could only be gathered by observation. Things like the fact that she seemed to work better under pressure, the way her laugh lit up the entire restaurant, the way that she was incredibly kind to her wait staff and line cooks. Simply put, she was lovely. And now she was sending Brooke text messages. 
    Brooke quickly saved her contact information before letting herself read past the first, “Hey, it’s Anna :),” text. 
Anna Fourchette (6:54 am): 
Good morning, Sunshine. 
Anna Fourchette (6:55 am): 
Last night you said you’d be 
in a tux, so here are all the 
dresses I own. 
    Anna had then proceeded to send Brooke photos of all types of dresses. Photos. Anna Fourchette had sent Brooke photos. The dresses she sent pictures of were nice and would do for any occasion that a normal person would have to attend, but this was different. This was a Kent wedding. And nice dresses simply weren’t enough for a Kent wedding. 
Anna Fourchette (7:06 am): 
Are any of them fancy enough?
 
Brooke took a steadying breath. She was about to text Anna Fourchette back. Her heart pounded in her chest. Text would be easier, she thought as she waited for her tea kettle to whistle. She could process and think sentences through before responding via text. That realization gave her comfort. So much so that she was able to type back a response. 
Brooke Kent (7:54 am): 
Good morning, Anna.
Brooke Kent (7:54 am): 
I can’t thank you enough for 
agreeing to come with me. 
Your dresses are lovely, but 
despite being far more drunk than 
anyone has a right to be on a 
Monday evening, I meant it when 
I said that I’d facilitate an 
appropriate wardrobe. 
 
Brooke hoped that would be well received. Under any other circumstances, Brooke would have killed a man to see Anna in any one of those dresses, but there would likely be foreign dignitaries and people who held actual titles at this wedding. And if Brooke was really going to prove a point, it had to be that she was everything that her parents had ever wanted in a daughter and she had managed to do it entirely without their help. She wasn’t going to give her mother a single centimeter to cast judgment over clothing, jewelry, or anything really that Brooke was able to control. She needed control in this situation. She clenched her jaw, knowing exactly what her therapist would have to say about that. 
Brooke didn’t mean to be controlling, but after living under the reign that was her mother, she’d had a hard time resisting the urge to control every single thing she did. As a result, she was someone who didn't buy into excess. Everything she owned had a distinct purpose and was of the best quality. It’s also why she struggled in relationships. She liked things that were meaningful and held merit. The few women that she had dated seemed to want, just because Brooke could provide. 
Anna Fourchette (7:58 am): 
Are you secretly part of the 
British Monarchy?
    Brooke let out a huff of a laugh. She heard the water in her tea kettle start to boil, distracting her momentarily. 
Brooke Kent (7:59 am): 
No, but there might be some of the lesser 
titled family members in attendance.
Anna Fourchette (7:59 am): 
Are you joking? Is this you 
making a joke?
Brooke Kent (8:00 am): 
Sadly, no. It’s not too late to 
back out, Anna. I would
understand. 
Anna Fourchette (8:00 am): 
I’m not backing out, B. I want to help. 
You might have to teach me how to curtsey. 
Brooke Kent (8:01 am): 
That I can do.
Anna Fourchette (8:01 am): 
I was kidding… You’re not kidding?!
    Brooke flinched. She wasn’t kidding. She quickly opened up her group chat with Christine and Vivienne. 
Brooke Kent (8:02 am): 
I might need your help.
Vivienne Carlisle (8:03 am): 
With?
Christine McGuire (8:03 am): 
Of course, B. Anything! :)
Brooke Kent (8:04 am): 
Can you take Anna shopping? 
I promised that I would 
facilitate an appropriate wardrobe, 
but I genuinely need to spend 
the evening updating my own. 
    Brooke clicked back into her messages with Anna. 
Brooke Kent (8:05 am): 
How would you feel about going 
shopping with my friends tonight?
I need to get my tux, but Vivienne knows 
the most about my family and she grew 
up in similar circles. Christine is just 
a wonderful hype man. 
Anna Fourchette (8:06 am): 
I would love that. You wanna 
get dinner tomorrow night?
I feel like we should get to know 
each other better if we’re gonna 
be *lovers.* ;)
    Brooke nearly dropped her boiling tea kettle. This was a terrible idea. There was no way her family was going to believe they were a couple and in love. For one, nothing about Anna registered as queer. Secondly, Brooke could hardly keep it together around her. She let out an audible groan of frustration, letting her whole empty apartment know that she was in over her head before she typed back. 
Brooke Kent (8:07 am): 
You make a good point.
Is there a restaurant 
you suggest?
Anna Fourchette (8:07 am): 
You mean that’s not mine? ;)
Brooke Kent (8:08 am): 
I’m always happy at yours. 
I can meet you there 
tomorrow night?
Anna Fourchette (8:08 am): 
I was kidding, B. Have you 
been to Charlies on 14th?
Brooke Kent (8:08 am): 
No, I haven’t.
Anna Fourchette (8:09 am):
:)))) I think you’ll like it. 
Wanna meet there at 6 tomorrow?
Brooke Kent (8:09 am): 
Sure, that sounds nice.
    Brooke clicked back into her group chat with Vivienne and Christine. She had already done more texting than she typically did in an entire day and she hadn’t even responded to Nathaniel yet. 
Christine McGuire (8:05 am): 
Heck yeah, B. Tonight?
 
Vivienne Carlisle (8:06 am): 
I assume you’d like for us to get her:
-a dress for the wedding
-something appropriate for the rehearsal dinner
-nice outfits for photos the photos I assume 
  your family will take
-basic show off your girlfriend to diplomats attire
-something of her choosing as a thank you?
    And that is why Brooke loved Vivienne. Sure, to most people she came off as harsh and aggressive, but Vivienne paid attention. Sometimes, Brooke wondered if Vivienne was the only other person in the whole world who paid as close attention to details as Brooke herself did. She guessed that it probably was largely due to the fact that their mothers were so similar and if their childhood traumas had Venn diagrams made, much of their circles would be overlapped. There were slight differences in Brooke being a lesbian and Vivienne being the youngest sister and not following in the footsteps of the elder, but other than that, their upbringing had been painfully similar. 
Brooke Kent (8:11 am): 
Yes, that’s exactly what she’ll need.
Vivienne Carlisle (8:12 am): 
I’m free after five-thirty.
Christine McGuire (8:12 am): 
I am too!
Brooke Kent (8:13 am): 
Would you mind if I shared your contacts? 
Vivienne, I can bring you my 
card at lunch today.
Vivienne Carlisle (8:14 am): 
Sounds good, on both accounts.
Christine McGuire (8:14 am): 
100 percent.
    Brooke was so done. She might as well take the next few weeks off work. She had the vacation time. She hadn’t really taken a day off, other than the odd, genuine sick day, for the past two years. She was more than happy to just do her job in the peace and comfort of her home office. She sighed. She would work today, at the very least to help take her mind off the stress of the situation. She clicked back into her conversation with Anna and shared both Vivienne and Christine’s contact cards. 
Brooke Kent (8:15 am): 
They’re both free this evening after 5:30. 
Anna Fourchette (8:15 am): 
Perfect. I’ll text them now. :)
Vivienne is a little intimidating… 
should I be scared? 
    Brooke laughed at that. Vivienne was intimidating. Her heart beat skipped at how quick Anna was to text her back—honestly at the thought of Anna texting her at all. 
Brooke Kent (8:16 am):
No, that’s just her face.
Anna Fourchette (8:16 am): 
LMFAO. Noted. What are you 
up to today, BABE. :-P Sweetie-pie?
    Brooke almost dropped her phone. Anna Fourchette just called her babe. She took a few steadying breaths before attempting to muster a response. 
Brooke Kent (8:18 am): 
Nursing a hangover and 
dragging my feet about 
getting to work. And you?
Anna Fourchette (8:20 am): 
Trying out some new recipes. 
What is it that you do? :)
    And so, Brooke’s whole day went like this. Texting Anna, asking Anna questions, answering the questions Anna volleyed back. It was easier to open up like this, less terrifying to answer personal questions when she didn’t have to see the other person react to her answers. Their questions ranged from surface level like, what’s your favorite color? (Anna’s navy blue, Brooke’s a deep purple). To obscure, who would win in a fight: Princess Peach or Rosalina? (They both favored Rosalina’s odds).
    None of it was particularly deep or overly personal, but it was nice. Getting to know someone new was something that Brooke hadn’t done in quite a while and she found that she surprisingly didn’t hate it. In fact, between texting Anna and having to walk a few blocks to Vivienne’s office at lunch, Brookes’s day had flown by. Brooke logged off her work computer and quickly ate a salad for dinner. She needed to find a tux today so she could get it to her tailor in the morning if she was to have any chance that it would be ready to go in less than a week. 
Anna Fourchette (5:17 pm): 
Wish me luck, I’m headed to 
meet up with your friends. 
Brooke Kent (5:18 pm): 
You don’t need luck, Anna. 
They’re already big fans of you.
Anna Fourchette (5:18 pm): 
Awwww thanks, pumpkin. :)
    Brooke’s breath caught in her throat. Anna had spent the day calling Brooke varying forms and degrees of pet names and nicknames at all times through text. Not that Brooke was complaining, she was just worried about potentially passing out if Anna did it in person. If just reading it made the tips of her ears go red, she couldn’t imagine how strongly she would react in real life. She needed to respond, she needed something to call Anna in return. Babe would never roll off Brooke’s tongue and she knew it. Babe suited Anna. It suited her bubbly personality and constant smile, but Brooke was more reserved than that. Her parents had never done pet names. It was always Augustus and Sybil. 
    “My dear?” Brooke said aloud to herself in her kitchen, tasting the words in her British accent. No, that wasn’t it. “Sweetie?” She sounded like a patronizing grandmother at best. She thought of Anna and smiled. “Darling?” Oh, that was quite nice. Brooke worried at her bottom lip as she typed her response. 
Brooke Kent (5:22 pm): 
Not a problem, Darling.
    Dots appeared under Anna’s name and lingered for a moment before disappearing altogether. Instead of responding, Anna just loved the text message. There was something even more rewarding about that little heart than anything Anna might have responded with. All that was left to do was track down a tux and pray that her friends wouldn’t say anything embarrassing about her while they were out with Anna. 
    At the third shop she went to, Brooke found a tuxedo jacket that she liked that wouldn't require much in the way of alterations. The waistcoat that came with it was so close to having been made for her that it would fit her perfectly with only two darts, and the pants were a slim enough cut that they wouldn’t need to be altered at all. Fortunately, she already owned a tailored tuxedo shirt.
Vivienne Carlisle (7:43 pm): 
You’re buying a black tuxedo, 
correct?
Brooke Kent (7:43 pm): 
Yes. I’m purchasing it now.
 
Vivienne Carlisle (7:44 pm): 
Are you up for going modern 
with the pocket square and tie?
Or are you selecting black and 
white, respectively?
    Brooke thought about this for a moment. She had assumed she would go black and white, but now she was curious as to what Vivienne was thinking. Vivienne was by far the most stylish of the group and fully understood the Kent family dynamics. Brooke trusted her judgment. 
Brooke Kent (7:46 pm): 
Had thought classic, but 
open to ideas.
Vivienne Carlisle (7:47 pm): 
Your date wants you to match her.
Brooke didn’t really know how to respond to that. The thought of Anna personally selecting her pocket square and bow tie was like something out of a dream. 
Brooke Kent (7:47 pm): 
And what do you think?
Vivienne Carlisle (7:48 pm): 
I think… It’s honestly quite endearing.
I wouldn’t suggest it if the whole 
thing weren’t an F you to your
mother, but it is. And Anna seems
… happy about it?
Brooke smiled softly at her screen. Anna had managed to charm Vivienne. 
Brooke Kent (7:49 pm): 
Buy whatever she selects.
Vivienne Carlisle (7:51 pm): 
I mean this in the most loving way, 
you’re completely screwed. She 
won’t let us send you a photo of the dress—
She wants it to be a surprise. But 
I know you and how hot you find this woman
in normal clothes. You. Are. Screwed.
    Brooke swallowed nervously. She was screwed. This whole plan was a terrible idea. It was best to change the subject, both in her mind and with Vivienne, to just keep focused on the task at hand. Brooke had successfully managed to select a tux. She could take it to her tailor first thing in the morning. Tomorrow evening she would see if she could hold a conversation with Anna in person, and if she could, she would purchase their plane tickets and confirm their attendance with Nathaniel. As with everything in her life, when there was a plan in place, Brooke could see it through. It was the unknown that she always struggled with.
Brooke Kent (7:52 pm): 
Noted. How’s the rest of 
the shopping going?
Vivienne Carlisle (7:53 pm): 
It’s going well. If this pans out, 
with this wardrobe, next year 
you can take her to the Hamptons 
for the summer.
    Brooke rolled her eyes at Vivienne’s teasing. She was just glad that Anna was finding clothes that would keep her from scrutiny from Sybil Kent. Brooke sighed and decided she should continue with her own shopping. 
Anna Fourchette (8:27 pm): 
Soooo I did a number on your 
bank account this evening.
Brooke Kent (8:28 pm): 
I’m not worried about that. 
I just want you to fit in. 
You know, in the inner circle 
of hell that is the Kents.
Anna Fourchette (8:29 pm): 
LOL! Surely they can’t be that bad. 
I mean… you’re lovely. So are 
your friends. 
    Brooke’s heart skipped a beat. She was glad that she hadn't been hooked up to a heart monitor today. It would have probably indicated a serious condition with as many times her pulse had raced or stopped altogether.
Brooke Kent (8:31 pm): 
Hope for the best, prepare 
for the worst.
Anna Fourchette (8:32 pm): 
You’re cute. How’d your 
shopping go?
    Brooke’s heart took another tumble. What did she mean by saying “you’re cute?” Brooke was honestly afraid to find out. 
Brooke Kent (8:32 pm): 
It was fine. I got a tux 
and a few other things
that I think will truly 
solidify our story.
Anna Fourchette (8:33 pm): 
Do I get to know what they are??
Brooke Kent (8:34 pm): 
Do I get to see your dress?
Anna Fourchette (8:34 pm): 
No! I want it to be a surprise. 
Vivienne and Christine seemed 
to like it though. :)
Brooke Kent (8:35 pm): 
Well then, Darling, we seem 
to be at an impasse.
 
This felt dangerously close to flirting. Were they flirting?
Anna Fourchette (8:39 pm): 
Vivienne taught me how to curtsey. ;)
Brooke Kent (8:41 pm): 
Oh did she now?  
I can’t wait to see it. ;)
    Winky faces. Brooke had never sent a winky face text in her life. She was in over her head. They texted until it was well past Brooke’s bed time and she had to finally bid Anna goodnight. 
Brooke Kent (10:17 pm): 
I hate to be a grandma, 
but I’ve got to turn in.
I’m still feeling the 
effects of last night's soiree.
Anna Fourchette (10:18 pm): 
You did seem to be a little 
rowdier than usual.
But okay! :) Goodnight, B.
Brooke Kent (10:22 pm):
Goodnight, Anna.



Chapter Three:
    Brooke paced, her whole body a tight bundle of nerves and second guesses as Vivienne and Christine dug through her closet. Brooke had Googled the restaurant Anna had selected, “Charlies,” and had clicked through every review and every image available. Business casual was the suggested attire, she already knew what menu items had the best ratings, and she knew that the ambiance was almost a touch romantic. All the photos appeared to have low lit, modern lighting, the kind with the exposed, round, warm bulbs, and every seat seemed to be some secluded booth.
    “Brooke, stop pacing, please. You’re making me nervous,” Christine said, though her wide smile indicated she wasn’t nervous at all, just highly amused. 
    They had given Brooke almost no information after their shopping trip from the night before with Anna. Only that they had managed to get everything from the list Vivienne had rattled off via text message the day before. Christine had seemed pleased to report that Anna and Brooke shared a similar—but annoying (according to Vivienne)—habit of making puns. 
    Brooke stopped pacing and sank onto the edge of her bed with a huff. Vivienne emerged from her closet not a minute later. 
    “I think you should wear this,” Vivienne said, her voice matter of fact. She was holding a short sleeved black turtleneck and white dress pants with thin black pinstripes. 
    Christine was close on Vivienne’s heels. She nodded in agreement and held up a few accessories from Brooke’s jewelry box. A few gold rings of varying thicknesses, one was large and chunky with a thick onyx stone, a few were plain bands, and one was a K signet pinky ring. She was also carrying a gold chain necklace. “I think she’s right. And I think you should wear some combination of these,” she held the rings out for Brooke to sort through and mix and match. 
    Brooke owned a lot of nice jewelry, but she always talked herself out of wearing it. She didn’t want to seem pretentious. Also, this many rings was a dead give away that she was queer and she usually flew under most radars on that front. Not that she didn’t want anyone to know that she was a lesbian, she just never felt the need to advertise that fact to strangers or basic acquaintances. It had nothing to do with residual internalized homophobia at all. Really, it didn’t.
    The outfit was good. It wasn’t too flashy, but it would highlight a few of her better features. She knew she had a long and graceful neck, years of high level ballet training will do that for you. She also had impressive arms from her dedicated gym routine, and she knew that her turtleneck was pretty tight and would cling to her biceps. As for the rest, well those pants fit her like a glove. Maybe, just maybe, she could see if Anna would take the bait and check her out. 
    Christine’s phone chimed. Brooke knew it was Christine’s because neither she nor Vivienne would take the trouble to change the text tone off of the factory setting. Christine lit up at the sound. Brooke shouldn’t have looked, but Christine’s phone was sitting face up on the bed next to her. Anna’s name flashed across the screen. Her eyes widened. 
    “Wait, you’re texting Anna?” Brooke asked. 
    Christine laughed easily, waving Brooke off. “Yeah, I think we’re going to be friends.”
    Brooke just looked absolutely flummoxed.
    “You’re going to be fine tonight, B,” Christine said softly. “Just be yourself. She clearly wants to be your friend if she’s willing to go to England with you to help you sort out your family shit.” She put her hands on Brooke’s shoulders and waited for Brooke to make eye contact with her. “I’m not saying you have to fall in love or even in lust, I’m just saying let her in. As a friend.” She glanced at Vivienne. “I mean, we’re great and we know it, but she seems pretty great, too.”
    Brooke sighed. Christine had a point. Just because she had had a massive crush on Anna for roughly a year now didn’t mean that she couldn’t just be friends with the woman. For all she knew, Anna was probably already in a serious relationship. To Christine’s point, everything that Anna had done over the past two days would indicate that she was interested in being Brooke’s friend. Brooke nodded. “It would be nice to have another friend. We can play team games at board-game nights with one more, so.” 
    Brooke took the clothes from Vivienne and handed Christine back the rings she wasn’t going to wear tonight, sliding the rest onto their respective fingers and fastened the gold chain around her neck. “Right,” she said. “I’ll just go change and then I guess I should be off.” She stepped around them to head into her bathroom, but froze. “What should I do with my hair? Should I have made flashcards? Should I wear boots that have a heel? I’m already a little taller than her.” 
    Vivienne’s perfectly manicured eyebrows dropped to a frown. “You are the smartest person I know. You do not need flashcards. Just wear your hair pulled back in a bun, you pull that look off better than anyone rightfully should. And Chris and I will pick shoes out for you while you change.”
    For as to the point as Vivienne’s answers were, they were incredibly kind and filled with a confidence that only Vivienne was ever able to muster. Brooke was appreciative. For one reason or another, Anna Fourchette brought out executive dysfunction in Brooke like nothing else in the world ever had. It was honestly a little overwhelming and scary. She wasn’t going to let it stop her tonight though. She was going to finish getting ready and head to Charlies. 
    Brooke stepped through the front double doors of the restaurant that Anna had selected and scanned the room. Her eyes softened at the sight of Anna, leaned up against the hostess stand, chatting animatedly with a man who, based off of attire, was one of Charlies’ managers. They both threw their head backs with full laughs as Brooke watched them. She didn’t want to interrupt, but she also didn’t want to get caught watching them from ten paces away. 
    She tried her best to not let her gaze linger on Anna anywhere it shouldn’t, but that was proving exceedingly difficult as Anna was wearing one of the many dresses she had sent Brooke photos of just the morning before. It was a dark red, nearly maroon. It was conservatively cut in the back, but the neck line dipped deliciously far south in the front. Brooke made sure to lift her eyes as she approached, knowing full well that the tips of her ears and probably most of her cheeks would be dusted with a pink blush she had never learned to control. 
    Anna’s eyes brightened brilliantly as they registered Brooke. “B, hi!” She exclaimed happily, shifting awkwardly on her feet as she clearly resisted the urge to throw her arms around Brooke’s neck in a hug. 
    Brooke’s blush deepened. “Hello, Anna.” She knew her smile was reserved, tight lipped. It always was when she was nervous. 
    A light pink dusted Anna’s cheeks, too. A beautiful color, perhaps brought out by the red of her dress. “Um, this is Hunter, he’s one of my oldest friends. I actually used to work here, before I started out on my own.” She gestured at the tall man beside her. 
    Brooke smiled at him, offering a slightly less reserved grin. “Pleasure.” She extended her hand. “I’m Brooke Kent.” 
    Hunter took her hand with a respectable grip and pumped it twice. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m glad Anna has started to make some new friends.”
    The word ‘friend,’ lingered in the air between them. It hadn’t felt forced or aggressive. His sentiment seemed genuine, but Brooke couldn’t help but want to correct him. To what exactly, she hadn’t the faintest idea. She and Anna were hardly friends, even. Anna was just a really kind person who was willing to do her a favor. Maybe after tonight Hunter would be right. If Brooke managed to form any sentences at all, that is. 
    Anna bit her bottom lip, looking only mildly embarrassed by his comment. 
    Hunter just smiled wider and nodded his head towards the restaurant. “Come on. As soon as I saw Anna’s name pop up on our reservation screen I saved you two the best seats in the house.” He spun and headed towards a spiral staircase in the back right of the restaurant. 
    “You look amazing,” Anna said, glancing up at Brooke, not bothering to follow Hunter right away. The boots Vivienne and Christine had selected for her had the slightest heel to them, but Anna had opted to wear flats. Their height difference was now noticeable. This was also possibly the closest they had ever stood together, with no half wall between them this time.
    Brooke knew that, by now, she had to be blushing a shade of red as crimson as Anna’s dress. “Thank you, Anna.” She couldn’t fight the small smile that turned up the corners of her lips. “You look quite lovely yourself.” 
    Anna smiled a full smile at that, and a bounce immediately flourished in her step as she moved to follow Hunter. She waited for Brooke to follow along. “Why thank you,” Anna said, her voice unmistakably happy. She threaded her arm through the crook in Brooke’s elbow, the physical contact as seamless for her as breathing. Brooke only stiffened ever so slightly, and if Anna noticed, she didn’t let on. 
    Thankfully, Anna seemed willing and more than capable to carry most of their conversation throughout dinner. Brooke had only needed to ask follow up questions and react appropriately. It was clear from the second they had sat down that Brooke was completely lost when it came to Anna. The Anna Fourchette show was something to behold, and even if it was just for the next week and a half, Brooke would always consider herself lucky for getting a front row seat. First and foremost, Anna was hilarious. She could spin a precise pun out of any comment. She also had a way of brightening the day of every single person she came in contact with. Most of the wait staff came by at one point or another to give her a hug and ask how she’s been. It was clear that they all genuinely missed her, but that they were all proud of her in their own way. 
    “Can I ask you a question?” Brooke said, as the sixth waiter retreated back down the spiral staircase. 
    “Of course,” Anna asked, leaning in closer, letting her hand reach out and rest across the back of Brooke’s forearm. 
    Brooke didn’t let herself look at it. If she looked, Anna might get self-conscious and pull back. Brooke had observed her all night, it was clear that Anna was a physically affectionate person. Brooke would never want her to stop being herself. Even if that meant that her skin under Anna’s touch burned and somehow simultaneously sent a chill down her back all at once. “Why did none of them come to work for you?” 
    Anna blushed. Her eyes darted around the very private and secluded upstairs VIP section. “Most of the waitstaff tried to get interviews with me, but I wouldn’t take any of them. I would never do that to Hunter.” 
    Brooke’s heart softened. Even in business Anna was honorable. “Is he the owner here?” 
    “The general manager,” Anna said softly. “But he runs the place. The owner, Charles, is a super sweet German guy, but he spends most of his time back in Europe.”
    Brooke nodded. “You and Hunter seemed close. It’s kind of you to not poach his employees.” 
    Anna let out a chuckle. “Fun fact. I dated Hunter about three years ago.” She shook her head. “Lasted all of about two weeks.” 
    Brooke’s thoughts slipped back to Anna’s introduction of him ‘one of my oldest friends,’ and his comment of Brooke being a ‘new friend,’ that despite being said with seemingly genuine kindness, something had lingered. A blush crept back up Brooke’s neck. Had that meant something? Brooke leaned forward, too, wanting to match Anna’s conspiratorial energy. “Well now I’ve got to know, why didn’t it last?”
    Anna thought about it for a moment, her eyebrows furrowing together as she did so. “Have you ever gotten swept up in something only to find that it was painfully just… underwhelming?” Anna lifted her eyebrows, clearly worried that had landed more harshly than intended. “Like, don’t get me wrong, he’s a great guy. It just wasn’t at all what I expected. For example, I wanted to explore the city. I was so new here, and everywhere I suggested, he had already gone. And instead of suggesting places he hadn’t been, or getting excited about going somewhere for a second time, he just kind of shrugged about everywhere I wanted to go. It kind of made me feel ridiculous for not having done anything he had done before. I had a really sheltered childhood.” Anna flinched like she was sharing more than she had intended. Her hand left Brooke’s forearm, pulling back sadly. “I don’t want to put that on you, sorry.” 
    Brooke swallowed nervously. It was her turn to share. She reached out and caught Anna’s hand before she could retract it off the table. “I hear what you’re saying Anna.” She let out a gentle laugh. “And I would never judge you for why a relationship didn’t work after two weeks. I mean, in that time frame, you’re still learning so much about the other person. And as for living a sheltered life,” Brooke let out a low whistle. “I guess it’s about time I started to fill you in on what you’re to encounter if you’re serious about coming to England with me.” 
    Anna laughed, clearly touched that Brooke took over the reins of the conversation. “Of course I’m coming with you. We’re going to stick it to your family with a big fuck you. With a capital f,” she added for good measure. 
    Brooke let out a rough chuckle at that, loving Anna’s loyalty. She sighed and curled back into her seat, letting Anna’s hand go as she shrank away. “When I was sixteen, my mother walked in on me in a compromising situation with my best friend.”
    Anna leaned forward, resting her chin on the palm of her hand, giving Brooke her full and undivided attention. 
    Brooke’s jaw flexed, but she forced herself to continue. “It was decided upon immediately that I would, without hesitation, be shipped off to an all girls Catholic boarding school.”
    A small smirk took up residence on the corners of Anna’s deliciously full mouth. 
    “What?” Brooke asked, unable to help herself. 
    “I’ve just never understood that logic.” She hummed. “Like, oh-no, my daughter’s gay, let’s ship her off to a building literally full of only women.” 
    Brooke barked out an undignified laugh at that. She couldn’t help herself. It was such a compelling argument. One that she had thought of a thousand times before. “Yes, I agree with you. The logic is flawed.” 
    “It would make more sense to send you to things geared more towards men, right?” Anna chuckled. “They should have taken you to wrestling events where fit guys are walking around with their shirts off.”
    Brooke must have made a horrified face because Anna snorted out a laugh. 
    “It’s clear that that idea wouldn’t have really worked either.” Anna giggled again. “My apologies, please continue.” 
    “No, no. You’re brilliant. Please interject with logic, my life has been severely lacking it in its entirety.” 
    Anna looked genuinely charmed by that sentiment. A blush crept dangerously across her chest. Brooke refused to let herself study its patterns. Instead she looked pointedly away, steeling herself for the harsh truth of the next chapter in her life. “As you’ve pointed out, the Catholic school did nothing to dissuade my… interests and instead, solidified them. You know, for half a second, I considered being a nun?” 
    Anna’s eyes widened in shock. “Sister Brooke?” She mused, before shrugging. “It honestly sounds kind of hot.” 
    Brooke’s jaw dropped in shock, but she forced herself to continue her story. Anna had dated a man, and they were becoming friends, Brooke reminded herself. This was not a real date. “Well, thank you. I obviously let my life take a different turn and instead settled on attending Oxford for university.”
    “Settled?” Anna asked, poorly mirroring Brooke’s accent.
    Brooke inhaled sharply. “No, I didn’t mean it like that. I simply meant I landed on going to university as opposed to becoming a nun, or running away. I chose a school.” She shrugged and tried to wave the whole awkwardness away with a flick of her wrist. “My parents had gone there, and they had shipped me to one of the most prestigious boarding schools in all of Europe. My life was very much supposed to go according to their plans.” 
    “Which were?” Anna pried gently. 
    “Law school. A similar path to their own. They’re diplomats.” She straightened her spine even farther, her perfect posture, somehow finding a way to become even more rigid. “My brother, Nathaniel, that’s what he’s in school for now. As is his bride.” 
    Anna hummed again, thoughtfully. “Well, you’re a badass computer engineer. You have a killer job and you’ve proved that you don’t need them.” 
    Brooke blushed, letting her eyes meet Anna’s, completely unprepared for the radiating warmth she found in them. “Thank you, Anna.” 
    They sat there, staring into each other’s eyes for far too long before Anna cleared her throat. “Okay, I think we need to get our story straight. Well, not straight, but you know, together.” She winked.
    Brooke huffed out a laugh, the seriousness of their conversation all but melted away. “Okay, what were you thinking?”
    “I think we’ve been together for three months,” Anna suggested. 
    “Isn’t that a bit quick to attend a black tie wedding and meet the whole estranged family?” Brooke asked, skeptically. 
    Anna smirked at her. “I thought lesbians moved quickly?” she shot back. 
    Brooke’s mouth dropped open in surprise, but she quickly forced it shut and nodded. “You’re not wrong.”
    Anna let out a giggle. “Plus, it’s cute. Then our first date could have been Valentine’s day.” 
    “Not my style, but okay,” Brooke said with a grin that even she would have categorized as flirtatious. 
    “If you let me have Valentine’s day, I’ll let you come up with our first date,” Anna flirted back. 
    “Easy,” Brooke retorted. She had always known what her dream first date would be, but the one time she had suggested it she had gotten shot down so hard it had left a lingering burn. 
    “Ohhh, charmer,” Anna lifted an eyebrow. “Do I get to know what date we went on?” 
    Suddenly the memory of the rejection had nettled its way under Brooke’s skin. 
    Anna sensed it immediately and her hand shot back across the table, finding Brooke’s forearm again. “Seriously, B. I’m sure it’s a great first date idea. What is it?” Her voice was soft and impossibly understanding. 
    Brooke winced and spoke with her face half scrunched up and braced for rejection again. “I’ve always wanted to take a girl to a bookstore with minimal information on what books she likes and we’d buy each other books without the other getting to see and then we’d inscribe silly little messages in the front cover that are just completely absurd. Like ‘never mind the exam, you’re brilliant,’ or something like ‘at the very least, there are always books and lilies,’ and then signing it with just the most obscure name you can think of at that moment like Winthrop.” 
    Anna studied Brooke’s face for a while after she had finished speaking. 
    “Oh God, you think the idea is terrible, too?” Brooke asked, resigning herself to the fact that her idea just might suck after all. 
    Anna quickly shook her head. “No. Hey, B?” She hooked her free pointer finger, the one that wasn’t already resting on Brooke’s forearm, under Brooke’s chin and gently coaxed eye-contact out of Brooke. “I’m just wondering why that’s not everyone’s idea of a perfect first date. I would absolutely love for that to be what we did. In fact, we still should.”
    Brooke’s eyes widened with surprise. “What?” 
    Anna nodded. “Yes, absolutely. We should have pictures of our inscriptions, you know? If someone hears the story of our first date—anyone in their right mind that is—they’ll be dying to know what we wrote.” 
    Brooke’s heart pounded in her chest. “You want to go to a bookstore right now?” 
    “Absolutely,” Anna was positively thrumming with energy, practically radiating a golden glow from her whole body. 
    Brooke licked her lips. She usually wasn’t this impulsive. She controlled everything she could, but at this moment, there was nothing in the world that sounded better than following Anna anywhere she wanted to go. She nodded, hoping to match Anna’s excitement, but knowing no one in the entire world would ever be able to do that.



Chapter Four:
    “Thank you. You really didn’t have to get it, you know?” Brooke asked after Anna had paid for their dinner. 
    Anna let out a happy laugh as she pushed back from the table and slung her purse over her shoulder. “I know that, Brooke. But you casually spent a ridiculous amount of money upgrading my wardrobe and are seriously going to buy me a plane ticket to England. I think I can swing dinner.” 
    Brooke bit back her comment about it not mattering. She didn’t want to be one of those people. She made really good money. Not everyone did. The last thing she wanted to do was point that out and make it awkward. And while Anna’s restaurant always seemed busy, and got rave reviews, Brooke knew that getting a business up and running was no easy feat.
    She waited while Anna hugged her former coworkers and Hunter goodbye. Hunter even gave Brooke a half hug bye and told her not to be a stranger. She was surprised at how little jealousy she had felt towards him. Maybe it was because whatever he and Anna had all happened before she had ever even met Anna. Maybe it was because deep down she knew that this arrangement with Anna wasn’t even real. But, the food at Charlies had been delicious. She told Hunter as much, and promised him that she would return at some point with friends. Christine and Vivienne would enjoy this place. Brooke would suggest it for a Friday night out. 
    She followed Anna out into the late spring night, watching as Anna practically skipped down the sidewalk. “Wait,” Anna said, suddenly spinning back. “I’m getting ahead of myself. We should take a few photos outside of Charlies.”
    Brooke’s eyes widened. “We should?” 
    “Yeah, absolutely. If we’re ever going to pass as a couple, we’re going to need photos together,” Anna answered, so matter of factly that Brooke couldn’t argue. 
    Brooke awkwardly shuffled closer. They were a hair’s width apart. Brooke could smell the delicate whisper of Anna’s perfume from this close, somehow it was both earthy and floral. Brooke wanted to bury her nose in it and pick out each individual note.
    Anna laughed. “Come on, B. I’m not going to bite.” She shot Brooke a flirtatious smirk. “Well, I’m not going to bite in a photo.” 
    Brooke’s eyes widened in disbelief, positively not letting her mind wander to the thought of Anna biting her, and moved closer until she was positioned just behind Anna. 
    “That’s it, prom style. Hands respectfully on my hips,” Anna instructed.
    Brooke actually laughed at that and Anna started snapping pictures. 
    “Alright, now hug me for real. Get all cute with it like you like me, put your chin on my shoulder or something,” Anna said, but her tone was much softer this time, much more wistful. 
    Brooke did as she requested, knowing full well that her smile had gotten much more shy and reserved in these, afraid to breathe too deeply and scare Anna off.
      Anna had officially taken more photos in one go than Brooke did of herself all year. When she was finished, Anna asked, “how did you get here?” She spun around in Brooke’s arms, not backing up in the slightest.
    Brooke smiled at her in wonder as they stood in a hug. Brooke finally realized she had never let go and immediately dropped her hands and backed up a few, respectful feet. “I drove. You?” She cleared her throat nervously, afraid she had crossed an unspoken line.
    “I took the metro.” Anna looked around thoughtfully. “So, my favorite bookstore in the whole city is three blocks away.”
    “We can walk it. I can always walk back afterwards. I can also give you a ride home, if you’d like,” Brooke offered. She knew that their city had pretty decent public transportation, but at this point, she just wanted to spend more time with Anna. 
    Anna beamed at her. “That would be great.” Anna nodded her head once, like their plan was officially finalized, and held out her hand. “Come on. It’s this way.”
    Brooke stared at Anna’s hand for probably far too long before she reached for it. Anna’s smile impossibly widened as she threaded their fingers. “I figure,” Anna started as they walked hand in hand down the sidewalk, “we should probably be pretty used to holding hands three months in, you know?” 
    Brooke’s brain was fully short circuiting, but she managed to keep it together, responding with some non-commital grunt of an agreement. 
    “Do you ever just feel like you could skip?” Anna asked suddenly, her voice almost sad for such a seemingly joyful question. 
    Brooke offered a small smile. “I can’t say that I have the urge, but you can skip if you’d like.” 
    Anna let out a small giggle at that. “I guess if I’m going to England to confront the traumas of your childhood, I should share some of mine.” 
    Brooke stopped walking and held on gently, spinning Anna to face her with little effort. “Anna, you don’t have to do anything. If you’re not ready to share, you’re not required to. We can make up an entire backstory for you if you’d like. You owe me nothing. It is I who owe you more than I could ever hope to repay you.” 
    Anna’s eyes watered. “Is it weird that I just want to share it with you? How do you already make me feel safe?” Her question was a whisper, barely louder than an exhale. 
    Brooke’s heart slammed against her chest. She needed to make a joke of this situation and fast or she was going to mess all of this up before it even began. “It’s probably my four black belts.”
    Anna’s face slid from full of emotion to full of amusement in a split second. “You’re right,” she said, continuing their walk again. “It’s definitely the black belts. You radiate multiple black belt energy.” She snorted out a laugh. After they had walked a few paces, their hands still linked, Anna sighed. “Honestly, it’d be nice to talk about though, if you have the capacity for it, that is. With all that you’ve got going on, I get it if you’ve got too much on your plate.” 
    Brooke shook her head. “There will always be room on my plate for you.” Brooke blushed at the very notion of eating Anna. She pushed the thought aside and refocused.
    “I was in a car accident when I was little. It was just after my twelfth birthday. My mother was driving and she… she was severely injured. And well, I was too young to care for myself, you know? While she was in and out of the hospital, and then after really. She can care for herself well enough now. It’s a struggle, but she does her best.” Anna swallowed uncomfortably. 
    Brooke tightened her grip around Anna’s hand and pulled the other woman in tighter to her side as they walked. 
    “I had never met my father before the wreck, but I guess someone figured out how to contact him. I was in a coma for that part. He was there when I woke up a few days later.”
    “Oh, Anna,” Brooke whispered. 
    Anna shot her a sad glance. “It’ll get happier, I promise. My father, Victor–well, Vick really–is not a terrible guy. Maybe not so great of a father. Had been a worse boyfriend to my mom, but he stepped up when I really needed him to. I had to go through a lot of physical therapy. Nothing like my mom’s had to do, but it wasn’t great. I guess, it just made me realize how everything can change. In an instant. One car wreck can completely alter the whole trajectory of your life.”
    She smiled, this was a real smile, full of warmth and depth, one laced with triumph. “It wasn’t all bad though. I spent a lot of time in the hospital with my mom there in the beginning. Have you heard of MedAi?” 
    “Yes, I’ve heard of MedAi,” Brooke said, impressed.
    “Yeah, well, let’s just say I exchange Christmas Cards with MedAi’s founder, Dr. Rachel and her whole family at this point. She personally handled my mother’s case. Something about being a single mother herself and hating it that we suddenly relied on my father for anything.” 
    Brooke wanted nothing more than to wrap Anna up in a massive hug. 
    “Things are great now though. My mom is able to have her own apartment in the city. I go check in on her at least once a week. And my father, well, I mean, he didn’t get good at fathering overnight. But he calls on my birthday every year and invites me over for the superbowl,” Anna said the last part with a little laugh like she was more than a little aware that the superbowl wasn’t a family holiday.
    Brooke knew that other people had complicated family dynamics. She had never thought that her family drama had made her special or interesting, but it had often made her feel quite alone. There was something in knowing Anna’s childhood trauma, something about the depth of Anna’s understanding of challenging family dynamics that made Brooke all the more thankful that Anna had agreed to come with her on this ridiculous journey. 
Brooke realized she had never responded. She squeezed Anna’s hand again, hoping the gesture was reassuring. “I suppose that’s kind of him.” Brooke paused, realizing that by Anna joining her on this trip, she wouldn’t be there for her mother. “Is leaving your mother for the week going to be a problem?”
Anna quickly shook her head, no. “Another by-product of the accident is that my mom would absolutely never let me miss anything on her behalf.” Anna let out a little laugh. “I talked to her earlier this week. She expects lots of photos.” Anna squeezed Brooke’s hand, returning her reassuring gesture. “I promise it’s going to be fine. One of my friends is going to go check on her for me. And my mom… honestly she just wants me to do everything. She always tells me to skip for her.” Anna hopped a little as she walked, returning their conversation to where it began.
    “Well then by all means, we should skip,” Brooke said, matching Anna’s jump-step.
    They skipped the last block to the bookstore and arrived a laughing mess, the weight of their conversation and of Anna’s history was lightened with each hop. Brooke quickly opened the front door for Anna. “After you, M’lady.” 
    Anna curtsied, watching Brooke closely. “How’d I do?” 
    Brooke chuckled. “Fit for a queen, darling.”
    “Vivienne showed me,” Anna said, noticeably blushing as she stepped past Brooke and into the bookshop. “So, just how little information are we giving each other?” Changing the subject to their fake bookstore date.
    Brooke hummed. “I don’t know. The one time I suggested this, the girl actually laughed at me. Not with me, at me. So, this is definitely the farthest I’ve gotten.” 
    Anna opened her mouth to say something, her dark eyebrows furrowed comically in a rage, but she clearly thought better of whatever was about to come out of her mouth and let it go. “How about we exchange our favorite genres?” 
    “Fantasy/adventure,” Brooke said easily. 
    “Romance,” Anna responded just as fast. 
    Brooke nodded. “Should we show each other what we’ve selected before we buy it?”
    “No, absolutely not. We’re committing to our choices right out of the gate,” Anna answered. 
    Brooke was completely gone. If she hadn’t already had a ridiculous crush on Anna before tonight, she sure as hell did now. She licked her lips and nodded. “Okay, well then. Good luck, Anna. I’ll meet you over in the little cafe area when you’re done.” Brooke gestured toward the bookstore’s small attached coffee shop.
    Anna’s smile brightened the whole store. Brooke’s heart stuttered at the sight. Anna rocked up on her toes and pressed the softest of kisses to Brooke’s cheek. “Good luck, B,” she said, barely above a whisper before shooting Brooke a wink, turning, and sashaying towards the fantasy section.
    Brooke had no way of knowing how long she stood, rooted to the spot. Time had ceased to exist. All she knew at this point was that Anna Fourchette smelled incredible, her lips were softer than a feather against her cheek, and the more she got to know about the woman, the more she wanted to learn. Finally, she dragged herself away from staring after a long since disappeared Anna. 
    Brooke had read a few cute sapphic romance novels over the past year. She wondered how Anna would feel about Brooke getting her something queer. Brooke knew that Anna was straight, but there was a good chance that Anna would be cute and bring whatever book Brooke got her on the trip with them. It would help their cover if Anna was reading something sapphic. Plus, Brooke had never read a heterosexual romance novel. She really didn’t have a clue which ones might be worth Anna’s time. She paced the aisles, looking for a book in particular, Delilah Green Doesn’t Care. 
    She smiled at the cover when she found it, hoping her plan was a good one. She headed for the check out register, her eyes scanning her surroundings, wanting to make sure that Anna didn’t get a look at her selection before she had paid for it and written in it. She didn’t see Anna anywhere, so she checked out quickly and headed towards the little cafe corner. Her nerves built and built as she found a seat and tried to think of something clever and witty to write inside the front cover of Anna’s book. 
    Christine had given her a random life advice book for Christmas years ago. All of the advice had been silly, but catchy. One little phrase had always stuck with her. She pulled her favorite fountain pen out of its daytime home in her front right pocket and opened the book. 
My Dearest Theodore, (It was the most random name she could think of).
If no one comes from the future to stop you from doing it, then how bad of a decision can it really be?
Forever Yours, Magnus
    She looked up from her writing, pleased with all of her decisions, and scanned the little cafe area. Her heart skipped a beat when she saw Anna collecting two drinks from the pick up counter. Anna’s face was lit up with an animated smile. Brooke watched as Anna held up the pen as she signed her receipt, clearly asking if she could borrow the pen or simply have it. The cafe employee was obviously taken aback by Anna’s disarming charm. 
    Brooke watched as Anna spun around with an extra bounce in her step, the proud owner of a new pen and two big coffee mugs, which she carried with the grace and ease of a seasoned restaurant owner. Brooke quickly shut the book she had selected for Anna and rested her chin on the palm of her hand, wondering what Anna had selected for her—both to read and from the cafe. 
    “Green tea with one squirt of honey,” Anna said, grinning at Brooke as she slid one of the big mugs across the table smoothly. 
    Brooke frowned. How on Earth did Anna know her evening tea ritual? She stared at it in confusion. 
    Anna shrugged. “You ordered it at my restaurant one time when you and Vivienne and Christine stayed a little later than usual. Figured it must be a safe bet.” 
    They’d visited La Fourchette every Monday for almost a year, roughly fifty visits to the restaurant and Anna remembered a tea she ordered once? A tea she didn’t even remember ordering. Brooke couldn’t even imagine how hard she must be blushing right now; knowing someone's preferred tea was such a pure and touching thing to know about them. And Anna had remembered so casually. 
    “Thank you,” Brooke said finally, meeting Anna’s gaze. 
    Anna positively beamed in response. “You’re welcome.” 
    “What’s your drink?” Brooke asked, genuinely curious. 
    Anna let out an embarrassed laugh. “Definitely always going to be hot chocolate.” She nodded her head towards a table just a few tables away. “I’m going to go write in your book now. I can’t do it if you’re watching me. I’ll get all nervous and worried that I hold my pen weird or something.” 
    Brooke let out a surprised chuckle at that. “Okay, I’ll be here, enjoying my tea. Thank you, Anna.” Brooke’s heart fluttered again when Anna blushed at that and awkwardly walked away. 
    As soon as Anna had taken a seat on the other side of the little cafe, Brooke flipped the book open again and left a real message for Anna deep within its pages, something that hopefully Anna wouldn’t see for a while, a small but very real thank you. When she was done with the genuine note, Brooke sat and quite happily sipped at her tea, rereading the book she had gotten for Anna. She found herself fondly underlining sentences she liked or descriptions she found particularly amusing. She had always annotated books as she read. A habit of upper level reading courses throughout her private education and again at university that she had never bothered to break. 
    She made it through chapter two when Anna cleared her throat and pulled Brooke’s attention from her active reading. 
    Brooke’s eyes shot up, a small smile ghosting her lips. Anna slid into the seat next to Brooke, letting their knees knock gently beneath the table. Anna could barely hide her excitement. Her leg jiggled against Brooke’s; her absolute zest for literally everything was as captivating as her beauty. 
    “Ready?” Anna asked, her dark eyes searching Brooke’s.
    Her excitement was infectious and Brooke found herself, surprisingly, not at all nervous. She was suddenly at peace with the fact that this wasn’t real. That they weren’t on a real first date, that Anna was just doing her a favor, because despite that, Brooke just honestly, truly enjoyed spending time with Anna. And sure, this would ultimately, probably—definitely—break her heart eventually, but for now Brooke was suddenly overcome with the genuine joy that was simply existing around Anna.  
    Brooke nodded confidently, a small smile tugging up the corners of her lips, creasing a tight dimple in her cheeks. “Yes,” she said, as she slid the book she had been annotating to Anna. 
    Anna’s smile could have lit up the room. “This has been on my to-read list! Thank you, B.” She slid the book she had purchased for Brooke across the table, her excited expression, suddenly nervous.
    “The Three Musketeers,” Brooke traced the cover fondly. She hadn’t read this book in probably fifteen years. She had read it to her brother when he was little. She could remember it being filled with action, adventure, and a dash of romance. Nathaniel had loved it. It had been the book that had sparked her own fondness for fantasy and adventure. It had led her to find Tolkien and he had changed her life forever. Anna would have no way of knowing just how much this book had meant to her. “This is a fantastic book.” 
    Anna’s face fell ever so slightly. “I knew you’d already have read it.” 
    Brooke shook her head. “Yes, but it’s been years. Seriously, Anna, this was the perfect choice. I don’t own a copy either.”
    Anna blushed, a soft pink dusting her cheeks. “Well, good.”  She tapped her fingers excitedly on the cover of her new book. “Do we get to check out our inscriptions now?” 
    “Of course,” Brooke said with a chuckle, flipping open her new book. Her head tilted to the side as she tried her best to translate what Anna had written. La barbe ne fait pas le philosophe — Pierre. Brooke didn’t attempt the French out loud, but it was close enough to some of the Spanish she had studied thanks to her private education that she could surmise its translation. “The beard doesn’t make the philosopher?” 
    Anna’s eyes widened, impressed. “Do you speak French?” 
    Brooke shook her head, no. “I’m almost fluent in Spanish and more than conversational in German though.” 
    “Hot,” Anna said, wiggling her eyebrows. 
    “Do you speak French?” Brooke asked, before she let her mind ruminate on the fact that Anna Fourchette had just called her hot. She focused instead on Anna’s exquisite face. She knew that Fourchette was a French surname, and there were a few words that Anna had said to her that felt like there was an accent buried somewhere within, but Brooke had chalked it up to maybe having a parent with an accent.
    Anna nodded and added, “It was my first language.“  She paused as if determining if now was a better time to share. “My mother almost only speaks in French. I think she knows more English than she lets on though. I’ve caught her watching soap operas without subtitles more than once.” 
    The depth of Anna choosing to write in her first language–a language she shares with her mother–wasn’t lost on Brooke. Anna had trusted her with the truth of her childhood trauma. Anna writing in French held meaning, regardless of the randomness of the inscription. “It’s a beautiful language.” 
    Anna smiled a small, reserved smile in return before she opened her own new book and read what Brooke had written. She let out a cough of a laugh and reached out, letting her hand come to a rest on Brooke’s forearm. “This is brilliant. Utterly hilarious, and honestly the best life advice I’ve ever read.”
    Brooke lit up. “That’s how I felt when I first read it. I try to live my life by that, but logic and reason are sadly hard for me to bargain with sometimes.”
    “It’s perfect. Thank you, B.” Anna bit her bottom lip. “So, I was thinking.” 
    “Continue,” Brooke said, warily.
    “We should have little pet names for each other.” Anna said it so confidently, so matter of factly that Brooke knew that despite how ridiculous the sentiment was, Anna was perfectly serious. 
    “You think we should have little pet names for each other?” She repeated Anna’s sentence back to her, the only change was the inflection at the end. Brooke buried the fact that she had already settled on darling in her mind. She would let Anna take the lead.
    Anna nodded. “I do. And, more importantly, I’ve finally figured out what I should call you.” 
    Brooke didn’t know if she should be excited, hopeful, or afraid. On the one hand, a name hand picked just for her by Anna was just that, a hand picked name just for her. On the other, it was likely to be embarrassing, and given the way in which Anna was practically vibrating out of her seat with excitement, Brooke was inclined to assume it was likely the latter. “Okay,” she managed cautiously. “Let’s hear it then.” 
    “Honey.” Anna did little jazz hands to accompany the name. 
    Brooke’s head tilted to one side, that was oddly anti-climactic. “Honey?” she repeated. 
    “Yep,” Anna grinned, clearly pleased with herself. 
    It was easy, not embarrassing, honestly fairly common, if not a little southern-bible-belt-north-american.
    Anna let out a maniacal little chuckle, almost a hiccup from the back of her throat. “Because… you’d be a Honey-B.” 
    Oh for fuck’s sake, why was that actually the cutest thing Brooke had ever heard in her entire life. She hated how much she loved it. How much she wanted to preen under the newly bestowed title, how Anna had just played a royal flush on Brooke’s favorite form of humor. 
    Anna’s face fell. “You hate it.” 
    “No, Anna. I don’t hate it,” Brooke said, quickly. 
    Anna’s frown only deepened. “Then why’d your face get all serious?” 
    Brooke’s throat went dry, because it’s perfect, too perfect, because I’m already falling and this is all pretend. Because in one night of fake dating, I’ve been more myself than I have with women I’ve dated for six months. She cleared her throat. “No, Anna. I apologize. My face just does that when I’m thinking. You’ve picked a perfect pet name for me, and I’ve never been the type to use one—Or have one for that matter.” 
    Anna’s face shifted slowly back into that hopeful sort of energy that seeped from her. “So you don’t hate it?” 
    “No, Anna. It’s lovely.” Brooke cleared her throat again, needing to not gush all over the woman who was so kindly doing her the world's largest favor. “You’re a truly wonderful friend.” 
    Anna smiled a new smile, one that looked like it held the weight of a wonderfully significant inside joke. “Thank you, Honey. I think you’re pretty awesome, too.” Her hand, still resting on Brooke’s forearm, squeezed. The pad of her thumb traced gentle circles near the inside of Brooke’s inner elbow.
    It was Brooke’s turn to share. “My family was not the sort to have nicknames for each other. My mother was, well, mother—or Sybil. And there was father, also known as Augustus, and brother, or Nathaniel. He was only sometimes, very rarely, when we were alone, Nate. B is something my friends called me. When Nathaniel would echo it, my parents would chide him, and remind us that that’s not what they named me.” 
    Anna’s jaw flexed, almost imperceptibly. If Brooke’s gaze hadn’t fallen and lingered on her beautiful, full lips, she would have missed it. “I’ll make sure they hear it,” Anna said, lifting her chin and eyebrow simultaneously. A challenge if ever Brooke had seen one. It made Brooke’s heart stutter. Her eyes shifted down to Anna’s fingertips, still drawing absentminded patterns against the inside of her forearm. 
    “And what shall I call you? Should our nicknames bear resemblance? I could call you Bear?” Brooke teased. No, that wasn’t the correct word. She wasn’t teasing, she was flirting, playing, leaning into their game.
    Anna’s fingertips traced higher, finding the hem of Brooke’s sleeve, stretched tightly over her bicep, and dipping under ever so slightly. “Hmmm, that sounds like what you might call a puppy,” Anna teased back, her eyes trailing decidedly south of Brooke’s eyes. 
    “My Queen?” Brooke whispered, the gap between them all but gone, their very public location long forgotten. 
    Anna’s cheeks flushed deliciously. That was something that Brooke would file away. Suddenly a voice in the back of her mind shouted. This is all pretend. And the spell was broken. Brooke’s eyes flashed back up to Anna’s in a panic, her spine straightened suddenly. 
    Anna smiled kindly, her hand sliding safely back to Brooke’s wrist, not gone, but definitely no longer teasing. “Earlier, you called me darling,” she said, easily. “I liked it.” 
    “Darling it is.” Brooke was well and truly fucked.



Chapter Five:
    “Well?” Christine squeaked through the phone. “How’d it go?”
    Brooke was still pacing in her bedroom. She had dropped Anna off just thirty minutes ago, but her pulse hadn’t slowed down in the slightest. Anna had kissed her cheek again when Brooke had walked her all the way to the front door of her walkup apartment. Walking Anna to her door probably hadn’t been necessary. If Anna had taken the bus or an Uber even, no one would have been there to walk her, but Brooke was already painfully, embarrassingly head over heels and the thought of anything happening to Anna now made her chest ache in a way she had never experienced before. 
    “Thank you for walking me to my door, Honey,” Anna had said with a mischievous grin. “For the record, if this had been the end of a real first date, I would have kissed you goodnight.” She clutched her new book to her chest as her long dark eyelashes had fluttered against her cheeks as her eyes drifted down to Brooke’s lips. 
    Brooke was standing with her hands stuffed as far into her front pockets as she could get them. She was afraid that if they were free she would do something insane like trace the edge of Anna’s jaw with her pointer finger. Her eyes flashed to Anna’s lips, more than a little aware of the way her own breath stuttered out in an uneven huff. She swallowed, audibly, and forced her eyes up to meet Anna’s. “So, that’s the story then?” She asked, her voice rougher than she had heard it in a long time. 
    Anna nodded, her hands staying firmly locked on the sides of her book. “I think so,” she whispered back. 
    The night air was almost warm around them, summer just around the corner, but Brooke felt a shiver creep up her back. She nodded along in agreement. “Noted.” 
    Anna took a deep breath and offered Brooke a small smile. “I guess I should let you get home,” she said, starting to turn towards her front door. The tension snapping all at once.
    “Anna, I really can’t thank you enough for this. Not just for agreeing to come with me, but for tonight…” Brooke paused. She didn’t want to sound like a total loser, but it had been a long time since she had made a friend, and Anna was, at the very least, quickly becoming one. Surely, that was an acceptable thing to say. “And for quickly becoming a friend.” She cleared her throat. “I don’t often let people in, but you’re”—she searched for the correct word, inevitable, she thought. But, not wanting to overstep, she chose—“radiant.” It still felt like too steep a word to use for a new friend, but it was true. Anna was radiant. 
    Anna’s smile matched her recent description. She leaned forward and pressed another gentle kiss to Brooke’s cheek. This one less a brush of her lips, but soft all the same. She let go of her book with one hand to cup Brooke’s cheek and let her thumb run over the space where her lips had just been. Her dark brown eyes held so much emotion. Brooke had been worried that this arrangement would cause Anna to only ever look at her with pity, but Anna was looking at her now with a warmth that Brooke couldn’t label. 
    “Goodnight, Honey,” Anna said, her voice as soft as her lips had been. “Text me when you make it home?” 
    Brooke’s heart warmed. That was the modern day equivalent of walking her to her own front door. She nodded. “Yes, of course.” 
    Anna grinned and stepped back, turning to unlock the front grate of the walk up. It appeared to be a small, divvied up town home from the early 1900’s. Brooke loved old buildings like this, old houses that used to hold single families, that had in the past fifty years been divided and divided again to accommodate better rates and more people. She loved seeing how kitchens and bathrooms had been worked into the designs. She wondered what Anna’s apartment would look like, if she owned any plants, what color the walls were, what the floors were made of, if her home was as inviting as she was. 
    Anna pushed the front door to the building open and Brooke took a step back, towards her car, parked safely against the curb. “Goodnight, Darling,” Brooke said quietly before turning around to walk to her vehicle. 
    Anna looked back at her then and smiled shyly. “What are you doing tomorrow night?” Anna called after her. 
    Brooke turned back and shrugged, hands still deep in her pockets. “I don’t think I have anything planned, why?” 
    “We need more photos,” Anna said, so matter of factly, Brooke didn’t even think to question it. 
    Brooke nodded. “Okay, yeah.”
    “Like cozy domestic photos,” Anna said, her voice a little more conspiratorial than anything else. 
    “Domestic photos?” Brooke asked, no longer following. 
    Anna nodded. “Yep.” She grinned, she wiggled her eyebrows in Brooke’s direction. “I think we’d spend more time in your apartment. Is it okay if I invite myself over for tomorrow evening?” 
    Brooke had a thousand questions; why would they spend more time in her apartment? What in the hell was a domestic photo? Was Anna really wanting to hang out with her again so soon? Instead she just nodded, lamely. “Yeah, that’s fine. I can text you my address?” 
    Anna was positively beaming. “Perfect. I’ll see you tomorrow, Honey.” She pushed into her building without another word, letting the door fall closed behind her.
    “What does it mean?” Brooke asked Christine. Brooke had always been good at puzzles, jigsaw puzzles, logic puzzles, word puzzles, it didn’t matter. But Anna wasn’t a puzzle, she was a gorgeous, radiant, hilarious, charming woman and Brooke was positively lost. 
    There was a thoughtful hum on the other end of the phone as Christine processed everything that Brooke had told her. Brooke was not someone who called and gushed. She was someone who listened. Her friends called her, for advice, for help, just to be an open ear. But here she was, calling Christine, close to midnight on a Wednesday, and Brooke was wired like she had just chugged a whole pot of coffee. 
    “What if, and hear me out here,” Christine started. “What if she has a crush on you, too?” 
    Brooke frowned and resumed her pacing. There had been times throughout the evening that it had felt like they were flirting. Anna was clearly a touchy, physical person, but there were times that her gaze had dropped and lingered, that her blush had crept far lower than her cheeks, that her playful touches had traipsed past friendship and settled into actual date-like territory. All of her air left her lungs with a pathetic whine. 
    “I mean, everything you’ve said kind of points to her being into you,” Christine spoke gently, as if she said anything too loudly and Brooke might disconnect the call. 
    “I don’t think that’s possible,” Brooke whispered, her walls slowly building back up, brick by painful brick. 
    “Okay, but why do you think that?” Christine asked, her question genuine, not accusatory. 
    Brooke shook her head and sat down on the edge of her bed. “She has an ex-boyfriend.”
    “Okay, but bisexuals exist,” Christine said easily. “I mean, you’re talking to one right now.” It was playful, teasing, clearly trying to alleviate some of the tension. Christine knew Brooke’s history. She knew about how Brooke’s heart had been broken and that she had never truly let anyone in afterwards. She kept everyone at arm's length. She knew that Brooke’s crush on Anna was more a source of anxiety than it had been amusing for Brooke for quite some time. 
    “I know that bisexuals exist, Christine. I just have no real reason to believe that Anna is one.” 
    Christine snorted out a laugh. “You say it like we’re a mythical creature found out in the wild. Like a unicorn or a narwhal.”
    “Chris, narwhals are real,” Brooke said, flopping back on her bed. 
    “Wait, really?” Christine asked. “Huh? Well, anyway, that’s not the point. The point is, let’s look at the facts: Anna said yes to going with you and pretending to be your girlfriend. She has been incredibly flirty with you. She has kissed you on the cheek twice now, and she had a queer book on her to-read list.” 
    Brooke sighed. All of those things were fairly queer things to do, but Brooke wasn’t one to make serious assumptions about people. She actually felt gross even, speculating now with her best friend. “I’m going to mess this all up.” 
    “No, you’re not. She’s coming over tomorrow night, right?” Christine asked. 
    Brooke nodded, but then realized that Chris couldn’t see her. “Yes, she’s coming over,” she confirmed.
    “Maybe you could ask her?” Christine nudged. 
    Brooke sat straight up. “Ask her what exactly?” 
    “If she’s bi? Or pan? Or I don’t know… single?” 
    Brooke flopped back down on the mattress. “I can’t, Christine. If I do, I run the risk of ruining everything by making her uncomfortable, or the questions go well and all the sudden I won’t want to subject her to my family.” She let out a bitter laugh. “God, I’m selfish.”
    “No, B. You’re truly not. Not in the slightest.” Christine reassured her. “You’ve made a good point, though.” Christine hummed again, as she always did when she thought. “I think you should wait to ask her about anything real. You fly out in less than a week. You’ll be back in less than two. You can ask the serious questions when you get back. You’ve waited this long, you know?” 
    Brooke sighed again. She felt so dramatic, pacing and sighing and flopping around on her bed. This was so out of character for her. This is why she avoided feelings. “You’re probably right,” she muttered. “I’ve had a crush on her for a year. What’s two more weeks?” 
    The knock on Brooke’s door came at the worst possible time. The kitchen timer was going off and her bowtie noodles were about to hit al dente. She wasn’t someone who swore a lot, but she muttered a few choice words now, hit the timer button, and flipped her stove top from high to low. “Coming,” she yelled out, pulling the oven open just a crack to make sure she hadn’t burned the stuffed portobello mushrooms she was baking. 
    They looked fine, like she could quickly rush to let Anna in and rush back without a worry. So, she did just that. She shot a quick glance through her peephole before she yanked open the front door and promptly forgot how to breathe. Anna looked, in a word, perfect. She was in sweatpants and her hair was up in a half up half down little number that was oddly adorable. She was in a sweater that was so large it fell off one shoulder, revealing a plain black bra strap, and she was carrying a duffle bag and a bottle of wine. 
    “Hey, Hon,” she beamed, clearly pleased with Brooke’s reaction. 
    Brooke swallowed and forced herself to take a breath. No one should look that good in house clothes. She was wearing a slightly more put together version of what Anna was wearing. She had selected her nicest joggers and a short sleeved hoodie. Her hair was pulled back in a simple bun at the nape of her neck. She realized that she was still just staring. “Good evening, Darling. Please, come in.” Her eyes widened. “Ah, and if you’ll just excuse me for a second. Um, please, make yourself at home.” 
    Brooke all but sprinted back into her kitchen. She had stayed up until almost one in the morning researching recipes for things she could cook Anna for dinner. This one had seemed easy enough, stuffed portobello mushrooms and bowtie pasta. She’d also made her tried and true homemade marinara sauce from scratch. She slammed her hand into an oven mitt and pulled her stove open, sighing happily with relief to see that she hadn’t burned the mushrooms. She sat the cooking sheet on a hot pad and moved to strain the bowtie noodles. 
    “Can I help with anything?” Anna asked, leaning against the archway that led into Brooke’s kitchen. 
    Brooke cast a quick glance at Anna over her shoulder, before plating the noodles. “I think I've managed to not burn anything.” She nodded towards the last pot remaining on her stove top. “If you wouldn’t mind weighing in on my marinara sauce, I would accept all constructive criticism.”
    Anna let out a low chuckle and crossed the kitchen, her eyes looking all around the small room as she did. “Where would I find a spoon?” 
    Brooke pointed at a drawer and went back to delicately trying to scoop one of the massive mushroom caps onto a plate without breaking it apart. 
    “It smells amazing, by the way,” Anna said as she pulled open Brooke’s silverware drawer and fished out a spoon.
    Brooke finished plating the mushrooms in time to watch Anna slip a spoon full of sauce into her mouth. Anna let out a happy moan and danced a little in delight. “Brooke Kent, you’ve been holding out on me.” She spun around and grinned. “This is absolutely delicious.”
    Brooke could feel the tips of her ears getting pink. She had found this recipe while she was in university and it had been her go-to for pasta and for pizza ever since. She had been afraid that while it was good enough for her, it wouldn’t live up to the standards of an up and coming chef. 
    Anna grinned up at her. “Hi,” she said again, just before she pulled Brooke into a quick, natural hug. 
    “Um, hello,” Brooke said, wrapping her arms nervously around Anna in return. They broke apart just as quickly as they had come together and Anna stepped back, out of Brooke’s bubble. She bounced happily on the balls of her feet, which Brooke noticed were now only clad in mismatched socks. One sock was pink with pineapples and the other was a bright blue with polar bears. “Are you ready for dinner?” Brooke asked, still a little shocked from the unexpected hug. 
    “I am, yeah.” Anna said as she accepted the plate that Brooke offered her. 
    “I’ll let you decide how much sauce to put on there,” Brooke said softly as she stepped out of the way. 
    Anna scoped several spoonfuls of sauce onto her plate and stepped back, waiting for Brooke to do the same. “I honestly cannot remember the last time someone cooked for me,” she said with a laugh. “Like obviously, other people cook if I go to a restaurant, but I mean like this. Just for me.” 
    Brooke’s heart thundered against her chest. She was happy and proud to have done something to set herself apart from anyone else who might be in Anna’s life, whatever their category—friendship, romance, family—Brooke was glad to have done something that clearly meant something to her. “It was my pleasure.” Brooke let out a nervous chuckle. “I just hope it’s decent.” 
    “Well if your sauce is any indication,” Anna countered, following Brooke to her small dining area. 
    Brooke had set the table with silverware and wine glasses. Anna had texted her earlier in the day saying that she would bring some wine over to go with their dinner. 
    “What side do you sit at?” Anna asked as they approached Brooke’s small round table. “Well, not side. It’s a circle, but like where do you sit?” 
    “What makes you think I sit in the same spot every time?” Brooke asked, genuinely curious. She most definitely did have a side—or seat—rather.
    Anna seemed to study Brooke with a playful, teasing expression. “Hmmm, I bet I can guess which seat is yours,” she said instead, ignoring Brooke’s question. 
    “You have a fifty- fifty shot of being correct based off of the empty wine glasses,” Brooke teased back. “I’d hardly say that makes you a Holmes.”
    Anna laughed. “Would I impress you more if I tell you why I know which seat is yours?” 
    Brooke was genuinely curious. How would Anna know which seat she sat at on a regular basis? “Well then?” 
    “You sit at this seat,” Anna said confidently, nodding at the chair that Brooke did indeed sit at every time. 
    She hummed, not confirming Anna’s very correct assumption. “Your evidence, detective?” 
    “My innate reaction was that it would be this chair because you very much, what with your four black belts, strike me as someone with John Wayne syndrome,” Anna started. 
    Brooke frowned. Marion Robert Morrison, also known as John Wayne, was not exactly someone Brooke would like to be compared to. “And what, if I might ask, is John Wayne Syndrome? Being a racist, sexist, asshat?” 
    Anna threw her head back in a laugh. “No, Honey.” She laughed a bit more. “I don’t think you’re any of those things. That’s someone who refuses to sit with their back to a door. Something about not wanting to get shot in the back while playing poker.”
    “Should that be Hickok Syndrome, then?” Brooke asked thoughtfully. 
    Anna tilted her head to the side clearly wanting more information. 
    “Wild Bill Hickok is who was shot in the back whilst playing poker in Deadwood,” Brooke said casually, like the average person just carried around obscure American History trivia nuggets like that. Brooke swallowed uncomfortably. She knew her fun facts were not fun for most people and correcting Anna for something as silly as which cowboy or actor would or wouldn’t sit with his back to the door was unbecoming. “Sorry, it doesn’t matter. I appear as the type of person who won’t sit with their back to the door, is the point.” 
    Anna smiled softly at her and sat her plate down across from where they both knew Brooke always sat. She rounded the table and pointed at Brooke’s chair leg. “Also, you bounce your right foot. You did it at dinner last night and you do it every Monday. You clearly do it here, too.” 
    Brooke’s eyes widened. Sure enough, there was a small patch of white paint that had been chipped away from the leg of the chair, leaving the tan, unfinished wood exposed. Her mother had always fussed at her for fidgeting. It wasn’t proper to fidget. She had spent most of her life afraid of it, worried she’d make her mother angry, or worse, her father. He had only ever bothered to interact with Brooke when her mother was so mad, she told him to say something. Brooke forced those thoughts and emotions back down deep and buried where they belonged. 
    “Well, Darling,” she said with ease. “Maybe you are a Holmes after all.” 
    Anna looked pleased. “Thank you,” she said, slipping her hands into her sweatpants packets and swaying back and forth. “I’ll grab the wine.” She headed back towards the front door, but stopped suddenly. “But, hey B?” 
    “Hmm?” Brooke asked, looking up from examining the chair leg. 
    “Thank you for telling me about Wild Bill Hickok. I didn’t learn much in the way of Wild West History, so all I really know about it is from old movies. Hollywood was never really known for their accuracy, you know?” She ginned at Brooke softly before going to grab the wine she had brought to go with their dinner.
    Dinner was a success. Whether Anna enjoyed it as much as she proclaimed she did, was still out with the jury, but it had clearly meant something to her. And Brooke was more than a little proud of herself about that. Anna had even taken a few photos of the spread despite Brooke’s initial protesting over her inability to properly plate a dish. Conversation was coming easier to Brooke as well. As the night wore on, her brain had finally stopped screaming: holy shit Anna Fourchette is in your apartment, and she had been able to carry on lighthearted conversation about their respective jobs. Anna told her all about her favorite employee, Maddie, who was more of a friend and a partner than anything else at this point. Maddie was why Anna was so confident that she could leave her restaurant for almost an entire week and not worry about anything while she was away. Maddie also was why Anna was able to take Tuesdays and Wednesdays off every week and, according to Anna, why she didn’t have weekly meltdowns over anything from being overwhelmed with the responsibility of fourteen people’s salaries all the way to meltdowns over forgetting to order bell peppers and having to make menu adjustments at the last minute.
    “She sounds lovely,” Brooke said, genuinely meaning it. Maddie sounded like a wonderful person on all fronts. She was glad that Anna had her. 
    Anna nodded. “I would have introduced you ages ago, but she has Sunday and Monday off.” 
    Brooke’s mouth went dry. Why would Anna have introduced them ages ago? They’d only been… whatever it was that they were for the past three days. 
    Clearly Anna could sense Brooke’s confusion because she quickly added, “you know, since you’re my favorite regular.” 
    Brooke blushed. “How can that be? Surely you mean Christine.” She teased.
    Anna shook her head. “Christine is great. I think Christine and I will be great friends, but you’re still my favorite.” 
    Brooke’s heart rate spiked. She almost wanted to start making notes in her phone of all the things that Anna said that confused her. This one would go rather high on the list. She also had no idea how to respond. 
    Fortunately, she didn’t have to. Anna pushed back her seat and stood, holding her hand out for Brooke’s empty plate. 
    “Whoa, no. Not happening,” Brooke shook her head, standing faster and quickly moving her plate out of Anna’s reach. 
    “B, you cooked. I can clear.” 
    Brooke shook her head. “My restaurant, my rules.” She raised her eyebrows in such a way that warned Anna not to trifle with her on this. 
    Anna just let out a huff of a laugh and handed her plate over without more of a debate. She did follow Brooke back into the kitchen though, and she lifted herself up onto the kitchen counter with ease, balancing her wine perfectly as she did so. “Thank you for dinner, Brooke. Really.”
    Brooke smiled as she rinsed their plates and organized them neatly into her dishwasher. “It was my pleasure.” 
    “You ready to take a million photos with me?” Anna asked, grinning conspiratorially. 
    Brooke put the leftover bow ties, mushrooms, and sauce into a glass Tupperware container and put that in her refrigerator, definitely avoiding Anna’s question. She wasn’t ready to take a million photos with Anna. She still wasn’t sure she understood why Anna was convinced they needed a million photos together anyways. Christine had immediately agreed with the plan though, so maybe it was a thing. Brooke’s longest relationship, the one that had left her painfully and brutally brokenhearted had, for the most part, been a complete secret. The few women she had dated for either one date or a few months at most had taken a photo or two, sure, but never a million. And she had taken even fewer than that, if at all. She was out of her depths here.
    Her pained and confused expression must have been transparent to Anna, as most of her facial expressions seemed to be. “We don’t have to take a million,” Anna said softly, setting her wine glass down on the counter and hopping down so she was closer to Brooke’s height. “I really just think we need to have a few on hand in case Nate wants to see.” 
    Brooke hummed in thought. She didn’t know why Nate would want to see photos of them. 
    “And we should have lock screens and wallpaper options,” Anna continued. 
    “Like for our phones?” Brooke asked, internally panicking (celebrating) at the thought of Anna set as the lock screen on her phone.
    Anna nodded, happily. “Yeah, if you were my girlfriend you would definitely be my lock screen.” She said it so easily, so matter-of-factly that Brooke’s brain had a hard time keeping up. 
    “Sure, yeah. That makes sense,” Brooke said, though the entire concept didn’t make a single shred of sense at all. 
    “Good, I figured round one should be of us all snuggled up on the couch. Like we’re having a movie night?” Anna’s smile lit up all of Brooke’s apartment. 
    Brooke inhaled sharply. Anna taking photos was one thing. Photos snuggled up on a couch was another entirely. “Uh? What?” 
    Anna let out a laugh and reached out and grabbed Brooke’s wrist, gently guiding her back towards her own living room. Brooke realized then that she hadn’t actually given Anna a proper tour. When Anna had arrived, Brooke had been so focused on not burning dinner that she had kind of abandoned Anna to fend for herself, and sure it was an easy enough layout: the front door opened into the living space with dining room to the left creating an L-shape. Her kitchen was accessible by large archways on either side, then leading off the living room was a short hallway that led to both her office and then to her bedroom down at the end, separated by a rather decently sized bathroom, and a small stacked washer/dryer closet. Brooke knew that giving Anna a tour would prolong her photo session, and at the rate in which Brooke’s face was heating up and in which her palms were sweating she couldn’t help but think that was a good idea.
    “Tour?” Brooke blurted out. 
    Anna spun around, her eyebrow raised questioningly. 
    Brooke forced a weak smile. “I never gave you a proper tour. Would you like one?” 
    Anna’s curious expression melted into a smile. Brooke had never met anyone who smiled quite as often or in so many different ways as Anna Fourchette. “Sure, that would be lovely.”
    “Well, you’ve seen this bit,” Brooke said, gesturing around the dining and living rooms. “And then here’s my hallway.” She led the way down her hall. “This is my office. I work from home, so I’m probably in this room most of all.” Brooke stepped back and let Anna step into her office. Brooke couldn’t help but stare as Anna explored her space. How Anna’s hand would reach up and hover, never touching, but searching in its own right. She hovered at the bookshelves, of which Brooke had three in this room, all of which were overflowing with books. 
    Anna bit her lip and turned her attention back to Brooke. “Have you read all of these?” 
    Brooke nodded. “The shelves in here are the books I’ve finished, yes.” She blushed. “There’s another shelf in my bedroom for the books I’ve yet to read.” 
    Anna’s eyes positively sparkled. “You have more?” 
    “Yes, it’s a bit of a problem I have. Can you be addicted to buying and reading books?” She poked at herself and her own, very real flaw. 
    Anna shook her head, no. “Absolutely not. I haven’t even heard of some of these,” Anna said, her voice filled with wonder. 
    “You’re welcome to borrow any of them.”
    “Wait, really?” Anna asked, clearly not wanting to overstep. 
    Brooke chuckled. “Yeah, when you see my to read shelf, you’ll see why I’m not really allowed to re-read anything until I’ve made a dent in the other.”
    Anna squeaked, crossed the room quickly, and threw her arms around Brooke in a hug. She practically hopped back over to the shelf and scanned the titles. She pulled a few titles forward, but none of them all the way out, clearly debating which one she wanted to start with. Brooke let her curiosity get the best of her and she stepped into the room to see which ones Anna was looking at. 
    “I’ll push them back,”Anna said, quickly. 
    Brooke shrugged. “I don’t mind them like this.” She always thought she would mind someone in her space, someone touching her things, but she found that she didn’t at all. Maybe it was Anna, but likely it was just Brooke realizing that her apartment didn’t have to be perfect. Her books didn’t have to be categorized by genre and then arranged in alphabetical order by author, they could just be books on a shelf. Or maybe she didn’t need her categories to be so rigid, maybe she should have a shelf of all queer books, regardless of what other categories they fell into. Or maybe, now, seeing how many books Anna had pulled forward, Brooke should have a shelf of all the books she owns that Anna wants to read. Yes, that felt right. 
    Anna made her final choice, The Seven Husbands of Evelyn Hugo, and moved to push the others back in. 
    “Darling, leave them,” Brooke said, surprised at how easy it had become, referring to Anna as darling just fit. 
    Anna blushed, but turned her attention to Brooke. “They’re not going to bother you?” 
    Brooke shook her head. She wasn’t going to tell Anna that she intended to just make a shelf of the books that seemed to interest the other woman in case she talked herself out of it, or in case she ran it by Christine and Chris told her that was a horrible idea. “They won’t bother me. You can borrow more than one at once you know. Though the book you’ve selected was surprisingly good. I enjoyed it more than I thought I would.” 
    “One at a time is perfect. I’ve already started the one you bought me last night, so it’ll be nice to have something to dive into after I’ve devoured that one.” Anna flipped through the book in her hands, smiling so big Brooke thought it had to hurt. 
    “What? Why are you so excited?” Brooke asked. 
    “You annotated it,” Anna said simply. “I was sad when I made it past your underlines and comments in ‘Delilah.’ I like knowing which sentences you like and why.” 
    Brooke held her tongue. Anna made her feel warm, too warm, too comfortable, too accepted. Accepted in that kind of way that made her almost happy to be as peculiar as she knew that she was. It was like all of her little quirks and habits and things that her friends had always teased her for and her parents had always hated her for were the things that made Anna seem so genuinely interested in her.
    “Shall we continue?” she asked after they had stood in silence for far too long. 
    “Sure,” Anna said, following Brooke out of the office. 
    “Lavatory,” Brooke said, gesturing through the second door. “Washer/dryer closet,” she said continuing, “and my room.” 
    “Can I?” Anna asked, studying Brooke’s face before crossing the threshold. 
    Her bedroom wasn’t anything particularly exciting. She had a simple, metal framed, queen sized bed. Most of her furniture was black and plain. She had artwork of all types and genres on her walls throughout her apartment, but she had a clear favorite of paintings, specifically expressionism. Her bedroom bookshelf was by far the most interesting thing in her room and Anna practically floated towards it. She pulled more books forward, physically indicating which ones she’d one day like to borrow. Brooke consciously moved those books up her list. She’d read them first so that Anna could borrow them as soon as she was ready. 
    “I like your apartment,” Anna said as she finished with the last shelf. 
    “Yeah?” 
    She nodded. “Yeah, I like the little pockets that feel like you.”
    “And which pockets are those?” Brooke couldn’t help but ask. Learning how Anna viewed her was fascinating in a way she couldn’t explain. She had spent so long crushing on this stunning woman in front of her, it felt impossible that Anna had noticed her at all, and yet. 
    “Your bookshelves, for sure,” Anna shot her a wink. 
    Brooke laughed. “Well, when my mother asks what on Earth there is to like about me, you’ve found your honest answer.” The sentence was too real, too harsh, too bitter. It ripped them both out of their playful moment and thrust them headfirst into the reason they were even spending time together in the first place. 
    Anna reached out and let her hand rest on Brooke’s forearm. “If your mother so much as dares to ask me a question like that, I’ll tell her exactly what I think.” 
    Brooke’s jaw flexed as she mentally added Anna’s response to her growing list of things that Anna said that confused the ever living shit out of her.



Chapter Six:
    “Well, and then what happened?” Christine asked. 
    Brooke had called an emergency meeting the night after Anna had come over for photos. She now paced back and forth in her living room in front of Christine, who was so excited she was on the edge of her seat, and Vivienne, who was watching Brooke with a calculated stare that was honestly a little unnerving. “What happened is we took like a million photos and Anna Fourchette smells like heaven. And I could not for the life of me fall asleep after she left and there’s no way I can make it through this week like this.” Brooke was exhausted. She had never been a good sleeper, but last night was another level of sleep deprivation. She couldn’t get her brain to stop thinking, to stop replaying everything that had happened since Monday night over and over in her mind.
    “Can we see the photos?” Vivienne asked, frowning, She was clearly thinking. She was as serious as Brooke in her approach to everything that she did, perhaps even more so. 
    Brooke nodded, unlocked her phone and handed it over. She had studied each photo with painful scrutiny the night before. She had analyzed every pixel on the screen. The way her hair had fallen, how dark Anna’s eyes truly were, the subtle blush on their cheeks as the pictures had gotten more comfortable, more intimate. That was the main reason she couldn’t sleep. Christine scooted closer to get a better look as Vivienne thumbed through the photos. 
    “May I make an observation?” Vivienne asked after sifting through most of the photos. 
    Brooke nodded, uncomfortably, fully braced for whatever Vivienne might say. 
    “You look genuinely happy in these pictures.” It wasn’t mean. It wasn’t harsh. It was the truth. 
    Vivienne’s observation was painfully accurate. Brooke had looked happy in those photos, increasingly so as the night had lingered on. She had looked it because she had truly been happy. Spending time with Anna, Anna just existing in her space, it had made Brooke incredibly happy. Last night, she and Anna had put Schitt’s Creek on in the background and had spent the rest of the evening taking ridiculous photos together, changing outfits, and then taking more ridiculous pictures. Anna had quickly determined her two favorites and had set one as her phone background and one as her lock screen. She had tasked Brooke to do the same and it was that task that had kept Brooke up. Every photo was too good, too lovely, too surreal. And at the end of it, too, unfortunately fake. 
    Brooke didn’t have a response to Vivienne’s statement. What was there to say? She just let out a frustrated huff of a breath. 
    “Did you work on your story at all?” Christine asked, her eyes still locked on Brooke’s screen.
    “Yes, I believe it’s almost airtight at this point.” She sighed and flopped down on the couch next to them. “We started casually dating three months ago, but only got serious about a month and a half ago.” She wiped her face with her hands, trying to wipe away some of her tiredness. If only it worked like that. “The thought there was that it would allow cover should a question get asked that one of us doesn’t know the answer to.”
    “Smart,” Vivienne said, handing Christine Brooke’s phone. She turned her hard gaze to Brooke’s face. “I assume you’ve covered each other’s favorites, potential allergies, and five year plans?”
    Brooke nodded. “Yes, none, and partially.” 
    “Tip-toed around the big stuff?” Vivienne asked.
    Brooke swallowed and nodded. “Of course. We both agreed that as human’s we’d like marriage one day and even a kid or two. Lot’s of childhood trauma to unpack, but I told her that I’ve always wanted to adopt a kid and she fully supports that idea in theory. It was just pretty weird given that we’re pretending to be dating and talking about very real things.” 
    Anna hadn’t made the topic weird at all, but Brooke had been a very reluctant participant and that much was obvious. Anna hadn’t pushed very hard. She had made it very clear that she was just trying to get a brief understanding should Brooke’s mother press them on any uncomfortable topics. Brooke said as much now to Christine and Vivienne. 
    “Any word on her actual sexuality?” Christine asked. 
    Brooke shook her head no. “Not even a whisper.” 
    Christine turned Brooke’s phone around to a photo that had etched itself into every wrinkle in Brooke’s brain. It was of Brooke leaned back on her couch almost to the point of fully laying down and Anna snuggled into her. Anna’s smiling face was tucked into the crook of Brooke’s neck. It was as if the world had slowed to a stop just for them. They had snuggled like that for the better part of an episode, casually snapping pictures, and laughing along with the ridiculousness of the show. Brooke had never watched it before, but it was Anna’s favorite. After a few minutes, Brooke could see why. Anna had taken that photo in particular right after Brooke had promised to watch the whole show. Their smiles were painfully big. It wasn’t until the end of the episode that Anna had bothered to get up. 
    “Which ones did Anna pick for her phone?” Christine asked. 
    “That one is her home screen and one of the ones from our ‘date night’ at Charlies is her lock screen.” Brooke said, air quoting date night, letting everyone know that she was fully aware that none of it was real. 
    Christine nodded excitedly, like that bit of information had confirmed something for her. Vivienne just tilted her head to the side and continued to study Brooke’s face. 
    “I think, if she made this one her home screen, you should too,” Christine said. 
    Vivienne nodded. “I would agree. I would make this photo where she’s sitting on the couch and you’ve leaned down over her as if you were just going for a hug, your lock screen.” 
    “Oh, yeah, that’s a cute one. Good choice,” Christine agreed.
    Brooke inhaled sharply. She agreed, but more to the point she didn’t know what she was going to do about the fact that she had already fallen helplessly in love with Anna Fourchette and was about to spend an entire week with her. She let out a heavy exhale. At least there would be people around the whole time and Brooke was not a fan of PDA, so at maximum they would be holding hands and even that would probably be pretty rare. 
    “Let’s do a little more prep then, shall we?” Vivienne asked. 
    Brooke nodded. Vivienne would be able to help. Vivienne knew exactly what was in store for them with the Kents. Brooke stood back up and resumed her pacing. She did her best thinking on her feet.
    “One bed situation.” 
    Brooke’s eyes widened. “Okay, well that would never happen. You’ve met my family.”
    “If it did,” Vivienne pushed. 
    “I’d sleep on the couch. Or get us hotel rooms.” Brooke shook her head. “It shouldn’t be an issue though. Nathaniel said he had plenty of room for us.” 
    Vivienne nodded. “Your mother.”
    Brooke groaned. “I’ve tried to warm her. Just every time my mother comes up, Anna just says something like ‘oh, I’ll tell your mother exactly what I think,’ and then we move on.” 
    “So, she’s not prepared,” Vivienne surmised.
    “Not really, no.” 
    Vivienne nodded. “Your father?” 
    Brooke rolled her eyes. “The man barely spoke to me when I lived in a house with him. I wouldn’t have the slightest idea how to even prepare her for him in the first place.” 
    “Fair,” Vivienne acquiesced. “Aunts and uncles?” 
    This was a sore spot for Brooke, something that had truly burned and lingered well into her adulthood. No one had stepped in to intervene. Her mother had two brothers and her father had a sister and a brother, all of whom were married, and none of whom had reached out to her in any way since she had unceremoniously been given the boot. She shrugged. “I wouldn’t know who they were if they came up and shook my hand.” 
    “I see.” 
    Christine finally interjected with some much needed positivity. “I think you’re going to be just fine. You clearly have chemistry, your backstory checks out, and Nathaniel wants you there. It’s going to be fine. Better than fine, even.”
    Brooke gave Christine a weak smile and glanced nervously at Vivienne. 
    “I think I'd advise avoiding your mother as much as possible. If Anna’s not prepared, it’d suit you both to not subject her to Sybil,” Vivienne said. “But, that being said, I think you’re as ready as you possibly can be. Did you buy your tickets?” 
    Brooke nodded. “I did, we fly out Tuesday evening and arrive there first thing Wednesday. Nathaniel is coming to pick us up from the airport.” 
    Christine beamed at her. “I’m so happy for you about Nate.”
    Brooke smiled, a real, full smile. “Me too. I can’t wait to see him. At the very least, when all this is over, I hope I fully have my brother back.” 
    “What else is on the itinerary?” Christine asked. 
    “Nate said they have a few options for us for Thursday, given how much family we want to interact with, or don’t. Friday is the rehearsal dinner. Saturday is the wedding. And then we fly back Sunday afternoon.” 
    “Are we still doing dinner this Monday night?” Vivienne asked. 
    Brooke nodded. “Yes, Anna wants to introduce me to Maddie, her best friend and business partner.” Brooke smiled softly. “I believe it’s to prove that I’m not kidnapping her.”
    Vivienne laughed at that. “I like the sound of Maddie already.”  
    Christine scooted over on the couch, making room for Brooke. “Okay, so tell me more about how good she smells?” 
    Brooke let out a laugh and plopped down between her two friends. “I don’t even know how to describe it. It’s somehow a combination of every good smell you can think of. It makes me want to say things like ‘Earthy undertones with a hint of fruit and floral.’”
    “Dear lord, I’m getting more wine,” Vivienne said, teasing as she pushed herself up from Brooke’s couch. “Three tackily filled glasses?” 
    Christine nodded as Brooke said, “Yes, please.” 
    “Hey, B?” Christine said, softly after Vivienne had stepped into the kitchen.
    “Hmm?” Brooke hummed in response, turning to face her friend. 
    “You know it’s okay, right?” Christine rested her hand on Brooke’s forearm. None of the three of them were particularly touchy people, but Chris was by far the most. Brooke couldn’t help but think about how different the simple gesture had felt when it was Anna who attempted to comfort her through contact. 
    “What’s okay?” She mumbled, feeling her innate shyness creeping in. 
    “To fall in love,” Christine said softly, her words just north of a whisper. She spoke so softly, it was as if one decibel higher and Brooke might have been scared out of her own apartment.
    Brooke's stomach flipped. God she was so obvious, Christine was calling her on it. Her thoughts drifted to the night before, to the sounds of Anna’s laughter filling the apartment. 
    “Honey-B, relax,” Anna had laughed, slowly lowering herself to sit on the very edge of Brooke’s couch, giving Brooke ample time to whisk her off to look at something else. But Brooke had run out of things to show her. Anna smiled at her shyly. “Can I make a guess?” Anna had asked, an edge to her voice, riding that line of teasing and flirting that Brooke had a very hard time discerning. 
    Brooke nodded reluctantly. “Sure.”
      “You don’t take many pictures of yourself?” Anna raised an eyebrow. 
    Brooke frowned and sighed heavily, sitting down on the couch on the farthest possible cushion away from Anna. “No, I guess I don’t.” 
    Anna blushed and looked down at the coffee table in front of them. “I tried to stalk you on Insta.” 
    Brooke let out a rough laugh. She knew her instagram game was ‘hella weak,’ as the youths would say. Or would they? She let her thoughts wonder about what the youths would say about her instagram profile, fully aware that any train of thought that could distract her from the way that Anna was tucking her mismatched socks up under her legs and pivoting her body so that she was pointedly staring at Brooke’s profile, was a welcome one. 
    “I see,” Brooke regarded, unsure of how to respond to that. Had she stalked Anna on social media? No, she had searched for her name more than once and found her instagram profile, but she had never let herself scroll. She wanted to learn Anna from Anna, not through carefully curated and publicly shared moments. She wanted to know about the breaths in between. She wanted to learn the parts that weren’t pretty enough to post. 
    Brooke’s own instagram were photos from her trips. She had never made it private because there had been some small sliver of hope in her heart that her family would see it and know that she had traveled and had seen places in the world they never would. Her favorite pictures to post, and all of her favorite places had been places that her mother and father would have looked down on. Her privacy settings were set as such that no one could comment on the images or send her messages though. She wanted her family to look, but she never wanted to know if they actually had. It would hurt too much to have the confirmation that they had never even bothered.
    “You could be a photographer,” Anna said, complimenting Brooke with ease. 
    Brooke wasn’t used to compliments, let alone stunning women giving them to her so freely. She cleared her throat uncomfortably, suddenly more nervous than she had been for their dinner at Charlies the night before. “Thank you,” she replied, softly. She forced herself to turn her attention to Anna. Anna Fourchette was truly something to behold, even in her house clothes. 
    “You could also be a model,” Anna teased, a wry smile curling the edges of her mouth. 
    Brooke threw her head back in a laugh, grateful for the break in tension settling in around them. “Thank you,” she said again, choosing to interpret Anna’s words as a joke, the concept of Anna actually meaning it would top the chart of her Anna-isms list that was growing quicker than the night was passing.
    Anna didn’t press it. Instead, she pointed at the tv. “Want to watch Schitt’s Creek?” 
    “Sure. I’ve never seen it,” Brooke said with a shrug, handing Anna her two remotes. 
    “You never seen it?” Anna sounded offended. “Well, this is gonna change your life. You’re welcome, by the way.” Anna laughed triumphantly as she clicked on the first episode, starting the show. 
    Brooke let out a small giggle. Anna was delightful. Brooke slowly relaxed as Anna navigated her television with ease. She avoided any thoughts about how natural this felt, the teasing between them, how comfortable Anna looked all curled up on her couch in mismatched socks and in sweatpants. Brooke’s heart stopped beating, she wanted this to be real. She wanted Anna. Brooke didn’t need to watch the show, her life had already been changed.
    Brooke shook the memory from her mind. “It’s not though, Chris. It’s not okay at all.” 
    “But it is,” Christine urged. “It’s beautiful and it’s scary, I know. But she’s lovely and she makes you happy.”
    Brooke felt the lining in her heart thicken as if fortifying itself for the inevitable. “She is. And she does,” Brooke said, her voice shaky. “But it’s not real, Chris. Not to her. She’s doing me a favor as a friend.”
    “B”— Christine started, her tone clearly indicating that she felt otherwise, but Brooke shook her head, cutting her off.
    —“No, Chris. I can’t take it.” Brooke swallowed painfully. “I can’t let myself fall, knowing full well that she’s not going to catch me.” 
    “I still can’t believe you’ve never seen Schitt’s Creek,” Vivienne said, breaking the severity of Brooke’s conversation with Christine. Vivienne gracefully set their three wine glasses down on the coffee table without spilling a drop despite nearly overflowing them. She flopped down on the couch on the other side of Brooke with a surprising lack of grace for Vivienne. “How far have you made it?” 
    Brooke blushed. “Season three.”
    “Nice, we should watch some. You and Todd watched it, right Chris?” 
    Christine nodded, finally turning her attention away from Brooke. “Yeah, it’s a phenomenal show from start to finish. I’m glad they finally got the recognition they deserved.”
    Brooke pulled up the show, but before she could press play, Christine spoke again. 
    “You know what, though. Before we start, we should take a group photo. Looking through Brooke's camera roll made me realize we don’t do that enough.” 
    It was a good point, and a thought that Brooke had had the night before. She shrugged. “Sure.” 
    Vivienne didn’t seem to mind, either. So, for the first time, probably in the entirety of their friendship, they snapped a few group photos and shared them amongst themselves in their group chat. 
    Brooke’s heart burned as she realized, all snuggled up between her friends, that she wanted someone to share their photos with. And more importantly, she wanted it to be Anna. 



Chapter Seven:
Anna Fourchette (10:47 pm): 
Hey Honey-B. How was your day?
    Brooke's eyes widened. They hadn’t texted all day. Her last messages from Anna were their “I made it home, thanks for dinner, good night,” exchange from the night before. There had been several moments throughout the day in which Brooke wanted to text Anna, but she hadn’t really known how or where to start. I haven’t slept because I can smell you on my sweater. Felt a little intense. Is it weird to miss you? Felt a little clingy. Hey, what’s up? Felt a little forced and entirely unlike Brooke. And yet, Anna had texted her.
    Vivienne and Christine had headed back to their respective houses less than an hour ago. Brooke had ended up back on her couch, snuggled under her living room blankets that still smelled like the faintest traces of Anna. 
Brooke Kent (10:48 pm): 
It was a nice day. 
Brooke Kent (10:48 pm): 
How was yours?
Anna Fourchette (10:49 pm): 
Good. Work was busy
which is good. What did you do?
    Brooke smiled at her phone as the warmth in her chest blossomed throughout her body. She shared the photo of her friends, just like she had longed to do. 
Brooke Kent (10:50 pm):
ate pizza, drank wine, and watched
Schitt’s Creek with Chris and Viv.
 
Anna Fourchette (10:50 pm): 
Wow, you guys get pretty wild 
on Friday nights.
Anna Fourchette (10:51 pm): 
Also, Christine sent me this photo 
like two hours ago :-P
Anna Fourchette (10:51 pm): 
Also also! How far have you made 
it in Schitt’s Creek?
Brooke Kent (10:52 pm): 
Oh, you know. The wildest. 
And of course she did. lol
 
Brooke Kent (10:53 pm): 
…. I’m starting season four now. 
Anna Fourchette (10:53 pm): 
Oh yay. Patrick’s in it now. I 
love him. Such a cutie.
    Brooke exhaled sharply. Of course Anna thought Patrick was cute. She supposed that was better than her drooling all over Ted or Mutt, but still. Brooke couldn’t figure out how to respond to that. She was worried that anything she typed would read as snarky or bitter. People were allowed to have crushes on celebrities. She knew she did. Her feelings for Kate Winslet were hardly appropriate, but still. It didn’t make the thought of Anna crushing on people burn any less. She was being ridiculous, she knew, but then again, this whole thing was ridiculous. 
Anna Fourchette (10:56 pm): 
I’m about to head home. Maybe 
when I get there we can try to 
sync episodes and watch together?
    Brooke blinked at her screen. Was Anna trying to virtually hangout with her? She mentally added this to her growing list of confusion.
Brooke Kent (10:57 pm): 
Yeah, sure.
Brooke Kent (10:58 pm): 
I’d like that.
    Brooke held her breath, hoping that wasn’t too forward or awkward. She still felt like everything she said or did around Anna was awkward, but thinking about it, them hanging out had been Anna’s idea every time. Anna had suggested dinner so that they could get to know each other better, she had also suggested that they hangout and take a million photos, and now she had suggested a virtual watch party? Brooke thought back to Hunter’s comment about being glad Anna was making new friends, and the fact that both she and Christine had seemed to form a friendship of their own already. That had to be it. Anna was just actively looking for friendships and this was a part of it. Maybe Anna had thought of something else they’d need to do or evidence they should have on their phones to ensure their cover. 
     A small part of her, a very small part, somewhere in the deep dark recesses of her mind whispered that maybe Anna was starting to feel the same way about Brooke as Brooke was her, but Brooke pushed that thought so far back and so far down that she wouldn’t be able to think of it again. 
Anna Fourchette (11:17 pm): 
I’d like that, too. :-P
 
Anna Fourchette (11:17 pm): 
Made it home, let me take a 
quick shower and I’ll call.
    Brooke almost dropped her phone. The thought of Anna Fourchette in a shower. She swallowed nervously and forced herself to think about anything else. She thought about all the things she wanted to clean in her apartment before their trip so she wouldn’t have to do it when she got home. She thought about deep cleaning her bathroom, which just led her to think about Anna in her shower. She shook her head. No, she wasn’t going to think about that. 
Brooke Kent (11:19): 
Sounds good.
    She focused on cleaning her kitchen instead. Which worked for almost exactly twelve minutes and thirty-nine seconds before her phone started to ring. She looked at the screen, almost screaming when she saw that Anna wasn’t just calling her, she was FaceTiming her. Brooke mumbled a slew of curse words under her breath, which was very unlike her, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. She had no idea what she looked like. She was three very full glasses of wine deep at this point. She let out a pained sigh, hoping she looked somewhat okay, despite no sleep and —for her—a lot of alcohol, before accepting the call. 
    Brooke’s jaw dropped as Anna appeared on her phone screen. Her hair was still wet from the shower. Seriously. Wet. Like had she even bothered to dry it? The drops from it left a dark, damp ring around the collar of the sweater she had on. Though this one, like the first one she had worn the night before, was oversized and hung off her shoulder. Though, notably, Anna was not wearing a bra this evening as there was no visible bra strap. Brooke forced her open mouth into an awkward smile. 
    “Hey, Honey-B,” Anna said, easily. Her smile was warm and completely unfazed by Brooke's seeming inability to speak. She sat her phone down on something and tousled her hair with a navy blue towel. 
    Brooke tried to take in everything behind Anna. She appeared to be in Anna’s bathroom as there was a towel rack on the wall behind Anna. She cleared her throat, realizing she hadn’t responded. “Good evening, Darling.” Anna’s smile widened, and Brooke couldn’t help but notice a blush creep down her neck. She realized then, that her living room might be a little too dark for it to be conducive to FaceTiming. “Is it too dark in here?” She asked. 
    “Nah,” Anna said, hanging her towel up on the rack behind her and walking Brooke down a short hallway. “I’m about to get cozy.” 
    Brooke watched Anna’s apartment go by in a blur, a cramped kitchen appeared and disappeared in a flash and then suddenly, Anna flopped down on what appeared to be a massive leather couch. “You said work was busy?” Brooke tried, needing something to distract her from the way Anna handled her phone while on FaceTime, not bothering to keep her face in frame while she was walking or turning on the television, and instead letting Brooke focus on the edge of her jaw line, or the way her sweater and gravity had teamed up to bounce as Anna had walked. 
    “Yeah, which is great. I love nights like tonight. The full house, the rush of the orders, when the team just clicks.” Anna paused what she was doing to smile at Brooke through the screen. “Sorry, I really love what I do.” She blushed again. 
    Brooke shook her head. “No, it’s beautiful, really.” God, that was honest. “I just mean, to be so passionate about what you do. It’s…” Brooke hesitated, there wasn’t really a better word that she could think of. “It is. It’s beautiful.” 
    “Thanks, Honey.” They smiled shyly at each other for a second, letting the compliment hover between them before Anna licked her lips. “Okay. I need what episode we’re on and the exact minute marker.” 
    Oh, right. The show. They were FaceTiming for a reason. Brooke looked at her screen and relayed the information to Anna. Season four, episode two, sixteen minutes and three seconds in. Anna got all queued up. 
    “On three?” Anna asked. 
    “Wait, on three? Or like, one, two, three, go?” 
    “One, two, three, go for sure. Anyone who says otherwise is really going on two,” Anna said. 
    Brooke let out a laugh. “I couldn’t agree more.” They grinned at each other through their phones. Anna shot Brooke a quick wink and focused on her own television. 
    “One, two, three”—They both clicked simultaneously and listened intently to see how they had done. It was almost perfect, so close that it wasn’t annoying. 
    “Nice. Good work, Darling.” Brooke said, genuinely meaning it. 
    Anna bit her bottom lip, but grinned at the camera. “Thanks.” 
    Brooke finally relaxed back onto her couch, cuddling under her couch blankets and smiling as she saw Anna do the same. She made it a few episodes, half watching the show and half watching Anna, smiling wider every time the show made them both laugh, before she slowly started to doze off. 
    “Psst, Honey?” Anna whispered. 
    “Hmmm?” Brooke mumbled, not quite getting her eyes to open all the way. 
    “You’re falling asleep.” Anna’s voice was so soft and so warm. It was almost like she was there. 
    “No, I’m not,” Brooke said, though they both knew that was decidedly not true. 
    Anna let out a soft chuckle. “Oh, okay then,” she teased. “We can keep watching then.” There was a very brief pause, probably left for Brooke to have a chance to fill the silence, but Brooke was already definitely asleep. Anna took a screenshot of their faces on the screen, her smiling so wide it would definitely leave her cheeks sore and Brooke completely relaxed on her side, fast asleep. “Good night, Honey-B. Sweet dreams,” Anna whispered. 
    Brooke’s phone would tell her in the morning that Anna hadn’t ended the call until close to six in the morning and she would be too shy and too embarrassed to ask if that’s when Anna had finally gone to bed or if they had fallen asleep together. 
    Brooke’s weekend flew by in a blur. Last minute preparation for their trip to England, texting Anna non-stop, deep cleaning her apartment so that she’d come home to a clean space (and to keep herself busy), and practicing things she could say to her mother should she ever work up the courage. She also emailed her therapist and set up an appointment for Monday morning. Where she now sat, trying her best not to fidget. Her therapist’s office was about what one would expect: there was a large comfortable couch, a sleek and modern desk, and a well decorated bookcase on the wall behind the aforementioned desk. 
    Her therapist had reminded her of the nuns at her catholic school when she first started seeing her. The similarities had been both comforting and triggering all at once. Comforting in the sense that until four years ago, the closest thing Brooke had done to therapy was confession. For a while her therapy sessions had felt fairly similar. It was triggering in the sense that not all of the nuns at her catholic school were good people. Some of them had found her “affliction” disturbing and had made her last two years of school nearly unbearable. There was a severity in her therapist's aura that reminded her of one of the nuns in particular, one who all the girls called Sister Satan behind her back. 
    But Susan wasn’t a nun. And while she was rather serious, she wasn’t unkind. The longer Brooke went to see her, the more productive their sessions had become. 
    “Tell me more about the woman who’s going with you,” Susan asked. They had already covered all of Brooke’s feelings around Nate, her mother and father, and the thought of being back in her hometown after all these years. 
    Brooke swallowed, for some reason, she was most nervous about this part. Her feelings were pretty well sorted about her family. She was braced for the inevitable train wreck that was her relationship with Sybil. She was prepared to be ignored by her father. She was hopeful about her relationship with her brother and his bride-to-be. Anna, however. Brooke never felt prepared when it came to Anna. She hummed in thought. “Well, she’s rather…quite remarkable, really.” 
    Susan lifted an eyebrow, curious. She was just passed middle aged, and the wrinkles on her forehead had begun to be prominent from the repeated reaction.
    Brooke hurried to continue before conclusions could be reached. Conclusions that were altogether probably entirely too accurate. “She’s a friend. A new friend, but an old acquaintance, and she’s lovely.” 
    “Lovely?” Susan asked, her voice revealing nothing. 
    Brooke nodded. “I mean, yeah. Anyone who would agree to help out a new friend is pretty… well, lovely, don’t you think?”
    “Well, that depends. What does she get out of it?” Susan asked. 
    Brooke thought about it for a second. “An updated wardrobe and a trip to England. But not really like a trip. We’re not exactly sight-seeing. I mean, Nate’s wedding is going to be in an actual castle, but other than that, she won’t see much.” 
    “And?” Susan asked. 
    Brooke deflated. “And she’ll have to deal with my mother. I just hope she stays my friend after the trip, to be honest with you.” 
    “Is that all you want her to be?” The question was gentle, but it was there. Out in the open for Brooke to face. 
    Brooke cleared her throat and shrugged. “It doesn’t matter what I want her to be.”
    Susan’s eyes narrowed. “I’m going to need more information from you than just that, Brooke.”
    Brooke sighed. “She’s never actually said that she’s not straight. And while there are definitely moments that I feel like we might be flirting, I can’t just assume someone’s sexuality. And on top of that. She’s stunning. And funny. And she owns her own business. There’s no way on Earth she’s single.” Brooke's right foot bounced aggressively against the side of her chair. 
    “But if she were single?” Susan pressed. 
    Brooke finally snapped, letting the root of it all be unearthed. “She wouldn’t want to date me anyways. She could have anyone she wants. Literally the world’s sexiest man or woman would be lucky to be with her. And I’m…” All of the rejection that she had ever faced bubbled to the surface. Her parents, her extended family, the girl who had shattered her heart.  Brooke shook her head and wiped tears out of the corners of her eyes before they had a chance to fall. 
    “Brooke,” Susan said softly, clearly trying to choose her words carefully. “Oh my, dear.” She smiled softly. Sometimes Brooke couldn’t help but think that Susan would make a wonderful mother, the way even her look could reassure her. “Please at least give the girl a chance to climb your walls,” Susan teased her gently, knowing that was the easiest way to pull Brooke out of head. “You might even throw her a rope.” 
    Brooke was probably laughably early to Monday night’s dinner at La Fourchette, but she couldn’t help it. All she’d done all day was her therapist appointment, shower, pack her suitcase, and pace. It was as she parked that she realized she was almost an entire hour early. She decided pacing in front of the restaurant would be better than going back home to pace more. She had only made two passes when Anna poked her head out the front door. 
    “Hey, Honey. Whatcha doin’?” Anna’s sing-song tone pulled Brooke out of a trance. 
    “Oh, sorry,” Brooke frowned. She swallowed nervously. “I’m early.”
    Anna let out a small chuckle and stepped outside. “That’s okay, B. You know we’re open. You could wait inside?”
    Brooke stuffed her hands in the pockets of her linen pants. “I could, yes.”
    “Are you okay?” Anna asked, stepping close enough to run both hands up and down Brooke's biceps in a soothing manner. “Is it the trip?”
    Brooke sighed and nodded. “I’m not all prepared.” Brooke's eyes watered. She forced herself to look away, anywhere but Anna’s beautiful and patient face. “You know. I haven’t cried about trauma inflicted by my family during therapy in a long time.” She let out an awkward laugh. “But today…” Brooke stopped talking, the wounds of rejection still stung. And here she was, about to cry in front of the person she was afraid might reject her next. “Some scars never fully heal, do they?” 
    Anna smiled a small, sad smile and shook her head no. “Not all of them, no.”
    There was still so much they didn’t know about each other. Brooke had barely scratched the surface of her past. They had hit some highlights and moved back into a safe, surface level space. Anna pulled Brooke into a hug, and Brooke didn’t fight it. In fact, she let herself sink into it. Anna wasn’t going to reject her—well she probably would romantically, but not as a friend—not now. 
    “We’re friends, right?” Brooke asked, terrified, but desperate for the answer. 
    Anna laughed into their hug. “Yeah, Honey, we’re friends. 
    “Even after you experience my mother?” Brooke asked, tensing for the answer. 
    “Even if your mother slaps me in the face,” Anna said, her voice laced with an edge that Brooke didn’t know how to classify. 
    Brooke leaned back and stared into Anna’s eyes. “Thank you, Anna. Your friendship means the world to me.” She was so sincere, so genuine in her thanks that even Anna looked a bit filled with emotion. 
    “Of course, B. I’m just glad we’re finally friends,” Anna swallowed and stepped back. “You wanna head inside and meet Maddie?”
    Brooke smiled and nodded. “I’d like that, yes.”
    Maddie was everything Brooke had hoped she would be and more. “This isn’t Pretty Woman,” was her opener. 
    Brooke let out a startled laugh. “No, no it certainly is not,” she had agreed after Maddie had never broken into a smile to indicate that she was joking. 
    “No showing up in a limo after breaking her heart and no letting any of your friends cause trauma,” Maddie continued. 
    Brooke frowned, fully confused. “I’ve never once ridden in a limo. I promise I won’t start now.” 
    “And the rest of it?” Maddie asked, apparently this was a serious conversation. 
    “Riding in the limo was the most likely part of your sentence,” Brooke answered with dead pan honesty. 
    Maddie actually did let out a laugh at that. “Well, alright then” She immediately got more serious and leaned over the table and into Brooke’s personal space. Clearly being as intimidating as possible. Brooke didn’t lean away. “Because if you do break her heart or let any of your friends traumatize her, I will find you. Liam Neeson style,” Maddie all but whispered that last bit. 
    Brooke smiled and leaned in conspiratorially. “I believe this is the part where I’m legally obligated to inform you that I have four black belts.”
    Maddie laughed and leaned back, crossing her arms across her chest. “Then this is the part where I legally inform you that I have a shotgun and shovel.”
    Brooke huffed out a laugh. “Noted.” 
    Anna approached their conversation warily. She had gone to thank some of her regulars and had left them unattended for just long enough for Maddie to do her duty as Anna’s best-friend. Brooke was glad for it, honestly. She liked that Anna had someone who was so protective over her, someone looking out for her. “Well, Maddie. Am I allowed to go to England with her?” 
    Maddie narrowed her eyes at Brooke, but then winked. “She seems safe enough.”
    “You didn’t threaten her, did you?” Anna asked, clearly already knowing the answer.
      “I wouldn’t call it a threat,” Maddie said, innocently. “Simply an exchange of valuable information.”
    Brooke just let out another easy laugh. Vivienne and Maddie would probably get along really well. Christine got along with just about anyone, but Vivienne would respect the way Maddie carried herself, her confidence and her honesty. They were qualities that Vivienne possessed and valued. It looked like Brooke would get the opportunity to introduce them. Just then Vivienne and Christine walked in the front door. Brooke looked at her wrist watch, they were early too, by more than thirty minutes. They must have known she would be spiraling. Her heart warmed. Her friends were truly the best. When she and Anna made it back, she’d thank them all with dinner, maybe even at Charlies. 
    Maddie was sitting in the seat across from B, the seat that usually remained empty for dinner. Brooke stood to hug her friends, but before Maddie could get up to leave, Brooke offered her a smile. Throw her a rope, Susan had said with regards to Anna. Brooke needed to let Anna in. Maddie had threatened Brooke over Anna’s heart, twice. That hadn’t been lost on her. Brooke and Anna were flying out tomorrow, and there was still so much for Brooke to unpack emotionally, but if there was any hope in hell that she actually had a shot with Anna Fourchette, she wasn’t going to blow it. The fact of it was, Anna mattered to her. Which meant getting to know Anna’s friends was important. Even if Brooke was right and she and Anna were just friends and would never be anything more, knowing Anna’s other friends made sense. Right?              
    “Wait, Maddie. Join us. I know you came in tonight to meet with Anna about next week and have this little chat with me, but if you’re free, I’d love it if you met my friends.” Brooke glanced at her friends. 
    Christine looked absolutely thrilled. Even Vivienne looked pleased. 
    Maddie nodded, immediately relaxing. She stood and tugged her jacket off, clearly willing to get comfortable. “Alright. I’m not opposed to that.”
    “Brilliant,” Brooke said, her smile widening. “Maddie, allow me to introduce you to Christine McGuire and Vivienne Carlisle, my two best friends. Christine, Vivienne, this is Maddie.” They all shook hands then, nodding to each other like this was some sort of preplanned business meeting.
    “So, you’re how Anna gets to go with B?” Christine asked, though it was clear she already knew the answer. “Anna’s told me about you. It’s so nice to meet you.” They all sat back down at the table. 
    They settled into easy conversation as Anna approached their table cautiously and curiously with a round of water and menus. “I’m not sure if you ladies even need menus at this point, but we did add a new soup.” 
    “Is that one of the recipes you were trying the other day?” Brooke asked. 
    Anna beamed and nodded, clearly pleased that Brooke remembered. “Yeah, it was that and, well, something we’ve not worked onto the menu yet.” 
    “Oh?” Christine asked, clearly interested in the mystery item. 
    Anna waved it off. “Oh it’s just pork tenderloin over fried potatoes. It’s just not on the menu because I haven’t gotten to make it for the team yet.” 
    “It sounds heavenly,” Brooke said, honestly. She could feel Vivienne and Maddie watching her from across the table, but she didn’t care. Anna was smiling at her. 
    “Do you want to try it?” Anna asked. “I happen to know the chef.”
    Brooke nodded, trying to not smile too embarrassingly wide. She managed to keep it to a small, tight lipped grin. 
    Anna winked at her. “You got it. And for the rest of you?” 
    After they had finished eating, Anna squeezed Brooke’s shoulder from the other side of the half-wall that separated the kitchen from the dining area. Brooke wasn’t startled, Anna had been chatting with them for the last minute or so. She turned to give Anna her full attention. Anna nodded away from the rest of the group. 
    “Can I talk to you for a minute?” Anna asked, a subtle blush settling over her cheeks. 
    Brooke nodded, quickly. “Yes of course.” She stood from her seat. “Excuse me for a moment,” she said, smiling at her friends and Maddie, and followed Anna far enough away from where their friends sat that they couldn’t be overheard. 
    “That was really kind of you to invite Maddie to stay,” Anna said. She smiled up at Brooke in a way that nearly melted Brooke on the spot.
      “I want to get to know your friends, too, Darling.” 
    Anna’s eyes dropped decidedly to Brooke’s lips. Not for long, but Brooke caught it. Her heart leapt to her throat. “Maddie wasn’t too overprotective was she?” 
    Brooke let out an easy laugh, but she shook her head. “It was a pleasant conversation, I promise. I like her.” Brooke nodded back towards their friends. “I think they get along.” 
    Anna turned to look as their friends all burst into laughter. She scrunched her face up as she turned back to Brooke. “Why do I feel like they’re talking about us right now?” 
    “Because they probably are,” Brooke could feel the tips of her ears turning pink at the thought. “What did you want to talk to me about?” 
    “Oh,” Anna laughed. “No, I just wanted to go over the plan for tomorrow.”
    Tomorrow, their trip. “Right, yeah. I thought I’d come pick you up from yours just past two. That will give us plenty of time to get to the airport and to our gate before the flight.”
    “Perfect. I’m all packed already,” Anna said proudly. 
    “Oh yeah?” Brooke asked. 
    Anna nodded. “Yep.” Her eyes flickered down again. “I can’t wait.” 
    “Me either.” She swallowed nervously, pointedly keeping her eyes fixed on Anna’s. She was so beyond screwed.



Chapter Eight: 
Brooke Kent (1:50 pm):
I’m on my way. Do I need to stop
and pick anything up?
Anna Fourchette (1:51 pm): 
Nope! :) I’m all set. And excited!
    Brooke sighed. She wished she could say the same. She had a knot of anxiety in the pit of her stomach that would not release. She had done her best to sleep in today. That had really just consisted of her reading a book in bed from her usual wake up time of six in the morning until nine when her stomach started to rumble. 
    Now, as she navigated to Anna’s place, her thoughts were free to wander. She was really going to see her brother again after thirteen years. She realized, sadly, that she had been out of his life for longer than she had been in it. That thought had burned. And she knew, deep down, she knew that that was neither of their faults, but still it hurt all the same. They would do better, she resolved. She would do better. They had lost a lot of time, yes, but they hadn’t lost all their time. They were adults now and could have a relationship on their own terms. And if this week was any indication, they’d have no problem building a relationship and, more importantly, keeping it.
    Anna was waiting outside her apartment building all ready to go when Brooke pulled to a stop at her curb. Brooke couldn’t stop the smile that spread across her face as she saw Anna, wearing yoga pants and a hoodie, clearly ready for their ten hour flight. She had a backpack on her back and two rolling suitcases stood on either side of her. 
    Brooke put her car in park and popped the trunk, hopping out as fast as possible to help Anna load up her luggage. Anna pulled Brooke into a big hug as soon as Brooke was in reach. She didn’t pull away, she was getting used to the fact that Anna was just a touchy person. She even registered in time to hug Anna back. 
    “Hey, Honey,” Anna said, her full smile already in place. 
    “Darling,” Brooke said by way of greeting. “Here, allow me.” She grabbed the larger of Anna’s two suitcases and tucked it neatly into the trunk, despite its weight. 
    Anna blushed. “Don’t worry. It only weighs thirty-nine pounds. I checked twice.” 
    Brooke just laughed. “I'm not worried, Darling.” She eased the carry-on suitcase into her trunk next to it. “Would you like your backpack back here? Or with you?” 
    Anna shrugged out of it and handed it over, smiling gratefully as Brooke wiggled her own suitcase deeper into the trunk to make room for Anna’s backpack. Anna pulled Brooke into another tight hug the second the trunk was shut. 
    Brooke didn’t fight it, but was caught off guard. “What’s this for?” she asked, hoping that her voice was playful and not as confused as she felt. 
    “My backpack was in the way before,” Anna said easily, not letting go. 
    “Ah,” Brooke said, like that made total sense. She hoped that Anna couldn’t feel her heart slamming against her chest. 
    “Okay, now we can go,” Anna said, letting go just as fast as she had latched on. 
    Brooke was left in a daze. “Right, yeah,” she said finally, moving to open Anna’s door for her without even thinking about it. 
    Anna blushed, but didn’t point it out. Instead, she just sank into Brooke’s car and got herself clear of the door so that Brooke could shut it behind her. 
    The ride to the airport was quick and easy. They parked in long term parking and Brooke unloaded their bags, pulling her own backpack on as she went. Airport security made her anxiety spike a bit, if she was being honest. The last few times she had flown, she had been patted down. Which, that wasn’t too bad, but just the stress of holding up the line, the pressure of making others wait, just for you to get felt up in front of them was a bit much. 
    Without thinking about it, Brooke grabbed the two larger, checked bags, and nudged the smaller carry-on bags toward Anna. Anna just let out a laugh. “I get that you’re chivalrous, but I can roll my own bag.” Anna clearly wasn’t mad, her voice was teasing. 
    Brooke looked down at how she had arranged things and blushed. She could feel the tips of her ears heat up. “Sorry, I was”—
    Anna reached out and ran her palm down Brooke’s forearm. “Stressed the fuck out?” Anna offered. 
    It dawned on Brooke then that that’s why Anna had hugged her twice. Anna noticed everything. She nodded and took a deep breath. “Yeah, that about sums it up.” 
    Anna nodded, leaving her hand on Brooke’s forearm. “I get that, but I’m not here to add baggage.” She winked playfully, proud of her own pun. “I’m here to help alleviate it.” She nodded towards the two carry-on bags, clearing her throat when Brooke didn’t immediately shuffle over to them. 
    Brooke huffed out a laugh and sighed dramatically as she moved to roll the two smaller bags towards the little shuttle bus stop a mere twenty feet away. They switched back to their own luggage while they waited for the shuttle to pull up, Anna’s point fully proved. She also had put her hand back on Brooke's arm while they waited. 
    It was comforting, the contact, in a way that Brooke hadn’t expected. Usually her body’s reaction to Anna was a racing pulse, sweating, and more anxiety. But now, as they waited for the airport shuttle to make it to their stop, it only brought comfort and reassurance. Brooke all but leaned into it. 
    Per usual, and expectation, Brooke set off their airport scanners. Anna cracked up from behind her, waiting just outside the body scan. Brooke sighed and lifted her hands up, annoyed more than anything. “Didn’t think you were the type of woman who let ladies into their pants that easily,” Anna teased after they were through with the whole ordeal. She nudged Brooke with her shoulder, actually getting a smile out of Brooke. 
    “Oh, I’ll have you know…” Brooke laughed, trailing off. She shook her head. “I can’t even land the joke. You’d be correct in your assumption.” 
    “What? I for one am shocked,” Anna said, dramatically. 
    Brooke just blushed, thankful for Anna’s easy banter. It was truly effective in keeping her from stressing. She pointed at a map. “Come on, let’s find our gate so we can get real food before we take off.” 
    They got settled into a restaurant bar that was still close enough to their gate that Brooke could watch the boarding screen. 
    “Okay, I’m ordering us drinks, what do you want?” Anna asked, rubbing her hands together excitedly. 
    Brooke shrugged. “I would take some water.” 
    Anna nodded. “Yes, and?” 
    “Oh, you mean like, fun drinks?” 
    “Yes, as in we’re officially on vacation. We are going to a country I’ve never been to before, to go to your little brother’s wedding! Wine? Or something more fun?” Anna’s smile could only be described as trouble. 
    Oh god, getting drunk with Anna sounded dangerous. Maybe a little too dangerous, but they only had about an hour until their flight and they were going to eat, Brooke narrowed her eyes. “Gin and tonic.” 
    “Yes,” Anna clapped in excitement, hopping up from her seat. Before heading to the bar, she leaned across the small table and pressed a kiss to Brooke’s cheek. 
    Brooke almost fell out of her chair. Anna should come with an instruction manual and a hundred warning labels. Caution: Might induce heart attacks, or Warning: Causes shortness of breath. 
    Brooke watched as Anna placed their orders and chatted with the bartender as she poured their drinks. Brooke wondered what that must be like; the ability to charm every person that you interact with. It was something so innate to everything that was Anna. Brooke just shook her head as she saw the bartender add an extra splash of alcohol to Brooke’s drink and then almost completely overflow the fishbowl sized margarita Anna had ordered for herself. 
    Anna looked altogether thrilled as she returned to her seat with the drinks. “For you, Honey-B,” Anna said as she set Brooke's drink down in front of her. She took her seat across the table from Brooke and dug her cell phone out of her backpack. “Hang-on, I’ve got to get a picture of this. I haven’t had a margarita the size of my head in years.” Anna reached across the table and squeezed Brooke's hand. “Smile, silly. You’re in the photo.” 
    Brooke blushed, but she grinned. Completely floored at the fact that Anna would want her in the photo in the first place. 
    “Perfect,” Anna said, stuffing her phone back into her backpack. She took a massive sip from her drink and sighed happily. It was the genuine joy that radiated from Anna that Brooke found so intoxicating. “Oh,” Anna said, suddenly. “And I ordered nachos, but Kimmy is going to come grab our real order in just a minute if you want anything else.” 
    Brooke just breathed out a laugh. “That sounds perfect.” You’re perfect, she wanted to say, but she settled for, “thank you, Anna.”
    Brooke felt more than a little buzzed as they boarded. She’d had to rush to help Anna finish her margarita before their boarding group was called. She hadn’t been able to upgrade them to first class like she would have done if she’d had more time to plan their trip, but Anna seemed to make everything fun. 
    “Window or middle?” Brooke asked as they made it to their row. She had managed to get them the premium economy upgrade, so they did have a bit more leg room. 
    Anna’s eyes lit up. She was very much buzzed. “Window,” she said, delighted. 
    Brooke stashed her own carry-on bag in the compartment overhead and made room for Anna to do the same. Anna bounced excitedly to her seat and pulled her cell phone out of her backpack before she stuffed her bag under the seat in front of her. Brooke pulled The Three Musketeers out before she shoved her own backpack under the seats in front of them as well and settled into her seat next to Anna. 
    Anna mildly drunk was hilarious and endearing. Brooke couldn’t help but fall a little more for the woman as they settled in for their ten hour flight. Brooke, buzzed in her own right, watched with amusement as Anna pushed up the window shade and stared out at the runway.
    Brooke's right leg bounced nervously, as it always did when she was anxious. She had never noticed it until Anna had pointed it out while standing in her dining room, but now that Brooke knew about it, she was aware of every jiggle. Her mind swooped to her mother, ordering her to stop fidgeting when she was a child. Her jaw clenched and released and her leg stilled. 
    Brooke could feel Anna watching her. She swallowed uncomfortably and dared a glance. Sure enough, Anna was studying her, her dark eyes intense and focused, her eyebrows pulled together in almost a frown. “What?” Brooke whispered. She was so busy staring into Anna’s eyes that she missed the motion of Anna’s left hand, reaching over the armrest and settling on her right thigh. 
    “Your leg stopped bouncing,” Anna said back, softly. “Are you okay?” God, there was so much depth to that question. 
    Brooke’s jaw flexed again, but she nodded. Anna looked at her like she didn’t believe her for one second. Brooke just didn’t know how to say that the closer she got to actually seeing her family again for the first time in thirteen years, the more she felt like she might throw up, have a panic attack, or the secret third option, both. 
    “Here,” Anna smiled softly. “Take a pic with me? We can send it to Vivienne and Christine and let them know we made it to the plane.”
    Brooke nodded, glad to have something else to focus on. She smiled, knowing that there was a tightness to her eyes that she couldn’t shake. Anna squeezed her thigh, in what was surely meant to be a reassuring way, but definitely hit the soft spot of Brooke's knee that had always been ticklish. Brooke jumped and let out an undignified squeak. 
    Anna, still a little beyond tipsy, brightened exponentially at the sound. “I’m sorry, what was that?” 
    The tips of Brooke's ears felt immediately hot. Brooke looked around them to see if they had disturbed any of the other passengers as they settled in. “Nothing, Anna. Just take the photograph.” The last thing Brooke wanted to admit was that her knees were incredibly ticklish. And sure she had four black belts and could, in theory, kill a man with her pinky, but if Anna were to squeeze that soft spot over her knee again, she’d be reduced to childish squeals. 
    Anna’s hand dove for Brooke’s knee again. Though Brooke expected it and caught Anna’s hand and tugged it away from her offending weakness. Anna did her best to squirm, twist, and tug her hand free, but Brooke had a grip like a vice. Brooke watched as Anna’s face went from playful to determined to something entirely else that Brooke couldn’t read. 
    Anna’s eyes finally flashed from their hands to Brooke's face. It was then that Brooke caught it. Anna’s eyes had darkened, they were almost pitch black to begin with, but this was something else. Something deeper. Desire. The pink ghost of a blush had spread across her face. Without breaking eye contact, Anna tugged again, testing.
     Brooke's eyes flickered to Anna’s lips. They were on a rapidly filling airplane and both under the influence of alcohol. But Anna tugged again, and a small breath of air slipped from her mouth. Brooke heard it escape as Anna’s lips parted under her gaze. 
    A loud thunk of a bag dropping into the seat next to Brooke made them both jump. The moment was broken. Brooke released Anna’s hand immediately. Brooke wondered if she should apologize. Anna instead just licked her lips and smiled kindly at their new seat mate. Anna let her hand rest back on Brooke's thigh, but it was higher this time, deliberately too high to be able to grip Brooke's knee. 
    It wasn’t until the flight attendants got up to do their spiel that they remembered they were going to take a photo together. Anna moved quickly, leaning well over the armrest and Brooke let her, leaning in as well. Maybe it was the alcohol, maybe it was the look in Anna’s eyes, but Brooke felt like she might vibrate out of her seat. Their faces pressed together as Anna took the photo. Brooke missed her the second she retreated back to her own seat, never moving her left hand. 
    Brooke couldn’t help but stare at Anna’s hand curiously. There were a few scars, knife nicks, likely. There was what appeared to be an old, long since healed burn on the back of one of Anna’s fingers that Brooke longed to trace. Her attention was only diverted when her phone buzzed in her pocket. She grinned at Anna, knowing that it was the photo they had just taken, but her smile quickly turned into a look of confusion as her phone kept buzzing. She slipped it out of her pocket. Anna had started a new group chat with Brooke, Vivienne, and Christine. The opening text had been their photo. 
    Her heart slammed against her chest as she saw the picture for the first time. It was undeniable, they looked cute together. Christine had said as much in her texted response. She had also added a thousand hearts. Even Vivienne had already liked the image. Brooke took a deep breath, doing her best to steady her heart. 
    Brooke watched as Anna dutifully flicked her phone into airplane mode, all with her right hand. Brooke did the same and relaxed back against her seat. She was glad Anna had talked her into the drinks. Brooke was not a fan of take-offs or landings. Though the pleasant buzz of the alcohol and the warmth of Anna’s hand on her thigh were more than easing her anxiety as the plane backed out of the gate. 
    Anna offered Brooke a headphone as they waited at the top of the runway. “I downloaded ten hours of music.” She lifted her eyebrows playfully. “Want to hear every song I could think of?” She let out a little laugh. 
    Brooke nodded and took the offered headphone, marveling at the fact that Anna still used headphones with strings. Just then the plane’s engines revved and Brooke tensed. She death gripped the armrest between her and Anna, took long, deep breaths, and closed her eyes tight. It was the closing of her eyes and tensing her body that made her miss it as Anna removed her hand from Brooke's thigh and slowly worked to peel her fingers off the armrest. That caught Brooke's attention. She opened one eye to glance down at their hands in time to see Anna thread their fingers together with ease. 
    Holding hands with Anna Fourchette while a Taylor Swift song that Brooke could not remember the name of played through their shared headphones, was far more important and serious, and doing far greater a number on her heart, than any plane take off could ever hope to be. And just like that, the take off was over. Brooke exhaled a sigh of relief and watched, just waiting for Anna to unlock their hands, but the moment never came. Anna just stared happily out the window and hummed along to the song.
    Less than thirty minutes into the flight, Anna lifted up the armrest in-between them, and weaved their arms around it so their hands never came apart. Brooke just watched her curiously, unsure of where this was going. She let out a soft laugh as Anna wiggled around in her seat until she was comfortably leaned entirely up against Brooke with her head leaned back on Brooke's shoulder. It was the alcohol, Brooke reminded herself. Anna was a touchy person on a normal day, and now her touchiness was being heightened by alcohol. That’s all this was. 
    “Good night, Honey,” Anna whispered, a small, deeply happy smile tugged at the corners of her lips. 
    She was asleep ridiculously quickly, but Brooke knew that Anna was actually out. Her breathing had slowed and deepened, and her body had relaxed entirely against Brooke's side. Brooke pressed a featherlight kiss to the top of Anna’s head and managed to reach her book without disturbing her. Brooke couldn’t sleep on planes, but hopefully between the book, Anna’s rather random and obscure playlist, the fact that they were still holding hands, and the weight of Anna’s body—which was keeping her rather focused on the present—Brooke would manage to not spend the entire flight spiraling about the fact that she would see her younger brother in under ten hours. 
    Brooke’s eyes snapped open at the sound of the fasten seatbelt sign dinging over the plane intercom. Her brain was just together enough to hear the captain come in over the speakers. “Okay, folks. Please take your seats. The stewards will now make their last trip through the cabin before we begin our final descent into Heathrow. The local time is 6:45 am, and the weather is a cool 17 degrees celsius. On behalf of our crew, I just want to give a big thank you for flying with British Airways.”
    Everything was foggy and disoriented. If it was 6:45 am, that meant that Brooke had managed to get a whopping hour and a half of sleep. The effects were that of a dull headache creeping upwards from the base of her neck and extending in a straight line to the crease between her eyebrows. Better than no sleep, she presumed. 
    It was then that she realized that her fingers were still entwined with Anna’s. In fact, they were still incredibly snuggled up. Anna was practically curled up in a ball on Brooke's lap, not entirely unlike a dog that was way too big to be considered a lap dog, but who was damn well determined to be one anyways.
    She wasn’t entirely sure how Anna had managed the position or how she had maintained their hand hold. She wiped the sleep from her eyes with her free hand and smiled down at Anna, who was breathtaking even while asleep. Brooke brushed a few loose strands of Anna’s hair back from the woman’s face, tucking the tendrils behind her ear. The gentle movement caused Anna to stir. 
    Her dark brown eyes fluttered open and she hummed a little, adorably licking her lips as she sleepily sat up. She had slept for almost all ten hours of the flight. Brooke let out a chuckle. Jet lag? Anna wouldn’t know her. 
    Brooke smiled somewhat shyly at Anna, fully aware that her heart was suddenly pounding again. She wasn’t entirely sure why. Maybe slowly waking up with someone was intimate despite the fact that their seat mate, who snored loudly for most of the flight, was also waking up. The moment still felt heavy, like this tiptoed dance they were doing around each other was slowly starting to come together. 
    “Hi,” Anna whispered. A soft blush swept across her cheeks, moving faster than her smile. 
    “Good morning, Darling,” Brooke said, her voice hardly louder. 
    Anna bit her bottom lip. Her eyes darted away from Brooke's face, before fluttering back. Brooke couldn’t read the depth in them, but she could see Anna’s blush deepen. “Did you sleep?” Anna asked, still barely louder than a whisper. 
    It was such a simple question, so laced with genuine care and concern that it took Brooke's breath away. She nodded. “Yeah, there at the end.” 
    Anna didn’t tut or titter about it, she just nodded, her face still filled with concern. “Okay, but how much sleep?” 
    Brooke had never been asked questions like this before. No one had ever thought to ask them. She swallowed the lump that had unexpectedly formed in her throat. It was lack of sleep that was making her emotional, she thought. Surely, that was it. She cleared her throat and blinked a few times. “Almost two hours.” It was only a slight stretch of the truth, and not so far a stretch as to ease the line of worry that had taken up residence on Anna’s forehead. Brooke was too exhausted to stop herself as her free hand reached up and gently thumbed over the wrinkle. “It’ll be okay, Anna,” she said reassuringly. “If it makes you feel better, I didn’t let myself spiral the whole time.” She offered a small, but genuinely proud smile. 
    “It does. I’m sorry you didn’t fall asleep.” Anna looked genuinely guilty. “I wouldn’t have slept if I didn’t think you would, too.”
    “No, Darling, I never would have wanted that.” Brooke shook her head. “I had hoped that you would get some rest. I just don’t sleep well around others.” She had meant strangers, specifically–as in, the plane full of people–but Anna was looking at her now with an unparalleled fascination. 
    Brooke wondered if she should amend her sentence, to awkwardly blather on that she only meant sleep in public spaces, but she actually didn’t sleep well with others. She had never thought of that before, but the realization struck her now. She hadn’t shared a bed with many people, but she had never really gotten a good night's sleep when she had. She had always just chalked it up to the fact that she wasn’t great at sleeping anyways. It was rare that she actually slept through the night. But looking back on her previous relationships, she always got awful sleep when they had slept over. 
    Just then, the plane started its descent. Brooke gripped Anna’s hand tighter, hating landings as much as take-offs. Anna lifted their hands to her lips and placed one soft kiss against the back of Brooke's knuckles. Brooke wasn’t sure which made her stomach swoop farther, Anna’s lips pressed against her skin or the plane as it touched down on the runway. But she did know which feeling stayed with her. Long after they had retrieved their bags from the overhead compartment and made it down the single file aisle of the airplane, and after they were finally out onto the gangway, Anna slipped her hand back into Brooke's and threaded their fingers together with ease, Brooke could still feel the warm press of Anna’s lips against the back of her hand. 



Chapter Nine: 
    A loud whistle got their attention as they waited at baggage claim for their two checked bags. Brooke somehow knew instantly that the sound was for her. She spun and scanned the crowd. Nate wasn’t hard to find. He was a bit above average height and holding a big homemade sign that said “Welcome Home Brooke (& Anna)!” 
    Brooke’s eyes immediately watered at the sight of him. His smile was the same, toothy and free. It crinkled around his eyes now, she noticed as she ran towards him. She hadn’t realized she was running. When had she let go of Anna’s hand? If she didn’t slow down she was going to tackle him, but he seemed braced for it. Surprisingly, he met her hug with a force of his own and kept them from toppling over. 
    The last time she had seen him, he had been eleven years old, just a boy. He had been confused and sad and hurt and Brooke hadn’t had any answers for him as their father had loaded her luggage into the family car and ushered her into the backseat. She had hardly been able to hug him bye. This hug though, this was the type of hug that made up for lost years. 
    “You’re all grown,” she said as they broke apart. She cupped his bearded face. His jet black beard hairs were surprisingly soft against her palms. 
    He wiped her tears away with his thumbs. “You look almost exactly as I remember you.” Nate laughed. 
    “You look so much like Father,” Brooke marveled. 
    “You look almost nothing like Mother.” 
    They both laughed at that. That insane kind of hiccuped laugh that came from so many emotions all at once. Brooke pulled him into another fierce hug. When they broke apart this time, they both seemed to realize they were in an airport and had people physically there with them. Brooke spun quickly, searching for Anna. She found her immediately, her eyes drawn to her like a magnet, the very sight of Anna was calming and reassuring. 
     Brooke's heart completely melted. Anna had managed to roll all of their suitcases over and was happily chatting with Melanie, Nate’s fiancee. Brooke recognized her from the wedding invitation. She was just as beautiful in person, long dark hair, round, happy face, complete with a radiant smile. They fit together, Mel and Nate. Somehow, Brooke could already tell.  
    Anna’s smile lit up the airport. 
    “Sorry, Darling,” Brooke said suddenly, gesturing at all the luggage. 
    Anna just waved her hand. “Seriously, it’s nothing, Honey.”
    Brooke’s heart soared. This might be the happiest moment in her life. “Um, Anna, this is my younger brother, Nathaniel. Nate, this is Anna.” 
    Anna bounced forward in a way that only Anna could. “Can we hug? I’m a hugger?” 
    Nathaniel laughed. “Please, I’d be delighted.” 
    Brooke wished she could have a photo printed from her memory of that hug. Of Anna’s genuine delight, and of her brother, her baby brother, all grown up and just as joyful. 
    When they broke apart, Nathaniel gestured to his fiancee. “This is Mel, my almost wife.” 
    “It’s so lovely to meet you, Brooke. I’m so glad you could make it,” Mel said, pulling Brooke into a warm and welcoming hug. 
    That hug brought a fresh round of tears to Brooke's eyes, though she wasn’t entirely sure why. Maybe it was just because Mel was a massive piece in Nate’s life. She was someone who had helped him become the man he’d somehow become in all the years that Brooke had been away. 
    “Well, come on. Let’s get you two home. You have to be exhausted,” Nathaniel said. His smile still managed to take up his whole face. “Oh, but look! We made you a sign.” He picked it up off the ground from where he had dropped it to catch Brooke. 
    Brooke wiped her tears, knowing that she probably looked like a wreck, but she didn’t care. She was too happy to be worried about her appearance now. All of the stress and worry about seeing Nate again, about not knowing what to say, had melted away. “Thank you, Nate. And Mel, seriously. Thank you.” 
    “Here,” Anna said. “Let me get your picture together. It’s a big moment. You should have it.” 
    “Oh, brilliant idea,” Nate exclaimed happily, pulling Brooke roughly into his side and grinning at Anna despite the fact that she hadn’t even managed to pull her phone out of her back pocket.
    God, Brooke was happy that his energy had never changed. She had been so worried that over time, or in her absence he would have… well, that he would have built walls, just as she had. But he hadn’t. He was still so overwhelmingly happy. She grabbed half the sign and held it up for the picture, her smile so wide it made her cheeks ache. 
    Nate squeezed her tighter and kissed her forehead. “God, I’m happy you’re here.”
    Nate and Mel both grabbed a suitcase each so everyone was only rolling one. Brooke didn’t even hesitate before sliding her hand back into Anna’s and weaving their fingers together. Anna smiled up at her as they walked, following Nate and Mel out to the short-term parking lot. 
    Anna let out a laugh as they approached Nate’s car. “You guys have the same car.” 
    Brooke frowned, she hadn’t even realized it, but she and Nate did in fact have the same car. She let out a laugh as well. 
    “Do we really?” Nate asked, clearly excited about it. 
    Brooke nodded. “We do indeed. Different colors, though. Mine is dark gray.” Nate’s was bright red. 
    “That’s amazing,” Mel added, letting out a little laugh of her own.
    The car ride was full of sounds, of laughter, of snips of stories that rambled into other stories and tangents, and more laughter. 
    “How’d you two meet?” Mel asked, spinning in the passenger seat to face Brooke and Anna. 
    Brooke looked down at their hands, blushing furiously, thankful that Anna had gotten all of their stories lined up. She marveled at the fact that they were still holding hands. Eleven hours straight of holding hands, but Brooke would be happy to hold on for eleven more. Anna squeezed her fingers. “Well, Honey? Are you going to tell her or should I?” 
    Brooke huffed out a laugh. “Go ahead, Darling. I know you enjoy the story more.” 
    Anna smiled at her, the kind of smile that Brooke had only ever seen Anna smile for her. If she was bolder she would assume that it was special, that that smile meant more than just happiness. 
    Anna launched into their story. “So, it was an unseasonably cold day in March of last year.” 
    Brooke chuckled at Anna’s added details. They had agreed on a simple story. They had never actually practiced telling it together. But then her eyes widened. The first time she, Vivienne, and Christine had gone for dinner at La Fourchette had been an unseasonably cold day in March. 
    “And in walked three very attractive women,” Anna continued. “They’re really a dangerous trio, because they’ve got a little something for anyone’s taste. You’ve got Christine who is warm and sweet and so so cute. Then you’ve got Vivienne who’s hot as shit, but I’m still not convinced that she won’t one day stab me and say something like ‘I’ve been waiting for the right moment to do that for a long time,’ and then walk away like it’s nothing.” 
    Brooke barked out a laugh at that. It was an oddly specific, and fairly accurate, description of Vivienne. 
    “And then there’s B.” Anna gestured with her free hand. 
    Brooke blushed. That’s how she’s always felt in her trio with Christine and Vivienne. Christine was incredibly cute and easy to flirt with, and Vivienne was stunning in a way that either drew daring people in or made weak ones run in fear. And then, there was Brooke. 
    “And obviously, she’s got that classic beauty, understated sexy, hardly ever speaks so she’s got a complete mystery thing going on,” Anna continued, like her words were casual. Like they weren’t some sort of validation of Brooke’s place in the group. “And I just,” Anna made a whooping sound that made Mel and Nate giggle, but it very much left Brooke perplexed. 
    “So how’d you end up with B?” Mel asked, fully engrossed in Anna’s story. 
    Brooke cleared her throat. “Christine has a boyfriend, so she’s out. And the verdict of whether or not Vivienne might stab anyone honestly is still out, so…” Brooke did a jazz hand with her free hand. “She was stuck with me.” 
    Anna let out a loud laugh of her own. “That’s not what happened and you know it. I mean those other things are true, but I knew you were my favorite from your second time in my restaurant.” 
    Brooke frowned, trying to think back. Part of her wondered if this bit of information was true or part of Anna’s act. God, it felt true. And so much had been simmering between them surely it wasn’t all in her head. Her heart raced past the thrill of possibility and triggered alarm bells all throughout her body. This would hurt so much if she was wrong. 
    “Well…” Mel pushed, her eyes darting between them. “Are you going to tell us why?” 
    “She’s kind,” Anna said, blushing furiously as the words fell from her lips. “The second time she came into my restaurant, I saw her standing out front before she ever came in. She held the car door for an elderly woman and gripped her arm as she got into her seat. Then when she came in, the table they had sat at the first time was covered in dirty dishes and I watched as she respectfully asked Bethany—that’s the hostess—if she could wait for that table.” Anna let out a laugh. “Then she ended up helping Alex the busboy clear it and she tipped him as a thank you for going out of order on her behalf.” The car was silent for about two seconds before Anna continued again. “And all of that would be enough, but the real kicker was that when her friends came in and immediately hustled over to their table, somehow knowing they’d have the same one as before—she never said anything about all that she had done. She never mentioned that she had already over tipped the busboy, or that she’d had to make a special request to get their table, she just had done it. I eavesdropped all evening long on their second trip, trying to hear for the moment that she would let something slip, even if it was about helping the old woman into the car. But she never did. And I knew then that she had been kind to just be kind.” 
    “That’s so cute,” Mel said. 
    Anna turned all of her attention to Mel then. “I started waiting on her table the third time they came into the restaurant. I had to know more.” 
    Mel laughed and all but applauded for them.
    Brooke couldn’t breathe. Had that been true? She couldn’t remember the specifics that Anna had clearly cared so much about. She remembered the first time Anna had come over to wait on them, however. She let out a laugh. “You said you were waiting on us because we were becoming regulars and you made it a point to get to know your regulars.”
    Anna blushed. “I did, yes. But I very rarely actually wait on my regulars. It’s just your group, really.” 
    Brooke stared at her in disbelief. “Wait, really?” 
    Anna nodded, not looking away. “Yeah, I’ve got way too much to do to also wait tables. Sadly, I mean I do love getting to talk to people and I do always try to stop by my regulars tables and check on them, but yeah. Yours is the only table I actually cover from start to finish.” 
    “Yeah it is,” Nate quipped from the driver’s seat earning him a smack on the arm from Mel. He just giggled, never apologizing. 
    “Well, that bit was news to me as well,” Brooke said. She wondered how red she must be after that. She also wondered if her body would ever stop being on high alert. 
    Mel shifted her attention to Brooke. “Well now I have to know your side of the story.” 
    Brooke froze. She wasn’t great at improv. “What do you mean?” 
    “Why did you and your friends go to La Fourchette in the first place? Why’d you go back? Was it love at first sight for you, too? Well, kind of second sight really. I think she might have been down for any of you after round one. Which, Anna, babe. Respect.” 
    Everything happening outside of Brooke’s window was suddenly very interesting. She really wanted to just start pointing out places from their childhood. She was a little surprised to see that Nate and Mel must live close enough to their childhood that they might pass it on the trip. She cleared her throat, feeling the intensity of Anna’s gaze on her profile as she stalled. “Well, you see, I work the crossword puzzle every Sunday.” Brooke stared up at the fabric lined ceiling of Nate’s car. 
    Anna’s jaw dropped. “No.” 
    Brooke swallowed and dared a glance at her. “Shall I stop telling my half?” 
    “You saw the article that ran in the paper?” 
    Brooke nodded. 
    “You’re why the three of you came in that first time.”
      Brooke shrugged. “I think we could argue that you’re why my friends and I went in that first time.” 
    Melanie laughed at that. “You were in love from a newspaper article? Oh my god that’s the most romantic thing I’ve ever heard.” 
    “I was curious. Love is…” Scary. Terrifying. Painful. Something that Brooke was desperately trying to avoid. “Her restaurant’s name is a play on her last name and she was stunning. Even in black and white. And I was curious. Then the food was incredible and she was… something else.” Brooke managed. 
    “So how long did it take for you to make a move?” Mel asked, clearly needing more. 
    “Eleven months,” Anna supplied, her voice filled with some emotion that Brooke could not name. And now she was also staring out the window, so Brooke couldn’t find one on her face
    Brooke worried she had done something incredibly wrong then. Like that the truth might have creeped Anna out. 
    “Eleven months? B, what the fuck?” Nate asked. 
    Brooke had to figure out how to fix this. Anna’s grip had loosened in her hand. Their hold felt purely for show. There was so much she hadn’t shared with Anna. Nate and Mel sure as hell didn’t know any of it, but she had to explain herself. “Look, I know. But my heart was shattered. Probably too long ago for me to still be afraid of relationships, but they terrify me.” 
    Anna turned to face her then, her grip tightening ever so slightly. 
    “Aw, and now look at you. Facing your fears,” Mel said. “I love you two together. So cute.” 
    Brooke cleared her throat, desperate to get the subject away from her and Anna. “What about you? How did you meet each other?” 
    It was Mel’s turn to blush. “On a dating app.” 
    “She swiped first,” Nate said, enjoying that fact. 
    Mel rolled her eyes. “Admittedly, he was supposed to just be a hookup.” 
     Brooke's jaw dropped and Anna let out a surprised laugh and the tension in the car was eased back to normal. 
    They pulled to a spot outside a rather nice flat a few blocks away from where Brooke and Nate had grown up. “Home sweet home,” Nate said, cutting the engine with the press of a button. “Let’s get you settled in. I’m sure you’re exhausted." 
    Brooke was well and truly emotionally and physically exhausted. And for every ounce of her that wanted to sit and try to learn about every important moment of Nathaniel’s life over the past thirteen years, there was another, equal ounce, that needed to take a brief nap or Brooke might have an emotional breakdown. 
    The four of them each grabbed a bag from the trunk and hefted them up and into the house. Brooke smiled. It felt like a home. It was sleek and modern, sure, but there were photos of Nate and Mel and some people that Brooke had never seen before. That thought might make her cry again. She had no idea who Nate’s best friend was. Or what they looked like. She didn’t know anything, except for the fact that Anna’s hand back in hers was keeping her grounded in a way that she couldn’t explain. 
    Nathaniel must have been able to sense her overwhelmed levels of emotions. “Here, let me show you to your room.” He looked at his watch, worn the same way as Brooke's, on his right wrist with the face on the inside. “It’s just after seven, why don’t you two get a quick nap in. Might make the jet lag ease a bit, yeah?”
    Anna nodded, but both she and Brooke knew that she had slept soundly on the plane. It was Brooke who could use a minute of rest. 
    Brooke almost protested, but Anna wrapped an arm around her waist. “Come, Honey-B. Just an hour or two. I won’t let you sleep the day away.”
    Brooke could feel a blush spreading across her cheeks. She was glad that Nate was going to show them to their rooms and she could have a moment to herself to just breathe and relax. “Sure, Nate. That sounds great actually.”
    He grinned at them both and waved them farther into his home. Brooke wanted to stop and look at everything. She wanted to ask about every piece of artwork on the walls, every framed photograph. She didn’t recognize any of the faces or the places. He had lived a whole life without her and she just wanted to know about it. But they were both right, she should get a little sleep first. 
    “There’s a lavatory just through here, should you need one,” Nathaniel said, gesturing through a door frame. “And then your room will be right here next to it.” He pushed open a door to reveal a nice sized guest room. Like the rest of the house, its style was clean, minimalist, and modern. There was a nice queen sized bed with a plush, light gray tufted headboard, and a white fluffy duvet. There were two, matching circular bedside tables and a cozy little reading area complete with a classic wingback chair. 
    Brooke nodded. “Perfect, and where am I staying?” 
    Nate frowned. “What? Through here.” 
    “Okay, Anna then,” Brooke said, too tired to figure out what Nathaniel was implying.
      Nathaniel frowned and looked from Brooke to Anna and back. “I’m not making you stay in separate rooms, B. This isn’t Mother’s house. And I’m not some naive child anymore. Okay? Mel and I both live here.” He let out a laugh. “And I can tell you, that is neither of our rooms. Okay? It’s fine. I would never split up you and your girlfriend.” He paused. “Shit, partner? Am I already fucking up?” He scratched the hair on his chin nervously.
    Brooke didn’t know what or how to process. She wished she’d managed a nap prior to this conversation. And since when did Nate say fuck? Brooke could feel how red her face was, but yet she couldn’t get words to form. 
    Anna finally let out an easy laugh that seemed to hold none of the anxiety that must have clearly been written on Brooke's face. “Thank you, Nate. It’s perfect.” She dared a glance at Brooke and shot another genuine smile back to Nate. “She’s just nervous to have to spend almost a week straight with my kicking.” When Brooke never managed a response, Anna continued. “Partner or girlfriend works just fine for us. You’re not fucking up.” She supplied him with an easy wink. 
    Nathaniel laughed at that. “Well, I’ll let you get settled in. What do you say, three hours?” 
    Brooke nodded and blinked in confusion. What was happening? She had to get Anna out of this. She’d rent a hotel. They could just blame her childhood trauma as her need for privacy. Shit that burned a little real. Nathaniel retreated down the hallway before Brooke could manage to protest again. Before she could start apologizing to Anna, Anna grabbed her wrist, pulled her into the bedroom, and shut the door behind them. Brooke’s eyes slowly shifted to the bed and widened with fear. 
    “Anna, you have to know this was not my intention. I had no idea he would even think to put us in the same room,” Brooke started launching into an apology.
    Anna just smiled a soft, easy smile and shook her head. “B, I’m not mad. I fully expected to share a bed with you.” 
    Brooke frowned even harder, none of it made any sense. “What?” Brooke felt completely out of control. She took a deep steadying breath. 
    “Hey, hey,” Anna’s voice was soft. “It’s okay. I’m not mad. I don’t think you’re going to try anything.” She reached out and started rubbing circles on the small of Brooke's back. “Come on, you’re exhausted.” Anna nodded towards the bed. “I’ll rock, paper, scissors you for the right side of the bed.” She lifted an eyebrow playfully, trying to tease the stress out of Brooke. 
    “Why’d you think I’d prefer the right side of the bed?” Brooke asked, not bothering to lift her hands to play despite the fact that Anna was at the ready. 
    “I’ve been in your bedroom,” Anna said, pumping her fist once. “Come on, throw on shoot.” 
    “The bed was made,” Brooke said. 
    Anna sighed, and dropped her hand. “Yes, but the coaster, actual old school alarm clock, and The Three Musketeers were all on your right bedside table. There was just a plant on the left bedside table.” 
    Brooke’s mouth fell open, but no words came out. She stared at Anna for far too long before she cleared her throat. “You can have the right.” 
    Anna fist pumped. “It’s for the best. I would have beaten you at rock, paper, scissors.” Anna smirked as she rounded the bed to its right side and started unloading the contents of her pockets onto the incredibly modern bedside table. 
    “You can’t possibly know that,” Brooke said, rolling her eyes as she moved to the left side of the bed. She didn’t have it in her to tell Anna she would prefer the left side of the bed in this room. If she admitted that, it would force her to admit that she would always pick the side of the room closer to the door when it came to sharing a room with Anna, and that would be admitting that she cared, that above everything else, she’d want to keep Anna safe. 
    “Sure I can,” Anna said, shooting Brooke a wicked grin. “Lesbians always pick scissors.” 
    Brooke groaned. “Oh, that was horrible.”
    Anna burst into a giggle and Brooke couldn’t help but laugh along with her. This was truly ridiculous. This whole situation. She should have come alone. She shouldn’t have subjected Anna to this, and yet she had. And she was so incredibly thankful that Anna was here with her, in what was practically a stranger’s guest room, like this wasn’t the weirdest thing in the world. 
    Brooke needed to vocalize her appreciation. She needed to let Anna know how much it meant to her. “Thank”—
    —“I got you something,” Anna said before Brooke could finish. Anna blushed and stared down at her hands. “Sorry, you go.” 
    Brooke shook her head. “No, you first. Please, I insist.”
    Anna bit her bottom lip, her sudden excitement palpable. She pushed her carry suitcase over on Nate’s dark walnut floors, quickly unzipping it and rifling through it. “Ta da!” She exclaimed as she turned around holding two coordinated pajama sets. One set was purple, the other was navy. Their favorite colors, Brooke realized. 
    Brooke huffed out a laugh. “You got us matching pajamas?” 
    “I got us matching, monogrammed pajamas.” Anna held the navy blue set out for Brooke. 
    Brooke frowned. “But navy blue is your favorite color.”
    “I know,” Anna said back, her tone unmistakably flirty. “Now can I please ask you a question? Vivienne is a vault and wouldn’t tell me.” 
    Brooke swallowed and hoped that it wasn’t so loud that Anna would be able to hear it from the other side of the bed. “You can ask…” There was an unspoken, I can’t promise to answer. 
    “What is your middle name?” Anna asked. “Vivienne gave me the ‘I’ so the monogram would be correct, but that’s all she let me have.” 
    “Oh,” Brooke chuckled. “That’s all?” Brooke finally came back around the bed to accept the offered pajamas from Anna. “Isabella.” She stole a glance at Anna’s. “What’s your G stand for?” 
    Anna shook her head, no.
     Brooke's jaw dropped indignantly. “I told you mine.” 
    “Yours is nice.” 
    “I’m sure yours is too, Anna Fourchette sounds like a Bond villain. Your mum is clearly good with names.”
    “It’s Graham,” Anna said through gritted teeth. 
    “What’s wrong with Graham? That’s a pretty name, maybe a little masculine, but I think that’s quite nice. Wait, Anna Gra—. Anna… Graham…. Nooo. Like anagram?” Brooke covered her mouth, trying to stifle a laugh. 
    “No, bring it B-Bell. I’m ready.” 
    “B-Bell?” Brooke threw her head back in a full on cackle. “Your mother named you Anna Graham. Should I even bother asking if it was intentional?” 
    Anna rolled her eyes. “She pretty much only speaks French. It’s my father’s last name. She wasn’t giving him full credit, but I guess wanted him to have something. So, no. It wasn’t intentional, just,” she let out a huff of a laugh, “a choice.”
    “Well, I’m a massive fan.” Brooke reigned her smile in. She was still determined to express her gratitude. “Thank you, Anna. For the pajamas, and for coming with me. I would honestly probably be having a panic attack if you weren’t here.” 
    Anna’s wide smile softened. “You’re welcome, Honey.” She held up her own purple set of pajamas. “I’m going to go change into these and brush my teeth.”
    Brooke nodded towards the door. “Well, go on then. I’ll change in here and freshen up when you’re done.” 
    As soon as Anna had shut the door behind her, Brooke’s eyes dropped to the pajama set in her hands. “What the fuck?” she whispered, adding another thing to the incredibly long and growing list of things that Anna did that confused her.



Chapter Ten:
    Brooke decided she should take a quick shower before climbing into bed. She moved quickly and efficiently as she always did, never one to linger under the scalding hot water. As soon as she got out, her eyes lingered on the pajamas Anna had gotten her. Her thoughts raced over what had been said in the car ride. She sighed, embarrassed that that’s what was occupying her thoughts. She hadn’t seen her brother in thirteen years, and yet her mind was stuck on Anna’s incredibly detailed memory of their early acquaintance, stuck on the way that Anna had spit out the words ‘eleven months,’ like it was a curse in and of itself. 
    She dried herself off and wrapped her hair up in her towel. She picked up the pajamas that Anna had given her. It was an incredibly kind gesture. They were soft to the touch, silk to be sure. Brooke stepped into the pants and tied the drawstring in the waistband. She unbuttoned the top and slipped it on, realizing immediately that it smelled like Anna. Brooke allowed herself exactly thirty-two seconds to bury her nose into it. It was such a wonderful combination of scents. There was a faint linger of clean breeze laundry detergent, the second was the scent Brooke still had no name for but that was definitely Anna’s perfume, and the third unmistakable fragrance that Brooke knew was simply Anna herself. Brooke buttoned up the shirt, leaving only the top button undone. When Anna had freed up the bathroom, Brooke had noticed that Anna had left the top three buttons undone on her own shirt, but Brooke wasn’t that bold. She was also very aware of how this shirt hung to her braless chest. She had managed to not look that low on Anna’s and had no idea how it clung to her, but Brooke's pulse raced at the thought. She shook the intrusive thoughts from her mind and brushed her teeth. 
    When she made it back to their shared bedroom she knocked softly on the door. 
    “You can come in, Honey,” Anna called out. 
    Brooke took a steadying breath and opened the door. Nothing could have prepared her for the sight of Anna propped up against the headboard, half tucked under the covers, reading the book Brooke had gotten for her. Brooke felt incredibly self conscious that her hair was still wrapped up in a towel, but she didn’t want to get her pillow all wet, or worse, somehow manage to get Anna wet. Anna just smiled warmly at her. She didn’t appear to be feeling any of the tension that Brooke was about their car ride or her embarrassing confession that she had been the reason that she and her friends had gone to Anna’s restaurant that first time. 
    Brooke moved quickly to her side of their shared bed and slipped under the covers. The queen sized bed was not large at all. Her leg bumped into Anna’s. “Sorry,” she mumbled. 
    Anna dropped what appeared to be a sticky note into her book as a bookmark and shut it easily. “It’s okay, B.”
    Brooke sighed and wiggled a bit under the covers, trying desperately to get comfortable next to Anna. 
    “Brooke?” Anna asked, gently. 
    “Hmm?” Brooke hummed, afraid to look up at Anna. 
    “How are you holding up?” 
    Brooke swallowed back her emotions. “About as well as a sand castle at high tide.” Brooke didn’t add that Anna was probably the cause of more than half of it. That was an unfair assessment. The way that Brooke had clung to Anna’s hand earlier said as much. But it was her feelings for Anna that were threatening to send Brooke into an actual emotional spiral. She could never have done this alone. Correction, she would not have done this alone, but it was all too clear to her that the very woman holding her together was also the one unraveling her from the frayed edges of her very worn seams. 
    Anna reached out and ran a comforting arm down Brooke's side. “You said earlier that you don’t sleep well with others.” 
    Brooke let a little surprised breath out, sharp, and pointed through her nose. “Yeah.” She didn’t argue, there was no point. It was true. She dared a glance at Anna now and was surprised to see a fond smile splayed easily across Anna’s face. “What?” she whispered. 
    “Do you always sleep with your hair up in a towel?” Anna asked, running her pointer finger up the fabric. 
    Brooke shook her head. “No, but I never get in bed with wet hair.” 
    “You having wet hair doesn’t bother me.” 
    Brooke frowned at that. “But a wet pillow would bother me.” 
    Anna let out a little laugh at that. “Are you actually comfortable like that?” She asked it like she knew the answer could only possibly be no and anything else would be a bold-face lie. 
    Brooke didn’t know how to say that not a single inch of her was comfortable, period. She just let out a little huff of air that brought on another little laugh from Anna. 
    “Honey-B, come on. Give me your towel.” Anna held her hand out, waiting.  
    Brooke did as was instructed. There didn’t feel like any point in arguing and she was too exhausted to try, anyways. Anna stood and draped the towel over the arm of the wingback chair and returned to her spot in their bed. 
    “How do you normally sleep?” She asked, her voice was soft and curious. 
    “On my side,” Brooke replied. 
    “Okay,” Anna watched her expectantly. 
    Brooke let out another huff, but rolled, turning on her side to face away from Anna. She got situated so that her cheek wouldn’t touch anywhere on the pillow case that might even be the slightest bit wet. 
    “Why don’t you sleep well with others, Honey?” Anna asked, so quietly Brooke wasn’t sure she was actually meant to hear the question. 
    She hummed, thinking about it. There were probably a lot of reasons: being a light sleeper, being somehow self-conscious even while unconscious that she might snore or say something in her sleep, and more troubling still, and likely the root of her issue—as her therapist would say—trauma stemming from a sleepover. Brooke closed her eyes tightly and debated telling Anna the truth. They were tip-toeing such a fine line between friendship and something more and they were doing it without ever talking about it. It was as if acknowledging it would crumble the very loose foundation they were building. 
    She decided that the full truth in this case, not an abbreviated version of it, would be best. Whether they ended up as just friends, or something more, or nothing at all, letting her truth out would probably be cathartic. “When I was sixteen, I was having a sleepover with my best friend, Holly.” 
    She felt Anna settle deeper into the bed and roll to face her. 
    Brooke swallowed. “I had a crush on her.” She let out a shaky breath. “She knew it. She wasn’t mean about it, but she was aware of it. We had sleepovers on most weekends.” Brooke paused, remembering. “We’d always had sleepovers, ever since we were little kids, but there was something about having feelings for her and her knowing it that completely ruined my ability to sleep at them. Then one night, long after we had climbed into bed, she asked if I was asleep. I said no. She kissed me.” 
    Anna shuffled a little closer in the bed. So close that Brooke could almost feel her body, but she knew they weren’t actually making contact. It was just Anna’s gravitational pull. 
    “We didn’t get a lot of sleep at our sleepovers after that.” Brooke felt her cheeks heat up. “I don’t mean that we jumped straight into… fornicating, but just that our sleepovers became a lot less about sleeping and a lot more about exploring.” Brooke inhaled shakily. “It was less than a month after that kiss that my mom walked into my room one night when Holly had stayed over and caught us very underdressed and very much on top of one another. She called Holly’s mom and the next day I was shipped off to boarding school and I’ve just never slept well in a bed with anyone else ever again.” 
    Brooke almost jumped when Anna’s fingers brushed through her hair. Anna moved slowly and steadily, combing through tangles and damp waves. Surprisingly, Brooke relaxed into the gentle touch after Anna’s third pass. 
    “What happened to Holly?” Anna asked, her voice softer than her touch. 
    “We both ended up at Oxford, actually.” 
    Anna sat up behind her. “What?” 
    Brooke just nodded and squeezed her eyes shut even tighter. 
    “What happened?” Anna asked. 
    “She was my first girlfriend. We dated for two years. Though, I think because of the trauma, neither of us were that comfortable with actual spend the night type of sleepovers. I think we were both scared that our parents might show up at any moment. I knew that she hadn’t told hers that I was even at Oxford and obviously, I still wasn’t communicating with mine.” Brooke sighed. “And in the end, she ripped my heart out. I asked if she wanted to move in with me and she told me that it could never be real, that what we were doing, it couldn’t last.” 
    “Oh, Brooke.” Anna pulled Brooke backwards into a tight hug. “I’m sorry that happened, Honey.” 
    Brooke just let herself be wrapped in the warmth that Anna seemed to radiate throughout her body. They stayed like that for a long time before Anna started running her fingers through Brooke's hair. 
    “Is this okay?” Anna whispered. Brooke was still pulled so tightly back into Anna that she could feel Anna’s breath on her cheek. 
    Brooke nodded. She didn’t let herself say it, or even ruminate over it, but in Anna’s arms like this, Brooke felt safe. For the first time in a long time, Brooke felt home. 
    It had been a long time since Brooke had slept that soundly. Part of her wanted to chalk it up to being fully emotionally and physically drained from their trip, but she knew there was more to it than that. She knew that part of it—most of it—had to do with the fact that Brooke had confessed the pain of her heartbreak and Anna had done nothing but comfort her. 
    It was a soft knock on their bedroom door that had pulled her from sleep. 
    “You can come in,” Anna said, just loud enough for the other person to hear on the other side of the door. 
    Brooke heard the sound of the door’s hinges, squeaking ever so slightly. 
    “Did you get some rest?” It was Nate’s voice who asked the question. 
    Brooke felt Anna’s response in the form of a nod. They hadn’t moved at all since Brooke had fallen asleep. She was still curled tightly up in Anna’s arms. She wondered if Anna had fallen asleep, too. 
    “Good, I’m glad.” Nate’s voice was still soft. The steady rumble of his deep voice was surprisingly soothing and somehow already achingly familiar. “Do you want to wake that one up? I promised her three hours and gave her three and half.”
    Anna chuckled. Brooke could feel the vibrations of Anna’s chest against her back. “Yeah, I’ll coax her up.”
    “You think she’ll be up for going to get some food? Or should we order in?”
    “I’m not too sure, honestly. But I’ll get an answer out of her.” There was a pause in which Brooke felt certain that Anna had filled with a smile. “I can be very persuasive.”
    Nate let out a laugh. “Brilliant. No rush. Just wanted to let you know it’s been three hours.” 
    “Thanks, Nate,” Anna said, the words chasing after Nate as he shut the door.
    Brooke felt Anna’s fingers sweep back through her now dry hair. “Hey, Honey,” Anna said, her voice soft and close in Brooke's ear. 
    Brooke wiggled a little in response. 
    “Did you hear your brother?” 
    Brooke nodded, but she didn’t open her eyes. 
    “Did you sleep okay?” Anna asked, her fingers lightly scratching Brooke's scalp. 
    Brooke nodded again and hummed softly as Anna’s fingers moved through her hair. 
    Anna let out a deep rumble of a chuckle against Brooke's back. “So, we’ve discovered that you like head rubs.”
    Brooke wanted to argue that this wasn’t a head rub. That it was much more aptly described as a head scratch, but it felt too good for her to even bother trying to articulate the difference. She just hummed happily at the contact. No one had ever played with her hair before. This wasn’t even something she knew that one could like. But whatever it was, or was called, she did very much enjoy it. 
    Anna continued to run her fingers through Brooke's hair, humming a song that Brooke didn’t recognize. “Do you want to get up and hangout with Nate? We can go get some food or order it back to the house?” 
    Brooke’s eyes fluttered open. She lifted her hands to wipe the sleep from them. They should get out and enjoy the day. They had a busy couple of days ahead of them. It wasn’t like they would get many opportunities like this and Brooke did really want to show Anna around. She rolled onto her back carefully, not wanting to squish Anna as she rolled. “We should go get lunch. I can show you some scraps of my childhood.” 
    Anna propped herself up on her forearm and positively beamed down at Brooke. 
    Brooke felt herself blushing under Anna’s soft gaze. “What is it?” Brooke asked, nervously. She was worried that she must have sleep or drool crusted to her face. 
    A pink tongue flicked out along Anna’s lips. Her long eyelashes fluttered against her high cheekbones. “Nothing,” Anna said softly. 
    Brooke wiped her face, certain now that something was on it. “Anna, you’re going to give me a complex.” 
    Anna let out a laugh. “No, no. Don’t get a complex, B. It’s just. You. You’re really pretty when you’re half asleep and kind of cranky.” 
    Brooke’s heart flatlined. They stared at each other, daring the other to move, but the moment passed, the wish unfulfilled. Anna finally cleared her throat. “Well, I guess I should get up and get dressed for the day.” 
    Brooke nodded, lamely, wishing that she possessed the strength to whisper stay. Or that she would be bolder still somehow and lunge forward and capture Anna’s lips with a kiss. She managed to do neither. At least now, Anna had heard the underlying trauma that had kept Brooke from letting herself ever get in too deep with a woman. 
    Anna untangled herself from Brooke's body and rolled out of bed. Brooke sat up, watching as Anna dug through her suitcase and produced an outfit that Vivienne had absolutely helped pick out. It consisted of a cream colored turtle-neck sweater that looked soft to the touch, and a dark tan suede skirt that would most definitely be high waisted and probably stop somewhere in the general vicinity of Anna’s knees. 
    Textures. Brooke had long ago learned that nice things were nice because of texture. It was in the quality of fabrics used. A button down made from textured fabrics was the epitome of class and grace. Anyone could wear a button down, but wealth was marked by quality. It was an obnoxious thing to know and an abhorrent thing to notice, but that was the byproduct of being a Kent. 
Anna had selected well. Anna’s outfit, while feeling much like something Brooke could have already seen her in, was fitting for the company in which they might be keeping here. Brooke's stomach dropped at the thought of seeing her mother. She really hoped that wasn’t on today’s agenda. 
    “Ready to see me all dressed up?” Anna asked, her voice suddenly playful. The intensity of their moment completely melted away and replaced by Anna’s general good nature. 
    Brooke let out a laugh and rolled out of bed on her side and stretched her hands up over her head. She felt her shoulders pop and her spine straighten. She also noticed Anna’s eyes drop to the thin line of skin that had been exposed between the bottom of her shirt and the waistband of her sleep pants. “Yes,” she said, softly. “I’m ready to see what you selected.” 
    Anna nodded. “I’ll take the bathroom?” 
    Brooke nodded and dug through her suitcase as soon as Anna had shut the door. She pulled out a long sleeved stark white button down and a woven navy blue sweater. The light gray pants she pulled to go with them were wool and incredibly well cut. She changed into her outfit quickly, not knowing how long Anna would be. She was in the middle of slipping two rings onto her left hand when Anna knocked softly on the door. 
    “I’m decent,” she called, still trying to figure out at what point she had on enough rings. 
    Anna smiled softly at her and ran her hands down the front of her tan skirt. “Well, am I fancy enough?” she asked, her question genuine. 
    Brooke nodded. Anna looked like she could be on the front page of a Banana Republic magazine. Her hair was pulled back into her signature half up, half down look that only looked that good on her. “You are,” Brooke smiled a tight, closed lip smile. She was nervous to ask the next question, and it was probably too late to ask anyways. “It’s okay, right?” 
    Anna frowned at her. “What do you mean?” 
    “Well, like.” Brooke sighed. “I just hope you know that on a normal basis I don’t care about things like clothes or where they’re from.”
    Anna blushed. “I know, B.” 
    Brooke nodded and looked back down at her hands. Two rings on each was plenty. She cupped the rest in her hand and stood, she’d leave the extras in organized rows on the dresser. She was certain she’d wear them all at some-point this week. Anna watched her as she worked. 
    “You know, Christine might have suggested that I just borrow jewelry from you all week,” Anna said. 
    “Did she?” Brooke asked, not looking up from her work. “You’re welcome to it. I never wear enough of the stuff according to Chris.” 
    Anna moved closer, her look another one that Brooke couldn’t place. She felt like flirty was a fair category to put this gaze in. “You wouldn’t mind?” 
    Brooke shook her head and stepped back. “Not at all.” She gestured to the rings and the few necklaces that she had lined her side of the dresser with. 
    Anna looked at the rings and touched one gently, reverently. “Even this one?” She lifted an eyebrow.
    Brooke stepped closer to see which one Anna was talking about. It was her K signet pinky ring. She shrugged. “If that’s the one you want to wear,” she said it as casually as she could, but her heart leapt at the thought of Anna wearing it. She felt like how an American teenager must feel about their crush wearing their letterman. It was ridiculous and possessive and entirely unlike herself, but her heart still clamored against her chest at the thought. 
    Anna slipped the pinky ring on, and smiled at Brooke in a way that suggested that on some level, she felt the same way. “It’s really okay?” 
    Brooke nodded. “It looks perfect.” 
    It was just past eleven when they finally emerged from their bedroom. Anna looked proud of herself when she informed Nate that they were up for adventuring. Nate suggested a little local fish and chips shop that was within walking distance. It was a nice day out so they all agreed. They walked down streets that had long since been buried in Brooke's subconscious. 
    They passed the little park that they had played at as kids. She pointed it out to Anna, with a head nod and the briefest description. “I played there a lot as a little kid.” 
    Anna lit up about the small piece of information. “Really?”
    Brooke nodded. “Sure did. Learned how to swing on that very swing-set.” 
    “I got in my first fight there, too,” Nate added, lifting his chin.
    Brooke rounded on him. “Your first fight? Nathaniel, why on earth were you in fights?” 
    Nate ducked his head. “I don’t know, B. Sometimes kids just fight. I learned pretty quickly I wasn’t any good at it and stopped.” He let out a dark laugh. “I smoked a joint in that alleyway. Would you like to scold me about that?” 
    Brooke just shook her head. “No, I think everyone should smoke a joint at some point in their life.”
    Anna laughed at that. “I cannot imagine you high. You being drunk is hilarious enough.”
    “God, I would love to see Brooke drunk,” Nate said. 
    “Why is me being drunk so hilarious?”
    Anna grinned. “You’re so much less reserved.” 
    Brooke felt the tips of her ears go pink. 
    “Oh, this I need to hear,” Mel said. 
    “I don’t think you do,” Brooke said, quickly. She was suddenly worried that Anna would quote something embarrassing that Brooke couldn’t even remember having said. 
    Anna let out the cutest giggle. “Don’t worry, Honey-B. Your adorable drunk ramblings are safe with me.” She slipped her arm through the crook in Brooke's elbow and pulled her in closer. 
    “You two are genuinely the cutest,” Mel said, happily. 
    They arrived at their destination not long after that. Brooke’s eyes widened in surprise. Harold’s Fish and Chips had been a childhood favorite for her. “I can’t believe that this place is still here.”
    Nate shot her the happiest of smiles. “I was hoping you’d remember it. They paid me to repaint it when I was in high school.” 
    “Really?” Brooke asked, swelling with a bit of pride as they walked into the small restaurant. There were only a handful of tables in the establishment, but thankfully one of the larger tabletops was open. 
    “Yeah, it could probably use another go now.” 
    “Nathaniel,” a booming voice rang out from the back. “And who’s this?” Mr. Harold himself came out of the back. He looked the same. Like somehow age had been unable to touch him in this restaurant. He was a round man with ruddy complexion and short, dark hair. He had on an all white track suit under his massive red apron, though the apron did nothing to obscure the massive gold cross he wore on an equally excessive gold chain around his neck.
    Brooke smiled warmly, despite being quite certain that he’d not remember her. 
    “Brooke Kent?” Mr. Harold asked, taking his little food safety cap off as he came closer, tucking it into the front of his apron. “My goodness. It really is you. Dearie, it has been too long. How are you?” He pulled Brooke into a warm hug. 
    It warmed Brooke's heart to be remembered fondly. She had been worried that this neighborhood would be filled with people that felt the same way her parents had. To be received so warmly by people who had barely been more than strangers was surprisingly touching. “Hello, Mr. Harold.” 
    “You’re all grown, dearie. And who’s this pretty girl with you?” Mr. Harold asked, turning his attention to Anna. 
    Brooke blushed. She wasn’t used to coming out. She didn’t really ever do it and it had been so long since she’d had someone to introduce. “This is Anna, my”… Brooke tripped on her words. “Well, she’s my,” Brooke must have looked panicked. 
    Anna stepped in. She had come to help Brooke with exactly this. “I’m her girlfriend. It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Harold.” 
    Mr. Harold beamed as he shook Anna’s hand with both of his. “It’s so nice to meet you, Dearie.” He released Anna’s hand to clap Brooke on the shoulder good naturedly. “Brilliant work. She seems lovely.” 
    Brooke blushed even deeper. She shot Anna an apologetic smile, but it was just met with a warmth in Anna’s eyes that Brooke just added to her list. She didn’t know what to do with the way that Anna was looking at her. It was as if she had hung the moon, when all she had done was trip over her words. “She’s amazing, Mr. Harold.” And Brooke meant it. 



Chapter Eleven:
    The rest of the day went by much the same. They wandered the streets of Brooke and Nathaniel’s childhood, pointing out different memories. Brooke’s first kiss, a boy named Walter. It was bad, both the kiss and the situation. Yes, she already thought she liked girls. Yes, she still feels guilty for knowing that and kissing him. Yes, that did confirm the last piece of the puzzle for her. They were boyfriend and girlfriend for three whole days until he broke up with her for not kissing him again. 
    Nathaniel’s first kiss. Which, even learning about, had horrified Brooke to no end. He was thirteen and it was a girl named Lucy. Apparently, Nathaniel was pretty sure that meant that they were going to get married until she loudly declared that Tim Wellingham was a better kisser and never spoke to him again. 
    Anna told him not to worry, she didn’t even have her first kiss until she was nineteen and it was to a gay man who felt sorry for her.
    Mel didn’t try to top that one. It was the group’s unanimous conclusion that Anna took the cake there.
    Brooke recognized all too suddenly what street they had turned down. Her feet came to a startling stop. Her eyes scanned the street, a feeling bordering on terror seized her lungs. Anna stopped walking when her hand slid out of Brooke's, spinning quickly to see what had happened. Brooke swallowed nervously, suddenly very interested in the ground at her feet. 
    “Honey-B? You okay?” Anna stepped closer, much closer, right into Brooke's bubble. “Talk to me,” she whispered, so quietly Nate and Melanie wouldn’t be able to hear. 
    “My childhood home is the big red brick house halfway down the street on the left,” Brooke said without looking up. 
    Anna spun, clearly trying to look for it. “We don’t have to walk down this street if you don’t want to, B. We can go a different way.”
    There was a ringing in Brooke’s ears. She thought she was ready to face them. She really did. but now that she was here she wasn’t so sure. She couldn’t chicken out. She had come for Nate and Mel’s wedding. She wasn’t going to let her mother win. She took a steadying breath and shook her head. “I can do this.” She took another breath. “I can, really.” She looked up and met Anna’s eyes. 
    Anna held her hand out and intentionally put herself in between Brooke and the house. She smiled at Brooke softly. Brooke glanced up and over Anna’s shoulder. She saw that Nate and Mel were letting them have their moment from a few feet away. They probably already realized what had been the problem without needing to ask. 
    Brooke took Anna’s hand and pulled her in close, admittedly probably closer than necessary. 
    Anna leaned in even closer. “Don’t worry, B. I won’t let go.” It was a gentle whisper, barely loud enough for Brooke to hear over the sounds of their footsteps. She followed her words with a soft kiss to Brooke's cheek. 
    Brooke immediately scanned the street again, somehow simultaneously wishing her mother had seen the kiss and that her mother wouldn’t even be home at the same time. Anna threaded their fingers together as they walked. Brooke focused on slow and steady breathing. 
    She stared up at her childhood home when they finally reached it. “It’s not as scary as it was in my head,” she wondered aloud. Susan, her therapist, would be pleased about that. 
    “Which room was yours?” Anna asked, a small, somewhat shy smile tugged at the corner of her lips. 
    “She had that front room, there,” Nate answered on Brooke's behalf. 
    He had come to stand on Brooke’s other side. Clearly there for support. 
    “Really?” Anna asked, intrigued. 
    Brooke just nodded, wondering what her childhood bedroom looked like now. Nathaniel would probably know the answer, but as much as she wanted to know, she was too afraid to find out that they had repurposed it the day after she left or something horrendous like that.
    “Did you ever sneak out?” Anna asked. 
    Her questions were gentle and teasing, clearly trying to make Brooke smile. Brooke just bit out a rough laugh. “Nah. Probably should have though, looking back on it.” She hated to think about what if’s, but it was in moments like this that she couldn’t help but wonder what would have happened if she and Holly had just snuck out to fool around instead of trying to keep quiet in their bedrooms. 
    Nathaniel let out a low chuckle, knowing all too well what she was thinking. “That was dark, B.” He nodded down the street. “Come on. You know how Mother is, constant vigilance.” He rolled his eyes. 
    Brooke hadn’t thought about that phrase in a long time. Her mother, probably due to being a public figure, bordered on paranoia. She probably had a few security cameras on them right now. Brooke wondered how she might feel to see Brooke there, staring at the house. It made Brooke want to do something wild, like heave a brick towards a window. She didn’t though, instead she just clenched her jaw and looked down at Anna. 
    “Thank you for coming with me,” she said, not worrying about Nate or Mel being able to hear her. She meant it. In this moment, for the first time in her life, she felt like she held the upper hand over her mother. She was grown, independent, and holding Anna Fourchette’s hand in front of her mother’s house. And there wasn’t a damn thing her mother could do to stop her.
    They continued their walk, passing by the little ballet studio where Brooke first took lessons, and the football fields where she and Nate had both played football as kids. She got to learn then that Nate had continued to play, even up into university. That filled her with a sense of pride. She had been the one to show him how to kick a ball properly in the first place. 
    When they made it back to Nate and Mel’s flat, it had already gotten dark outside. Nate pulled Brooke aside right when they walked through the front door. 
    “Hey, B,” he said, softly. Worry was clear in his dark eyes. 
    Brooke took a deep breath, ready for whatever he might throw at her. “Yes, Nate?” 
    “Mother and Father, they know you’re going to be at the wedding. I just wanted you to know that they know. I meant it when I said I’ve got your back. I told them that I’m inviting you to all of it, the rehearsal dinner, the wedding, the brunch the day after the wedding.”
    “And what did they say?” Brooke braced for impact, wishing desperately that Anna was still holding her hand. She would address that internally later. 
    Nate only slightly grimaced. “They thanked me for informing them and then changed the subject.” 
    Brooke felt herself deflate. She wasn’t really sure what she expected, but at this point a negative reaction would have probably hurt less. They didn’t care. She was that far removed from their lives that they didn’t even have a reaction for her showing up after thirteen years. But Nate, Nate was right here and he wanted her there. She thought about how she felt, holding Anna’s hand in front of their childhood house today. She thought about her smiley and teary eyed reunion with her brother. She wasn’t going to let her parents ruin this for her. “You know what? Fuck them,” Brooke said, louder than she had intended. 
    “Wait, did Brooke just say the fuck word?” Anna asked, stepping immediately back into the entryway. 
    Brooke let out a little laugh. Of course Anna hadn’t gone far. She was perfect. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to. I just.” Brooke shrugged. “No. You know what, I did mean to. Fuck them. They’re not ruining this. I’m glad to be here, Nate. I’ve missed you. It’s actually preferable if they don’t speak to me. I don’t have a lot of things to say to them.” 
    Anna beamed, positively, radiantly beamed. Brooke’s heart bloomed in her chest. Anna looked proud of her. 
    Mel stepped around the corner as well. “So, I’ve already invited Anna, but the invitation is for both of you. My bachelorette party is tomorrow night, and I would absolutely love it if you join us. I will warn you that Sybil was invited, but I am really praying that she doesn’t come. It would not be her cup of tea, but you two…” Mel’s eyes lit up. “I think you two would have a blast.”
    Anna looked at Brooke excitedly. Brooke just looked completely out of her depths. She’d never been to a bachelorette party as neither of her two friends had ever been married. “Yeah, we can definitely think about it. It’s tomorrow, you said?” 
    Mel nodded. “Yeah, absolutely. Think on it. I just wanted you to know that you’re invited.” 
    Brooke couldn’t tell if Nate or Anna was happier about the invitation. She was feeling overall, a bit overwhelmed. 
    “How about,” Nate said, drawing everyone's attention. “We have a very chill movie night at home. I know we threw around the idea of going someplace nice for dinner, but we have a massive couple of days ahead of us. I could do with some take away and beer and my own couch if I’m being honest.” 
    “Honestly, little brother, that sounds perfect,” Brooke said, smiling softly.
    Nate looked at his watch. “Okay, what if we all get changed into pajamas, and meet back in the living room in fifteen minutes. We can pick some food and a few movies and just plow through them. Like we did in the old days.” He smiled at Brooke, the fondness of the memories touching the corners of his eyes.
    Brooke nodded, happy to agree. Anna wrapped her arm around Brooke's waist as they headed down the hallway towards their shared room. Brooke wasn’t entirely sure what brought upon the contact, but she was thankful for it. As soon as she pulled their bedroom door shut, Anna was pulling her into a massive hug. For as stiff as she was at the start, Brooke found herself sinking into it. 
    “What’s this for?” She whispered into Anna’s hair. 
    “You earned it. Today was a big day for you and I’m proud of you.” 
    Brooke let out an audible, embarrassing whimper. It had been a massive day. And here Anna was, knowing exactly what to do and what to say to recognize it. She felt her eyes water. 
    “Also,” Anna whispered, her arms still wrapped tightly around Brooke's shoulders. “If your mother is there tomorrow night and tries to hurt your feelings, I will fight her.”
    Brooke let out a rough laugh. It was oddly comforting, honestly. The thought of Anna Fourchette taking on Sybil Kent. Obviously, Brooke hoped it didn’t come to that, but with as tightly as Anna was holding her, she thought Anna could probably do more damage than her small frame suggested. “Thank you, Anna.” 
    Anna loosened her grip and leaned back, her dark eyes intense and searching. “Alright, what do you say we switch back into PJ’s and go hangout with Nate and Mel?” 
    Brooke nodded, though she was immediately saddened by the loss of Anna’s arms wrapped around her. “That sounds good.” 
    “Do you want to go first?” Anna asked, watching as Brooke gathered up her pajamas. Brooke also grabbed a sports bra this time. 
    “No, you go ahead. I can just change in here,” Brooke said. She would do anything to make Anna feel comfortable. Brooke still felt terrible about the whole sharing a room situation to begin with. Though, thinking about it, a movie night in the living room was a good opportunity for her to avoid sharing a bed with Anna tonight. She could simply fall asleep on the couch. That would give Anna an easy cover. She wondered if she should tell Anna her plan or just enact it herself.
    Anna smiled softly at her and gathered her things. As soon as she was out of the room, Brooke quickly changed. She didn’t want to be half naked when Anna made it back. She was redoing her bun when there was a soft knock at the door. “You may enter,” she called out, finishing her hair. 
    Anna pushed open the door and ducked inside. “Ready?” she asked. 
    Brooke nodded and followed her out to the living room, happier and more content than she had felt in a long time. 
    Brooke had fully planned out falling asleep on the couch. In the middle of the second movie, she felt herself dozing off. She took advantage of it. She left her hand still entwined with Anna’s, but she let herself sag back against the couch, letting her body list towards the armrest next to her. What she hadn’t prepared for was Anna's response. 
    “Pssst,” Anna whispered. 
    “Hmm?” Brooke hummed, not opening her eyes. 
    “You’re falling asleep, Honey-B.”
    “No, I’m not. Promise.” A slight lie, but a necessary one if her plan was going to work.
    Anna laughed and pressed a kiss to Brooke's forehead. “You said the same thing last time.” Her voice was sweeter than sugar and softer than a cloud.
    Adrenaline coursed through Brooke's body faster than Anna could even pull back. A forehead kiss? Anna Fourchette was going to be the death of her. She should text Christine now. If I die, it’s Anna’s fault. When she could finally think clearly again, she mumbled out, “I’m just resting. It’s been a big day.” That was definitely the truth. 
    “Well come on, then. If you’re going to ‘just rest,’ the least you can do is get comfy.” Anna stood and lifted Brooke's feet up, settling them down nicely on the couch. “Come on, Honey, scoot down. Your neck is going to be so stiff tomorrow if you don’t slide down and use a pillow.” 
    Brooke let out a huff and wiggled down the cushions so that her neck wasn’t at such an awkward angle, using one of Nate and Mel’s throw pillows. Once she was comfortable, Anna sat back in her spot, Brooke's legs between Anna’s back and the couch. Anna scooted around in front of her until she found a spot that was comfy to lean back on. 
    Part of Brooke wondered if there was any way in the world that Anna could actually be comfortable like this, but then Mel spoke again and completely derailed her entire plan. 
    “You can just snuggle, seriously. It will not offend us at all,” Mel said. 
    Brooke had to fight her eyelids from flashing open. She was supposed to be asleep. Surely, Anna would have the sense to wave Mel off. There’s no way that she would… oh my god. Anna wiggled backwards and then tilted over so that she was laid out in front of Brooke. The tight, small span of the couch definitely did not give them room to fit without body contact from top to bottom. Brooke held her breath. That was her new plan. She would just hold her breath until she passed away. Anna wiggled in closer and reached over her side for Brooke's arm. 
    It wasn’t like she could actively fight Anna’s pull, she was supposed to be asleep, and they were supposed to be a couple. As soon as the movie got a little louder, Brooke dared to whisper in Anna’s ear. “What are you doing?” 
    Anna tilted her head back, twisting enough so that she could see Brooke's face. “Snuggling to watch the movie? Do you want me to not?” 
    Brooke thought back to the night that Anna had come over for pictures. She thought about how snuggled up they had ended up then. That had been arguably a much more intimate moment than spooning on the couch. She lifted her head enough to see that Nate and Mel were also pretty snuggled up on their side of the couch. He had his arm around her shoulder, and she was snuggled into the crook of his arm. This wasn’t weird, it was nice. It was just family, hanging out. She let her head fall back without protest. “It’s fine,” she whispered.
    But it was more than fine, really. A warmth spread through her chest. First from feeling this sense of family for the first time. This feeling of being herself and still being accepted by an actual family member, someone who was supposed to love her unconditionally. Second from the actual human sunshine in her arms. It was in this happy bubble of warmth that Brooke fell asleep
    Brooke woke up from the deepest sleep of her life to the sound of a door closing. The day before whizzed through her mind, the plane, the nap, her childhood memories, falling asleep on the couch with Anna in her arms. She felt a hum rumble against her chest, and her eyes snapped open. Anna had slept, practically on top of her, on the couch. Brooke froze. This had been the exact opposite of her plan. She tried her best to take stock of the situation. She was flat on her back and Anna was pretty much directly on top of her with her face buried in Brooke's neck. She could tell that much because she could feel each low exhale from Anna’s nose, tickling a few loose strands of hair that had gotten mushed between them. 
    She couldn’t help but marvel at how well she had slept. When they made it back home she might have to seriously consider a weighted blanket, because she hadn’t tossed or turned for one second. She hadn’t had any nightmares, either. She had just fallen asleep to the warmth of Anna in her arms and had woken up with the woman on top of her. 
    Anna nuzzled into her neck and Brooke’s heart-rate sky-rocketed. She didn’t exactly know how to get out of this position. Was she supposed to wake Anna up, gently so that she could wiggle out from under her? Was she supposed to just lay there and try not to hyperventilate while Anna continued to sleep? Was she supposed to pretend to still be asleep? 
    “Honey?” Anna croaked out, her voice thick and heavy with sleep. It shot straight to Brooke’s core.
    Brooke didn’t know how alert she was supposed to be, but she felt like she had been woken like a light switch. Completely dark to fully lit up, with one flick of the wrist. “Hmmm?” She acknowledged, not wanting to speak yet.
    She felt Anna lift herself up onto her forearms. Brooke's eyes fluttered open again, watching as Anna scanned the living room. Brooke felt her face heat up as she realized Anna had made no attempt to get off her. Instead, Anna flopped back down and snuggled back into her neck. “You’re cozy.” 
    Brooke swallowed, nervously. Unfortunately very aware that there was no way that Anna didn’t hear that from point blank range. She didn’t really know how to respond to that, honestly. She let her eyes close again and took a few, hopefully normal feeling, steadying breaths. 
    “Sorry I fell asleep on you,” Anna mumbled when Brooke never responded. Brooke couldn’t place it, but it almost sounded like guilt laced Anna’s words. 
    That was the last thing in the world that Brooke ever wanted Anna to feel. Her eyes shot open again and searched for Anna’s. “You don’t have to apologize, Anna. I fell asleep, too.” 
    Anna blushed and bit her bottom lip, propping herself up again. “I know, but I kind of got the feeling you were trying to fall asleep on the couch so you wouldn’t have to sleep with me, and then I fell asleep literally on top of you anyway.”
    Brooke blushed. Her plan had been seen right through, and worse, by Anna’s reaction, it had kind of hurt Anna’s feelings. “I just didn’t want you to feel uncomfortable, Anna.” 
    “Well, clearly I don’t mind.” Anna blushed again and snuggled back down into the crook of Brooke's neck. “I’m not squishing you, am I?” 
    Brooke huffed out a laugh. “You’re worried about squishing me now?” 
    Anna immediately popped back up. “Did I squish you all night and you were just too genuinely polite to wake me up and tell me to get off you?” 
    Brooke shook her head no. “No, no. There is no and there was no squishing, I was mainly pointing out that it’s a bit late to be concerned about squishing.” She had never said ‘squishing’ so many times in her life.
    Anna relaxed back into Brooke's arms. “This is literally so comfortable. You should come with a warning label. Secretly the best snuggler ever.” 
    Thinking back on it, there were very few people in the world that could serve as reference for that. Brooke had snuggled, genuinely snuggled with four people in her entire life, and that was including Anna. 
    “Hey, love birds,” Mel said, breezing into the room. She was already dressed for the day. Brooke suddenly remembered that Melanie had invited them to join her for her bachelorette party. There was a sinking feeling in the pit of Brooke's stomach when she remembered that her mother had also been invited to it. 
    “Morning, Mel,” Anna chirped, slowly lifting herself all the way up so that she was seated in the teensiest space available between Brooke and the edge of the couch. 
    Brooke realized then that at some-point a blanket had been added to the mix. She wondered if that had been Anna’s doing or if Nate or Mel had tucked them in before going to their own room. 
    “I would ask if you slept well, but you were both practically unconscious when Nate and I went to bed,” Mel said with a chuckle. “And I see that that has barely changed,” she teased. 
    Brooke managed a hum. She hoped it came off as equally playful, but her mind was racing.
    “So, today, I have to actually do a lot of wedding stuff, run by the venue, go do last minute prep for the bachelorette party, all that jazz. Any chance you’re coming to the party tonight?” Mel asked. She was hopeful, that much was clear. And it was nice to feel wanted, but Brooke's mother could potentially be there and that sounded awful. Brooke would rather be stung by a thousand wasps than deal with her mother. 
    “I think you broke B,” Anna said with a gentle laugh. She leaned down and pressed a kiss to the side of Brooke's face, her bottom lip actually making contact with the corner of Brooke's mouth. Anna turned her attention back to Mel. “Let me get some tea and maybe some food in her system and we can try to get an answer out of her.” Anna reached down and rubbed a soothing hand down Brooke's arm as she said it. 
    Brooke’s throat tightened. She had never been taken care of before. She’d never had anyone buy her more time, or help her avoid things she really didn’t want to do. She’d never been given that option. Left to her own devices, Brooke would have caved immediately. She would have said yes to the bachelorette party out of respect for being invited, but Anna was pressing for her to continue to have an option and she was giving her the time and space she needed to make a choice. Brooke caught Anna’s hand in her own as it made a long sweep down the expanse of her forearm and brought it to her lips. She brushed her lips against Anna’s knuckles. The action had caught them both off guard. Anna with a blush and a smile, and Brooke with the overwhelming desire to have her mouth on more of Anna’s body. 
    “That sounds good,” Mel added cheerily. “And again, there’s no pressure. I just think you’ll have a good time and I think you’d really get along with some of my friends.”
    “Thanks, Mel,” Brooke managed, though her thoughts had not left the feeling of Anna’s skin against her lips or the blush it had caused to creep up the side of Anna’s neck. 
    Mel waved at them, clearly unaware of the speed in which Brooke’s heart was racing. “Alright, well I’ll see you at some point today I’m sure, but I hope you have a nice day.” 
    “Bye, Mel,” they both called after her. They stayed frozen in place as they heard Nate stumble through the kitchen and kiss his almost wife goodbye. 
    Anna turned her attention back to Brooke. “Tea? Coffee? I don’t actually know what you drink to start the day. I never thought to ask that.” 
    Brooke blushed, the intimacy of learning this type of thing about someone else was so foreign to her. “At home, it’s usually a nice cup of tea. But, if I’m out and about, I do enjoy coffee with just a splash of cream. Just enough to remove the bitterness. Hot chocolate for you?” She asked, teasing. 
    Anna bit back a smile. “Orange juice, if that’s an option.”
    “Wild one, you,” Brooke flirted. Her heart took a tumble. That’s exactly what this was, it was flirting. Brooke could really use a scalding hot shower and a phone call with Christine. She needed guidance, she needed advice, she really just needed someone to remind her that this wasn’t a terrible, horrible, awful idea. 
    “Hey, Honey?” Anna asked before getting up. 
    Brooke gave Anna her undivided attention, firmly telling her thoughts to calm down for half a second. 
    “Do you want to go to the bachelorette party tonight?” Anna asked. Her question was gentle and understanding. Brooke knew that there was no pressure either way. 
    She shrugged. “I would love to go meet Mel’s friends. And I’ve never actually been to a bachelorette party, so it would kind of give me some ideas for Christine’s–which just feels inevitable at this point, but…” Brooke sucked in a breath. 
    “Honey, I know you’re scared that your mom might be there, but hear me out,” Anna said, gently. She squeezed Brooke's hand comfortingly. “This might be a good time to see her. There won’t be the added pressure of the rehearsal dinner, or actual wedding, and I think Mel has made it perfectly clear that she’ll protect us both if she needs to,” Anna added with a laugh, but she sobered up for the next bit. “You don’t have to decide now, B. I just want you to know that if you want to go and meet Mel’s friends and have a good time, I’ve got you. And I think so does Mel.” 
    Brooke nodded, not knowing what to say to that. 
    Anna just smiled, clearly knowing how to read Brooke well enough that she knew when to push and when to give her a moment. She leaned down and pressed another kiss to Brooke's cheek. “I’m going to go find you tea or coffee, whatever they have that’s hot and caffeinated, and then I’m going to take a shower. Sound good?” She asked, more just to make sure that Brooke had followed along. 
    Brooke knew she must be visibly short-circuiting. She just nodded, lamely as she watched Anna stand and do the world's cutest little morning stretch. Part of Brooke wanted to tell her that she’d actually do her muscles a larger favor if she leaned into her stretch a bit more and straightened out her legs, but the other part of her, the part that thankfully controlled her mouth at the moment, told her to shut up and watch as the pajama shirt lifted, revealing the narrowest slit of skin. Brooke's thoughts drifted to the feeling of Anna’s knuckles under her lips. She should say something. She should have let Anna know how she was feeling, but that old nagging fear of rejection coupled with the impending doom of seeing her mother again, forced Brooke's mouth shut with a snap. It could wait. She could get through this with a friend and risk it all when they made it home.



Chapter Twelve: 
    They took it pretty easy that day, opting to spend the majority of it walking around the British Museum with Nate. Brooke spent most of the visit shushing Nate and Anna as they continually got louder and louder with their remarks about stolen history and the returning of relics to their rightful homes, but she couldn’t help but laugh with them at their antics. They were right, they were just loud and were getting increasingly likely of getting them all thrown out of the museum.
    “Oh, you know where this would look great?” Anna asked, coming to stop in front of the Moai. 
    Nate dramatically crossed his arms over his chest and scratched at his dark chin hairs. “Back in the room just prior to this one?” He asked playfully. 
    “Nope, back on the fucking Easter Islands where they were stolen from,” Anna said, rather loudly. 
    Brooke actually snorted at that one. “Darling, why did you want to come to the museum?”
    Anna grinned at her. “To do this. I thought that was obvious?” She rocked up on her toes and pressed a kiss to Brooke’s cheek. She shot a wink at Brooke after and started tugging her along, into the next room. Brooke’s breath caught in her throat. She wondered if that would ever get less disorienting. If Anna’s endless stream of kisses to her cheek and winks cast in her direction would ever stop causing her heart rate to spike and her cheeks to flush. 
    “This is so much fun,” Nate said, bumping his shoulder into Brooke. “I’m glad you’re with someone who’s fun.” 
    Brooke rolled her eyes, though admittedly, she was having way more fun than she ever had in a museum before. 
    Nate just bumped into her again. “You guys want to ditch this place and get some ice cream?” 
    Anna skipped. “Yes, holy shit. Yes, I do.” 
    “Sorted,” Nate nodded towards the exit. 
    They walked in silence down the busy and bustling streets, letting Nathaniel lead them to what Brooke could only assume would be an ice cream shop. While they wandered, it gave her time to think. Anna occasionally squeezed her fingers, which were still interlaced with her own, but mainly Brooke was just finally able to let herself brace for the inevitability of seeing her mother. After this amazing morning with her brother, she was finally certain that he wasn’t going anywhere. And the more time she spent with Anna, the more she was beginning to suspect that Anna would say yes if she asked her out on a date for real, so why shouldn’t she just face the music with her mother? She already had what she wanted most.
    “So, I’ve been thinking about this evening,” she said, probably a little suddenly for her companions. 
    “Oh?” Anna asked. “What are your thoughts?”
    “I think we should go to Mel’s bachelorette party.”
    Anna actually squeaked with excitement. Nate looked incredibly pleased. “She’s going to be thrilled, B. She really likes you,” Nate said, with a smile. 
    Brooke blushed. She’d hardly done anything to earn that, but thinking about it, she already liked Mel, too. 
    Brooke had never been to a bachelorette party, so she wasn’t entirely sure if any of the clothes she brought would be appropriate. Nate told them what he knew for sure would happen that evening. They knew that it would start with a nice dinner at an upscale restaurant, that there would for sure be dancing, and probably at some point something scandalous like male strippers. He clarified that, while that wasn’t really Mel’s thing, her friends were wild, yet oddly predictable like that. 
    Brooke didn’t know how to dress for the possibility of male strippers, but she did know that her navy suit with a plain creamy, off-white button up under it would be fine for dinner and adequate for dancing. She wondered desperately what Anna was going to wear. All she knew was that with every outfit change, Anna looked more and more radiant. Brooke sorted through her suitcase. She had packed everything neatly, rolling every garment in such a way that there wouldn’t be any wrinkles. She pulled out each item as she uncovered them, the button up shirt, the navy slacks and the matching suit top. She pulled out her brown dress shoes and matching belt from their accessories compartment. She also dug through her undergarments for her plain white bra and her navy socks. She pulled out her small bag of neatly folded handkerchiefs. All of them would coordinate with her outfit, but if she knew what Anna was going to wear, there was a good chance that she could match her. The thought made her stomach flip. She was worried that might be too much. 
    She looked at her watch and counted backwards through the timezones in her mind. It would be a good time to call Christine. She’d love to catch her up and maybe ask for some advice. She still hadn’t been able to shake herself out of how good it felt to kiss even the back of Anna’s hand, how much her heart rate spiked every time that Anna pressed a kiss to her cheek, or just how good of a night’s sleep she had gotten on a couch just because Anna had been in her arms. 
    She pulled her phone out of her pocket and hit call on Christine’s name. 
    “B! Oh my god, hi!” Christine shrieked through the line. 
    Brooke chuckled. “Hey, Chris.”
    “How’s it going? Tell me everything? How’s Nate? Have you seen your parents? How’s it going with Anna?” 
    If it had been a text message, that last question would have had a million question marks. Brooke sorted through them all and started rapid firing answers. “It’s going really well, actually. Nate and Mel are both wonderful. I’m so glad I’ve gotten to get to know them. I haven’t seen either of my parents yet, but we did walk past my childhood home and I didn’t have a panic attack, so that’s a win. We might see my mother tonight. Mel has invited me and Anna to her bachelorette party, technically Mother has also been invited. There’s hope she won’t show up, but not much.”
    “I’m so glad things are going well with Nate and Mel. Seriously, that makes me so happy,” Christine paused, clearly not wanting to push. 
    Brooke sighed, listening intently to make sure that Anna wasn’t coming down the hall or anything. She had gone to get ready in the bathroom, something about needing a mirror and better lighting. “And Anna is…” Brooke let out a dramatic hum. “Wonderful? Perfect?” 
    Christine let out a loud laugh. “I get it, you love her. Have you figured out if she feels the same?” 
    Brooke didn’t even fight Christine’s word choice, but she did blush at the question. “I think I might have a shot.” 
    Christine squealed so loudly into her ear that Brooke had to actually move the phone away from her head. “And? What happened? Did you kiss in front of a bunch of people for show and it just felt real?”
    Brooke’s eyes widened. No, that had decidedly not happened. “Um, no. But I fell asleep on the couch and she chose to sleep on top of me.” 
    “Have you kissed at all?” Christine asked. 
     Brooke's mouth went dry at the thought. She cleared her throat. “No, not really. She keeps kissing my cheek though.” 
    “And tonight you’re going to a bachelorette party with her?” Christine asked. When Brooke never really responded, she continued, “what are you going to wear?”
    “That’s kind of what I was calling you about. Can we switch to video chat?” Brooke asked. 
    Her phone immediately beeped, Christine hitting the video button before Brooke could even look at her screen. “What are you thinking?” Christine asked as her face filled Brooke's screen. 
    Brooke showed her the outfit she had selected, all laid out neatly on the bed. “What do you think?” Brooke asked. 
    “I think it’s perfect. You know you look amazing in a suit.”
    “What should I do about these?” Brooke asked, holding up her bag of handkerchiefs. 
    “Match Anna if you can,” Christine said without a second of hesitation. 
    “Yeah? That’s a good idea?” 
    Christine nodded, clearly excited. “It’s a great idea. Don’t forget to take photos, too. I want to get to see you all fancy together.”
    Brooke could feel herself blush at the thought. She liked the idea of more pictures with Anna. “Okay, Chris. I’ll make sure we get a few. Thank you for helping.” 
    Christine lit up with a smile. “Of course, B. I’m happy to.” 
    “Okay, enough about me. Did you and Todd get your cat?” Brooke asked, more than happy to turn the attention off herself. 
    “Yes, and he’s the cutest thing in the whole world. Hang on! I’ll go get him so you can see.” Christine disappeared from the screen. 
    There was a soft knock on the bedroom door, just loud enough to get Brooke's attention. “You may enter,” she called out, while waiting for Christine to catch her new kitten. 
    Anna stepped into their room and shut the door behind her. Brooke nearly dropped her phone. Her jaw however, definitely dropped. Anna was stunning. She was wearing a burgundy dress that was simply exquisite. Brooke didn’t know names or styles of dresses, but she knew that whatever Anna’s was, it was perfection. It stopped just below her knee, and was so well fitted, Brooke genuinely wondered how she had gotten into it. The neckline was classic, not too revealing, but definitely illustrated some of Anna’s best features, and the sleeves were a patterned lace that Brooke couldn’t help but want to trace with the tips of her fingers. 
    She was staring. She couldn’t figure out how to move or speak until she heard Christine’s voice through her phone. “And this is Furrrnando.”
    Brooke blinked, shaking her head a little as if that might clear her mind. “Um, Christine’s cat,” she said, softly. She pointed at her phone screen. Anna, who had been frozen in the doorway under the intensity of Brooke's gaze, smiled. 
    She crossed the room in a few easy strides so that she could look at Christine’s new kitten. “Oh Chris, he’s adorable.” 
    “Holy shit, Anna. You look so hot,” Chris practically screamed. 
    Anna blushed and bit her bottom lip. Her lips matched her dress, the deep red lipstick was a perfect match. Brooke could tell from this close. She wondered if it would smear, that thought made her blush. She still hadn’t even said anything. She hadn’t even really seen the kitten yet. She couldn’t take her eyes off of Anna. She had regressed to not being able to speak at all in front of Anna. 
    Anna glanced up at Brooke, clearly nervous. “And what do you think?” The question was so quiet, Brooke wondered if Christine could even hear it. 
    Brooke couldn’t form words. She couldn’t really think about anything other than the fact that Christine was most definitely watching this exchange. “Um,” Brooke let out a shaky breath and lost the ability to stop her gaze as it traveled—and lingered—all over Anna’s body. She nodded, lamely. “Yeah.” She cringed internally. Um, yeah?? That wasn’t even a real thought. 
    For some reason, Anna seemed pleased with it. Her blush deepened, nearly to the color of her dress. Her eyes decidedly flashed to Brooke’s lips. 
    Before either of them could do anything insane, Brooke took a step back and handed Anna her phone. “I should get changed,” she whispered. She gathered up her clothes from their neat stack on the bed and shuffled out of the room, forgetting to even tell Christine goodbye. 
    In the privacy of the bathroom, Brooke finally exhaled. She had never seen anyone so radiant in her entire life. She was back to feeling completely overwhelmed. She hadn’t even been able to speak. She felt quite certain that she just threw that shot she’d thought she had right out the window. “Fuck,” she whispered to herself. Holy shit that dress had looked good on Anna. And her makeup might as well have been done by a professional. The way her eyelashes were so long they could kiss her cheekbones, and the way the eye liner swooped out to a perfect point. Brooke needed to bring her A-game. 
    She got dressed quickly. Clothes were easy. She knew she’d look good in them. It was the rest of it that made her nervous. She’d never been much for makeup, but she knew the basics. She didn’t really know how to describe what she was going for. All she knew for certain was that she wanted to make sense standing next to Anna. She wanted for people to see them and think, ‘damn, that’s a hot couple,’ not ‘huh, wonder why they’re together.’
    When she was dressed, she carefully did the smokey eye thing that Vivienne had shown her a few years ago. She knew it was a good look for her. It wasn’t often that she got hit on by women, but every time it had happened, her makeup had been done in the way that Viv had shown her. She had determined a while back that it wasn’t coincidental. She also pulled her hair back into its usual bun, only she very carefully selected a few strands of her hair to help frame her face. 
    When she was done, she took a few deep breaths. She could do this. She could form sentences around Anna. They would look good together. And if her mom dared to show up at the bachelorette party, well, then Brooke would at least be proud of how she looked and how absolutely perfect her date looked. 
    She knocked softly on their bedroom door and listened carefully for Anna’s answer. 
    “You can come in,” she heard Anna call out. 
    She took one more calculated breath and opened the door. Anna was still on the phone with Christine, but her eyes locked on Brooke the second Brooke was through the door. She was sitting at the foot of their bed, her ankles crossed neatly 
    “Holy shit,” Anna said, not even bothering to hide the slow drop of her gaze. 
    “I want to see. Flip me around,” Christine said through the phone. Anna didn’t bother looking for the button on the screen to switch cameras, she turned the whole phone around in her hands. “Damn, B. You clean up so fucking nice. You two are going to be the hottest couple there.”
    Brooke felt herself blush. She wasn’t sure how to take compliments at all, but she definitely wasn’t sure how to react to the way that Anna was looking at her. When neither Anna nor Brooke ever responded to Christine, Chris finally spoke again. “Alright, well I’m glad I got to chat with you both, but I’m going to let you go. Have fun tonight! Even a little too much fun.” She giggled a bit at her own suggestion. “Don’t forget to take photos of how hot you look together!” 
    Brooke and Anna both managed pitiful attempts at goodbyes and were then left, completely alone in the silence of their room. Brooke clenched her jaw a few times, trying to work up the nerve to speak. “That’s a great dress.” She managed. 
    Anna blushed and looked down at it. “You don’t think it’s too much?” 
    Brooke shook her head no. “No, I think you’ll be the most beautiful woman there.” Well, shit. That was honest. 
    Anna stood up from the edge of the bed. “I think I’ll be the second most beautiful woman there,” she said while stepping decidedly into Brooke’s space. “I saw your bag of pocket squares.” She held one up in between them. It was a burgundy and navy paisley pattern. It matched their outfits perfectly. “May I?” She asked, her eyes dropping to the breast pocket of Brooke's suit jacket. 
    Brooke nodded. Her eyes followed Anna’s hands as she neatly pleated the handkerchief and folded it in half. A bouquet fold. Brooke was impressed. She was also completely mesmerized by Anna’s finger’s dipping into her breast pocket to help smooth out the pocket square inside the pocket, and fan it out at the top. 
    “Perfect,” Anna whispered. Her hand slid carefully over to Brooke's bicep. “Are you ready to go?” 
    No, Brooke was not ready to go. She was about ready to sit down and try and get her heart rate back to normal, but Anna looked so genuinely excited that she would only ask her to wait long enough for Brooke to lace up her brown dress shoes.
    When they emerged from their bedroom, Nate let out a low whistle. “Well hot damn, you two.”
    Brooke blushed at Nate’s compliment. It did make her stand a bit straighter though, proud of herself and of Anna, honestly. 
    “Will you take our photo, Nate?” Anna asked. “We get fancy every now and then, but I think this might be the fanciest we’ve gotten together.”
    “Of course,” Nate answered, immediately coming over to take their picture. 
    Brooke still wasn’t used to taking photos. She wasn’t sure how to pose or where to put her hands. Anna seemed to sense it in her and took over. She grabbed one of Brooke's hands and led it to her own waist. Then she leaned in and wrapped her own arms around Brooke and snuggled in tightly to her side. “There, that’s better,” she whispered. 
    Mel actually did a little happy dance when Brooke and Anna stepped through the front door of the upscale restaurant. Anna was her usual radiant self, smiling brightly as she dragged Brooke along. Their fingers were interlaced with practiced ease now, Brooke noticed. She focused on their hands instead of looking around the crowd of Mel’s friends and family, afraid that her mother’s judgmental eyes would be amongst the crowd. 
    “You came,” Mel bounced and wrapped Anna in a big hug, followed by an even tighter hug for Brooke. “And you look incredible.” 
    Brooke never let go of Anna’s hand. She forced an uncomfortable smile. 
    “Of course we did, and thank you,” Anna supplied brightly, giving Brooke’s hand a few squeezes of reassurance. 
    “Well come on in, let me introduce you to my friends.” Mel led them deeper into the space that she had rented for her bridal shower. All of her friends quieted down to see who had joined their close knit group. “Everyone, this is Brooke—Nathaniel’s sister—and her girlfriend, Anna.”
    Brooke’s chin lifted proudly, determined to not let herself be judged by these people, this room of strangers. The judgment never came, instead they were met with a round of greetings and a girl—who they later learned was named Jasmine—shuffling over a seat so that Brooke and Anna could sit next to each other for dinner. Anna scooted her chair ever so slightly closer to Brooke's as they sat down and let her hand rest on Brooke's thigh. Brooke stopped breathing, fully aware of the flush creeping up from beneath the collar of her pressed button down. Anna smiled up at Brooke through her thick eyelashes. Brooke’s heart fluttered in her chest as soft as the flutter of Anna’s lashes. 
    Brooke forced herself to tear her gaze from Anna’s face and glance at the menu, not really caring what the options were. She had been so nervous for this dinner she didn’t have much of an appetite. She would just order the salmon, that was usually the safest option at a restaurant she knew nothing about. She was just about to say as much to Anna when the restaurant door opened again and in walked her mother. A pained, strangled sound left her throat. Anna’s eyes snapped up to see what had caused the noise. Her hand tightened protectively on Brooke’s thigh. Thirteen years. Thirteen years had passed, and yet her mother was every bit as intimidating as she had been the last time Brooke had seen her. She had that same hard set look to her face. An impassive, damming judgment that could rock Brooke to her very core. 
    “Sybil, hi. So lovely of you to join us,” Mel said. Her voice hit an octave higher than normal, the cheer in her voice obviously forced. Mel stood and weaved her way around the table, making her way to hug Sybil Kent. 
    “It’s okay, B. I’m here,” Anna whispered. 
    Brooke flexed and unflexed her jaw, grinding her back molars. “Thank you,” she whispered. Anna’s hand pulled Brooke's right leg firmly and fully against her left. The full on contact kept Brooke from jiggling it anxiously. Anna was helping her to not have a visible reaction and Brooke knew it. She would love the woman forever for it. 
    “Sybil, please feel free to sit wherever you like.” Mel gestured to the far edges of the long table, playing the ever so gracious hostess, giving Sybil permission to sit anywhere. But of course, the seat diagonal from Brooke was still vacant, and Sybil Kent did not back down from a challenge. Or as she would call it, an opportunity. 
    Brooke stayed frozen in place. Her eyes were the only part of her that moved, tracking her mother’s movement. Her mother finally dared to glance at her, lifting a challenging eyebrow as she settled into her seat, scooting forward so that she would be at the exact right, and precise distance from the table. Brooke knew, somewhere in the back of her mind, that you should sit exactly ten centimeters from the table. She felt her spine start to straighten under her mother’s reproving gaze. 
    “Brooke,” her mother said, nodding in acknowledgment of Brooke's existence. Honestly, her mother speaking first made her feel like she had won something somehow. 
    “Mother,” Brooke said, not dropping her gaze. 
    Anna’s hand tightened, not so tight as to make Brooke jump, but enough to serve as a gentle reminder that Anna had yet to be introduced to Sybil. 
    Brooke took a deep breath. “You missed the introduction, Mother. Allow me to introduce you to my girlfriend, Anna Fourchette.” God that felt good. That felt like thirteen years of repression boiling over the edge of the pot with the biggest fuck you Brooke had ever mustered in her life. 
    Sybil looked like she had been slapped. Her eyes ripped to Anna’s face, her gaze immediately intensifying, scrutinizing. But Brooke knew her mother would come up empty. Anna was flawless. Her dress was impeccable, modern and fashionable. It was well cut, showing off all the right places while still remaining almost modest. 
    Brooke tore her gaze from her mother for the first time since the woman had entered the room. Her eyes drifted to Anna’s, smiling in the warmth they were met with. “Anna, darling. This is my mother, Sybil Kent.”
    “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you,” Anna said, her million dollar smile on full display. 
    Brooke loved her. 
    She finally let herself look back to her mother to find that they were being studied. It was as if her mother was water, seeking a crack in the rock with which it could worry until it ruptured. What her mother didn’t realize was that Brooke had already won. The look on Sybil’s face had played all her cards in one. It was clear that she had assumed that Brooke would not be dressed as well as she was, nor did she seem prepared to meet Anna, or maybe it was that she didn’t seem to think that Brooke would ever have found someone as stunning as Anna to date. Which, Brooke knew—all too well—that they weren’t actually dating, but Anna had agreed to come as her date. And while that was a distinction, it wasn’t enough of one that it could ruin this moment for Brooke. 
    Mel was tense on the other side of Brooke. Brooke felt like Mel might have been the most tense person in the entire restaurant at that moment. It certainly wasn’t Anna. Anna leaned forward attentively, her pleasant smile still locked into place as if daring Sybil to say something. Brooke felt herself relax into the moment. It was here. All of her fears. Every single one for the last thirteen years had culminated in this moment. She nearly laughed when it was burst by a waiter, merely asking what Sybil might like to drink. 
    And just like that, the showdown had passed. All the women around them eased back into their conversations. Brooke wondered if they had all been warned. It would have been a kindness on Mel’s part if they had been. She wondered what that message would have looked like. On second thought, she didn’t want to know. 
    Anna’s smile softened and shifted its attention to Brooke. “You did well, Honey.” 
    Brooke smiled at her in return, leaning forward a bit conspiratorially. “That was amazing,” she let out a shaky laugh. 
    Anna leaned forward and pressed a soft, swift kiss to her cheek. “I’m so proud of you, B.” 
    Brooke reminded herself to breathe. She also, intentionally, did not turn to see if her mother saw them just then. She hoped that she did, but she couldn't face the rage or judgment that might be cast their way. She wanted to bask in Anna’s pride for half a second. “Thank you for coming. Seriously,” Brooke whispered, leaning into the crook of Anna’s neck to whisper it. To anyone else, it would look like a secret passed between lovers. 
    Anna tilted her head back ever so slightly so that she could search Brooke's face. She looked at Brooke like she had five million things she wanted to say, and Brooke wished desperately that they could step away and that she could hear them. She almost suggested it when servers started to arrive at their table carrying appetizers by the arm load. 
    “So, Brooke,” her mother said from across the table. 
    Brooke’s eyes shot up. She had honestly expected for her mother to leave it at their awkward introduction. She didn’t respond, she merely gave her mother her attention. 
    “What is it that you do?” 
    Of course, her mother was concerned with her occupation. Some things never change. “I’m a computer engineer.” 
    “I see,” there was judgment in her tone, but Brooke didn’t play into it. In fact she considered turning her attention back to Anna. Anna was remarkably more appealing than whatever her mother was trying to engage in. Her mother continued. “And, Anna, was it?” 
    Anna’s hand slid down Brooke's thigh. The motion caused goosebumps to rise all over Brooke's forearms. She knew that Anna intended for the motion to be comforting, but Brooke was like a live wire under her touch. “I own my own restaurant, La Fourchette.” 
    “And what is it you serve at your establishment?” Sybil asked. 
    Anna grinned a disarming grin. “It’s an upscale, modern, steak restaurant.” 
    “Everything on the menu is delicious,” Brooke said, fully meaning it. 
    “When Nate and I come out to visit you, we’ll have to go,” Mel said, happily, clearly trying to diffuse the tension simmering across the table. Much to Brooke's pride, it also showed unwavering support. A massive sign to Sybil that the siblings and their partners had become a united front. Brooke didn’t let herself worry about the semantics of her and Anna not being real and how hard that would be to explain if and when Mel and Nate came to visit. For now, she let herself glow under the sentiment that they would come visit at all. 
    Anna blushed. “I would love it if you and Nate came to visit, and I would be honored if you came to the restaurant. I’ll even give you the Honey-B treatment.” Anna winked, charmingly. 
    Mel laughed. “What’s the Honey-B treatment?” 
    Brooke laughed and rolled her eyes. “It’s getting to try things that aren’t officially on the menu yet. Also, though, Darling. I know I’ve told you this, but those pork chops this Monday were insanely good.” Brooke knew her mother was watching them and she was actually living for the fact that she couldn’t react. Sybil Kent was not one to cause a scene and more importantly, she was smart enough to realize if she reacted now, she would never be able to play the victim. 
    “Ohhh a special side menu,” Mel said, playing along. “That sounds fabulous.”
    “Where did you go to school to learn how to be a chef?” Sybil asked. 
    Anna blushed, her smile faltering. She hadn’t been professionally trained and Brooke knew it. They had discussed it the night Anna had come over to take photos. Brooke had been able to tell then that it was something that Anna worried about, but Brooke had reassured her then and she would reassure her now.
    Brooke stepped in for her, filling her silence. No one. Period. Was allowed to dim Anna’s smile. She felt her protective nature roar to life. “That’s not pertinent, Mother. She runs a successful restaurant, which has incredible reviews. If you’re interested in how her career is going now, feel free to google it.”
    Sybil immediately slid into a defensive mode. And there it was, her plan. She would make Brooke out to be the villain in any way she could. “Now, Brooke, dear. I was simply trying to get to know your friend.” 
    “Girlfriend,” Anna corrected, cooly. “I’m her girlfriend.” 
    Sybil looked like Anna had slapped her. Brooke’s heart raced. Her mother broke first and sipped at her wine. “Well then, where were you raised? Am I allowed to ask that?” 
    “Toronto, mostly,” Anna said. “Though I’m French by birth.” 
    “You have a surprising lack of an accent,” Sybil remarked, though not exactly unkindly. 
    “Growing up around people from all over will do that to you,” Anna said, her smile sliding back into place, though more subdued this time. 
    Brooke had not expected her mother to interact with Anna at all. She was beginning to worry. They really had not prepared for this. She slid her hand over the back of Anna’s and played with the edges of her fingers, coaxing Anna to link their hands together. 
    “And Brooke, how long have you been working for, well what company is it that you work for?” Sybil asked. 
    Brooke was honestly just relieved that the attention was back on her. “For just over two years.” Brooke didn’t bother answering the second question. It didn’t matter. Her mother was looking for high profile names that would attach some sort of digestible value to Brooke's career. But her mother didn’t get to take credit for where Brooke worked, or how much money she made. Sure, when they disowned her, they had shipped her off to one of the best boarding schools in England, and sure they had been Oxford graduates, which helped Brooke get in when she applied, but they had done nothing to mold her into the woman she had become. They had thrown money at something they didn’t like to literally make it go away, only it was an entire human being. 
    Her mother hummed, clearly not impressed that Brooke hadn’t answered her entire question. “I ran into Mrs. Clements the other day,” Sybil said in that nonchalant tone that wouldn’t indicate that she had just casually stabbed Brooke with a verbal knife. 
    Brooke didn’t respond. She didn’t care anymore. She had Anna, and even if it wasn’t real, it was still a hell of a lot better than what she had had in the past. 
    “She said that Holly was just married to a man, in the winter of last year. You know she’s a doctor now.” 
    Brooke didn’t know that. She didn’t know that Holly was married or that she had become a doctor. It had been more than five years since she’d last seen Holly and almost eight since their final breakup. “Congratulations to the whole Clements family, then,” Brooke said, keeping her voice as flat and even as she possibly could. 
    “It’s just curious, you know,” Sybil said, digging it in. Curious as in, Holly was able to marry a man and become a doctor, why couldn’t you. Anna’s hand tightened protectively around hers. She knew that Anna was following the true current of the conversation.
    “Not really. She always wanted to be a doctor,” Brooke said, as casually as she could.
    Anna actually snorted out a laugh at that, impressed with the way Brooke had managed a subtle fuck you out of that conversation.                
    Brooke pointedly turned her attention to the appetizers in front of her. She smiled warmly at Anna as the woman next to her followed suit. “Would you like a roll, Darling?” 
    Anna grinned at her. “Always.” 
    “Agreed,” Brooke said, snagging them both rolls before the basket was empty. 



Chapter Thirteen: 
    After dinner, all of the girls crowded outside, waiting for instructions for their next stop. Mel squealed happily as she gestured at an actual limousine. “Ta-da!” She gestured happily like Vanna White, showing off a prize. 
    Brooke’s eyes widened with disbelief and then her promise to Maddie sank in. “I can’t get in that,” she whispered to Anna. 
    Anna frowned at her. “Why?” She whispered back. “Because your mom will be in the same car? We can sit as far away from her as possible, I promise.” 
    Brooke shook her head. “I promised Maddie I wouldn’t ride in a limo.” 
    Anna narrowed her eyes at her. “I’m sorry. What?”
    “It was a whole thing, but I gave her my word that I would not ride in a limo.” Brooke’s jaw flexed with the finality of her words. 
    Anna threw her head back with a laugh. “Okay, I’m fixing this.” She spun away from the group so that she was facing Brooke and only Brooke. She stuck her hand into the front of her dress and produced her cellphone. 
    “Has that been there this whole time?” Brooke watched with a mixture of fascination and horror. 
    “Yeah, this dress doesn’t have pockets and I wasn’t about to make you buy me a purse worth having,” Anna shrugged. She quickly flipped through the contacts on her phone and selected Maddie’s contact information. 
    “Well, isn’t that… incredibly uncomfortable?” Brooke asked, still clearly distraught. 
    Anna nodded while waiting for Maddie to pick up. 
    “I can hold your phone.” Brooke’s eyes dropped for half a second. “Where’s your wallet?” 
    Anna was laughing too hard to reply to Maddie as the first set of  “hello’s” came in through the phone. 
    “Anna, are you good?” Maddie asked, clearly concerned. “Are you laughing or crying?” 
    “Both,” Anna wheezed. “Mainly laughing though. But I called because I need an explanation as to why Brooke is about to start pacing because she promised you that she wouldn’t ride in a limo and here we are, the last two members of a bridal party, holding up a limo. 
    Maddie coughed out a laugh. “Tough shit, no limos.” 
    “See, I told you,” Brooke muttered. 
    Anna huffed. “No, both of you. This is ridiculous. I’ve never gotten to ride in a limo and I want to, but I’m not about to leave Honey-B behind.”
    Maddie let out a long dramatic sigh. “Fine, but Brooke-middle name-Kent, I swear to God, if you break any more of that promise I will fly out there with my shovel.”
    “I couldn’t agree more,” Brooke said, all but trying to shake Maddie’s hand through the phone. 
    “You two are seriously weird. I was gone for less than ten minutes,” Anna looked both fond and annoyed about the fact that Brooke and Maddie already seemed to have an inside joke… inside something… between them. 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Maddie said. “Oh, and by the way, Chris and Viv say hey.” 
    Brooke frowned. “Chris and Viv?” 
    “Yep, Shan and I invited them over today for drinks. We’re just discussing how ridiculous it is that”—
    Anna unceremoniously hung up the phone. “See, we can ride in the limo.” She smiled warmly then, like she hadn’t just hung up on her best friend. She held her phone out to Brooke who stared at it dumbly, more than a little aware of the fact that it had just been stuffed inside Anna’s bra. 
    She swallowed uncomfortably, but took the phone from her, tucking it safely into the inside pocket of her suit. “You never actually answered the wallet question,” Brooke said, her voice laced with fear. 
    Anna chuckled again, but simply pressed a kiss to Brooke's cheek. “My I.D. and credit card are in my phone case. I’m not that skilled.” 
    Brooke blushed, that made so much more sense. “I’m glad.” She smiled softly. “I have them if you need them.”
    Anna winked at her before grabbing her hand and dragging her towards the limousine. “Come on, Honey. Let’s go stress your mother out.” 
    Stop two of the bachelorette party tour was a nightclub. If there was an exact opposite of Brooke’s ‘scene,’ this would be it. The music was blaring, the drinks were flowing, and her mother was still with them. She could not for the life of her, figure out why her mother decided to join them for anything after that incredibly awkward dinner other than spite. Anna seemed quite determined to keep it from ruining their night.
    Brooke was sitting awkwardly in the corner of a little VIP area that Mel and her friends had reserved for a few hours that night. The reserved area made the whole situation a lot more bearable. It wasn’t just that her mother had decided to tag along, Anna was hot, and men (and women, honestly) were staring. Brooke knew she didn’t really have a right to be jealous. She also knew that Anna would have rejected anyone who hit on her, she was very pointedly making sure that anyone who hit on her knew that she was there with Brooke. But still, despite the fact that Anna’s loyalty as a friend was on full display, Brooke hated watching as other people swarmed every time Anna got up to dance. It was enough to almost tempt Brooke out of the booth to join her, but club dancing had never been her forte. Ballet? Absolutely. Jazz, tap, waltzing even, but hip hop? Unfortunately, not. She didn’t have the confidence. 
    Anna ducked under the little velvet rope that partitioned their section off from the rest of the club. She headed straight for Brooke and wiggled across the bench of the booth until she was practically sitting in Brooke's lap. “Dance with me, B?” Anna asked. She was so close to Brooke's ear, Brooke could feel her lips.
    It was so that she could hear her, Brooke reminded herself. It didn’t have anything to do with wanting to be that close to her, it was just so that Brooke could make out the words. She felt certain. She leaned her head back to look at Anna’s face, and immediately forgot how to breathe. Wanting. It was the only word she could think to describe the look in Anna’s eyes. Brooke swallowed, nervously. “I’m not a very good dancer when it comes to music like this,” she answered, letting herself take up as much of Anna’s personal space as Anna had hers. Mirroring, she was vaguely aware that that was the term. 
    “I don’t care.” The look that followed sent a wave of heat through Brooke’s body more profound than anything else in her life ever had. She nodded lamely in response. Her eyes looked down at her hand as Anna laced their fingers together and all but dragged her out of the booth. 
    The dance floor was packed, sweaty bodies in various states of intoxication and undress moved together. A woman in lingerie weaved through the crowds carrying a tray of shot glasses. Anna flagged her down and snagged two of the full glasses. She lifted an eyebrow playfully. Brooke, under any other circumstance would have said no. She wasn’t a fan of taking drinks off mysterious trays in overfull dance clubs, but she also really needed the liquid courage. 
    They clinked their shot glasses together and tilted their heads back, swallowing the harsh liquid in one go. It wasn’t the worst shot she had ever taken. She stared at the glass in surprise. 
    “It’s a lemon drop,” Anna yelled over the music, stacking her empty shot glass with Brooke's and placing them back on the woman’s tray. “Come on,” Anna continued, biting her bottom lip and dragging Brooke further onto the dance floor. 
    The song changed. Brooke was vaguely familiar with the words pumping through the club. She didn’t have time to try and place the lyrics before Anna spun around in front of her and backed her entire body into Brooke's front. This wasn’t dancing. Brooke had danced in clubs with friends before. This was absolutely not that. This was Anna grinding into her, rolling her entire body into Brooke's. 
    Brooke didn’t know what to do. She didn’t know what was appropriate, or what would cross some unspoken line, and she sure as hell did not know what to do with her hands. Fortunately, Anna never missed a cue. She grabbed Brooke's hands and guided them around her waist to her hips. The moment was over almost as quickly as it had begun, because soon Anna was spinning and taking a step back, letting air flow between them. Brooke missed her instantly, but was thankful for the chance to catch up. They danced and laughed their way through the next several songs until Brooke had worked up an actual sweat. 
    “I’m going to go take my jacket off,” she said as close as she could get to Anna’s ear. 
    “I’ll come help,” Anna said with a dangerous laugh. 
    She grabbed Brooke's hand then and weaved them back over to their little VIP booth. They were greeted with a round of cheers and another round of shots. Brooke should really slow down. She’d had wine at dinner, a gin and tonic when they first got to the club and now two shots. If she was out with Christine and Vivienne, it wouldn’t have mattered, but she wasn’t out with them. She was out with her soon to be sister-in-law, her mother, and the girl she was falling desperately in love with, all at once.
    She felt Anna’s hands slide up the back of her jacket, her fingers dipping below the collar at the top to help tug it down. Brooke should probably not be so turned on by the simple act of Anna pulling her jacket off of her, but it was all she could do to keep it together. 
    Mel came over to join them then, fortunately (or unfortunately) breaking the tension that was quickly mounting between them as she did. “Well? Are you two having a blast?”
    Anna beamed. “This is amazing, Mel. Seriously, thank you so much for inviting us. My friends were never really clubbers, club goers? Anyway, every time we went it just felt like a horrible experience. This though? This is great.” 
    Mel nudged Brooke. “And you? I saw you out there shaking it.” 
    “I’m actually having a really good time,” Brooke shouted back over the music. 
    Mel’s smile was positively radiant. “Well come on, let’s get back out there.” 
    After Brooke's jacket was stacked in the back corner of their booth with all of the purses and other jackets, and after her sleeves were rolled up neatly thanks to Anna, they headed back onto the dance floor. The song playing was definitely, horrifyingly sexual, and everyone on the floor seemed to be taking its lyrics too seriously. Anna included. She was back to being spun around in front of Brooke, her ass firmly pressed into Brooke's front, her whole body moving to the beat of the music. And Brooke was back to being almost completely frozen with panic. 
    Anna spun around and wrapped her arms around Brooke's neck, pulling her in close. For half a second, Brooke thought Anna might kiss her, but at the very last moment, she turned her head so that she could speak directly into Brooke's ear. “Just relax, B. Dance with me.” It wasn’t a question, it wasn’t even a command. It was permission. 
    She spun back around and swayed into Brooke's body, only this time, Brooke participated. She rolled with her. She took Anna’s cue from earlier and let her hands find the curve of Anna’s hips. She pulled Anna closer and let one of her hands slide possessively to the center of Anna’s abdomen. One of Anna’s arms reached up behind her and threaded itself into Brooke's hair. Brooke was rapidly losing control of the situation. Her resolve was melting faster than the beat of the music. 
    When the song ended, the DJ decided to switch it up, opting to pump a slower song through the speakers. Most of the crowd thinned out immediately. Brooke took a step back and prepared to join them, but Anna spun and caught her hands. “Wait,” Anna said, not having to shout over this one. “I never actually went to a school dance. Can we awkward teenage dance together?” 
    Brooke licked her lips, but nodded. She would never deny Anna something as pure as that request and thankfully with the song change, so changed their tension. Brooke deliberately put her hands on either of Anna’s sides and started swaying back and forth while Anna let her arms wrap around Brooke's neck. 
    “Thank you,” Brooke said as they rocked back and forth together on the dance floor. “I couldn’t have done this without you.” 
    Anna looked up into Brooke's eyes. “Yes, you could have. You’re incredible, Honey-B. You could do anything you put your mind to.” 
    “Well, I wouldn’t have done this without you, then.” There was so much warmth in Anna’s eyes at that sentiment that Brooke just couldn’t place. 
    “B?” Anna whispered, leaning in ever so slightly. “Stop me if this isn’t okay with you.” 
    Brooke’s eyes widened with shock. Anna was seriously leaning in right now for a kiss. She knew there was a strong possibility that her mother could see them. Her heart was pounding in her chest far faster than the beat of the music. Her eyes flashed down to Anna’s mouth, just in time to see her perfect tongue roll out to wet her lips. Brooke exhaled shakily. She should say no. They should talk first. Brooke knew how she was feeling, but what if Anna was on a different page? What if Anna wanted to just kiss her, while Brooke was busy falling in love? What if this was all part of the act? They had never discussed the potential for more. They had never taken the time to explore the fact that there were looks shared and touches that lingered, and snuggles that didn’t need to continue, but did. 
    But Brooke didn’t say any of that. Instead, she let the gravity and magnetism of Anna pull her in like a tide to its shore. Anna’s fingers ghosted down Brooke's jaw, cupping the soft expanse of skin above her pulse point, tugging ever so slightly. Brooke’s arms tightened around Anna’s waist to help keep her footing steady and sure. She felt quite certain that her lips touching Anna’s would surely cause her to lose consciousness, best be prepared for it. 
    She had braced for a slight press of Anna's lips, a gentle, at most a bit exploratory, but instead Anna kissed her for real. Brooke's eyes widened in surprise, the shock nearly causing her to miss the whole moment. But then her instinct and her desire took over. If this was her one shot to kiss Anna Fourchette, she would not fuck it up. 
    Just as Anna started to pull back, Brooke surged forward, closing her eyes and giving herself over to the kiss. Anna practically squeaked into her mouth with surprise, but immediately melted in Brooke's arms. Brooke’s hands cupped the sides of Anna’s face, guiding and encouraging, urging Anna to not pull back. They could have kissed for thirty seconds or thirty minutes, Brooke never would have known. Time functioned like that when she was with Anna. They never had enough of it, yet each moment felt like the world had come to a stop just for them. 
    When they finally pulled apart, Anna rocked up to her toes to press a soft kiss to Brooke's forehead. The sincerity behind it caused Brooke to blush even brighter than the kiss had. They needed to talk. Brooke needed to put words to how she was feeling. She needed to make sure they were on the same page. Because Brooke felt like she was running for the end of the plane without even knowing if there was a parachute in her backpack. “Anna,” she whispered, but that thought was immediately cut off by a round of cheers and whistles from the entire bachelorette party. 
    “Ow owwww!” Mel called out from not too far away. “Over here kissing like you're falling in love all over again.”
    Brooke felt her blush creep up her neck. When she dared turn to face the rest of the party, she realized that they had danced themselves over to almost directly in front of the VIP area, and more importantly right in front of Brooke’s mother, who did not look at all as amused as the rest of the party.



Chapter Fourteen:
    They had kissed. Anna Fourchette had really kissed her. And Brooke had kissed her back. Brooke couldn’t get her heart to calm down. However, her mother had seen it, and that thought had left her feeling sick. “I’m going to get some air,” Brooke murmured, quickly heading towards the smoking area off the back of the club. 
    She slipped through the crowd with ease, not stopping until she had made it to the very back corner of the smoking area, away from everyone who was actually smoking. Anna pushed through the same door just seconds after her. “B?” Anna asked, her eyes searching for her through the crowd. Brooke wasn’t hard to spot, she was standing all by herself. Anna approached her nervously. “Did I fuck up?” She asked, still from a few feet away. 
    Brooke shook her head no. Her problem didn’t have anything to do with Anna. She would happily still be kissing her if she was given the option. It was the look in her mother’s eyes that had sent her into a spiral. “No, Anna. You didn’t fuck up. That was… um… no. There was nothing wrong with that.”
    “Was it that your mom saw?” Anna asked, daring to step closer. 
    “I could feel her rage burning into me.” Brooke bit her bottom lip. She had not wanted to mess their first kiss up like this. “I’m sorry for bolting. I just… fuck. That’s literally what got me kicked out of my family.”
    Anna stepped into Brooke’s space then (finally), and leaned her head on Brooke's shoulder. “I’m sorry, Brooke. I shouldn’t have”—
    —“No, Anna, wait. I’m not upset that we kissed.” That was the last thing Brooke wanted her to think. This wasn’t the time or the place to get into it, but Brooke did not want Anna to leave this club thinking that kisses weren’t welcome. She sighed, long and heavy. “I’m sorry I let her get into my head like that.”
    Anna shook her head, clearing Brooke’s mind of any doubt. They stood in silence for a while with Anna’s head resting on Brooke's shoulder. 
Brooke felt Anna lean back, standing up straight. “So if we were… maybe to kiss again at some point?” Anna asked, daring to look up into Brooke's eyes. 
     Brooke's gaze dropped to Anna’s lips. “I would just simply request that it wasn’t in front of my mother.” 
    A small smile rounded the corners of Anna’s lips. “So like, right now for instance? We could maybe try that again?” 
    Brooke felt herself nod without saying anything. She knew it was coming this time, but it didn’t make the kiss any less life altering. Anna’s lips were so soft and full. She was just about to deepen it when they were interrupted.
    “Um, B? Anna?” 
    They broke apart immediately, both turning to face whoever had interrupted them. Thankfully it was Mel’s friend, Jasmine. She seemed incredibly kind. Brooke tried to discreetly wipe her bottom lip with the pad of her thumb. She wondered if Anna’s red lipstick was smeared all over her lips. She was oddly surprised at herself for admittedly hoping that it was.
    “Um, sorry to interrupt,” Jasmine continued. “Mel asked if I would come check on you. Everyone is pretty ready to move on to location number three.” 
    “Oh, sure. Of course,” Brooke said. Her eyes flashed back to Anna. Brooke blushed immediately. Anna was staring at her with a look that screamed that she’d rather the two of them stay here in the back corner of the smoking area of the night club. “Is that okay, Darling?” She asked, genuinely curious as to how Anna would answer. 
    Anna licked her lips. Her eyes swooped back to Brooke's mouth and hovered there for a bit before she nodded. “Yeah, of course. Whatever the group wants to do. We’re just happy to tag along.” 
    Brooke’s jaw dropped. A passion party? Seriously? She wasn’t sure what was worse, being at a passion party at all, being there with the woman she had completely fallen for whom she had just kissed—twice, or her mother being at the passion party with them. The combination was about enough to send her to an early grave. Anna looked positively delighted. “I’ve always wanted to go to one of these,” Anna whispered, leaning in so close her nose brushed against Brooke's jaw.
    Brooke inhaled shakily. She had never had the same opinion, but Anna this close to her was intoxicating. Since their second kiss, Brooke no longer had a bubble. She and Anna had a bubble. Anna had all but sat in her lap on the ride from the club to the bar where the passion party had been set up. Anna had respected the no kissing in front of Brooke’s mother boundary that Brooke had set, but every touch felt different now. It felt real. Holding Anna’s hand, the way that Anna pressed her leg into Brooke's, knowing that they both wanted to kiss each other, had super charged every touch.
    “Everyone, my name is Kallie and I’m your passion party host.” The woman at the front of the room began. “But first, does everyone have a drink?” The question broke Brooke out of her train of thought and caused her stomach to swoop all over again. 
    There was a round of awkward chuckles, but the girls all lifted their glasses and cheers to that. The woman started by displaying and demonstrating basic vibrators and pocket sized bullets. She even pulled out a starter BDSM kit. Brooke chugged her wine glass. She couldn’t remember the last time her ears felt so hot. She was of the opinion that the only thing a person should buy online were exactly the types of things that were being passed around the group at this very moment. 
    “Your mom looks positively mortified right now,” Anna whispered, with a stifled giggle. 
    Her breath tickled the shell of Brooke's ear. Brooke dared a glance to her left to the opposite side of the room and snorted out a laugh. 
    Anna nudged her with her knee and pushed her wine glass in between them, shooting Brooke a kind wink. She seemed to have relaxed back into her usual energetic but collected self. It was Brooke who was still on edge. 
    It took a few glasses of wine and a few rounds of lube and gag gifts, but the more they drank and the more ridiculous the toy that the host, Kallie, paraded around the room, the less stressful the ordeal became. Brooke full body laughed as Anna reached across her playfully to activate the fifth vibrator to be passed their way that night. 
    “Do you own one?” Anna asked, quietly enough that no one else could hear. 
    Brooke blushed redder than the wine they had been drinking. Her eyes scanned the room, making sure no one, especially not her mother, could hear them. She took another sip from their shared glass and nodded, yes. Anna grinned conspiratorially and took the glass from her hand, letting their fingertips brush as the wine exchanged hands. 
    “I own one just like this,” Anna said, taking the toy from Brooke’s hands. 
    Brooke stopped breathing. Knowing that incredibly personal fact about Anna was more than she had ever expected to know. 
    Anna passed the toy easily to Jasmine and turned her attention back to Brooke. “Ten out of ten.” 
    “Noted,” Brooke managed, wishing it wouldn’t be obvious for her to take the glass of wine they were sharing back. 
    “Are you going to buy anything?” Anna asked, letting her foot slot against Brooke's ankle. 
    Brooke cleared her throat and shifted uncomfortably in her seat. Her eyes again flashed towards her mother. She knew she could feel a burning sensation. Her mother was glaring at them. Brooke quickly took in their posture, Anna was completely turned towards her, her foot wrapped around Brooke's ankle; they were sharing a glass of wine, one they had refilled several times, not bothering to refill Brooke's original glass, just sticking to passing the one back and forth. Anna was completely leaned into Brooke’s space, whispering in her ear. Brooke herself had spent most of the night blushing and whispering back, letting her guard down, relaxing slowly into Anna’s space. She had seen them kiss.
    Brooke straightened immediately. Suddenly uncomfortable and overwhelmed again. 
    Anna sat their wine glass down immediately and grabbed Brooke’s hands. “Hey, hey, where’d you go?” 
    Brooke stared down at their hands and took a deep breath. 
    “Honey?” Anna tried. “B?” Anna reached up and cupped Brooke’s face with the softest touch. “Did I cross a line?” 
    Brooke shook her head, no. “It’s not you. It’s my mother.” Brooke tilted into Anna’s touch, letting herself seek comfort in her friend, sure something was potentially blooming between them, but Anna had truly become her friend. “I’m sorry, Anna.”
    Anna shook her head. “Don’t let her ruin tonight. We’re having a good time. We’re getting to know Mel and her friends and I really like them. Come on,” Anna said with smirk. “Let’s send a real fuck you to your mother and buy something.” 
    Brooke snorted out an undignified laugh and reached for their shared glass of wine.
    “Mel told me that we have some lovers in the house,” Kallie said, drawing back in the attention of the room. “I thought I might gear some of the products towards them.” She lifted her thick eyebrows suggestively, shooting a wink to Anna and Brooke. 
    Brooke coughed down the wine in her mouth. 
    All of Mel’s friends let out happy, supportive whistles and claps. 
    “Here’s our newest line of dildos.” Kallie pulled out four or five dildos and started passing them around the room. “As you can see, they’re all a soft silicone, completely dishwasher safe, we carry them in various sizes and colors, but all of them, and I mean all of them, are compatible with our easy rider harness.” Kallie produced a harness from her never ending Mary Poppins bag of sex toys. 
    Brooke and Anna’s jaws both dropped. Brooke's in horror, Anna’s in delight. Anna clapped excitedly as Brooke slapped her hand to her forehead. 
    “B, this is the perfect fuck you to your mother. We have to,” Anna whispered into Brooke’s ear. 
    Brooke groaned. It really, really was, but it was also in front of her soon to be sister-in-law, someone she happened to actually enjoy. It was at that moment that Mel decided to slide into the seat nearest Brooke. “This is okay, right?” She looked a little panicked, and nervous, like she might have committed a mortal sin. 
    “Are you kidding?” Anna asked, throwing her head back with a laugh. “This is fantastic. Brooke is a little—just a smidge—concerned about her mother being in the room.” 
    Brooke huffed and crossed her arms over her chest like a petulant child. 
    “Oh, Honey, don’t huff at me,” Anna pleaded, pouting with her bottom lip, and reaching back for Brooke's hands. 
    Brooke forfeited her hands almost immediately, of course she did. She would do anything to keep Anna’s hands in hers. She knew they needed to talk. For all she knew, Anna was thinking of this as a potential London fling. The thought alone hurt Brooke's heart. 
    Anna beamed at her and turned back to Mel, careful to not let go of Brooke's hands. “We’re having a great time and want to buy some things,” Anna said, looking very pointedly at the harness as it made its way around the room. “We just want to do so without causing any unnecessary drama.”
    Brooke knew that was not true in the slightest. Anna wanted to buy the harness with her middle finger up and pointed directly at Brooke's mother while the card swiped through the reader. 
    Mel snorted. “God, I would actually buy you the harness myself just to see the look on Sybil’s face.” 
    Brooke let out a surprised laugh at that. “If her face after our kiss was anything to go by, I’d suggest you watch from a few meters away. I wouldn’t want you to be smote with us.” 
    “I wish I had her look framed. You two are legends,” Mel said. It was clear that she meant it, too.
    “I like you,” Anna said to Mel easily. 
    Mel bit her bottom lip. “Can I overstep?” 
    Anna’s eyes lit up. “Please. I love it when people do.” 
    “If I buy you that harness, who's wearing it?” 
    Brooke choked on her wine for the second drink in a row. “Fucking hell,” she said, louder than intended. 
    Mel’s face pained. “I’m sorry, I knew that was inappropriate. Forgive me. That was horrid.”
    Anna threw her head back with a laugh. “You made Brooke swear again. I think you’re my favorite human.” 
    Brooke downed the rest of the wine glass before anyone else could say something to make her choke on it. She also chugged it because she needed all the liquid courage she could get before she spoke again. Anna was right. Fuck her mother. “You’re fine, Mel. I just hadn’t expected the question. I know you meant no ill will.” 
    Mel softened into a nervous smile. 
    Brooke took the dildo that was offered to her by some girl named Candice or Cassie or Claire, it was something with a C, and smushed the suction cup base to the table in front of them, watching as the tall dick swayed with the weight of its girth. “And to answer your question, me.” 
    Anna’s mouth fell open ever so slightly, and a faint blush rose over her cheeks as a proud smile spread across her lips. 
    Mel let out a little cheer. “Fuck yeah, B.”
    Brooke gave up and just let herself laugh at the whole ordeal. Maybe it was the alcohol. Maybe it was the fact that Mel had just called them legends. Maybe it was the fact that Anna was clearly ready to fight her mother should Sybil dare say anything. Whatever it was, Brooke wanted to actually be the rockstar Mel thought she was. And she wanted to see the look on Anna’s face when she agreed to a harness. Because even if this was a London fling, or simply just a horrible idea, the wheels were in motion and not a single ounce of Brooke wanted them to stop. 
    Brooke took a deep breath before she could chicken out. “But, Mel, I’m not letting you buy me a sex toy. I can buy my own thank you very much. Darling,” Brooke gestured around the room as the dildos were passed from girl to girl, “select a dick.” Well, that wasn’t her most elegant sentence ever, but it was already out. There was no turning back.
    Anna launched herself at Brooke, wrapping her arms around Brooke's neck in the tightest hug. “I’m so fucking proud of you,” she whispered into the nape of Brooke's neck. 
    When they broke apart, Anna shot Brooke another coy smile. “Come on, Honey, you pick one, too.” 
    “Me? Why?” Brooke asked, nervously.
    Anna pouted just a little, teasing. “Are you really never going to let me wear it?”
    Mel’s eyes shot to Brooke.
    “You’re really going to let your sister-in-law think I’m strictly a bottom?” Anna pushed.
    “I never said you were strictly a bottom,” Brooke said, softer than necessary. She didn’t let her thoughts slip to what Anna might actually be in bed. All she knew is that she didn’t want to have actually hurt Anna’s feelings. “Darling, you’re not strictly a bottom.”
    “So,” Anna asked, drawing out the ‘o’ for at least three syllables. “Can I wear it, too?” 
    Brooke’s eyes involuntarily shifted down to Anna’s lap. The thought of the other woman wearing a strap on, with Brooke's pleasure as the sole intent, made her mouth go dry and her free hand white knuckled the edge of her chair. She nodded quickly and looked around the room, her eyes searching for an acceptable dildo. The fact that they had only kissed twice, had never discussed what any of it meant, and even the fact that her mother was literally in the room with them was momentarily lost on her as her very painfully real desires seeped through. 
    Mel clapped excitedly. “I just have to say that I love you two.” She reached out and squeezed Brooke’s forearm excitedly. “God, Brooke you have no idea how glad I am that you came this week, and that you’re coming out of your shell. You know, when I told Nate that I’m bisexual his first thought was to tell me all about you and I’ve just wanted to meet you ever since.”
    “Wait, you’re bi, too?” Anna asked, excitedly. 
    Brooke registered Anna’s question and immediately snapped her attention back to Anna. If the kisses hadn’t been enough, she solidly had this to tell Christine. 
    Mel nodded her head quickly. “Yeah. My only other serious relationship was with a woman.” 
    “That’s so awesome. I had no idea,” Anna said. “I feel like bi people get a bad rap. It’s always nice to meet another, solid, stable, bisexual.”
    “Right? I feel the same way. Is Brooke your first female partner?” Mel asked. 
    Brooke blinked, trying to not be so incredibly obvious that she was listening intently for the answer.
    “Technically,” Anna said. “I mean, I’ve known that I’m bi since puberty, but I was a bit of a late bloomer. I don’t know if my first kiss story was any indication. Brooke's been great though. She’s been more than happy to let me set the pace. Sometimes I feel like I might be rushing her, if I’m honest.” 
    Brooke stopped breathing. That was definitely real. They were tiptoeing around a very much needed conversation right now with a more than slightly drunk Mel right in the middle of it. 
    “That makes sense. No offense, B, but you’ve dealt with some trauma,” Mel said. 
    Brooke was beginning to wonder just how drunk Mel was. She couldn’t help but laugh. They were all pretty drunk at this point. “Yes, I suppose I have.” 
    “I’m just so glad you two found each other and are together now and happy,” Mel said. She pulled them both into a hug, which did not work at all given that they were all seated and Brooke was in the middle, but it did cause Brooke and Anna to be fully pressed together again, so Brooke wasn’t about to complain. 
    When their hug broke apart, Mel sighed. “Well, I should go do a lap. Maybe go check on your mother. Just so I can hear her reaction when you two make your purchase.” Mel shot them a wink as she stood and made her way to the next group of her friends. 
    Brooke and Anna sat there in silence, though it was filled with a heavy tension, it wasn’t uncomfortable. Brooke had a million questions. She wanted to know more about Anna’s sexuality, about her previous experiences. She wanted to know what that ‘technically’ had meant. But most importantly, she wanted to know if Anna actually had feelings for her or if this was all just for show.
    By the time they made it home, Brooke, Anna, and Mel were all incredibly intoxicated. For someone who wasn’t really a fan of being drunk, Brooke had been drunk more times in the past two weeks than she had in the past few years combined. All she could think about was Anna kissing her, twice, and the oversized black bag they had that consisted of two dildos, a harness, and complementary lube. 
    “Hey, how was it?” Nate asked as they all stumbled into the living room. He had clearly been asleep on the couch. 
    “It was so much fun,” Mel answered, hugging Brooke and Anna in turn. “These two were a big hit. All of my friends loved you.” 
    “We loved them,” Anna slurred back. “Especially Jasmine. She was amazing.”
    Brooke nodded in agreement. “Oh, and we kissed in front of Mother.” She still couldn’t believe it had happened. The fact that they had kissed at all, but also that her mother had witnessed her first kiss with Anna. 
    Mel threw her head back in a laugh. “And then they bought sex toys. Your mum left like two seconds after. It was amazing.”
    Nate let out a laugh. “Did you buy any sex toys?” He asked his soon to be wife. He wiggled his eyebrows playfully. 
    Mel giggled. “I did.” She winked at him. “Want to see?” 
    Brooke watched them, the ease in which they could discuss things like sex toys. Not just with themselves, but in front of other people. She thought about the fact that Mel had wanted a passion party as part of her bachelorette night, and the way all of her friends had so casually and comfortably purchased toys and laughed and discussed vibrators. Brooke couldn't really figure out what emotion she was feeling, but she knew it was somewhere near jealousy. She had discussed her feelings surrounding sex and sexuality with her therapist at length and knew that she struggled with a lot of internalized homophobia, and worse, shame. But seeing sexual freedom in her own brother was like rubbing salt in a wound. 
    “I think I’m going to call it a night,” she said, as gently as she could. She didn’t want to ruin anyone’s evening with her own past trauma. 
    Anna slipped her hand into Brooke's and squeezed. “I’ll come with you.” She turned her attention back to Nate and Mel. “Goodnight. Mel, seriously, thank you so much for inviting us. I had such a good time tonight.”
    “Yes, I did as well, Mel,” Brooke added. 
    Mel drunkenly hugged them both again which was mildly awkward given that Anna didn’t let go of Brooke's hand and Brooke’s other hand was holding the bag filled with their sex toys. When they broke apart, the two pairs went their separate ways, Anna and Brooke towards their room and Nate and Mel towards theirs. Mel shouted, “have fun tonight ladies,” just before they made it to their bedroom door. 
    It made Anna laugh, but Brooke felt her jaw tighten and her cheeks flush. When they made it through the door Brooke shut it and leaned back against it, letting her head fall back against the wood with a thunk and a heavy sigh. 
    “Are you okay?” Anna asked, still holding her hand. 
    Brooke felt her shoulders sag, something that rarely happened. “Tonight was just a lot.” 
    “You saw your mother,” Anna said, stepping carefully into Brooke’s bubble. 
     Brooke's eyes filled with tears. “I’m still not enough.” 
    Anna let go of Brooke's hand to cup her cheeks. “Oh, Honey. You are everything.”
    The tears spilled over. “I mean, I didn’t expect an apology. I guess… I just also didn’t expect to still see the disgust.” 
    Anna’s thumbs wiped away Brooke's tears almost as fast as they fell. “Brooke, look at me.”
    Brooke forced herself to make eye contact with Anna. 
    “Fuck her. You were amazing tonight. You held it together, and everyone loved you. You made friends tonight and you danced and you were yourself. And your mother was bitter and sad and the villain and everyone knew it.” 
    Brooke let out a sad, pitiful laugh. “I just…” 
    “Still wish she was a good mom?” Anna supplied.
    Brooke nodded. “Yeah.” 
    Anna rolled up on her toes and pressed a kiss to Brooke's forehead. “Do you want to put on PJ’s and snuggle and watch some Schitt’s creek? I downloaded season five for you.”
    More silent tears fell. Anna was so kind. Whatever this was, Brooke was thankful to have Anna in her life. 
    “I’m sorry. Shit, was that the wrong thing to say?” Anna asked, quickly wiping Brooke's tears as they fell. 
    Brooke shook her head. “No, it wasn’t. I’m just drunk and you’re so nice to me.” 
    Anna’s expression softened. She didn’t say anything, she just leaned up on her toes again and kissed Brooke on the lips with the world’s softest, sweetest kiss. “Come on, drunkie. Let’s get ready for bed.” She grabbed the black bag from Brooke's hand and stepped back, giving Brooke room.
    Brooke watched as Anna set the black bag down on the little chair that was in their room. She couldn’t believe that Anna had kissed her, more than once. She forced herself to move, to go gather her pajamas. Anna was moving much faster than she was. She probably hadn’t had as much to drink. She seemed far more coherent and capable. 
    Anna triumphantly held up her pajamas. “I’ll be back in just a few minutes.” 
    Brooke nodded, still trying to take everything in. Anna had kissed her. She had also downloaded a show for Brooke and wanted to snuggle? It was all so much more than Brooke had expected. Brooke had expected separate rooms, holding hands at most. They needed to talk, but now was not the right moment. There was a really good chance that Brooke wouldn’t remember any of this anyways.
    She quickly shed her suit and slipped into the pajamas that Anna had gotten for her. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she registered that they should wash their pajamas tomorrow, per Good Housekeeping's article on pajamas, she knew it’d be time, but Brooke was still hung up on the fact that Anna had gotten her silky pajamas in the first place, not to mention the fact that they still smelled like Anna’s laundry detergent. 
    Anna knocked softly on the door. 
    “You may enter,” Brooke called out, ready to go brush her teeth and get ready for bed. Bed. Anna wanted to snuggle. Brooke's thoughts were on a loop. Anna looked so perfect having already completed her nightly routine. Not that she hadn’t looked perfect all done up in her dress with her makeup all done, but also just like this. Brooke smiled at her fondly. “You looked stunning tonight,” she said before she could stop herself. 
    Anna blushed. “Thank you.” She sounded surprisingly shy as she draped her dress over the back of the chair. “I was expecting it, but it’s still worth saying, you really, really can rock the shit out of a suit.” 
    It was Brooke's turn to blush. She swallowed nervously. “I’m uh, I’m going to go get ready for bed.”
    Anna nodded. “Sure, I’ll pull up the show.” 
    When Brooke came back from the bathroom, Anna was all tucked under the covers with a tablet in her hands. Brooke was just trying to not psych herself out. She was letting the alcohol keep her confidence up. Anna kept kissing her, not the other way around. She slipped under the covers on her side of the bed and laid flat on her back, staring at the ceiling. She wasn’t sure how to go about snuggling, hopefully Anna would take the lead.
    Anna let out a little laugh from beside her and held out the tablet for Brooke to take. She wasn’t too sure how she could snuggle Anna and hold the tablet at the same time, but she was curious enough to not argue. 
    “Come on, B,” Anna whispered, nudging Brooke's shoulder. “Roll over.” There was another soft chuckle. “Let me snuggle you. You’ve had one helluva evening.” 
    Brooke froze, Anna wanted to snuggle her? Brooke had never really thought of herself as ‘the little spoon.’ She shot a nervous glance at Anna who was just smiling softly at her, waiting patiently. Brooke slowly rolled over, facing away from Anna, both a little confused and a little touched. Anna wiggled an arm under Brooke's pillow, right at Brooke's neck level. She scooted closer until her entire front was pressed up against Brooke's back. 
    It was actually incredibly comforting. Anna reached over Brooke and pressed play on the show. Brooke fully expected Anna to leave her arm there or to maybe move it to her waist, but instead, Anna’s fingers raked through her hair. Anna’s short nails scratched against her scalp. Brooke all but moaned. Anna was right, she really did like her hair played with.
    She felt herself slowly sinking into it. Into the feeling of Anna’s body pressed against her own, into the feeling of her fingers running through her hair. She hadn’t expected to enjoy being held like this, but before the first episode had even finished, Brooke had fallen peacefully and blissfully asleep.



Chapter Fifteen:
    The first thing Brooke noticed when she woke up was that the sunlight was already filtering in through the windows. She must have slept through the entire night for the second night in a row. The second thing that she noticed is that she was unable to move. Her eyes fluttered open. At some point in the night, she had rolled onto her back and Anna and rolled completely on top of her. The third thing she noticed is that her heart rate was completely normal. She smiled, wondering which moment over the past few days had been the exact second that had taken Anna from someone who caused her heart palpitations to someone that brought her an overwhelming sense of calm. 
    Brooke thought about Anna’s lips against her own, and even the thought of it caused her pulse to spike again. So, not that second. No, it was somewhere between the protective way in which Anna’s hand had stayed in hers all night and the way she had run her fingers though Brooke's hair until she had fallen asleep. Brooke smiled softly and wiggled one of her arms free. 
    “No,” Anna whispered into her neck. Her breath tickled against Brooke's jaw. “More sleep,” she snuggled in tighter, her face smushing against the sides of Brooke's throat. God her voice was heavenly like this, deeper, thicker, more intimate. 
    Brooke swallowed nervously and immediately felt the small tug of Anna’s lips into a mischievous smile against her own skin. What was she thinking about heart rate earlier? 
    “What time is it?” Anna asked, her face still fully buried in Brooke's neck. 
    Brooke fumbled with her phone on her nightstand. Her eyes widened immediately, it was almost eleven. Brooke hadn’t slept this late in her entire life. She tried to sit up, but Anna just tightened her grip and held her in place. “Anna, come on we have to get it up. It’s nearly eleven.”
    “Okay, and?” Anna asked, not moving in the slightest. 
    “And, we’ve wasted like half the day.” Brooke hated feeling like she wasted time. 
    “Honey?” Anna said softly, lifting herself up so she was hovering over Brooke. 
    Brooke froze, afraid to move or breathe or say anything that might shatter the moment. 
    “We don’t have anything on the agenda until this evening. The rehearsal dinner. Remember? We’re on vacation. We were out until like two in the morning last night. It’s okay that we slept. It’s good, even.” 
    “But…” Brooke didn’t actually have anything to counter that with. Anna was right, Brooke was just bad at relaxing. God Anna was beautiful hovered over her like this, her dark eyes soft with sleep, her hair all mussed from the bed. Brooke's eyes flickered down to Anna’s lips. She couldn’t stop herself. She knew how soft they felt against her own. They should talk. In the sober, quiet of the morning, they should talk. Just as Brooke was about to say something, Anna leaned down and pressed a kiss to her cheek and then shuffled off of her. Immediately after requesting more sleep? Brooke was going to get whiplash.
    Brooke had never been so sad for her personal space back. She frowned. What had just happened? She wondered if she said something wrong, or maybe didn’t say something right. Either way, Anna had already gotten out of bed before she could process. Brooke couldn’t shake the sinking feeling that last night's kisses had been more alcohol induced than they had been anything else. The thought made her heart burn, but she shook the thought aside. She should go back to her original plan. They just needed to get through the rehearsal dinner, the wedding, and then the flight home. In a few days, without the pressure of her family, she could ask Anna on a real date and they could start from the beginning, for real this time.
    “We should make brunch,” Anna declared, pulling Brooke from her thoughts. 
    Brooke lifted her head. “What?” She was so beyond confused.
    “Yeah,” Anna said with a nod. “I’ve got a great pancake recipe saved on my phone. We should make brunch for Nate and Mel. I think you’d make a phenomenal Sous Chef.” 
    Brooke found herself blushing, there was something about the concept of having Anna give her orders that was enticing. Maybe it was because she had watched Anna control a full kitchen for over a year. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that Brooke liked all the little ways in which Anna took care of her and she trusted that any order she gave would be for the best. Brooke’s mouth went dry. Those thoughts definitely did not have anything to do with a kitchen. She cleared her throat. “Um, sure. We can make brunch.” She rolled out of bed and stretched a little. She wasn’t used to sleeping flat on her back. She also still wasn’t used to having Anna sleep directly on top of her, but she wasn’t complaining. 
    Anna headed for the bathroom and Brooke dug through her suitcase looking for an appropriate outfit to cook in. She hadn’t really brought anything for just normal day wear, but she had brought just a plain black polo and khakis that would have to work for the occasion. It was just about the most casual look in her bag. She quickly changed and pulled her hair back into her signature low knot bun. She had just finished buttoning her polo’s top button when Anna knocked on the door. Her heart softened. It was oddly endearing how quickly they had established a routine. She knew it was something she’d miss when they made it home. She made a mental note to speak with Susan about it. She had never thought she’d take to sharing a space so easily.
    “You may enter, Anna. I’m all changed.” 
    When Anna stepped back into the room, Brooke froze. She looked perfect, casual in an simple sundress. It was adorable, a bright teal-blue color, patterned with little black cats playing with yarn. Her hair was pulled back into the cute little half-up-half-down style that seemed to be Anna’s favorite. And her socks were back to mismatching, though they somehow coordinated perfectly with her dress. 
    Anna crossed the space in a breeze, a small frown furrowed in the center of her forehead in such a way that Brooke wanted to reach up and soothe it with her thumb. Anna’s hands fluttered up to Brooke’s collar and teased at the top button. She tugged slightly at the fabric, an unspoken question hovering between them. Brooke felt her stomach swoop back and forth at Anna’s signals. 
    “You look like an accountant with your top button all done up like this,” she said, her voice playful and flirty. 
    Brooke shrugged. “They wouldn’t put the button there if you weren’t supposed to button it.” 
    “Oh, I disagree. It’s like a silly rule. It’s meant to be broken.” Anna’s eyes fluttered up at Brooke as her fingers deftly unhooked the button. Her thumb traced along Brooke's collarbone as far as it could reach. “See, that’s better.” 
    Brooke was left with only the ability to nod in agreement. Who was she to argue with logic like that? 
    “Come on,” Anna smiled. “Let’s go make everyone food.” 
    Brooke had watched Anna cook for a year now, but she had never gotten the opportunity to participate. Nate had been sipping coffee when Anna and Brooke had emerged from their room. Mel was still asleep, but Nate had told them quite happily to make themselves at home in the kitchen. He even went so far as to get them aprons to use. The one he handed Anna said “kiss the chef.” He sent Brooke an adorable wink as Anna tied it around her waist. Brooke just blushed. She wasn’t sure, in the light of day, without the presence of too much alcohol, if kisses were even welcome. Besides, Anna had initiated all three of their kisses the night before. 
    The blush that spread across Anna’s cheeks when she saw it confused Brooke even further. Brooke cleared her throat, determined to act normal. Just because this had secretly been a fantasy of hers for the past year didn’t mean that she had to be weird about it. “What can I do to help?” she asked as she felt her own shy smile sneak into place. 
    Anna blushed again for some reason. Brooke wanted to ask her about it, but she knew that the answer was probably somewhere along the lines of Anna didn’t actually need help to make breakfast, but was too polite to shut Brooke down after Brooke had taken the trouble to put on her own apron. “Can you help me get out the ingredients?”
    “Of course.” Brooke looked at where Nate had been standing just moments ago, but he had already disappeared into the living room. She didn’t mind, he had told them to make themselves at home. Brooke would dig through his pantry and cupboards to find whatever Anna needed. “What all do you need?” 
    They found everything they needed for pancakes. They also found back bacon to fry up and eggs they could scramble to go along with it.
    “Are we doing beans, too?” Brooke asked.
    “Beans? For breakfast?” Anna asked instead of answering. 
    Brooke nodded. “Yeah, not your thing?” 
    Anna chuckled, but she shook her head no. “No, but we can make them if we need to.” She started measuring out ingredients while they spoke. Brooke couldn’t help but want to just sit back and watch. 
    “I think we’re fine without. I was just teasing you. It’s an incredibly British breakfast item.” 
    “But I’m making American pancakes,” Anna pointed out. She paused what she was doing for a second and took a visibly deep breath.“I would try beans for breakfast though.” She smiled softly at Brooke. “If you ever want to make them for me.” She quickly busied herself with the dry ingredients. 
    Brooke’s eyes widened. Breakfast. Anna had just suggested that one day Brooke might make her breakfast. Her heart was suddenly in her throat. They were back to tiptoeing around it all. They had made quite a leap the night before and were back to toeing the line of what was going on between them. She quickly looked away, unsure of how to respond. 
    Anna cleared her throat. “Do you want to start mixing? I can get the bacon going.” 
    “Sure thing, Chef,” Brooke said, hoping that her words would come out as playful, flirty even. She might have underestimated the effect it would have on Anna who nearly dropped the mixing bowl of pancake ingredients. If Brooke was bolder, she would file that away as useful information. She would push the joke a little and try it again. Instead, she was terrified that she would push Anna away if she nudged too hard. 
    Anna handed Brooke the bowl and backed up. No matter how fragile the situation, Brooke had to ask. The whole morning had been a mess of hot and cold. They had woken up snuggling, then Anna had quickly gotten off of her, then had unbuttoned her polo, and was now dancing around her in the kitchen. Brooke knew that she was not the best at communication. She also knew that her brother could likely hear them from the living room, but she had to make sure they were okay. “Hey, Anna?” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. 
    Anna immediately gave Brooke her undivided attention. “Yeah, Honey?” Her voice was soft and laced with concern. 
    Brooke cleared her throat and set the bowl down on the counter. She nervously wiped her hands on the front of her apron even though she hadn’t managed to get any of the ingredients on them yet. “Are um,” she forced herself to look Anna in the eyes. “Are we okay?” Holy shit that question was a piece of glass on the edge of a very high ledge. 
    Anna softened immediately. She reached out and grabbed Brooke's hands. “Of course. I was just afraid that I was too much last night… I can be too much sometimes. And we haven’t really talked about…”
    Anything. They hadn’t talked about anything. But Brooke knew that Anna meant the fact that they had kissed. Brooke reached up and tucked a loose strand of Anna’s hair back behind her ear. “I know.” She didn’t know how to start this conversation. She wasn’t entirely sure that her brother’s kitchen was the best spot for it. Maybe she should just stick to the things that had already happened as opposed to addressing everything all at once. “Last night was honestly amazing.” The hand that had tucked the strand of hair behind Anna’s ear had frozen, cupping Anna’s cheek. “Thank you for being here, for helping me face my mother.”
    Anna sank into Brooke's palm, though she clearly braced for her question. “And the kissing you bit?”
    Brooke couldn’t have stopped her smile if she had tried. “I meant what I said last night. It’s fully welcome as long as my mother’s not present.” She should say more. She should say that she likes it, that she likes Anna. She was trying to muster the courage to do just that when Anna grabbed her by the collar and pulled her in for another kiss. 
    They were sober, and they both tasted like mint toothpaste as opposed to a mix of alcohols. Anna hummed into the kiss, completely melting the last ounce of concern Brooke had. So, they hadn’t really talked, but they both clearly wanted to kiss each other. Maybe that was enough for now. She gently pushed Anna backwards, her hands respectfully on Anna’s waist until Anna’s back bumped up against the counter. Anna’s hands gripped tighter at Brooke's collar, pulling her in even closer. Anna’s tongue flicked out, tracing along Brooke’s bottom lip. Brooke parted her lips for her, letting her explore. Her own grip tightened on Anna’s waist, drawing the softest of moans from Anna’s lips. 
    Brooke could have melted on the spot. She had never been an overly sexual person. It had been an aspect of her few previous relationships, sure, but nothing had ever felt like this. She had never let herself get lost in just the feeling of a kiss, in the movement of their tongues. She had never struggled to remember to breathe. She had never caught her hands trying to wander into uncharted territory without explicit permission. She quickly moved them back to Anna’s waist. 
    The sound of a door opening caused them to both jump. Brooke quickly tried to fix her shirt, while Anna just watched her, her dark eyes somehow even darker. Brooke blushed when she realized that it was lust. The look in Anna’s eyes was pure, unfiltered lust. Brooke had never been looked at like that before. No one had ever stared at her so intensely like they were seriously considering pulling her into the nearest room and ripping her clothes off, but that’s exactly how Anna was looking at her now. 
    Brooke heard Mel pad down the hallway that led from their bedroom to the kitchen. Mel looked incredibly hungover. Her normally silky smooth, dark hair was mussed and frizzed. She had clearly gone to bed without removing her makeup because her eyeliner and mascara were smudged. She had looked so perfect, so incredibly put together every time that Brooke had seen her, it was kind of nice to see her like this. 
    “How are you two so alert right now?” Mel mumbled as she shuffled through the kitchen to grab a mug. Her eyes were barely open as she poured herself a cup of coffee. 
    Brooke swallowed, her eyes shifting from Mel to Anna. Anna was still watching her intensely. Her chest was still rising and falling too heavily. Anna pushed off the counter, blinking a few times. Brooke watched as, with each blink, Anna’s whole body language shifted from lust to her usual upbeat, happy self. “I think I’m going to have to replace my mattress with whatever you have in your guest room. I got an amazing night’s sleep.” 
    Brooke decided she would follow Mel’s lead and grabbed herself a plain white mug from the cupboard and filled it with fresh coffee. Mel held out the creamer for her with her eyebrows raised as a question. Brooke splashed in just a bit. She took a sip, not bothering to mix it, she needed something to distract herself from the way her heart was still pounding in her chest. 
    “Are you sure you two didn’t just break in your new toys until you were physically in a coma?” Mel volleyed at them. “Because I could see that putting you both in this happy little blissed out mood you’re both clearly in.” 
    Brooke nearly choked on the coffee in her mouth. 
    Mel just let her head fall back in a laugh. “I knew that would get her.” She shot Anna a wink.
    Anna just bit her bottom lip mischievously and pressed a kiss to Brooke's cheek as she stepped around her and went back to prepping the bacon. “No new toys yet,” Anna responded, not offering anything else to explain how alert they were. 
    Brooke dared to take another sip of coffee before she picked up the bowl she had left on the counter. She mixed all the ingredients vigorously, doing her best to whisk out all of the lumps while Anna got all the bacon into a frying pan. 
    “Do you want to be on pancake duty?” Anna asked. 
    They were both very aware of the fact that Mel had climbed up on a stool at the counter and, while still half out of it, was very much watching them interact. 
    “Whatever you need, Chef,” Brooke said, teasing, watching as Anna blushed again. She hadn’t misread it before. Anna liked it when Brooke called her Chef. Or maybe it was more that Anna liked the idea of telling Brooke what to do. Brooke felt herself blush at the thought.
    “Aw, you two are so cute it’s gross,” Mel said, letting her face rest against her palm. “Nate, your sister and her girlfriend being all cute and in love is too adorable,” Mel yelled through the flat. 
    “I know,” Nate yelled back. “That’s why I’m reading the newspaper in the living room. They’re too cute to watch over the news.” 
    Mel hopped down off her stool, carefully picked up her cup of coffee, and padded out of the room. “Yep, I’m coming to join you. I can’t watch this this early.” 
    Brooke and Anna had both completely frozen, their backs gone rigid. They hadn’t even confirmed that they had real feelings for each other yet, and Mel and Nate were throwing the word love around them. It was different now. Before they had kissed, the ‘love’ teasing had been part of the deal, a compliment to their ability to play the part, real feelings be damned, but after they had kissed—especially after they had kissed while sober—it felt incredibly serious. Brooke completely stopped breathing. She knew that she had fallen for Anna, but she wasn’t ready for Anna to know. 
    “Um, here,” Anna said, igniting another burner on the stove. She moved over a bit so that Brooke could scoot in next to her. 
    So they were going to just avoid the comment, Brooke thought. Probably best, honestly. She wasn’t ready to declare her love. It felt too intense when she wasn’t even sure if Anna genuinely liked her or if this was all physical. She still couldn’t shake the worry that Anna wanted this to be a fun England fling. They had just gotten to kissing while sober. Love was too far. 
    Anna handed her a spatula and offered her a shy smile. 
    “Thanks,” Brooke said, softly. 
    Anna just nodded. They stood in an uneasy silence for a while, the only sounds were the sizzling of the bacon and the high pitched whir of the burners beneath their pans. Brooke watched her pancakes carefully for the edges to start to bubble. When the tension between them was just too much and Brooke almost broke and said something, Anna just leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. And just like that, their silence became easy and suddenly gentle. 
    To say that Anna was correct in that she had a good pancake recipe was the understatement of Brooke's year. Brooke nearly moaned as the fluffy pancake fell apart in her mouth. She wasn’t the only one, thankfully. Nate and Mel were equally as taken by the pancakes as she was. 
    “Holy fuck, Anna. These are incredible,” Nate said, pulling three more off the serving plate in the middle of the table. 
    Anna just blushed and waved off the compliment. 
    “Is everything she cooks this good?” Mel asked before taking another bite. 
    Brooke nodded and wiped the corners of her lips before speaking. “Yes. I can say without question, yes.”
    Anna blushed an even deeper shade of red. “You’re just saying that,” she said softly. 
    “No, I’m not. Not at all.” Brooke took another big bite of pancakes. This time she made sure to get some bacon on her fork as well. 
    “Where did you learn how to cook?” Mel asked, though not unkindly. She had witnessed the brief interrogation from Sybil the night before. This wasn’t anything like that. This was kind, curious, inviting even. 
    “I taught myself,” Anna said with a shrug. “I had an…interesting childhood.” She forced a smile. “When I was on my own, or well, mostly on my own, I wanted to taste decadent foods, but couldn’t afford nights out at fancy restaurants. I waited for meat to go on sale, scouring recipes online. I figured out what flavors I liked, savory over sweet for me for sure, and then I just kept tweaking recipes until I could replicate them. I was working at Charlies by then. I would watch the cooks there, and how the head chef would taste their work.” She let out a laugh. “He was always saying stuff like, needs more salt, or more garlic, more lemon, more thyme, and I would type those things into my phone and add more to my own recipes until I figured out when it was too much.” 
    “When did you go out on your own?” Brooke asked, not worried about the fact that Mel and Nate were there, she wanted the rest of the story. 
    Anna hummed. “They wouldn’t let me cook. I was too good of a waitress. To try and convince them, I made them bacon wrapped filet mignon with a side of mashed potatoes and asparagus with a red wine sauce. The chef wanted the recipe. He wanted me on his team, but Charlie and Hunter said no.” Anna sliced her fork through her stack of pancakes. “So, I started looking for my own space and less than six months later, I had my grand opening.” She took a big bite of pancakes and happy-danced in her seat at the taste. 
    Brooke smiled warmly at her. Her heart swelled in her chest. That made Anna all the more honorable for her loyalty to Charlies. She could have hated them, but instead she let them make her stronger. “I had never asked the timeline,” Brooke said softly. “You’re so incredible,” she murmured. 
    Anna practically melted in the seat beside her. She reached out and ran her hand down Brooke's forearm, squeezing gently at her wrist, just above her watch. 
    “Well, all I know is that these pancakes are going to be far better than our ridiculous rehearsal dinner tonight at Mother and Father’s country club, and I for one am strongly considering filling a bag with them and sneaking them in,” Nate said, eyeing the stack of pancakes left as he worked on finishing off his fourth. 
    Brooke’s heart plummeted to the bottom of her stomach. "It’s at the country club?”
    Nate groaned. “Ugh, don’t remind me. But yes, they insisted.” 
    “It’s hard to argue with them when they’re the ones paying for it,” Mel said, clearly unhappily.
    Brooke’s jaw clenched. She had been on her own, physically, emotionally, and financially since she was eighteen and Nate’s wedding was being paid for by her parents? That burned. It wasn’t Nate’s fault of course, but it felt like a punch to the gut nonetheless. She wondered how she had even been permitted to come at all. Maybe her parents were only paying for the rehearsal dinner. Maybe she should ask if she was welcome to it. She knew that Nate had told her as much, but knowing that her parents were paying for it changed things. She cleared her throat and took a steadying breath. “If Mother and Father are paying for the rehearsal dinner, are we sure that I’m allowed to be there?” She braced for impact, for a wince or a doubting look. 
    Instead, Nate just smiled easily. He looked so much like he had as a boy when he smiled like that. “You’re definitely allowed, B. I made it quite clear where I stood on it.”
    Mel snorted out a laugh. “Yeah. Allow me to reenact.” She did her best Nate voice then. “‘Mother, I’ve invited Brooke and her partner to the wedding, and every event accompanying. And before you voice your opinion, please know that should she chose to attend, either she’s included and welcome at every event, or Mel and I will simply elope.’” Mel did a small bow. “End scene.” 
    Nate let out a laugh. “I don’t feel like I sound that proper.”
    “You do when you talk to Sybil Kent,” Mel countered. 
    Brooke froze. When he told her that he had stood up for her, she didn’t realize he had given their mother an ultimatum. He had all or nothing’ed their mother on her behalf. Her eyes watered, overwhelmed with affection. 
    Nate’s eyes widened when he realized it. “Whoa, Brooke are you okay?” 
    Brooke nodded. “You didn’t even know if I would come when you told her?” 
    He shrugged. “I hoped. But either way, I’ve wanted you in my life for so long, B. This wedding”—he laughed and looked at Mel, who just nodded happily at him—“Mel and I got married over a year ago. In a little courthouse about two hours north of here one weekend while away on holiday.” He scratched at his beard. “For the record, Mother doesn’t know that. But I’m telling you that because this wedding is what she thinks is necessary. It’s what’s best for her and Father politically. If I have to do the penguin suits and the stuffy tie and force our friends through a painful dinner with politicians and dignitaries, I thought at the very least I could push to try and mend the family.” His eyes watered. “I thought if I could get in touch with you, that it might be a big enough event to get you to come home. Which might be a little unfair. I know that none of this was your fault, but I hoped you’d brave them for me. For this.” 
    Brooke pushed back her chair and stood. She couldn’t go another second without hugging her little brother. She all but yanked him up out of his seat and into her arms. “I’m so glad you found me.” 
    “You take really nice photos,” he said in response. 
     Brooke's tears fell even faster. He had stalked her instagram. Her heart had never felt so warm. “You’re already married.” 
    He laughed. “Yeah, we are.” 
    “You did so good, Nate. I’m so proud of you.” 
    “You’re proud of me?” He leaned back and then crushed back in for an even tighter hug. “Are you kidding? I’m proud of you. If anything you’ve been a massive inspiration over the past few days. You didn’t need Mother and Father for anything.” 
    Brooke laughed. He was right, she didn’t need them, but this right here was everything. She sighed happily and then eased out of his embrace. They wiped their tears away with laughs and smiles. Her eyes found Anna’s over the table. It was clear that both she and Mel had shared their own helping of tears. Brooke pulled Mel into a quick, but equally as tight hug. “I’m happy to have you as a sister.” 
    Mel squeezed Brooke back even tighter. “Same, B. Same. And you, Anna. I know. I know. You two are just starting out, but sometimes when it’s real, you just know it’s real. I’m glad I have you both.” 
    Brooke caught Anna’s eyes over the table, afraid of what she might find. But all she was met with was that same soft smile that Anna only ever seemed to smile for her.



Chapter Sixteen:
    Brooke fiddled with the collar of her gray suit. Mel had insisted that she and Anna get ready for the rehearsal dinner together, saying something about needing Anna’s advice for her makeup. It left Brooke splitting the guest bathroom with Nate. 
    “It’s unfair you know,” Nate said with an amused grin. 
    “What’s that?” Brooke asked, moving to mess with her hair next. 
    “That you rock the shit out of suits like that,” he teased. “I’m glad we’re both already taken. I’d never want to grab a drink with you if we weren’t. I swear women would never even notice me.” 
    “Oh?” Brooke asked, lifting an eyebrow. “Well, I’ll have you know…” She huffed out a laugh. “I can’t even pretend, Nate. I have no game. You’re charming and funny and I can barely speak around women. I still just go completely blank sometimes in front of Anna.” 
    Nate laughed at that. “Can’t say I blame you. You did good.” 
    Brooke blushed. “We both did.” 
    “Hell yeah,” Nate added, holding his fist out for Brooke to bump her own against. She had never actually fist bumped anyone. It felt fitting that her first fist bump would be with her little brother. He ran his fingers through his hair again, making sure his part was perfect. “We should get a snazzy photo.” 
    Brooke immediately slipped her phone out of her suit’s inside pocket. “I agree.” 
    One silly photo shoot with Nate later and they were ready. Anna and Mel were still holed up in the master bathroom though, so Brooke decided it would be a good time to call Christine and Vivienne. She stepped out onto Nate and Mel’s back deck and paced along the railing while the line rang. 
    Christine picked up first. “Hi!” she practically screamed in Brookes’s ear. “How is it going? Tell me everything.” 
    Brooke laughed. “Let’s let Vivienne pick up first.”
    Two rings later and Vivienne answered. “Hello, Christine. Hello, Brooke. How’s Nathaniel?” 
    “Nate is amazing and wonderful, and Mel is honestly delightful. I’m so truly happy they have each other,” Brooke answered.
    “Good, I’m glad,” Vivienne said, as enthusiastic as she possibly could be. 
    “And Anna?” Christine questioned. 
    Brooke knew that’s what Chris had meant by ‘tell me everything’ before. Brooke glanced at the backdoor, making sure that no one could hear her through it. “We kissed.” 
    Christine screamed. Genuinely screamed. 
    “Holy shit, Chris,” Vivienne growled. 
    Brooke just laughed at how incredibly different her two best friends were. 
    “And?” Christine asked, completely ignoring Vivienne. 
    “And it was amazing. I mean, the first kiss was in front of my Mother, so that was unfortunate. But the second.” Brooke exhaled loudly. “And then today, we made breakfast and kissed again while sober.” 
    “Wait, you saw Sybil?” Vivienne asked.
    Brooke groaned. She had never been one to kiss and tell, but that’s really all she wanted to talk about at the moment. She didn’t want to get into seeing her mother, or the fact that she was going to have to see her again tonight. “I did, yes.” 
    “Is she still alive?” It was Vivienne who had asked.
    Brooke let out a pained breath of air. “Honestly, after she witnessed me and Anna purchase a harness and dildos, I’m not entirely sure.” 
    “I’m sorry. What in the actual fuck was that last bit?” Christine asked, her voice still an octave too high.
    “You and Anna bought sex toys together in front of Sybil Kent?” Vivienne asked not even a second after. 
    Brooke rubbed her forehead. “Yeah, part of Mel’s bachelorette thing was a passion party, and she and Anna thought it would be really funny. And I was rather annoyed by the way my mother kept glaring at us after we kissed, so yeah. We kind of bought sex toys in front of my mother.” 
    Christine cackled, full on cackled. “That is the actual best story I have ever heard in my entire life. Please tell me you’re going to use them.”
    Brooke was glad they couldn’t see her then, she wasn’t sure if she had ever blushed as hard as she was at that exact second. She cleared her throat nervously. “I don’t know. I mean we keep kissing, but we still haven’t talked and I just don’t think my heart could take thinking that this is the beginning of something real for me, and I don’t know… a fling for her.” Brooke sighed. “Honestly, I just want to wait until all the stress is gone and we get home so we can just talk and see if we’re on the same page, but then again, I don’t know. Anna Fourchette makes me want to do foolish, reckless things. Common sense be damned.”
    “Would it really be such a bad thing to speak with her while you’re there?” Christine asked softly. 
    Brooke didn’t register the question. At the exact same time, Anna opened the back door and stepped out in the most stunning forest green dress Brooke had ever seen. The neckline was absolutely sinful. 
    “B?” Christine asked. 
    “I’m going to have to talk to you both later,” Brooke said, hanging up the phone before either of them had a chance to respond. 
    Anna looked like a classic movie star. Her beauty was unparalleled. Brooke knew that she was staring. She knew that her mouth was still hanging open and that she had definitely just hung up on her two best friends, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. 
    “Holy shit,” she whispered. 
    Anna blushed and worried at her dark red lips. “It’s not too much?” 
    Brooke shook her head, still dazed. “You look amazing.” She crossed the deck, just to be closer to Anna. 
    “Do you have a pocket square that will match me tonight?” Anna asked, reaching out and tracing along the line of Brooke’s breast pocket. 
    “I do, actually,” Brooke said, though all she could really think about was Anna’s hand so close to her chest. 
    Anna’s eyes flashed to Brooke's lips then back up just as fast. “My lipstick would smear,” she whispered. A thought that was most definitely not supposed to be audible. 
    “We have time to fix it,” Brooke whispered in return, leaning in and kissing Anna before she could talk herself out of it. It was as their tongues touched that she realized that was the first kiss she had initiated. She didn’t let herself over think it. Instead, she focused on the way Anna’s hands fluttered to her face and pulled her in tighter. She let herself get lost in how perfectly their mouths found a rhythm.
    They broke apart out of breath and in a daze. Brooke's gaze dropped devastatingly lower, to the ridiculous slit that dropped almost entirely to Anna’s navel. “I have something for you,” she whispered, remembering the thank you gift that she had gotten for Anna. She suddenly realized just how well it would go with this dress. 
    Anna’s thumbs brushed along the underside of Brooke's bottom lip, clearly trying to erase evidence of their impassioned kiss. “Okay,” she said, her voice too deep, nearly wrecked. Her eyes had hardly left Brooke's mouth. “Lead the way,” she said, barely above a whisper. 
    Brooke reached down and grabbed Anna’s hand and led her back through the flat, all the way to their shared room. She only let go of Anna’s hand to dig through her suitcase for a long, thin black box. Her hands nearly shook as she handed it to Anna. “This is a thank you for coming with me. I know the past week has been a lot and I really, genuinely, appreciate it.” 
    Anna blushed. “B, you didn’t have to,” she said, before even opening the box.
    Brooke shrugged. “I know, Anna. But I”— Brooke froze, the truth on her tongue, Anna watching her, waiting for her reason. Brooke was done hiding it—“I wanted to.”
    Anna pried open the box and gasped. “Brooke.” Her eyes shot up to Brooke in disbelief. 
    “May I help?” Brooke asked, softly. 
    Anna just nodded, too stunned to speak. Brooke eased a silver drop chain necklace out of the box. There were five tear drop diamonds cascading down the length of the chain, which she knew would end just below Anna’s sternum. It was perfect for the dress she was wearing, not a single diamond would be obstructed by fabric. 
    Brooke stepped behind her and gently brushed Anna’s hair to one side. Her fingertips ghosted across the back of Anna’s neck. She carefully clasped the chain of the necklace and stepped back before she could do something insane like press a kiss just above the fabric of Anna’s dress.
    Anna spun around for Brooke to see, blushing as Brooke's eyes followed the length of the chain. “It looks good,” Brooke whispered, forcing her eyes up. 
    “B, it’s incredible.” Anna’s face was soft, filled with an emotion Brooke still hadn’t quite been able to place. 
    “I’m glad you like it.” Brooke wanted to say more. She wanted to say that the diamonds were nothing in comparison to the woman wearing them, but she couldn’t get the words out. 
    “I love it, B.” 
    They stood there staring at each other in the palpable silence of words they should be saying. Anna broke first, blushing and looking away. “We should probably go see if Nate and Mel are ready.”
    Brooke nodded, lamely. “Right, of course. I would hate to keep them waiting for their own party.” She cleared her throat and gestured towards the door. “After you, Darling." 
    The Wentworth Country Club looked exactly as it had the last time Brooke had stepped foot through its massive double doors. Anna was speechless. She had managed a low gasp as the valet had helped them out of the car, but she hadn’t actually said anything. As soon as the doors shut behind them Anna leaned in. “Okay, I now understand why you had me get a new wardrobe.” She let out a nervous chuckle. “Like I was appreciative, don’t get me wrong, but this…” she gestured at the grand entryway of one of the most exclusive country clubs in the whole of England. “This deserved a nice dress.” 
    Brooke smiled, softly, too nervous and uncomfortable for the smile to reach her eyes. “I’m just thankful you’re here with me.” Immediately she felt Anna’s arm thread through the bend in her elbow. 
    “Is this fancy enough? I almost feel like holding hands is beneath this place,” Anna teased. 
    It was just enough to get a breath of a laugh out of Brooke. They were greeted by a man in a full tux with tails and all. “Welcome to the Wentworth Country Club. Mr. Kent, esteemed guests, right this way,” the man said, complete with a low bow. Brooke suppressed the urge to roll her eyes at the fact that Nate was the only person the man had bothered to directly address. 
    He led them all down a hallway to their right. Brooke knew from her childhood summers spent here playing tennis and learning to swim, that they were headed towards the larger of the two banquet halls. She braced herself, wondering who all her mother and father might have invited to this event. She swallowed back the emotions that came from knowing that while she was cast completely aside for who she loved, Nate would get a probably literally a royal celebration.
    They were led inside what appeared to be a rather grand ballroom turned reception hall. There were large round tables all neatly arranged with decorative place settings, each with all the extra forks that accompanied ridiculously multi-course meals. She was thankful to see that there weren’t name cards at each seat. They at least had a little bit of freedom as to who they would sit with. Unfortunately though, as Nate and Mel were critical to the event, they’d had to arrive a bit early. Brooke had reluctantly agreed to all take one car. She knew that it would be hard to sneak out early with Nate and Mel as well. But since their parents had offered to pay for Nate and Mel to have a driver for the night, Nate had insisted that they all ride together. For one, it was a bit of a fuck you. And second, Brooke and Anna would both be free to drink as much as they wanted. And finally, Brooke knew that Mel was hoping that if Brooke was genuinely miserable, it would give her the opportunity to escape. 
    They had learned that while Mel was attending the same law school as Nathaniel, she had not grown up like him at all. Her parents were farmers so far north in England they were almost in Scotland. Mel was incredibly uncomfortable at big well-to-do events like this. While her competitive lawyer nature made her very aware that she needed to network with these people, the truth of the matter was that she wanted to practice environmental law and would spend most of her career fighting against the very people that would fill out this room in less than an hour.  
    Brooke couldn’t help but admit that it was nice to be uncomfortable at this event with someone else. Nate was used to it, he could work a room like this with ease. Anna was so genuinely lovely that while this was not her crowd, she would fit in in no time. She was stunning and charming, and Brooke knew that by the end of the evening Anna would have charmed everyone in the room—except perhaps her mother and father. 
    Sybil and Augustus Kent were speaking animatedly with another graying couple near one of the oversized fireplaces as Brooke, Anna, Nate, and Mel filed into the room. Anna’s arm squeezed ever so slightly, pulling Brooke in tighter to her side. Brooke knew that it was the subtle question of asking if that was Brooke's father. When the man lifted his head and gazed in their direction, Brooke knew that Anna’s unspoken question would be answered. Augustus looked like the thirty years older, fully white haired version of Nate, down to the style of his beard.
    This was it, the moment she had been dreading. Her father had been the one to take her to the airport. Brooke had never actually heard his opinion of the whole matter. After her mother’s extreme reaction, her father had just… done nothing. He had said nothing. And just like that, his attention turned back to the elderly couple in front of him. Brooke felt herself deflate ever so slightly. She felt her shoulders curl inwards and her face fall. She didn’t know what she had expected really, but something. Anything would have been better than nothing. 
    Brooke watched as Anna’s arm slid down the inside of her forearm until their palms met and their fingers laced together. Anna gave her a soft little reassuring squeeze. Nate cleared his throat and gestured over to a more secluded seating area, just away from the tables. “How about we wait over there until some of our most honored guests arrive.” He mockingly covered his heart with his hand. 
    “Why dearest, that would be absolutely divine,” Mel said, matching his tone. 
    “Vivienne taught me to curtsey, please tell me I’m going to get to use it,” Anna added to their jest, getting a laugh out of both Mel and Nate. 
    Brooke followed along as they weaved through the tables to the seating area that Nate had pointed out. It consisted of large, expensive furniture, all brass and dark oak, intentionally designed to be uncomfortable, Brooke decided. It had to be, if that hadn’t been the point, what had? Brooke gave up on trying to have her back touch the cushion and her feet touch the floor at the same time. 
    She fought back a laugh as she watched Anna scoot back and forth. “Okay, what the fuck?” Anna whispered, getting another stifled giggle from the group. “Do you have to be six feet tall for this couch or something?” 
    Nate flinched. He was the only one of them who was genuinely comfortable. “This club was originally gentlemen only.” 
    Mel rolled her eyes. “Fitting.” She was only a little taller than Brooke, and she was still uncomfortable. 
    Their attention was all immediately captured as they heard the sounds of approaching footsteps. Anna’s hand immediately slid to Brooke's thigh as they all turned to see who was approaching. 
    Nate stood abruptly when he realized it was his mother and father, along with their two guests from before. He hugged his mother and shook his father’s hand. Mel slowly got to her feet, uncomfortably greeting Mr. and Mrs. Kent with equally stiff half hugs. Brooke felt Anna’s eyes on her profile, clearly looking for guidance in the situation. Brooke let out a slow heavy sigh and got to her feet. She held her hand out to Anna to help her gracefully do the same.
    She wasn’t entirely sure how to greet them in this circumstance. There was an audience who was their guest. Thankfully, they both looked just as uncomfortable. She took a deep breath and forced herself to remember her etiquette classes, long since buried and locked away in the file of unwelcome childhood memories. 
    “Anna, Darling, you met my mother last night. Allow me to introduce to you my father, Augustus Kent. Father, this is my girlfriend, Anna Fourchette.” Before anyone could do or say anything else, Brooke turned her attention to the other elderly couple, who was watching the whole interaction intently, clearly vultures looking for gossip. “Forgive me if we’ve met before, it would have been quite a long time ago. Would you do me the honor of reminding me of your names?” 
    The man looked impressed. He puffed out his chest and extended his hand. “Charles Higginbotham the Seventh,” he clasped Brooke’s hand tightly, a genuine show of respect. “This is my wife, Violet.” 
    “Brooke Kent,” she said as she shook Violet’s hand. She had met them before. Higginbotham was a hard name to forget. She had actually gone to school—until the incident—with their eldest son, also Charles. “I have met you before. It’s been quite some time. It’s lovely to see you again. Please, allow me to introduce you to my girlfriend, Anna Fourchette. Anna, I went to primary school with their son.” 
    The couple seemed all the more pleased that Brooke had remembered, so Brooke decided to rub it in her parents face even more. “How is Charles doing?” 
    As each new guest or couple arrived, Brooke introduced Anna in the same manner as she had with the Higginbotham’s. Apparently, she had passed some unspoken test of her parents. Either that or the Higginbotham’s carried too much weight in their social circles for her parents to snub her publicly, so Brooke and Anna had been forced to stay with Nate, Mel, Augustus and Sybil as they greeted all of the guests. The party had been in full swing for around an hour or so when Brooke saw her, Holly Clements. Brooke's ex, turned doctor. The man with her must be her husband.
    Her jaw clenched, but she refused to cast a glance at her mother. Another test, Brooke could see. Another trap. Nate immediately turned to look at her. Anna and Mel were tuned enough to them to know that something was going on, but it was clear that neither of them knew what. Brooke just offered Nate a small smile and subtle shake of her head. 
    “Mr. and Mrs. Kent, thank you so much for the lovely invitation. This is my husband, Daniel,” Holly said it so easily, husband. Brooke was at least amused by how uncomfortable Holly looked. It was clear that no one had warned her either.
    Holly moved to Nate next, her smile wide and easy as she pulled him into a tight hug. When he had been really little, Nate had asked once if Holly was his other big sister, she was over so often. That’s how close they had been… before. “It’s been too long, Nate the great.” 
    Nate smiled, though it was tense and not at all real or warm. “This is my fiancee, Mel. Mel, this is Holly.” The sentence fell apart there, more than apparent that Nate didn’t know how to properly introduce Holly.
    But as soon as Holly’s name left his lips, Anna tightened her hold on Brooke’s arm. She leaned in unnecessarily close, her nose grazing the shell of Brooke's ear. “The Holly?” 
    Brooke felt a blush creep up from under her suit. She nodded, so small it was almost imperceptible. What was noticeable, was the less than pleased hum that left Anna’s lips mixed with the complete change in her posture. Brooke turned all of her attention to Anna then, the way that Anna’s arm had circled tighter around Brooke's waist, her hand even dipping under and up the side of Brooke's jacket. Then there was the fact that Anna’s smile was incredibly forced, her chin was held higher, she had leaned herself into Brooke more—possessive. Brooke felt herself blush as she realized it. Anna Fourchette was jealous and being possessive, and even weirder still, Brooke genuinely liked it. 
    To say that Holly looked shocked to see Brooke, was an understatement. It was also clear that she didn’t know what an appropriate greeting would be. She went for a hug at the exact same time Brooke went for a handshake. It made for an awkward half hug. One that Brooke got out of as quickly as possible. “Holly, what a surprise. This is Anna, my girlfriend,” Brooke said, happily gesturing to Anna by way of wrapping her arm around Anna’s waist. Brooke was not usually the one to initiate this level of contact, but she was immediately rewarded with Anna practically melting into her side. 
    Anna’s gaze lingered on Brooke's profile for a bit before she gave Holly even an ounce of attention. “Holly, hi. It’s nice to meet you.” Anna smiled, but Brooke knew it wasn’t Anna’s normal, happy, easy smile. This one had a bite behind it. 
    Holly looked wickedly uncomfortable shaking Anna’s hand and Brooke couldn’t help but revel in it. She extended her own hand to Holly’s husband. “Daniel, right?” She asked, she’d heard Holly introduce him to her parents, there was no point in pretending she hadn’t heard it. More importantly, there was no sense in pretending that she cared. She had been blindsided by Holly being here, but she surprisingly didn’t care. She had moved on. Not even because of Anna. Just in general, Holly didn’t hurt her anymore. Point eighty-seven to Susan, Brooke thought wondering if there was an appropriate thank you gift to give your therapist. 
    Daniel seemed completely oblivious to all of the awkward tension. He nodded, pleased that Brooke knew his name. “Sorry, I didn’t catch your name,” he offered, kindly. 
    “Brooke Kent. I’m Nathaniel’s older sister.” She resisted the urge to say something dramatic about being absent for all these years. In fact she had resisted the very palpable urge throughout every introduction. She was proud of herself. She was also exhausted and ready to sit down. She wouldn’t mind dinner either. 
    Fortunately, then Jasmine and some of the other women from the bachelorette party arrived. They were a welcome distraction. Brooke surprised herself with just how easy it was to greet them all with happy hugs. It felt like she had been able to make friends with them the night before, genuinely. She had spent so much of her life with only a handful of friends. Her gaze shifted to Anna. She let it linger. She also felt her blush creep up under the collar of her button down again. She should look away. She should figure out who was speaking and give them her attention. Her blatant staring must have gotten Anna’s attention, because they were soon making eye contact. It was only broken when Anna’s eyes flashed down to Brooke's lips. 
    Then, as if possessed, Brooke leaned forward and pressed the softest kiss to Anna’s lips. She didn’t care if her mother could see, she didn’t care if her father could see either. Anna was lovely and wonderful, and Brooke had fallen, and besides, Anna’s the one who looked at her mouth first. 
    “Sorry,” Brooke whispered as she pulled back. She had specifically asked Anna to not do that very thing. 
    Anna just blushed and shook her head. “No, no. You really can do that whenever you’d like.” 
    Brooke felt herself swallow nervously. She had to remind herself that they were still standing five feet from her parents and that they were in a room full of esteemed dignitaries. All she could think about was Anna. Anna and the possibility of endless kisses. 
    Much to the entire group's delight, they hadn’t had to continue greeting guests for much longer. Soon after Mel’s friends arrived, they were all allowed to be seated. Sybil and Augustus did forcefully request that Nate and Mel didn’t just sit with their friends, but they gave no such warning to Brooke and Anna, likely because they were still very painfully obviously processing the fact that Brooke had introduced a woman as her partner to every single one of their fancy friends. And worse—in their opinion—no one had batted an eye. Not a single one of their colleagues or friends or illustrious acquaintances who must have been socially advantageous enough to merit an invitation had reacted negatively to Anna at all. They had all been gracious and welcoming. Many of them had gone out of their way to say how nice it was to see Brooke again. And, as a result, her mother couldn’t find it in herself to even look Brooke in the eye. 
    Mel shot Brooke and Anna a pained look as Nate all but dragged her to a table filled with stuffy, tuxedoed, elderly couples. Anna slipped her hand into Brooke's and tugged a bit, keeping her in her place as Brooke's parents and Nate and Mel dispersed. “Hey,” Anna said softly, biting her bottom lip. 
    Brooke stepped closer then, letting herself hover just outside of Anna’s gravitational pull. “Hi,” she said back, taking Anna’s other hand in hers. 
    “I’m really really proud of you,” Anna said, stepping a little bit closer. 
    Brooke liked how holding both of Anna’s hands felt. She liked any contact with Anna, honestly. She blushed at Anna’s sentiment and stared down at their hands. “Thanks,” she whispered, unsure of how to take the compliment. Her eyes scanned the room. 
    Anna stepped even closer still, shaking her head. She let out the softest, most gentle laugh. “You’re really amazing, did you know that?” 
    Brooke frowned. “I didn’t even do anything.” She leaned back, daring to look Anna in the eyes.
    “But you did. You just charmed the shit out of everyone here. If I had to deal with everything you’ve endured, I would have come in middle fingers up, but instead… Instead you greeted everyone with smiles, politeness, and genuine civility. And!” Anna had to pause to lower her voice. “And you introduced me as your girlfriend to all of your mother’s peers, right in front of her. And that, Honey. That makes me want to”—she caught herself then, just before she finished her thought. 
    Brooke was desperate to know the rest. “No, what? What does it make you want to do?” 
    Just then Jasmine all but ran over to them. “Please please please come fill out our table.” Her dark eyes were almost frantic. Brooke looked over her shoulder and saw that most of Mel’s bridal party had claimed a table with a bunch of guys close to their age. Brooke wondered if the guys were their dates or Nate’s groomsmen. It was probably a combination of both, but it was clear that Jasmine was trying to save them the last two seats of their table. It was incredibly kind of her, but she also kind of wanted to judo chop her for interrupting whatever Anna was about to say. 
    Anna smiled warmly at Jasmine, and nodded. “Of course, yeah. Let’s go, Honey, before we get stuck with your mother.” 
    Jasmine threw her head back in a laugh. And with that, Brooke followed them to the table still desperate to know what it was that Anna had almost said.



Chapter Seventeen:
    After dinner came the inevitable in an event like this, many of the older men folk slunk off to smoke cigars in one of the many smoking rooms, while live music started to play in the grandest of ballrooms. The lighting dimmed ever so slightly, helping to build an ambiance of dancing, only the music was a waltz, and not many of the people who would dance knew how to dance to music like this. Brooke was pleased to see the Higginbotham’s breaking the ice and being the first to step out on the dance floor. This was one of the only dance styles she was actually confident in, if only she had the ability to work up the courage to ask Anna to dance with her. She knew that Anna would never reject her. Not now, but it was the prospect of waltzing with Anna in front of everyone that shook her to her very core, and left her rooted in her seat. 
    “I wish I could waltz,” Jasmine said, sipping her wine. 
    “Oh, same,” Anna said, holding her wine glass up to Jasmine’s, letting them clink together in corroboration. “God, I have watched every season of Dancing with the Stars. I would love to be able to ballroom dance. Any of them. All of them.”  
    This was it. This was her moment. Brooke cleared her throat. “Would um. Would you like to learn?” 
    Anna’s eyes shot to hers. “You can waltz?” The question was so sharp it was almost accusatory. 
    Brooke nodded. “Yes. Not like, professionally. But yes, I can.” Brooke licked her lips. “Would you like to dance?” 
    Anna softened so beautifully into a smile. She grinned and happily pushed her chair back. “I’m not graceful,” she warned as she stood. 
    “Don’t worry, Darling, I'm a decent teacher,” Brooke countered. She held her hand out for Anna to take. Nate gave Brooke a thumbs up as they walked past his table. She came to a stop just on the edge of the dancing space. She wouldn’t call it a dance floor, as there was nothing to denote it as different from the rest of the floor. There was just a space in which the Higginbotham’s and a few other older couples were dancing. 
    “Okay,” Brooke said, straightening her back. She took Anna’s left hand and guided it up to her shoulder. “This hand goes here.” She took Anna’s right hand in her left. Brooke’s posture was impeccable. It forced Anna’s straighter just by association. “Perfect. Now lean back, that’s it. Just like that, Darling. Now tilt your head to the right. Brilliant. Keep this elbow up. You’re in hold.” 
    Anna turned and smiled at her, but Brooke narrowed her eyes playfully and broke her hold on Anna’s hand to gently cup Anna’s face and tilt it back to the right. She tutted dramatically as she did it. The ridiculous slit in Anna’s dress revealed the fact that when Anna blushed, her whole chest flushed. The playful gesture suddenly felt super charged. Brooke immediately slipped her hand back into Anna’s and turned her own gaze to the right. 
    “So the count,” she said, pushing through her sudden burst of arousal. “One-two-three, one-two-three.” She knew that Anna had rhythm, they had danced together the night before. And while that type of dancing had been incredibly different, the principle remained. Anna could move with a beat and more importantly, they could move together. Brooke could feel her own blush creeping down her neck at the thought. 
    “What do my feet do?” Anna asked, daring to look at Brooke. 
    “Ah, yes. So your right foot first, going backwards.” Brooke stepped forward with her left. “Then we’re going to step more to the side. Yes, perfect. Then we’re going to step together. Good, Darling. Now, it’s your turn to step forward. To the side. Then together.” Brooke straightened up and turned her attention to Anna, raising an eyebrow playfully. “Ready to try it all at once?” 
    Anna nodded, clearly excited. 
    “Lean back.” Brooke chuckled. “Trust me, Darling. Lean back.” 
    Anna arched her back into Brooke's request, but Brooke didn’t let her thoughts linger. Instead, she moved them to the beat of the music, counting quietly so that Anna could follow with her. They made their small box a few times before Brooke slowed them to a stop. Anna looked positively radiantly happy. “What’s wrong?” Anna asked, clearly sad that they stopped moving. 
    “Nothing, Darling. I was going to ask if you were ready to move around the floor?” 
    Anna’s eyes widened. She nodded, happily. 
    Brooke smiled, more than a little pleased. It had been a long time since she had gotten to dance like this. She had forgotten how much she enjoyed it. “Okay, keep your footwork and your posture the same. You’re really doing great.” 
    Anna beamed as she leaned back into Brooke's hand again. And then, Brooke led. She danced them in stunning, easy circles around the dance floor, unable to stop the smile on her face. She felt lighter than she had in years. When the song came to an end, Brooke was elated. Anna nervously swayed forward, clearly wanting to kiss Brooke, but not wanting to overstep. The tension between them spiked. 
    “Please tell me there is somewhere more private in this castle,” Anna breathed into the space between them. 
    Brooke nodded quickly, immediately following Anna’s train of thought. “Yeah, I’m sure we can find something.” She didn’t let herself second guess it. She didn’t worry about who could see them, or who might have watched them dance. Instead, she just laced her fingers with Anna’s and led her quickly out of the main room. A laugh bubbled up in her chest as they walked quickly down the main hallway of the building. They passed several rooms that had been slowly filled by most of the men from the party. One of them even had some of the women. Finally, they reached what Brooke immediately recognized as the club’s trophy room. She pushed the door open and led Anna inside. 
    Brooke didn’t even fully get the door shut before Anna had spun them around and pushed Brooke back against it. A groan escaped Brooke's chest as her back effectively pushed the door shut the rest of the way. 
    “Sorry,” Anna murmured. “I just really needed to”—
    If there was a rest of that sentence, it was lost against Brooke’s lips. Brooke didn’t mind, she was quite happy to let Anna do whatever it was she needed to do if it meant they got to kiss like this. 
    Anna’s hands found their way under the collar of Brooke’s button down, seemingly desperate to touch new skin. Brooke wasn’t entirely sure where her hands were supposed to go, but Anna’s waist felt safe. What she wasn’t prepared for, was for her thumbs to be able to trace down the center of Anna’s abs. Anna gasped into Brooke's mouth, her hands tightened around Brooke's collar. The last of Brooke’s resolve was shattered. She spun them around quickly, pinning Anna to the door. Their kisses were hungry and desperate. There hadn’t been many times in Brooke’s life that she had let herself give in to the feeling of want, but this was quickly becoming one of those moments. She broke their kiss to trace down the side of Anna’s neck with her tongue. 
    “Fuck, Brooke,” Anna gasped, tilting her head so that Brooke could reach more skin. 
    Brooke had never heard anything more beautiful in her entire life than Anna Fourchette saying her name like that. A primal need to hear it again overwhelmed her. Her whole body pressed forward, craving the feeling of Anna’s body against hers. Anna’s back arched into her, seeking out Brooke in return. 
    Brooke leaned back ever so slightly as Anna’s hands left her collar to push at her suit jacket, easing it down her shoulders, tugging desperately as it got caught at the crook of Brooke's elbows. 
    “Wait. Shit. Fuck. B, hang on,” Anna breathed. 
    Brooke froze immediately. She had fucked up, crossed a line she wasn’t supposed to cross. She stepped back immediately putting a foot of space between them as guilt washed over her. “I’m sorry. Shit, Anna. I’m so sorry. I”—
    Anna shook her head quickly and reached for Brooke, catching her wrists and pulling her closer. Her chest was rising and falling too quickly, too deeply. Brooke had to force herself to look away. “B? Honey? Look at me,” Anna said. Her words were so soft, Brooke barely heard her. Anna’s pointer finger hooked under Brooke's chin and urged gently until Brooke was making eye contact with her. “You didn’t do anything wrong.” Anna’s cheeks were flushed, her dark brown eyes were nearly black with desire. “I just…” She bit her bottom lip and looked around the trophy room. “I want to do this right. And while I very, very much, want us to continue, I think maybe we should wait for tonight. When we don’t run the risk of being walked in on. Or interrupted. And maybe where your mom isn't in the same building.” Anna let out a gentle laugh. 
    Brooke exhaled in relief and nodded. Logically, Anna was making very sound points. Points that she appreciated, genuinely. She nodded. “Right, yes. Of course. You’re absolutely correct.” She still couldn’t shake the feeling that she had done something wrong. 
    “Hey, Honey?” Anna asked, waiting for Brooke to look at her again. 
    “Hmm?” Brooke hummed in response. As soon as Brooke had made eye contact with her, Anna cupped her face. Anna leaned forward and pressed a soft kiss to Brooke’s lips and rested her forehead against Brooke's. 
    “You’re a really good kisser,” Anna said, smiling just a little mischievously. 
    Brooke blushed at the compliment. “Um, thank you?” 
    Anna nodded and leaned back. “Yeah, like ten-out-of-ten, would recommend. It’s addictive. Holy shit.” 
    Brooke let out a laugh at the ridiculousness of Anna’s sentence. She did like the sound of Anna being addicted to kissing her. As weird as it was to phrase it that way, she certainly felt the same way. It was definitely not something she had ever been complimented on. Nor something she had ever complimented someone else for. She tried to parse together the words to return the compliment, but Anna spoke first.
    “My lipstick is a damn liar,” Anna teased, thumbing over Brooke's bottom lip. 
    Brooke kissed the pad of Anna’s thumb, not caring at all that Anna meant that there was evidence of their kissing left on her own skin. 
    Anna’s eyes drifted dangerously back down to Brooke's mouth. “We’re at your brother’s rehearsal dinner,” Anna whispered, though it might have been more to herself than to Brooke. 
    Brooke nodded and slowly and painfully stepped back. “Right.” She paused, fortifying herself to allow for a moment of vulnerability. She needed reassurance, and she trusted Anna enough to ask for it. “And you’re not mad, right? Like, you’d tell me if I crossed a line?” 
    “Oh, Honey, I would definitely tell you. But also, I slammed you up against a door.” Anna let out a low chuckle. “I think it’s safe to say this was my fault.”
    Brooke blushed. “Well, it’s not like you acted alone.” She straightened her suit jacket and smoothed out the collar of her shirt. “Do I look okay?”
    Anna bit her bottom lip. “I think we’re going to have to stop by a bathroom.” 
    “That bad, huh?”
    “I swear my lipstick is supposed to be the non-transferable kind.” 
    Brooke’s eyebrows raised. “Understood. Guess I should lead the way?” 
    Anna nodded, but before they left the room, she leaned forward and kissed Brooke once more. This kiss was much less heated, but it was nice. It was a promise for more. 
    Brooke couldn’t help but laugh at Anna’s lipstick smeared along the edges of her mouth. The whole thing was honestly ridiculous. Anna was waiting very patiently outside the bathroom for Brooke to get cleaned up. It was a single stall unisex situation, that neither of them wanted to risk getting caught in together. 
    She shut off the water as she wiped at her mouth with a damp paper towel. Her blood ran cold at the sound of Anna outside the restroom. 
    “Oh, Sybil. Hello,” Anna said, her voice friendly and welcoming. Brooke scrubbed faster, willing the lipstick to come off. 
    There was a pause, too long for anyone’s comfort before she heard her mother say, “you may call me Mrs. Kent.” 
    Brooke groaned. Her mother was truly a piece of work. 
    Thankfully, she heard Anna let out a breath of a laugh and retorted with a simple. “Noted.” 
    “Is Brooke in there?” She heard her mother ask her question much sharper than necessary. 
    She couldn’t hear Anna’s response, but she had gotten most of the lipstick off by now. It was as good as it was going to get. She dried her mouth and quickly unlocked and opened the door. “Mother,” Brooke said through gritted teeth. 
    Her mother’s glare moved between Brooke to Anna and back. “You would do well to not let your lustful nature get the better of you. I know that’s something you’ve always struggled with.” Her mother’s words cut quick and to the bone. It felt like Brooke had been sucker punched in the gut.
    Anna stepped in between them, so close to Brooke that her back fully touched Brooke's front. “And I see that you struggle with being a complete bitch when you think no one is watching.” 
    Brooke’s eyes widened with shock. 
    Her mother looked like she’d been slapped. 
    “Unfortunately for you, I don’t care,” Anna continued. “We left the hall so as to not embarrass you. But if you’re so concerned with how that might impact your reputation, I promise, we can just kiss in front of everyone from now on. If you’ll excuse us.” She grabbed Brooke's hand and led her back to the main room before Brooke had even figured out how to form a complete sentence. 
    “You just called Mother a bitch,” Brooke whispered as Anna all but set her down in her seat. 
    Anna very genuinely harrumphed as she sat down in her own chair. “She was being a bitch. And she was doing it the shady way, too. Too bad for her, I learned a long time ago that if someone is intentionally rude to you in a place where there are no witnesses, they can’t do anything about your response without first outing themselves.” 
    Brooke stared at Anna in complete awe. “You just stood up to my mother for me.” 
    Anna blushed. “That’s okay, right?” Suddenly she looked incredibly panicked that she might have overstepped.
    Brooke resisted the urge to profess her love right then and there. Instead she just nodded and stared at Anna with what could only be described as heart eyes. “Thank you,” she whispered, though that wasn’t nearly enough. 
    Anna reached up and cupped Brooke’s cheek. “I don’t like the thought of anyone being cruel to you.” 
    Brooke turned her face to kiss Anna’s palm. “You’re…” She stopped herself. It wasn’t the right time, or place, or circumstance. “You’re truly wonderful, Anna Fourchette. I’m so thankful that you’re”—Brooke had never been more sad that she couldn’t use the word ‘mine’ in her life. She wasn’t a possessive person by any means, but Anna had just stood up for her when her mother had struck the deepest nerve in her body to be struck. She had been quick and efficient and it had been more than clear that her mother had had no idea what to do about it. She truly didn’t know how to finish her sentence, so instead she just leaned forward and pressed a kiss to Anna’s lips. She didn’t care if more lipstick transferred or if anyone saw them. If she didn’t kiss Anna right that second, she might be crazy enough to tell her that she loved her.
    Two songs passed before Jasmine leaned over and whispered something to Anna. Brooke eyed them nervously, somehow attuned to the fact that they were talking about her. Anna nodded quickly and whispered something back before Jasmine cleared her throat. 
    Brooke lifted an eyebrow. “Yes?” 
    “Will you teach me to waltz?” Jasmine asked. She and Anna were wearing matching, hopeful grins. 
    Brooke looked to Anna for approval, not necessarily needing it, but deciding that it was the appropriate thing to do. Anna nodded happily, beaming at Brooke. “Sure, I don’t see why not.” Brooke stood and straightened her suit. 
    Teaching Jasmine to waltz was the much the same as teaching Anna had been only there was no simmering sexual tension. It was just a lot of laughing as Jasmine continued to mess up her footing and step on Brooke’s feet. 
    “I’m so sorry. I’m genuinely terrible at this,” Jasmine apologized for the fourth time. 
    Brooke just smiled, politely. “It’s quite alright. You’re not terrible, just new at this.”
    “I’m afraid I’ve never been very coordinated,” Jasmine admitted. 
    “It’s truly fine, as long as you’re having fun. I don’t mind.” 
    Jasmine narrowed her eyes at Brooke. “So you’re just actually this charming?” 
    Brooke broke posture to stare at Jasmine. “Pardon me?” 
    “Yeah, your whole quiet, brooding, mysterious, incredibly polite, well read and learned, pull the seat out for your girlfriend to sit, vibe, it’s not an act.” Jasmine stared at Brooke in wonder. 
    Brooke shrugged and refocused on their steps around the room. “There’s too much on my mind this week to manage being anyone but myself.” 
    Jasmine let out a laugh of complete disbelief. “Anna is one lucky woman, but it’s clear that she knows that.” 
    Brooke blushed. “Do you think so?” 
    “You are both two of the kindest and most interesting people I’ve ever met.” Jasmine spoke so earnestly, it made Brooke rather fond of her. She reminded her of Christine, honestly. She thought it would be fun to introduce them one day. 
    She was about to thank Jasmine for her compliment, when someone tapped her on the shoulder. Brooke turned expecting it to be Anna wanting to claim her for the next dance, but instead it was Holly. 
    “May I cut in?” Holly asked, when Brooke and Jasmine didn’t immediately separate. 
    Jasmine looked at Brooke, clearly unsure of how to answer and unsure of whatever had caused the incredibly uncomfortable tension between them. Brooke finally nodded. Her eyes quickly scanned the room for Anna, trying to get some sort of reassurance or maybe, hopefully some help. 
    Jasmine excused herself. Brooke hoped that the look on her face sent a message to get Anna to come save her. She forced a smile at Holly and resumed dancing. Dancing with Holly was different. She and Holly had trained in various forms of dance together when they were children. They were of equal skill and ability. It only took a few steps for Holly to comment on it. 
    “Oh, come on, BK. Spin me. We both know that we’re good at this,” Holly said, not for a second breaking her posture. 
    Brooke sighed and stepped back, lifting her arm to spin Holly easily. “Why are you doing this?” 
    “I just wanted a chance to speak with you,” Holly dared a glance at her. “You look well.” 
    Brooke did not want to play this game at all. She spun Holly again, a more complicated spin that kept her from having to respond. 
    “Your friend is very pretty.” Holly’s tone was bitter and biting. 
    “Girlfriend,” Brooke pointedly corrected. Her eyes scanned for Anna as they turned. Finally she found her and shot her a pleading glance. Brooke's heart raced when she saw that Anna looked well and truly pissed. She hoped that rage wasn’t directed at her, but rather Holly. Brooke was so done with whatever game Holly was playing at.
    It was in the next spin that Brooke noticed just how sad Holly looked. “I’m sorry,” Holly whispered. “I know I was awful to you. I just wanted the opportunity to apologize. I’m glad you’re happy, BK. She seems lovely.” 
    Brooke softened then. They had both been so young, and had gone through so much. “It worked out, yeah? You’re happy, too?” 
    Holly nodded, though her smile seemed forced. Brooke's heart ached at the thought. Holly had made her choice long ago, but it was then that Brooke realized it was a choice she was still making every day. The song thankfully, finally came to an end. “It was nice seeing you again, Brooke,” Holly said softly. “Thank you for the dance.” 
    Brooke nodded and gave her a soft, understanding smile. She moved quickly and deliberately back to Anna. She didn’t even say anything; she just held her hand out, waiting, hoping that Anna would take it. Anna’s smile was soft, but clearly pleased. They made it back to the dance floor in time for the next song. 
    “Are you okay?” Anna asked, not bothering with posture. Instead, she leaned into Brooke, wrapping both of her arms around Brooke's neck as they had slow-danced together at the club the night before. 
    Brooke did nothing to try and correct Anna into any sort of proper form. She just let her hands rest comfortably on Anna’s hips, swaying to the music with her. “I’m fine,” she sighed. “Admittedly, I would have preferred it if you had come to call her a bitch, too.” 
    Anna let her head fall back in a laugh at that. “Oh is that all I am to you?” 
    Brooke shook her head. “No,” she whispered. 
    Anna smiled softly at her then. She leaned forward and kissed Brooke on the cheek. “Good,” she whispered. Her smile was dazzling. “Can we fancy dance again?”
    “Darling, I would love nothing more.”
    Anna laughed and leaned back, excitement shining in her eyes as she resumed her hold position. “Will you teach me a spin?” 
    Brooke stopped them smoothly. “Of course. Here, let me show you an underarm spin.”
    “I think I like trying new things with you,” Anna said, her voice filled with joy as she followed Brooke’s lead through a few practice underarm spins.
    “I like it, too,” Brooke whispered, her heart racing with the thought of all the other things they could try. 
    After their dance ended, desserts were brought out. Anna all but dragged Brooke back to their seats. When they sat back down, Anna scooted her chair as close to Brooke's as she could. Brooke didn’t mind at all, until she could see the little goose bumps on Anna’s forearms. “Are you cold?” Brooke asked, running her hand down Anna’s arm. 
    Anna blushed and nodded. “A little, but it’s okay. It’s just because we danced. I got a little sweaty and now I’m sitting still.” 
    Brooke quickly slipped out of her jacket and held it out for Anna. 
    Jasmine leaned around Anna then and lifted an eyebrow, she mouthed the word charming. Brooke just smiled at the two of them while Anna shrugged on her jacket. It was just the slightest bit baggy on Anna. It had been tailored specifically for Brooke, so it made sense that it was a little long and the slightest bit oversized for Anna. But the longer she let her gaze linger, Brooke couldn’t help but think about how good Anna would look in a well tailored suit. 
    Her train of thought was interrupted when they were presented two options for dessert, lemon bars and a triple chocolate cake. “We should each get a different one and then share so we can try them both,” Anna leaned over to whisper. Her nose nuzzled against Brooke’s ear. Her hand slipped higher on Brooke's thigh. 
    Brooke swallowed nervously. She knew that at this close of a range, Anna had to have heard it. Brooke's eyes shifted down to Anna’s hand on her thigh as she nodded in agreement. When she leaned back enough to search Anna’s eyes she saw a hunger that had nothing to do with desserts. Anna looked as heated as she had in the trophy room. “What do you want?” Brooke asked, her voice suddenly much lower than it had been before. 
    Anna’s eyes dipped to Brooke's lips. “You,” she whispered. Immediately she leaned back and blinked a few times. “I mean… I meant”—she corrected—“you pick.” 
    Her hand didn’t leave Brooke's thigh though, and her eyes certainly didn’t leave Brooke's mouth. Brooke could feel her face redden, but she wasn’t uncomfortable about it this time. She smiled a bit shyly, unsure of how to respond. She cleared her throat and decided it would be best to stick to the desserts. They’d be free to leave soon enough after the desserts were passed out and Brooke was pretty ready to get back to Nate and Mel’s. 
    “I’ll take the lemon bar?” Brooke asked, but Anna just nodded, her focus clearly not on dessert.



Chapter Eighteen:
    As the crowd finally started to thin, Mel slid into the seat next to Brooke with a heavy sigh. “How’s it going over here?” She asked, stealing some of Brooke's wine without even bothering to ask. Brooke didn’t mind. She liked how familiar she and Mel had become over the past few days. It was something she wasn’t used to, but something that was surprisingly welcome. She wondered how much Anna had factored into her ability to make friends here. 
    Anna and Jasmine leaned around Brooke, they had been chatting animatedly for the past few minutes about the potential of Jasmine coming to visit, and Brooke had stopped trying to follow the conversation and had taken to playing with her own signet ring on Anna’s finger. Anna spoke first, “it’s brilliant, Mel. I’m genuinely having a blast.”
    Jasmine nodded excitedly. “Truly, you struck gold with your soon to be in-laws.”
    Brooke blushed at the pluralization of in-laws. Her fingers stopped fiddling with the ‘K’ ring on Anna’s pinky. Anna just squeezed her hand reassuringly, immediately Brooke relaxed and resumed her game of twisting her own ring back and forth and around Anna’s finger. 
    “Well, my evening has consisted of investment advice, retirement advice, the best boats on the market, oh, and the best places to buy a summer home.” Mel rolled her eyes. “You all looked lovely dancing though. B, I might have to talk you into teaching Nate how to dance tonight. He’s horrible at it. We took lessons for tomorrow’s first dance, and it was like he was playing whack a mole with my feet.” 
    Brooke let out an uncomfortable laugh, she really needed to work on receiving compliments. “I’m sure I can offer him some pointers.” 
    Jasmine rolled her eyes. “So on top of Brooke being charming, she’s also humble. I’m starting to regret being a heterosexual.” 
    Anna laughed, playfully adding, “back off, Jaz, she’s mine.”
    “Oh, we know. The whole room knows. You two practically float when you dance. If I hadn’t watched her teach you, I would have thought it was choreographed,” Mel said. 
    Brooke didn’t think it was possible to blush any harder. 
    “Yeah, well I guess I need to get her to teach me some more fancy spins before tomorrow night,” Anna said, clearly salty and referencing Brooke's dance with Holly. 
    “Oh, don’t worry, Brooke looked nauseous the entire time that dance went on. Nate almost got up and intervened. You doing alright, B?” Mel asked. 
    Brooke shrugged. “I’m much happier now with where I am as a person.” Her eyes shot to Anna, unable to stop herself. 
    Anna smiled warmly at her, accepting the alluded compliment. “I prefer where you’re at, too.” 
    Mel chuckled. “I guess here’s where I tell you that you can leave whenever you’re ready. There are several drivers on standby to help guests get home safely. Nate and I are going to be stuck here for another hour or so, but you really don’t have to wait.”
    Brooke’s mouth went dry. The thought of getting to leave now, with just Anna was nearly overwhelming. Anna, who was still wearing Brooke's suit jacket, who only a few hours ago had Brooke pinned to a door in the trophy room, who’s lipstick was still smeared across Brooke's bottom lip. Anna, who was now blushing just as badly as Brooke. 
    The whole table must have followed Brooke’s train of thought because Mel just laughed. “Right, well then. I will see you both in the morning I suppose.” She and Jasmine both politely excused themselves and bid them good night. 
    Brooke finally dared to look up from Anna’s hand to her eyes. “Um, are you ready to go? Would you like to dance again? Or another dessert or anything?” 
    Anna smiled softly at her then. Her expression was almost timid. A word Brooke would never have associated with her before. She shook her head no. “I’m ready to leave whenever you are, B.” 
    Brooke looked around the room. Most of the guests had left or were leaving. After Anna’s showdown with her mother, they had been left alone by her parents, so she didn’t really feel the need to find them to awkwardly say good evening. That being said, there wasn’t really anything left for them to do. She nodded. “Yeah, we can leave.” 
    She and Anna stood rather quickly after that. Anna moved to shrug out of Brooke's jacket, but Brooke stopped her. “Don’t, Darling. It’s fine. You’re cold.” 
    Brooke was getting used to the many smiles of Anna Fourchette, but some of them, some of the more reserved, softer smiles, the kind of smile that didn’t show teeth even, were becoming Brooke's favorites. Mainly because it seemed she was the only person with the ability to produce them. Instead of pulling the jacket off, Anna buttoned the buttons and linked her arm through Brooke's as they walked towards the exit and the waiting chauffeurs. 
    They spotted their same driver from before and, with just a shared look, decided to ask him for a lift back to Nate’s. He was more than happy to oblige. As they slid into the back seat, Brooke realized that the privacy divider was up. Anna realized it immediately as well and as soon as they had pulled away from the Wentworth Country Club, Anna unbuckled her seatbelt and all but climbed into Brooke’s lap. 
    “Darling, this is probably dangerous,” Brooke murmured through Anna’s sudden flurry of kisses. 
    “Okay,” Anna whispered, flicking her tongue against Brooke’s bottom lip. 
    Brooke did nothing to stop her. Instead, she simply opened her mouth, letting Anna explore. Her hands fluttered back to Anna’s waist, very aware that while Clarence, the lovely driver, couldn’t see them, he could possibly hear them. 
    “Do you want me to stop?” Anna asked, pulling back suddenly to search Brooke's eyes. 
    Brooke blinked a few times, the whiplash from the kiss to the question jarring her. “No, I was just pointing out that we should probably be wearing seatbelts.” Brooke was nervous she might have overstepped. It was Anna who had been in a traumatic car accident as a child, she just didn’t want anything bad to happen while they made it back to Nate and Mel’s. On the other hand, it was close to an hour long drive with traffic and she didn’t exactly want to go the whole time without kissing Anna, either. 
    Anna blushed. “Right, right.” She slipped back into the middle seat and buckled herself in. 
    Brooke’s heart was pounding. She couldn’t believe any of this was really happening. She’d had a crush on Anna for so long. The fact they were just making out, left her practically vibrating. She bit her bottom lip and ducked under the shoulder strap portion of her seatbelt so that she could turn to more properly face Anna. 
    A mischievous smile pulled at the corner of Anna’s lips. “Brooke Kent, are you about to break a safety rule right now?” She lifted one eyebrow. 
    Brooke shrugged. “Maybe. I didn’t mean that we had to stop kissing, I just wanted you to be safe.” She leaned fully into Anna’s personal space, waiting with a breath between them. 
    Anna’s eyes didn’t leave Brooke's mouth, her hands tugged at the collar of Brooke's button down, and Brooke let herself be pulled in. She never wanted to stop kissing Anna. Brooke knew she was gay, obviously. She had lost her family over it, but there had been certain moments in her life that had just confirmed her sexuality to her all over again. This was one of those moments. The feeling of Anna’s lips against her own, the way Anna’s whole body was pressing against hers, how Anna’s hands were desperately seeking unexplored skin. Brooke felt Anna tug at the bottom of her button down, the shirt slipping loose from the waistband of her slacks. 
    Clarence the driver was long forgotten. Anna’s fingers worked the buttons of Brooke's shirt undone, her hands a bit clumsy but her path was certain and determined. Brooke didn’t let herself over think it. She undid the two buttons of her own suit, and eased it down Anna’s shoulders. Brooke wanted to trace that ridiculous slit, the whole way down the front of Anna’s dress with the tips of her fingers. Anna shuddered as Brooke’s pointer finger slid from the very bottom of the cut up along the edge of the dress.
    Brooke stopped when her finger hit the very bottom diamond of Anna’s new necklace. In her mental map of Anna’s sinfully stunning outfit, she knew that meant she was just south of Anna’s sternum. Anna shivered, pulling Brooke from her thoughts. She broke their kiss to search Anna’s deep brown eyes. 
    It was in this pause that Anna chose to surge forward, tilting her face up under Brooke's jaw, kissing along the graceful line of her neck. Brooke gasped in surprise, in pleasure, and in an untapped sense of raw desire. 
    The sound spurred Anna on, her kisses quickly shifted from soft to desperate. Somewhere, in the back of her mind, Brooke was thankful that her tuxedo shirt’s collar was a little higher than an average button down, but all she could focus on was the way that Anna’s tongue felt flicking against her throat. Brooke let out a low hum as Anna yanked her undershirt out of her waistband as well. Her whole body moved into Anna of its own accord. Her hand closed around the necklace she had gotten her and pulled ever so gently, needing, urging Anna closer. 
    Brooke regretted encouraging Anna to fasten her seatbelt. There was an alternate universe somewhere in which Anna was currently straddling Brooke's lap. It was all Brooke could do to not reach over and physically lift Anna into the exact position she wanted her in. She would have if she was braver, or bolder, or less completely incapacitated by Anna’s teeth sinking into the base of her neck. Brooke moaned at the sensation, as Anna’s tongue soothed the very skin she had just bitten. 
    She didn’t have to be bold or brave, Anna made it clear she would be both on her behalf. “I respect your request for safety, but Brooke I really don’t care right now,” Anna breathed, hitting the seat belt latch, releasing herself. 
     Brooke's hands slipped deliberately down to Anna’s knees, gathering the fabric of the hem of Anna’s dress. Her eyes locked on Anna’s searching for any sign of hesitation. There was none. Brooke could parse out want, need, desire, and definitely lust, but there wasn’t even a trace of doubt. Brooke pushed Anna’s dress up as she lifted the smaller woman with ease, setting Anna down in her lap—straddling her lap would be more apt of a description—as Anna’s knees bracketed Brooke's waist. Anna rocked forward into her, her whole body seeking friction. 
    Anna let out the world’s softest whimper. Brooke’s whole body felt like she was on fire and Anna’s body was the only water in the world that could put it out. Brooke's hands pushed up and under the fabric of Anna’s dress. Her strong, calloused hands grasped Anna’s thighs, reveling in the sounds that fell from Anna’s lips in delight. Anna’s hands tangled in Brooke's hair. With Anna in her lap, Brooke was eye level with Anna’s neck. She leaned forward and traced it with her tongue, determined to chart every inch of Anna. The sound of Anna’s moans filled the backseat. Brooke knew that she wouldn’t go any farther than this in a moving vehicle with Anna, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t devour every visible inch of her. She kissed lower and lower, following the opening of Anna’s dress, exploring every possible ounce of skin. 
    They both froze as the car pulled to a slow stop. Brooke quickly slipped her right hand out from under Anna’s dress and checked the time. It had been an hour. “We’re probably at Nate’s,” she whispered. Her voice was thick and heavy, laced with completely unfiltered lust. 
    Anna nodded, her cheeks flushed and pupils blown out. “Okay.” She nodded again, still not moving. They stared at each other, a mirror of disbelief and desire. “Um, right.” She ungracefully dismounted Brooke's lap with a bubbled, giggle of a laugh. She quickly straightened her dress and tugged Brooke's jacket back on. 
    Brooke barely managed to get her undershirt tucked back into her slacks. She let out a low chuckle as she realized that poor Clarence probably had no idea if he should open the door for them to get out or not. She hit the privacy screen button on the center console. At the slightest crack, she could tell that they had indeed arrived at Nate and Mel’s flat and that Clarence had gotten out. She shook her head. “We probably traumatized him.” 
    Anna let out another, surprised chuckle. “Oops?” 
    Brooke leaned back against her seat and let herself just laugh at the absurdity of the situation for a second. “Shall we let Clarence have his car back?” 
    Anna bit her bottom lip and nodded at her. “Probably,” she whispered, her voice suddenly back to low and sultry. 
    Brooke opened her own door and tried to stand, falling back into her seat. She had never unbuckled herself. Anna burst into laughter, hitting the latch for her. Brooke felt her blush creep all the way up to the tips of her ears as she weaved back through the shoulder strap so that she could actually get out of the car. “Super smooth,” she muttered, holding her hand out for Anna to use to help her get out of the car. 
    “It’s cute though,” Anna said with a wink as she took Brooke's hand. 
    Brooke’s jaw flexed at that. She quickly fished her wallet out of her back pocket, digging for a generous tip to leave for their poor driver. “Thank you,” she said to him, handing him a ridiculous amount of cash. “Have a good rest of your night.” 
    He nodded, politely, clearly amused by the whole situation and thankful for his tip. 
    “So,” Anna said as Brooke let them in with the key that Mel had given them to the front door. 
    “So?” Brooke echoed. 
    Anna’s eyes dipped back to Brooke's mouth. The look was simply more words left unsaid. Brooke knew they should talk. They should make sure they were on the same page, but dammit she didn’t want to waste another second. Their lips crashed together there in the entryway. Brooke spun around quickly and backed them towards their bedroom. They fumbled their way into the room, Brooke kicking out of her dress shoes and Anna slipping out of her low heels. Somehow, without breaking their kiss the door was pushed shut and Brooke's suit jacket was tugged off Anna’s shoulders. Brooke spun them back, guiding them until the back of Anna’s knees hit the bed. Brooke pressed forward gently until Anna sat back and scooted backwards just a bit.  
    Brooke’s hands fumbled with the zipper on Anna’s dress. There was some sort of hook holding it together at the top, that was getting roughly an eighth of her attention. The rest of her was focused on the feel of Anna’s lips against her own and how loudly her heart was slamming against her chest. She was worried that Anna would be able to hear it over the sounds of their heavy breathing and the wet sounds of their tongues sliding into each others' mouths. 
    “Wait, wait,” Anna pulled back before Brooke could get her dress unzipped. 
    Brooke froze, her eyes widening. Her stomach plummeted, she had crossed a line. She had misread the situation and Anna hadn’t wanted this to go anywhere past kissing. “Anna, I’m so sorry if I”—
    —“No, B, hang on. It’s a me problem. I uh…” Anna blushed a deep red. She didn’t continue, her eyes just watered and her eyes searched desperately around the room, looking for a place to land that wasn’t Brooke's face. 
    Brooke frowned and leaned back, not letting go, but trying to get her face in Anna’s line of sight. “Anna, darling? What’s wrong? What did I do?” 
    Anna shook her head. Brooke started to spiral. It could be anything from Anna never having done anything with a woman before to her being engaged to someone else. Brooke had no way of knowing. 
    Anna cleared her throat. “It’s not you, B. Um, I’m actually incredibly self conscious about my back.” She bit her bottom lip and ducked her head with embarrassment. Her sentence hung in the air for a second before she let out a long, heavy sigh. “I told myself to not get in my head about it, but…” Anna flinched. 
    Brooke didn’t really know how to respond, so she slowly lowered herself to her knees in front of Anna. “Hey,” she said softly, offering a shy smile. “That’s okay.” She wondered how Anna had navigated this in the past with sexual situations, but she really honestly didn’t want the details. They weren’t any of her business and she didn’t want them to be. She just wanted to make Anna feel safe and comfortable, no matter what they did or how far this went. 
    “My wreck, it left it…” Anna flinched. “And then I had a few surgeries.” She stared down at her hands. “I mean, I’m super fortunate that the majority of the scarring is there, but…” She let out a low whistle. 
    Brooke nodded, listening, not letting herself jump in to solve the problem. Anna’s discomfort wouldn’t be fixed by Brooke’s flattery. Instead, she picked up Anna’s hands and pressed soft kisses to each of her palms. 
    “I’m sorry. I feel like I killed the mood,” Anna said with a scrunched up face. 
    Brooke let out a rough laugh and shook her head. “You didn’t. I’m grateful that you told me.” She licked her lips hoping that her next sentence wouldn’t be too incredibly forward. “May I offer you a big comfy t-shirt?” 
    Anna’s face split into a wide grin and she finally found Brooke's eyes with her own. Brooke watched as the deep brown of Anna’s eyes softened. Anna wrapped her arms around Brooke's neck and leaned in to kiss her. These kisses were different, less frenzied and desperate, more charged with emotions. She pulled Brooke closer, wrapping her legs around Brooke's back, sighing happily as Brooke’s hands slid up her calves. 
    When they broke apart for air, Anna spoke again, softer this time, her voice almost reverent. “You’re kind of wonderful.”              
    Brooke just shook her head. She wasn’t wonderful, not really. She just didn’t want this moment to come to an end. She’d give Anna the button down she was currently wearing if it meant they got to keep kissing. 
    Anna traced down Brooke’s jaw with her pointer finger and let her thumb swipe gently across Brooke’s bottom lip. If Anna’s lips were anything to go off of, she could assume her lips were swollen and probably a bit smeared with Anna’s lipstick. Brooke had never wanted to devour something or someone so badly in her entire life. Devour was probably the wrong word, but in all the languages Brooke knew, she couldn’t think of a better one. She wanted to worship Anna, to give her anything and everything. It felt fitting to be on her knees at her feet. 
    Anna’s eyes fluttered shut like she was making a massive decision. “Just don’t look?” she whispered. 
    Brooke felt herself flood her boxers. “I won’t,” she whispered, pressing a kiss to Anna’s lips before kissing across Anna’s cheek and over to her neck. A soft moan left Anna’s lips as Brooke sucked on her pulse point. Anna’s fingers threaded through Brooke's hair, holding her in place. Brooke ran the tip of her tongue down Anna’s throat, relishing in the sharp gasp and heavy rise and fall of Anna’s chest. 
    There was a knock on the door that jarred them both apart. Brooke rocked back and up to her feet reflexively, putting a few feet of space between them. Her adolescent trauma mixed with the fragility of her moment with Anna ripped through Brooke's veins. A look of horror settled on her face as suddenly she was the embarrassed one. Anna straightened her dress, but honestly she just looked more concerned for Brooke than anything. 
    Another knock split the tension in the room. “B?” Nathaniel whisper-yelled through the door.
    “Nate?” Brooke responded. 
    “Yeah! It’s me.” Nate paused. “Can I come in real quick?” 
    Brooke wiped her face with her hands before looking desperately at Anna for the proper response. Anna at this point just looked incredibly amused and was clearly trying to stifle a laugh. 
    Anna answered for them. “Yeah, Nate, you’re good.” 
    Nate opened the door, his face full of excitement. He must have immediately sensed the sexual tension in the room because his face suddenly mirrored Brooke’s in embarrassment levels. “Oh, sorry. Sorry. I tried to catch you as soon as we got home. I uhhhh…” He looked at Brooke with a sheepish grin. “I was actually going to see if you’d like to join me and some of my friends tonight. We’re doing a little Bachelor party round two now that Danny has arrived.” He rubbed the back of his neck, something he had done even as a little kid. “It’s going to be low key. No strippers or anything. Just drinks at a pub down the street.” 
    Brooke still hadn’t caught her breath. One second she and Anna were definitely about to have sex, to her life’s greatest trauma being triggered, to her little brother wanting to spend the night before his wedding hanging out with her and his closest friends. “Uh?” Brooke had no way of knowing how to appropriately answer his request. Her eyes flashed to Anna for guidance? To feel calm? 
    Anna just smiled at her and nodded. “You should go, Honey. I’ll be here when you get back.” She shot Brooke a less than subtle wink. 
    It was oddly reassuring. Brooke knew that wink meant that this would be here when she got back. Obviously, Nate wouldn’t think that this was anything new. He had no way of knowing he’d just interrupted what was surely about to be the best night of Brooke’s life. They were meant to be an established couple, not… whatever it was that they were. 
    Nate let out a bark of a laugh that reminded Brooke surprisingly of herself. “Anna, I promise to have your girlfriend back to you after just a few drinks.” 
    Brooke cleared her throat. “It’s okay?” She asked again, not wanting to leave Anna for one second right now. 
    Anna nodded. “I insist.” 
    Brooke nodded. “Okay, yeah.” She looked around the room. She had pushed her own suit jacket off Anna’s body over by the door. She blushed as she bent down to pick it up. “I’ll be back soon?” she said, though it was definitely a question, not a statement. “Um?” She stepped back across the room and pressed a gentle kiss to Anna’s lips. “Sorry?” 
    Anna just laughed. “It’s fine, B. We’re literally here for your brother.” She pulled Brooke back in for another chaste kiss. 
    “Sorry, Anna!” Nate called out, stepping back into the hallway. “Thanks for letting me steal her from you.” 
    “Um, text me?” Brooke said, pulling Anna’s phone out of the inside pocket of her suit and handing it to her. Though what Anna might text her about she had no idea. She really just felt terrible about leaving this moment like this. 
    Anna nodded, her smile radiant and playful. “I will, Honey-B. Also, you might want to wash your face before you leave the house for real.” She bit her bottom lip and gestured around Brooke's lips. 
    Brooke blushed even deeper and let out a groan. “Thanks, Darling. I shall return.” Brooke closed the bedroom door behind her as she exited the room and pulled on her jacket. 
    “Sorry, B,” Nate said, clearly holding back a laugh. 
    Brooke sighed heavily. “No, no, let’s have it. Come on.”
    Nathaniel cracked up. “I cock blocked you. I feel bad, but also like this was some weird right of passage that I missed out on when we were young.” 
    Brooke didn’t take his sentiment anywhere sour. She took it for what it was, having an awkward, but admittedly funny moment with her little brother. “Okay, okay. Let me wash my face real quick before we head out.”



Chapter Nineteen:
    Nate hadn’t exaggerated when he said they were just going to the pub right down the street. After Brooke had re-buttoned and re-tucked in her shirt, re-tied her shoes, and washed her face, she and Nate had walked down the block until they were ducking into a pub that she probably never would have noticed if Nate hadn’t stopped at the door. 
    “How did you leave so soon after us?” Brooke asked as they stepped inside. 
    Nate grinned. “A very fortunate, very well timed Danny.” 
    A cheer went up from the other side of the bar as they stepped inside, past the little entrance alcove. It was too small to be considered an entryway or a lobby, it was just a dark, cramped foyer that then opened up to the rest of the bar. Unlike the night before at Mel’s bachelorette party, where her bridesmaids and guests were all done up to the nines, Nate’s group of friends were mainly wearing jeans and T-shirts. As they approached the group, Brooke recognized all but two of them from the rehearsal dinner, which meant they had all gone home, changed into casual clothes, and then come back out. 
    She let out one tiny laugh. Nate had grown up in a life of luxury and excess to the point that a rehearsal dinner like tonight didn’t phase him and yet, left to his own devices he was the most unlike her parents. She both loved and envied him for it. She had run away from it, but still subscribed to it. He on the other hand had never left, he had lived in practically the same exact neighborhood, and yet it had never phased him. 
    “B,” Nate said, excitement lacing his voice. “These are my friends. Guys, this is my big sister, Brooke.”
    Brooke had met most of them earlier in the evening, either as they were trickling into the rehearsal dinner or at the table Jasmine had managed to facilitate, but being introduced to them by Nate as his big sister, feeling the energy radiating off him as he practically bounced on the balls of his feet was incredible. Brooke wasn’t particularly good in group settings like this, she tended to fade to the background, she had found over the past few days that Anna really helped bridge that gap. She was friendly and constantly excited, and she was the type of person who was just genuinely curious about every single person she met. It made it really easy for Brooke to sit back, watch and insert witty or clever dialogue when the opportunity had presented itself, but now, now she was smiling shyly at eight guys who Nate was clearly thrilled she was getting to meet. 
    She did her best to do what Anna would do if she had come along. She forced her smile a little wider. “Hi, I’m Brooke. I think I met most of you tonight, but for those of you who I didn’t get to say hello to, it’s nice to meet you.” 
    One of the guys who had definitely been sitting at the table with them, leaned over to talk to another one of their friends. “Danny, her girlfriend is a total smoke show.” 
    Brooke blushed, it wasn’t in her nature to approve of or condone people complimenting others on something they had no control over like looks, it was generally reductive, and usually fairly sexist or agist, but she couldn’t help agreeing with the guy. 
    The guy who had complimented Anna’s looks, passed Brooke and Nate beers and held his up. “To the Kent siblings for somehow landing the hottest chicks.” 
    Nate cracked up at that, and glanced at Brooke, clearly nervous at how his friend would be received. Brooke just let out a laugh and held her drink up, too. “I’ll cheers to that. I know we’re cute, Nate, but they are definitely out of our league.” 
    If you looked up the word joy in the dictionary, Nate’s smile at that exact moment would be the photo. 
    Brooke felt her cellphone buzz against her chest. After drinking to Nate’s friend’s ridiculous toast, she dug her phone out of her pocket. 
Anna Fourchette (11:57 pm):
Hi :)
Brooke Kent (11:57 pm):
Hello, Darling. :)
    “You two are so cute. I am sorry by the way,” Nate added, nudging Brooke with his shoulder as he nodded at her phone. 
    Brooke blushed. She really didn’t want to discuss the fact that her little brother definitely interrupted…what it is that he interrupted. “It’s fine, Nate. I promise.” 
    “I know, but vacation sex just hits different.” He chuckled and took another massive gulp of his beer. 
     Brooke's face crinkled with disbelief. “No, nope. Not happening.”
    “What’s not happening?” One of Nate’s friends asked. Brooke was fairly certain his name was Martin or Marcus, something akin to that. 
    “Brooke is really struggling to wrap her mind around the fact that I’m an adult who has sex. She’s also struggling because I definitely just cock blocked the shit out of her.” Nate laughed for real about that. “Let me buy you a beer to make it up to you?” 
    Brooke could feel herself scowl. 

“Fine, one to make it up to you for that, and two more for telling my friends.” Nate held his hands up in surrender. 
    Brooke just sighed. “It’s really fine, Nate. It was just…” She bit her bottom lip, not wanting to spill their secret, or really share too much of Anna’s business anyways. She decided to settle on something it was clear all the guys who had seen it could agree with, as beneath Brooke Kent as it was. “I had never seen her in that dress before. And that was a really good dress.” 
    One of Nate’s friends wrapped his arm around Brooke's shoulders and shook her playfully. “That was a really fucking good dress.”
Anna Fourchette (12:01 am):
So, you mentioned a 
big comfy T-shirt…
    Brooke’s heart stopped. Did Anna want to wear it? She nearly dropped her phone at the thought. 
Brooke Kent (12:02 am):
I did…
Anna Fourchette (12:02 am):

How would you feel 

about me stealing it?
Brooke Kent (12:03 am):
It’s in the left side of my 
suitcase, rolled up in a pair
of black adidas joggers.
Anna Fourchette (12:04 am):
♥️♥️♥️♥️♥️
Brooke Kent (12:04 am):
You can steal the joggers
too, if you want.
    She wondered what that would be like when she and Nate made it home. She wondered if Anna would really be able to stay awake, or if that ship had sailed for the night. Nate’s actual wedding was tomorrow, she knew they couldn’t stay out that late. 
Anna Fourchette (12:06 am):
I’m good with just the
shirt
    Attached was a photo of Anna laying in bed with just Brooke's shirt on. It just barely covered Anna’s upper thighs. Brooke chugged the rest of the beer she was holding. To which, Nate let out a happy yell and immediately replaced it with another. Brooke didn’t protest at all, she just took another big swig. 
Brooke Kent (12:07 am):
You’re absolutely correct.
You don’t need the joggers.
Anna Fourchette (12:07 am):
Honey?
Brooke Kent (12:08 am):
Darling?
    Brooke watched as Anna typed and erased and typed and erased for what felt like twenty minutes. 
Anna Fourchette (12:10 am):
I had fun tonight. I’m 
really glad I came with you.
Brooke Kent (12:10 am):
I’m glad you came, too.
Anna Fourchette (12:11 am):
Okay, I’ll quit bugging you.
Have fun with Nate. I 
can’t wait to see you when you 
get back. :-*
Brooke Kent (12:11 am):
♥️
    “Everything okay?” Nate asked as Brooke slipped her phone back into her breast pocket. 
    Brooke nodded and took a sip of her beer. “Yeah.” She smiled a real, genuine smile. “Everything is kind of perfect.”
    “Are you still any good at billiards?” Nate asked, a sly grin tugging up the corners of his lips. 
    It had been a long time since Brooke had actually played, but she had always been good. Surely she couldn’t be that rusty. She shrugged. “Not sure, want to go find out?” 
    “How are you this much better at billiards than me?” Nate groaned after their second game and fourth too many beers. 
    Brooke just let her head fall back with a laugh and shrugged. “I’m your older sister, I’m supposed to be better than you at stuff.” 
    “Not this much better,” Nate said a bit too loudly as he gestured wildly at the green felted table. 
    “At least we’re not betting anything.” Brooke finished off her drink and held it up to him. “Want me to buy you a beer as an apology?”
    Nate sighed. “Yeah, that will probably make me feel better.”
    Brooke nodded and headed back over to the bar while Nate re-racked. She slid onto an empty stool and waited patiently for the bartender’s attention. While she waited a stunning Black woman with long curly hair, slid onto the stool next to her. 
    “Hi there,” the woman said, offering Brooke a warm, easy smile. 
    Brooke was not a fan of small talk. It had always made her uncomfortable. Instantly, she thought of Anna again, wishing she was here. “Hello,” she managed. 
    “What are you drinking?” The woman asked. 
    Brooke shrugged. “Just beer.”
    “I’d be happy to get that for you,” the woman’s smile turned a bit sly. “I’m Lauren.” 
    Brooke blushed, uncomfortably turning red. “Oh, that won’t be necessary. I’m supposed to be getting a beer for my little brother, too.” 
    Lauren bit her bottom lip. “If I offered to buy him one too, would it get me an invite to watch your billiards game from up close?” 
    A frown tugged at the center of Brooke's eyebrows. “Why would you want to watch us? Neither of us are any good.” 
    Lauren let out a low, flirty laugh. “Because you’re very cute, mainly.” 
     Brooke's brain shorted. This stranger thought she was cute? Really, where was Anna when she needed her? “Oh, I um, I can’t accept that compliment.” Brooke looked for Nate, worried suddenly about how this might look to anyone else. Would Nate think she was the kind of person to flirt with anyone that wasn’t Anna? Brooke didn’t want to flirt with anyone that wasn’t Anna, not after tonight. 
    Lauren’s head tilted to one side, not unlike a confused puppy. “Is that a really roundabout way of saying you’re not interested?” 
    “I have a… well… an Anna.” Brooke and Anna felt like they were really on the path to becoming something real. It felt odd to call Anna her girlfriend now that she so desperately just wanted to ask Anna on a date for real when they got back. Brooke smiled softly at the thought. When she and Nate made it back to his flat tonight, if Anna was still awake, if things between them continued, Brooke would ask her on a date first. It was backwards, but their whole relationship was backwards. 
    “You have an Anna?” Lauren repeated, pointing out that that’s not really a title. 
    Brooke nodded, willing the bartender to appear. 
    “Back for more?” he asked. 
    Brooke held up two empty pint glasses. “Yes, just here for a refill. On mine this time, please.” 
    The bartender quickly poured two more beers for them and slid the new cups across the bar top. 
    Lauren sighed. “Well, your Anna is one lucky person. I’m not going to lie, it’s not often that I get legitimately shot down. Might be a blow to my ego.” 
    Brooke clenched her jaw, she didn’t want to be rude at all, but that was a rather odd thing to boast about. Brooke would hope that everyone in relationships would politely but firmly reject unsolicited pickup attempts in bars. This is why she had avoided relationships like she had. She could feel the alcohol creeping around her periphery, it made her think too hard about the past and she didn’t want that. She didn’t want to rehash Holly, or the two other girls she had tried to date after Holly. She shook her head. No more thoughts about Holly Clements tonight, seeing her again had been so unexpected, and so underwhelming. 
    Brooke realized she had been standing at the bar just casually not responding to Lauren for probably too long. “Sorry,” she murmured, not really sure of what else to say, before moving back to the billiards table as quickly as possible. 
    “Ohhhh, I’m going to tell Anna,” Nate teased. He was also a touch past buzzed. It was oddly endearing. Brooke hadn’t gotten to see that yet. 
    “You’re going to tell Anna what?” Brooke asked, handing him his beer.
    Nate laughed, not answering immediately. Two of his friends stepped up though looking equally amused. “That you got flirted with by some pretty woman at the bar. Did she buy our drinks?” 
    Brooke shook her head, slightly scandalized. “No, I would never let her. I have Anna.” She smiled at the thought. At the many kisses that she and Anna had shared tonight. She wasn’t sure what they were, but she was starting to feel certain that it was true. She did have an Anna. Whatever that meant. 
    “Cheers to that,” Nate said, holding up his pint glass and smashing into Brooke's a little too roughly. Beer sloshed over the sides of the glass, but fortunately, Brooke had long since shed her jacket and rolled up her sleeves. Nate’s eyes widened suddenly. “Also, I didn’t know Holly was going to be there tonight.” 
    Brooke flinched. “It’s okay, Nate. It wasn’t as bad as I expected.”
    “Yeah, until she danced with you. What the fuck was that?” Nate swayed a little in his disbelief. 
    “Not a clue.” Brooke just shook her head and sipped at her beer.
    Nate giggled a little. “I thought your girlfriend was going to fight her. Mel and I might have taken bets.”
    Brooke almost spit out her drink. “I take it your money was on bloodshed?” 
    “I for one would not fight your girlfriend.” It was Martin who spoke. He was really growing on Brooke. “At least not where you’re concerned. She’s tiny, but damn if looks could kill, that Holly chick would be eviscerated right now.” 
    A warmth flooded through Brooke's whole body. She wasn’t used to having someone defend her or get jealous or possessive about her. She had spent the better part of the past few years telling herself she was better off without, but the more she got to experience it, the more she realized it was something she had really been missing. It was something she was happier for having gotten to experience at all. If only for this week. 
    She and Nate tiptoed—loudly and clumsily—through the front door to his flat. They had stayed out too late, definitely more than an hour past when Nate had intended, but in his defense, his sister and his friends had never even met. They were all just having more fun than they had expected. They had learned that Brooke was far better than Nate at billiards and darts, but far worse at the one little arcade style game the bar had to offer. They also learned that Brooke had the heftiest swing in the whole group, much to all of the men’s dismay. Lauren had attempted to flirt once more after that, but Brooke was well and truly drunk at that point and had just bodily moved Martin in between them. 
    Now she and her brother were cracking up in the entryway as they both struggled to get their shoes off. 
    “Who the fuck came up with shoelaces?” Nate whispered so loudly and dramatically that it was practically a yell. 
    Brooke shushed him, but followed it with a growl of her own. “Okay, but seriously.” She stumbled a bit and decided her best course of action would be to just sit down, cross-legged. She fumbled with her laces, but managed to get them undone. She waved Nate over. “I’ve got you, little brother.”
    Nate carefully put his foot down right in front of Brooke. After she managed to get his shoes untied, she looked up at him triumphantly. What she hadn’t expected to find were his eyes to be filled with tears. 
    “Sorry,” he whispered, wiping his eyes with the back of his hands. He let out a loud, unbridled laugh. “I think I’m a little bitter we’ve never gotten this until now.” 
    Brooke pushed herself up to her feet unsteadily. “I am, too.” She pulled Nate into a hug. “I’m so glad you invited me to this.” 
    “I’m so glad you came.” He pulled back to stare at Brooke, his eyes still threatening to overflow with emotion. “It’s unfair, you know? How they treat you. It’s unfair.” 
    Brooke’s eyes watered then. She knew it, deep down in her heart she knew it. “Anna pretty much told Mother to fuck off tonight.”
    Nate guffawed. “You’re joking?”
    Brooke shook her head, unable to stop the smile that lit up her whole face. “Not even a little bit.”
    “God, please keep her.” Nate shook his head. “I would have paid money to see that.” He sighed. “You were my hero growing up. You never stopped being my hero. I just want you to know that. I never once agreed with them.”
    Brooke couldn’t stop her tears from falling then. “I’ve missed you, Nate. So, so much. I can’t fix it. The time we’ve lost. But I can make sure we don’t lose any more.” 
    He nodded. “Can we agree to see each other at least once a year from now on?” 
    “That sounds perfect,” Brooke said, happily. 
    “I”m sorry I’ve kept you out so late. I also probably owe Anna an apology. I told her I would have you back after just a few beers.”
    Brooke shrugged. “She’s pretty cool. I don’t think she’ll hold it against you.” 
    “She is really cool. I’m just so happy you have her.” 
    “That’s how I feel about Mel,” Brooke said, probably louder than necessary. 
    Nate let out a happy little hum. “These have just been the best couple of days.” 
    Brooke pulled him into another shorter, less emotional hug. “They really have been. But, we’ve agreed they’re just the start.” 
    Nate held his pinky out. “Promise?” 
    She looped her pinky around his. “Promise.” She hadn’t pinky-promised anyone other than Nate in her entire life. The weight of that wasn’t lost on her. 
    “Okay, I should get to bed or Mel will be after us both.” Nate snuck one more hug in before he headed off towards his bedroom. 
    Brooke wiped the tears from her eyes and took a steadying breath. She didn’t expect Anna to still be awake, but she was still so incredibly thankful at just the thought of having someone to go to right now. No matter what capacity it was. 
    She stopped off at the lavatory to wash her face and brush her teeth. She was too drunk to manage any more than that. She hoped that she didn’t smell like a dive bar when she tried to silently make it into the bedroom. 
    Brooke froze in the doorway. Anna had fallen asleep reading the book that Brooke had gotten her. She was all propped up on her pillow with the lamp still lit on her bedside table. The blankets were all a mess around her. Simply put, she was stunning. Brooke sighed as she closed the door, forgetting to twist the handle as she did, causing the door to close with a dull thud. She dropped her jacket while turning to try and silence the door.
    Anna stirred. “B?” She mumbled, though her voice was so thick, Brooke was fairly certain she was still sleeping.
    “Sorry. Sorry, Anna. Go back to sleep,” Brooke whispered. 
    Instead, Anna’s arms pulled up, over her head in a stretch and her eyes fluttered open. “You’re home,” she whispered. 
    All the air left Brooke’s lungs. She felt like she was home. More than she had ever felt in her apartment, more than she had ever felt in her life. Here in this little room in Nate and Mel’s flat, with Anna, she finally felt like she was home. She just nodded and stumbled towards the bed. 
    Anna let out a laugh. “Honey, are you drunk?” 
    Brooke felt her whole face heat up. “I mean… yeah.” She sat down on the edge of the bed and tried to lean forward to get her suitcase to open. She leaned forward so far, she nearly fell off the bed. 
    Anna let out a surprised laugh. “Oh, you’re like drunk drunk. Like worse than when you asked me to come on this trip.”
    “I swear I don’t drink this much,” Brooke muttered, more to herself than to Anna. She was still trying, and failing to get her suitcase to come open. “Do you know how this thing works?” 
    Anna let out another, softer laugh. “I know you don’t drink this often, Honey-B. It’s been a weird couple of weeks.” 
    Brooke turned her head, probably too fast, to look Anna in the eyes. “It has been weird. Good, but weird.” 
    Anna nodded. “Agreed.” 
    “I just want pajamas,” Brooke groaned. 
    “B, Honey?”
    Hmm?” 
    Anna reached over and let her hand rest on Brooke's forearm. “B, can I help you?” 
    “Yes.” Brooke nodded. “Can you get this thing to open?” Brooke nudged her suitcase with her foot. 
    Anna crawled out of bed and stood in front of Brooke. “I’m going to unbutton your shirt. Is that okay?” 
    Brooke nodded again. “You unbuttoned it earlier,” she pointed out. Brooke was almost too drunk to remember she should look away. She very pointedly looked anywhere but at Anna’s bare thighs. 
    Anna blushed a deep shade of red. “Yes, but you weren’t drunk then.” 
    “Am I in trouble?” Brooke frowned. She hated being in trouble, but more importantly, she would hate to disappoint Anna. Her eyes immediately searched Anna’s trying to gauge how the other woman might be feeling. “Are you upset? Or mad at me?” 
    Anna shook her head no. “No, B. I’m neither of those things.” She leaned down and pressed a soft kiss to Brooke's lips. She easily worked down Brooke's buttons, undoing them one at a time. 
    “I’m sorry I left,” Brooke tried again as Anna pushed her button down off her shoulders and tugged it down one wrist and then completely off the other. 
    “Honey-B, look at me,” Anna said, cupping Brooke’s jaw. She smiled sweetly. “I promise to always tell you if I’m mad or upset. I won’t make you guess.”
     Brooke's eyes widened. Brooke had spent so much of her life walking on egg-shells, especially in relationships. She had never been able to figure out where she stood. She wasn’t doing much better here, but knowing that, at the very least, Anna would tell her if she was mad really felt like a step in the right direction. Her mind slipped back to the bar. “I got hit on tonight.”
    “I know,” Anna said, still cupping Brooke's face. “Thank you for handling Holly how you did. You made me feel…” Anna paused to think for a second. “Very secure. And I appreciate that.” 
    Brooke shook her head. “No, not Holly. At the bar.” 
    Anna’s eyebrows pulled together in a frown. “Oh?”
    Brooke couldn’t stop the smile that started to form at Anna’s apparent distaste. “Yeah, but don’t worry. I told her I have an Anna. She got the message.”
    Anna immediately melted into an easy smile. “You do have an Anna. Can I help you take your pants off?” 
     Brooke's eyes widened and her jaw dropped. 
    Anna shook her head. “No.” She chuckled. “Not like that. You’re a little drunk for that,” she teased. 
    Brooke deflated a bit. She knew that she was too drunk. She would probably be a mess if they so much as kissed again for real. So, instead she let herself focus on the confirmation that she had an Anna. She knew that didn’t really mean anything, it wasn’t really a title, but it was some sort of sliver of a confirmation that there was something there. Something beyond this trip and beyond this room. For tonight, while this under the influence, that was enough. She nodded. “That makes sense. But yes, you can help me.” She gripped Anna’s biceps as she stood, using her for support. Her fingers lingered on Anna’s arms though, ever after she had made it to her feet. “You have amazing arms.”
    Anna blushed. “Thanks, B.” Anna’s fingers worked to undo Brooke's belt, first undoing the buckle, then sliding the leather through the loops. 
    Brooke couldn’t help but focus on Anna’s face as she worked. “You’re really beautiful,” Brooke whispered. 
    Anna chuckled. “You’re just saying that because you’re drunk.” 
    Brooke shook her head. “No, I’m just brave enough to say it because I’m drunk.” 
    Anna looked up, staring deeply into Brooke's eyes. “You’re one of the bravest people I’ve ever met.”
    “No, I’m not.” Brooke's jaw clenched. “I’ve avoided my family for thirteen years.”
    Anna leaned forward and kissed Brooke's forehead. When she leaned back she whispered, “but you were brave enough to come to this. And that is pretty fucking brave.” 
    Brooke was too filled with emotion to really respond to that, she just leaned back a bit as Anna unfastened the button and hook on the waistband of her slacks, watching as Anna helped push her pants down to puddle on the floor at their feet. Brooke stepped out of her pants, leaving her in just her boxer briefs, undershirt and bra. 
    Anna’s eyes drifted down Brooke's body and then quickly away. “How, uh… how do you want to do this next bit?” Anna asked.
    Brooke bit her bottom lip. “I think I’m just going to wiggle out of my bra and sleep like this. Good Housekeepings says I need to wash the pajamas you got me if I want to wear them again.”
    Anna snorted out a laugh. “I’m sorry, what?” 
    “Wiggle out of my bra,” Brooke said, reaching up behind herself to undo the clasp. “You know what I mean.” She pulled one bra strap down under the short sleeve of her plain white under shirt and did the same with the other side. She pulled the entire bra out from under her shirt. “Ta-da.” 
    Anna watched her with a rather amused expression. “Not that, but thank you for the demonstration. I meant the Good Housekeeping bit.”
    “The magazine,” Brooke said as she flopped back on the bed to fight with her socks. 
    “I’ve heard of it,” Anna prompted, urging Brooke to say more. 
    “They have good articles. They also say you should wash your pajamas every three to four wears. No longer than a week, max. But I always stick to what’s recommended.” 
    Anna’s expression was so sincere and so genuinely soft. “I like that about you.” 
    Brooke stopped fighting with her second sock for long enough to look up. “You like that I don’t wear my pajamas for more than three nights in a row?” 
    Anna laughed and kissed Brooke on the cheek, moving back around to get back in the bed. “Yes, amongst other things.” 
    Brooke crawled under the covers. “I like lots of things about you, too, Darling.” 
    “Tell me tomorrow?” Anna asked, her eyes hopeful. 
    Brooke rolled on her side to face Anna and nodded. “I promise.” 
    Anna held out her pinky. Brooke stared at it for a second, her mind drifting back to Nate in the entryway. She looped her pinky around Anna’s without another thought.



Chapter Twenty:
    There was a sharp rap on the bedroom door that jarred Brooke awake. She was vaguely aware of Mel’s voice filtering through the door and the rumble of Anna’s chest in an answer, but Brooke's head was ringing. She let out a low grumble, trying to get her eyes to open. She felt fingers rake through her hair, scratching her scalp on the back of her head. Her grumble melted into a happy hum and she snuggled in tighter. It was the feeling of Anna’s laughter against her cheek that caused her eyes to flash open. 
    She was completely on top of Anna, with her head snuggly using Anna’s chest as a pillow. Her hands had fisted in the sides of Anna’s oversized T-shirt. Brooke frowned at it, that was her shirt, not Anna’s. It all rushed back to her then, last night, almost having sex with Anna, Nate, the bar, getting too drunk for her own good, coming back, Anna helping her get ready for bed. Brooke blushed and lifted herself up into a plank so that she wouldn’t be fully on top of Anna anymore. 
    Anna frowned up at her. “B, Honey, what uhhh, what are you doing?” 
    “I’m so sorry,” Brooke whispered, trying to figure out—in her very hungover state—how to smoothly get off Anna. 
    Anna’s hand reached up and cupped Brooke's jaw. “Honey? Look at me.” 
    Brooke did as she was asked. 
    “Relax,” Anna smiled softly at her. “Please relax? I was so warm and you are a wonderful book rest.” 
    It was only then that Brooke noticed a book in Anna’s hand. She was almost done with the book that Brooke had gotten her. Brooke frowned, still trying to take in the morning. Anna pushed a sticky note back into her book and set it down on her bedside table. Brooke remained frozen in place, trying to orient herself. “My head hurts,” Brooke mumbled. 
    Anna nodded. “That checks out. Lay back down? I’ll rub your head for a bit before we have to get up?” 
    Brooke couldn’t help the little whimper that ripped itself free from the back of her throat. She still wasn’t used to being cared for. She slowly settled herself back down on top of Anna. “I’m not squishing you, am I?” Brooke asked. She didn’t know how she was supposed to relax with her face resting on Anna’s chest, but if Anna wanted her here, she wouldn’t fight it. 
    Anna wiggled a little bit beneath her and picked her book back up from her bedside table. “Not at all. You’re right where I want you actually.” Her free hand carded through Brooke's hair. 
    Brooke hummed a bit, happily. “What did Mel say? I heard her knock.” 
    “She just gave us a time check. If we’re riding with them to the wedding, we need to be ready to go in two hours.” Anna stopped rubbing Brooke's hair for long enough to turn the page. 
    “Do you want to ride with them?” Brooke asked, not lifting her head. She could hear the steady beat of Anna’s heart like this. 
    “It’s completely up to you, Honey.” 
    Brooke thought about it for a moment. “I kind of feel like we should let them have their moment.”
    “That’s a good point,” Anna said in agreement, her attention still solidly on her book. “They’re staying there at the castle tonight, you know that right?” Anna asked.
    Brooke shook her head. “No, how do you know that?”
    Anna tilted her head to the side. “When you and Nate went out last night, Mel and I had a nice talk.”
    “Oh?” Brooke asked, propping herself up, her elbows on either side of Anna’s ribs. She ignored the wave of desire that crashed through her body that came from hovering over Anna like this.
    “Mhm,” Anna answered, not divulging any more secrets. She was clearly not going to add anything else, so Brooke decided to settle back down on top of her. 
    “Where are you in the book?” Brooke asked, trying to recall the specifics of Delilah and Claire’s love story.
    Anna nearly dropped the book in her hands. She blushed immediately. 
    Brooke let out a low chuckle. “You’re reading smut aren’t you?”
    Anna’s blush deepened and she tried to wiggle down lower in the bed to hide from embarrassment. Brooke decided to not help her out at all and instead actively worked against letting Anna shrink down beneath the covers. “Don’t move, you’re rather comfortable,” Brooke teased, trying to reference back to Anna sleeping on top of her on the couch. She didn’t let her thoughts linger on the fact that she was using Anna’s chest as a pillow while Anna was reading more than a little bit of spice if she remembered that book correctly. 
    Only her essentially pinning Anna to the bed left, Anna staring up at her with eyes that Brooke could only describe as hungry. Brooke swallowed nervously, very aware that she was hungover, and that they were going to have to get up and get ready for Nate and Mel’s wedding soon, whether they were going to ride with them or not. Anna must have realized it at the same time because the space between them crackled with an energy that was without a doubt spicier than Anna’s book.
    Brooke leaned forward, not letting herself second guess herself, trusting that Anna would tell her to stop. Anna melted into the kiss, her book quickly abandoned and pushed off the edge of the bed, startling them both with a dull thud as it hit the floor. They stared at each other, both clearly trying to decide what they did and didn’t have time for. Brooke finally cracked. As much as she wanted this, she didn’t want to have to rush out the door after it happened. The room would also ideally be a little less bright from the morning sunlight, and Brooke would have showered the night before. Also, in a perfect world, she would have at least confirmed out loud that she actually had feelings for Anna. She was beginning to trust that all of these kisses and all of these looks meant something more to Anna, too, but still it would be nice to hear before they ripped their clothes off of each other. 
    Anna must have been able to sense Brooke's hesitancy because her next kiss was sweeter, less passionate and more reassuring. Brooke pulled back, worried that Anna might be disappointed, but instead Anna looked all too pleased with the fact that she could just lean up and kiss Brooke whenever she wanted. 
    Anna bit her bottom lip, clearly trying to resist the urge to say something. 
    “What?” Brooke asked, suddenly worried she had sleep crusted around her eyes or worse, a bad case of morning breath. 
    Anna looked quite shy, which was rather unlike her. She hummed a bit as she mustered up the courage to say whatever was on her mind. “Nate and Mel are staying at the castle tonight,” Anna repeated, her face patient and hopeful. 
    Brooke stared at her, trying to find the point she was making. Then it dawned on her, they would have Nate and Mel’s flat all to themselves. No one could interrupt them tonight. No one would wake them with loud knocks in the morning. A small smile tugged at the corner of Brooke's lips. “You’re right. That’s a very good point.” Brooke leaned down and pressed a kiss to Anna’s cheek. She let herself enjoy the feeling of their bodies being this close, pressed together for one more moment before she sighed. “I should probably shower. Try to wash this hangover off.”
    Anna’s smile was so beautiful and so perfect, that Brooke wished that she had a camera. A real one, not the one on her phone, but a real one, something that had to be manually manipulated into capturing Anna’s beauty exactly as she saw it. “Probably,” Anna agreed, though she did nothing to help untangle them. “Are you excited to rock a tux?” 
    Brooke shrugged as she slowly pushed herself up and off of Anna, fighting a little less than gracefully with the sheets and comforter to get out of the bed. “They’re really not that much different than a suit. It’s not like I’m wearing one with tails.” 
    “Can I watch you tie your bowtie?” Anna asked, her eyes following Brooke as Brooke moved to unzip her suitcase. 
    “Sure, I don’t see why not.” Brooke froze, realizing that she wasn’t actually in possession of the bowtie she was supposed to wear tonight. “You have it, right?” 
    Anna let out a little giggle as she rolled out of bed towards her side of the room. Brooke looked away, painfully aware of just how bare Anna’s thighs were. “I do. Do you want it now?” Anna asked. “It’ll give away the color of my dress,” she added. 
    Brooke thought about it for a second. She was going to learn the color of Anna’s dress soon regardless of whether or not she was given her tie. It was really a matter of how she learned the color of Anna’s dress. Would she rather see it on Anna’s body? Her pulse raced at the thought. She would. The easy, honest answer was that she would rather wait. “I can be patient,” she whispered, not adding the rest, not letting herself admit to wanting to see Anna’s dress first. 
    “Alright,” Anna said with a small, but incredibly happy smile. Anna scooped her book up from the floor and settled back into her warm spot. “How about you go shower and maybe we can get ready together today?” 
    Brooke’s mouth went dry. She forced herself to nod in agreement. Of course she and Anna could get ready together. She had no idea what all that entailed, but she was more than happy to find out. She simply needed to make it through her shower and then let Anna lead the way. 
    Brooke hustled through the monotonous task of her shower, willing her body and hair to rinse faster. When she was finally out, she dried off as quickly as possible and realized that she hadn’t really thought to bring anything in here with her. She hadn’t even worn pajamas the night before that she could just slip back on. No, instead she had fallen asleep in her underclothes. She sighed, mentally berating herself as she wrapped her towel around her waist as tightly as it would go. She made sure that nothing was showing that she wasn’t ready for Anna to see before she pushed back into the little hallway and knocked tentatively on their bedroom door. 
    “You’re good, B,” Anna called out. 
    Brooke opened the door just a crack and stuck her head through. “So, I forgot clothes,” she said, feeling her own face and neck heat up in embarrassment. 
    Anna’s eyes widened, but she pointedly didn’t lift her gaze from her book. “That’s okay,” she said softly. “Don’t mind me. You’re good to come get whatever you need.” She did let her eyes dart up briefly. “Do you want me to like, hide under the covers or anything?” 
    Brooke let out a nervous laugh. “No, it’s fine. I just felt like I should warn you before I slipped in here in just a towel.” Brooke stepped all the way into the room then, shutting the door behind her. 
    Anna’s eyes dipped decidedly lower than the book she was reading. Brooke watched, as Anna forced herself to refocus on the page in front of her. Brooke pulled out a pair of sweatpants, a sports bra, and another oversized shirt—her second packed pair of house clothes. She shuffled back to the bathroom to slip into them and let herself fully blush and internally freak out over the way Anna’s eyes had lingered on her legs. 
    Brooke had always known that she had an objectively nice body. She worked out a lot, did yoga, and several forms of martial arts, so she knew that she had well defined muscles and that some people might be into that, but she also knew that she never dressed in such a way that really showed that off. She preferred her clothes to have function and quality over form and pre-purchased wear and tear. She could see now how Anna might not have had any real idea that her legs were as toned as they were. Her boxer briefs from the night before were one of her longer pairs, coming down nearly all the way to the tops of her knees, and besides, she had been drunk. She knew that there would have been no chance of Anna checking her out with her having been as drunk as she was. Brooke all but did a happy dance. She hadn’t expected to enjoy being looked at in that way, but she really and truly enjoyed it. She was proud of the way Anna had clearly had to force herself to look away. 
    Once she was fully clothed in such a way that would be appropriate to wander around Nate and Mel’s flat, she stepped back out of the bathroom. Anna had already made it up and into the kitchen. Brooke could see her doing a little stretch while talking with Mel. Anna smiled warmly at her as Brooke joined them. 
    “Feel better?” Anna asked, sliding a glass of water and a bottle of Nurofen across the kitchen counter. 
    Brooke fought the urge to whimper as she quickly overcame the childproof packaging and chased two painkillers with the entire glass of water. She nodded. “This will help, thank you.”
    “Did you and Nate have fun last night?” Mel asked, a teasing smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. She let out a laugh, unable to contain it. “He told me a very pretty woman was quite fond of you.” 
    Brooke blushed, remembering the woman from the night before. Her eyes shot to Anna in a panic. 
    Mel laughed. “Oh don’t worry. Nate nearly broke a rib from laughing so hard at your repeated use of the sentence ‘I have an Anna.’ Besides, we’ve all seen how you two look at each other. No other pretty woman stands a chance.”
    Brooke wanted to change the subject and fast. She didn’t want to think about how many times she had said that she has an Anna. She didn’t want Anna to know, either.
    Fortunately, Anna didn’t seem phased by the conversation. Amused, definitely, but not at all mad or annoyed. Brooke got a full look at Anna’s outfit then, almost laughing when she realized it. Anna had decided to steal her sweatpants after all. Brooke's heart fluttered. Anna looked so cute and casual in her black Adidas joggers. The best part was that Anna was a few inches shorter than Brooke, so she’d had to really push them up at the bottom and rely on the elastic band in the ankles. Brooke bit her bottom lip to keep herself from commenting on it. 
    “We’re working on a plan for breakfast,” Anna said, drawing Brooke's gaze up from her legs.
    Brooke just nodded. She was a flood of emotions. She still hadn’t adjusted to the casual way in which Anna and Mel had bonded. And the memory of her pinky promise with Nate, that they had decided to remain close no matter what, spun around in her mind. Not to mention her moment with Anna this morning that had seemingly turned into a promise for tonight. She’d been up for less than an hour, but was already wondering if she should just take a nap. 
    “I’ve voluntold you to be my sous chef again,” Anna said with a disarmingly sweet smile. 
    Brooke blinked a few times. “Voluntold?” 
    Anna nodded. “Yep, I’ve volunteered your service on your behalf and am now telling you that you have to do it.” 
    Brooke let out a laugh. “I don’t think that’s a thing.”
    “It’s totally a thing. And it’s happened to you, just now. So, come on.” Anna clapped her hands together twice as if to say chop chop. “Apron up, Honey.” 
    A scientific experiment should be done on the reaction that Anna giving her orders had caused in Brooke's body. But for now, she simply just did as she was told. She tied the apron’s string back behind her back, realizing as she did so that she hadn’t even realized that Anna had been wearing an apron. She’d been so focused on Anna’s legs in her own sweatpants. She also realized that that meant that Anna was back in the apron that said ‘kiss the chef,’ and Brooke was no longer wildly confused or concerned about if she was allowed to act on that. In fact, Brooke felt almost confident that Anna wanted her to kiss her, maybe as much as Brooke wanted to do the kissing. Before Anna could start into the actual plan for food, Brooke just leaned over and kissed her. It was gentle, and short, probably best described as a peck, but it left Anna blushing and Mel grinning at them from ear to ear. 
    “I am so glad you both have gotten comfortable around me,” Mel said, genuinely happy. “B, I will never know all the pain this family has put you through. But when you first got here, I could tell you weren’t comfortable even kissing your girlfriend in front of us and now look at you.” 
    It was Brooke's turn to blush. There would never be any way to explain that she just wasn’t kissing Anna period before she got here, so she just let it go, with a nod and small smile. “Me too.” 
    Mel left them there in the kitchen, presumably to double or triple check that she had everything she was going to need for the wedding. Brooke wasn’t quite sure how weddings worked, but logistically she had a feeling that Mel would be the type to do all of her getting ready at the actual venue. It seemed the most logical choice, and Mel seemed like a practical individual. 
    Anna just grinned at Brooke when Mel left the room before tugging on Brooke's apron to steal a few more kisses from her. “Okay,” Anna said, her voice a little wistful and dreamy. “I’ve told Mel that we could make everyone omelets for breakfast.”
    Brooke nodded. “Yes, Chef,” she said, her voice intentionally a bit low and playful. 
    Anna’s eyes darkened immediately, but she just huffed out a laugh and shook her head. “You know, for someone who comes across as a little shy, I think you know exactly what you’re doing with that.” Anna put a bit of space between them and started to rummage through Nate and Mel’s refrigerator. 
    “And what’s that, Chef?” Brooke asked, leaning into it.
    Anna nearly dropped the ingredients she was holding. She let out a slow, dramatic sigh as she started to pile up the vegetables, eggs, ham, and cheese they were going to be using. “Just, can you wash the veggies for me?” She asked, her words deliberate. She started digging through another cupboard for a proper sized pan. 
    Brooke let out a low chuckle, having entirely too much fun with her newfound ability to fluster the shit out of Anna Fourchette. “Of course, Chef. Wouldn’t want anything to be too dirty for you.” 
    That did get Anna to drop the pan she was holding. “Fucking hell, B. Do you want breakfast or not?” 
    Brooke pointedly turned the faucet on at the sink, shooting Anna a wink as she picked up a bell pepper. “Let the record show, I’m really good at doing what I’m told.” 
    Outside of their playful, exploratory teasing, they cooked breakfast with ease. Obviously, Anna knew her way around a kitchen, and Brooke was actually pretty good at taking orders. Even if she occasionally made jokes just to watch the effect they had on Anna. Brooke wasn’t used to flirting, making playful jokes, or really doing anything inappropriate. But Anna seemed to enjoy it. And her laugh, so light and happy and equal parts shocked and amused, kept guiding Brooke along, encouraging her to play and tease in ways she never had before. She was admittedly a bit surprised by just how much she enjoyed it, how much she hoped it would continue when they were back home. 
    After breakfast, Nate and Mel got their suitcases all loaded into the back of a private car and were off, on their way to their fancy wedding. They made sure that Brooke and Anna still had their key from the night before, and that they had the number to their own driver who would be taking them to and from the castle today. Then, they were gone. And Anna and Brooke were left sitting across from each other at the kitchen table. 
    “So,” Anna said, though she had said it more like a question. “Ready to go get ready?” She frowned at her own question. 
    Brooke just smiled and nodded. “I’ve never really done the whole, ‘get ready with the girls’ thing. Chris and Vivienne and I will sometimes help with or approve outfits, but usually it’s just for a big event that one of us has. It’s never really for a group outing. Nate and I getting ready for the rehearsal dinner was about as close as it gets. And really, the biggest moment of that was when I told him to redo his tie because a half-Windsor wouldn’t cut it for an event as formal as last night.” 
    Anna let out a surprised laugh. “Did you really?” 
    Brooke nodded. “Absolutely, that was a full-Windsor moment.”
    Anna just shook her head. “Well, then.” A tension filled silence hovered between them, as real as the table they sat at. Anna licked her lips. “I should probably start with my makeup so I don’t get any of it on my dress.”
    Brooke nodded, knowing full well the only makeup she intended to do was her smokey eye trick. She wasn’t really sure what Anna’s makeup routine looked like. It felt oddly intimate, knowing that about someone. She would be honored to learn. She just nodded. “Okay,” her voice was too soft, barely above a whisper. “We can start there.” 
    The charged energy didn’t leave them as they settled into the guest bathroom. Anna adorably hopped up onto the counter and sat cross-legged there, as close to the mirror as she could get. Brooke smiled at her warmly. It was such an Anna thing to do, but yet learning that she did it made Brooke’s heart clamor against her ribs. There was still so much for her to learn about Anna, so much that she wanted to know. 
    Brooke didn’t let her mind linger. If she did, she would just stand there awkwardly drooling over Anna while the other woman tried to get ready, so Brooke instead focused on lining up her very small, in comparison, makeup gear. Anna let out a little chuckle as she dug through the bag in front of her. Her organizational strategy seemed to be an approximation of organized chaos. She seemed to have no difficulty in finding any of the products she might be looking for, but in comparison to Brooke's very neatly, well laid out system, Anna’s bag looked like a tornado had touched down inside it. 
    Brooke wasn’t used to getting ready in front of anyone. Even Anna in the same room as her, despite being fully engrossed in her own activities, added an unspoken layer of pressure to Brooke. For some reason, it made her nervous. She almost regretted agreeing to it. They could have taken turns. Perhaps they should have. 
    It was as if Anna could hear Brooke’s brain working overtime. “Hey, Honey-B?”
    “Hmmm?” 
    “Can you help me? This whole winged eyeliner bullshit, is impossible to get even,” Anna said with a heavy sigh. 
    “Oh. Uh, sure? I’m not actually very good at the whole makeup thing.” 
    Anna scoffed. “Okay, Ms. Has Women Falling All Over Themselves To Talk To You.” 
    Brooke rolled her eyes, but moved closer to Anna. She would try. If Anna asked, no matter what she asked, Brooke would always try. Anna spun around easily on the counter and stared up into Brooke's eyes. “That would be an awful name to have,” Brooke muttered, hoping to land a joke and distract herself from how close Anna’s lips were to her own. It didn’t matter that only half of her eye makeup was done, or that she hadn’t done her hair yet, or that she was still wearing Brooke's house clothes, it was the most beautiful she had ever been. 
    Anna smirked at her. “It would be an accurate name for you to have, it would seem.” 
    “And what would your name be?” Brooke mused. “ Ms. I’m The Most Beautiful Woman In Any Room I Enter, But I’m Somehow Completely Unaware Of The Effect I Have On People.”
    Anna snorted out a laugh. “I never would have passed first grade with all of that.” But the words lingered between them. “I’m not, though,” Anna added softly as Brooke eased the eyeliner from her grip. 
    Brooke ignored Anna’s comment, afraid that pushing it any farther would result in her confessing her ever deepening love. Instead, she did her best to match the winged eyeliner Anna had done on the other side of her face. “What do you think?” she whispered.
    “I think that I can’t be if you’re there,” Anna whispered back, without a second of hesitation. 
    Brooke softened, feeling a blush creep up to the tips of her ears. “I meant about your makeup.” 
    “Do you like it?” Anna asked without turning to look at it in the mirror. 
    Brooke nodded, stepping back to take a better look at it, willing herself to actually look at Anna and not lose herself in Anna’s intense, dark gaze. “You’re beautiful.”
    Anna’s smile was so pure and so genuinely pleased that it made Brooke nearly melt. She had never really understood the expression weak in the knees until now. Until this. Until Anna. “Thanks, B,” Anna hummed, leaning in to press the softest of kisses to Brooke's lips.
    Brooke didn’t really know what to do when they broke apart. Part of her wanted to just keep on kissing Anna until they had to leave, but Anna kissed Brooke's cheeks a few times each and then spun back around on the counter to inspect Brooke's work. 
    “You did great, Honey-B. Thank you.” Anna grinned at her through her reflection in the mirror. 
    Brooke blushed and returned to her things on the other side of the sink. “You’re welcome, Darling. Any time.” Even when we go home, she thought, but didn’t have the courage to say. She didn’t want to burst the bubble of this morning and the hovering promise of tonight. 
    “So, I was wondering,” Anna started, breaking Brooke from her slowly spiraling thoughts. 
    “What were you wondering?” Brooke asked when Anna never continued. Her heart raced at all the things it might be. 
    Anna stopped what she was doing and turned so that she was facing Brooke as opposed to watching her reflection. “Can I do your hair tonight?” She smiled with a small, hopeful smile. 
    Brooke felt a frown crease in between her eyebrows. “Well, I guess that depends.” 
    “On?”
    “On, what you want to do with it.” Brooke had a few tried and true hairstyles. She didn’t know how she would feel with something new, and on top of that, she didn’t want to be self conscious about her hair and simultaneously self conscious about whatever her mother might decide to dig into at the wedding. The thought of it made her a little uneasy. 
    It was as if Anna could sense her hesitation down to the root of its cause. “If you don’t like it, we can always take it down. I was just thinking it would look really pretty if you let me braid it. It’s just a thought.” 
    Brooke occasionally braided her own hair. She also trusted Anna and Anna’s opinion. She nodded. “Yeah, we can try it. Like you said, we can always just take it down.” 
    Anna wiggled around on the counter with excitement. “Awesome. You’re going to look so hot. I already know it.”
    Brooke blushed at that. She was getting used to the thought of Anna finding her attractive, but she still had not mastered the art of receiving a compliment, especially not one like that, and not from Anna. “What um… what do I need to do?” 
    Anna bit her bottom lip as she spun back around on the counter top. Her eyebrow lifted in a slight challenge. She made a twirling motion with her pointer finger, indicating that Brooke needed to spin around. Brooke complied with the gesture. She felt the now familiar feeling of Anna’s fingers brushing through her hair. “You’re too tall like this,” Anna said, softly. She put the slightest bit of pressure on the tops of Brooke's shoulders. “Come on, Honey-B, on your knees for me.” 
    Brooke was thankful that Anna couldn’t see her face with that. She could hear the teasing lilt to Anna’s voice as the words had fallen from her lips. Anna knew what she was doing, but Brooke was figuring out how to play this game right back. And while it was new and still a bit shaky, she wanted to learn and she wanted to test the waters of what it might be. She took a deep breath, conjuring every ounce of confidence she definitely did not possess. “Yes, Chef,” she murmured, her voice sounding foreign to her own ears. She lowered herself to her knees slowly and scooted back, as close to the counter as she could get. 
    Her response had its desired effect though. Anna’s hand gripped tighter in Brooke's hair, tugging ever so slightly. Brooke swallowed. Her heart pounded. If they kept this up there was a good chance they’d miss the wedding. Anna must have had the same thought, because Brooke heard Anna clear her throat and then the grip in Brooke's hair was replaced with the smooth bristles of an actual brush. Brooke's heart slammed against her ribcage. She could do this. Tonight, after the wedding, she could tell Anna how she felt. She finally felt confident that Anna truly felt the same. She would confess her feelings and then let herself give in to the mounting tension between them.



Chapter Twenty-One:
    Brooke was adjusting to getting ready with a girl—more importantly—with Anna. She did like her hairstyle though. From the front, it looked quite similar to how it looked when she pulled it back into a low bun. Anna was kind enough to leave a few strands loose to help frame Brooke's face, apparently that was quite a good look for Brooke. She had only just recently started doing it intentionally, they often just fell free. The back of her hair, though, was done in an intricate french braid that Brooke really liked the look of. It was a much more mature version of how she usually pulled her hair back. After Anna had finished and taken a few photos, Brooke had spun around to thank her.
    She beamed happily up at Anna from her knees and instantly the mood changed. A heat sizzled between them that had nothing to do with temperature and everything to do with the position they found themselves in. Anna’s fingers danced from the loose strands of hair down Brooke's jaw until her pointer finger hooked under Brooke's chin. She tilted Brooke's face up ever so slightly, commanding Brooke's full attention. She would have had it regardless, but the subtle physicality of the moment took the air from Brooke's lungs.  
    “What do you think?” Anna whispered, her question was not at all related to Brooke's hair. Her eyes punctuated this fact by focusing on Brooke's lips.
    “I like it,” Brooke whispered back, her answer also had nothing to do with her hair. 
    Anna’s eyes darkened. “It looks really good,” her voice was a rumble. Her thumb traced the edges of Brooke's bottom lip.
    “Thank you.” Brooke didn’t even recognize her own voice. Her hands slid up the back of Anna’s calves, letting her fingers dig in through the fabric of her joggers. 
    They should stop. Before it even begins, Brooke should put distance between them. The wedding venue was an hour and a half away. They needed to be on their way in less than an hour. That was not nearly enough time for anything that was flashing through Brooke's mind. Tonight. They would have the flat to themselves tonight. This could wait. 
    “We should get dressed,” Anna whispered. Her hand fell away from Brooke's face and she backed up on the counter, blinking a few times as she moved. 
    If that had happened yesterday, Brooke might have felt rejected, but now she noticed the blush that had crept up Anna’s neck, the way that Anna’s hands almost shook as they fluttered to her own lap, the way her eyes were too dark and her voice was still too rough and too deep. Brooke wasn’t being rejected, Anna was thinking all the same things that she was. And all of Brooke’s thoughts could be summed up to: she’s waited this long to have this moment with Anna, she didn’t want it to be rushed. She nodded in agreement and rocked back on her heels to stand up. “You’re right. Thank you for doing my hair, Darling. I do like it.” 
    Anna’s smile was soft and sweet. “Me too.” 
    They fell back into their morning routine for getting dressed. Anna took the bathroom and Brooke got dressed as fast as humanly possible in the bedroom. She was tying the laces of her cap-toe oxfords when Anna knocked on the door. Brooke stood and took a deep breath. She knew that Anna was going to look phenomenal. She was hoping that she would look the same. She tugged at the bottom of her waistcoat and rolled her shoulders back. “You may enter.” She could hear the nerves in her own voice. 
    Indigo. The color of Anna’s dress was indigo, hovering right between both of their favorites, and so deep and rich in the texture of her dress that it was absolutely perfect. Brooke had a limited knowledge of dress cuts and necklines, but for some reason, she knew that Anna’s was a Queen Anne’s. More importantly, she knew that she wished that she had stayed seated for Anna’s entrance. The bodice was perfectly fitted and the cut up the side of the dress made Brooke's jaw drop like a cartoon. 
    Fortunately, by the time Brooke's eyes found Anna’s she could tell that she wasn’t alone. Anna blinked a few times as a smile spread across her face. She genuinely lit up every room she entered. Brooke felt her pulse quicken as Anna stepped closer. 
    “You look exquisite,” Brooke said, when she finally remembered how words worked. 
    A blush spread across Anna’s chest. “You look…” Anna’s eyes drifted back down Brooke’s body. She licked her lips as her eyes slowly worked their way back up. She lifted an eyebrow before she spoke. “We need to find reasons to get you into tuxes more often.” 
    Brooke let out a nervous chuckle. “Yeah?” 
    Anna nodded quickly. “Absolutely.” Her hands toyed with the edges of Brooke's jacket. When Anna’s fingers finally reached Brooke’s lapels, she pulled her in for a kiss. 
    Brooke melted into the kiss. Her hands slid to Anna’s lower back, pulling Anna in tighter to her. All of the tension from the bathroom seeped into their kiss. It took every ounce of willpower to not let her hands roam any farther south. Anna’s hands tugged tighter, and Brooke wondered if Anna was fighting the same internal battle. 
    “Sorry,” Anna whispered when they broke apart. 
    Brooke just shook her head. “Don’t apologize for that.” 
    A breath of a laugh fell from Anna’s lips. She stepped back and let fresh air flow between them. “I have your tie and pocket square.” She lit up again with pure joy. 
    A smile twitched at the corners of Brooke's mouth. “You do.” 
    Anna unzipped a pocket of her suitcase and produced an untied bowtie and a matching pocket square. They were primarily black, but there was an identical blue-purple sheen that matched the color and texture of Anna’s dress. It had to be custom made. There was no other way around it. “What do you think?” Anna asked, watching Brooke as she studied them.
    “I think they’re incredible. Did you have these made?” Brooke was touched. 
    Anna shrugged, playfully. “Maybe. Do I still get to watch you tie the bow tie?” 
    Brooke let out a laugh. “Of course, Darling. May I ask why you want to watch so badly?” 
    “I’ve never seen one tied before. I’ve only ever seen the clip on kind.” If somehow the energy that exuded from Anna could be bottled, the fossil fuel crisis would be solved.
    “Ah, that makes sense.” Brooke quickly folded her pocket square in a classic square fold and tucked it into her breast pocket. “Well then, Darling, follow me.” Brooke led Anna back into the bathroom. “Step one, make sure the tie is set to the proper neck circumference. You do that here, on the inside.” Brooke showed her what she was talking about. “Then you just…” Brooke slowly tied her bowtie. “You cross here and then loop this under. And then you just accordion this into shape, just like that. And then you just slide this through the loop that gets left in the back. Then it’s all in the adjustments.” Brooke tugged and adjusted for a few minutes until her tie was neat and symmetrical. “I actually think it’s easier to tie a bowtie than a modern necktie.”
    “Ah yes, the full Windsor does seem complicated,” Anna teased, her eyes lingering on Brooke’s bowtie. 
    “You’re mocking me,” Brooke flirted back, stepping intentionally into Anna’s space. 
    Anna’s eyes flashed up, filled with faux innocence. Her eyelashes fluttered against the top of her cheeks. “Who? Me?” 
    Their lips crashed together in an instant, the pull between them too great to fight. Brooke’s hand immediately searched for the slit that cut up to Anna’s thigh. Anna gasped into her mouth as Brooke's palm slid under the gap in her dress. They both jumped apart when Brooke's phone buzzed, pressed between them both.
    “That’ll be Clarence, the driver,” Brooke whispered. She dug her phone out of the interior pocket of her tux and nodded. She answered the phone and lifted it to her ear. Anna was still fully pressed into her front. “Brooke Kent.” 
    “Ms. Kent, this is Clarence. I’m here to take you and Ms. Fourchette to the Kent wedding.” 
    “Right, brilliant. Thank you, Clarence. We’ll be right down.” Brooke hung up the phone. She swallowed nervously. They had probably traumatized poor Clarence the night before.
    “Will you hold my phone for me tonight?” Anna asked. 
     Brooke's eyes looked down between them in horror. There was no way Anna’s phone had fit in the top of her current dress. Right?
    Anna threw her head back in a laugh. “It’s on my bedside table. I just want to make sure I take some photos tonight. We look hot. Everyone back home needs to see how good we look.” 
    Brooke nodded. “Right. Yeah, of course. I’m happy to. Anything to help make you more comfortable.” 
    Anna bit her bottom lip, but instead of saying anything leaned in and pressed the softest of kisses to Brooke’s cheek. “Thanks, Honey-B.”
    “Holy fuck, Brooke, that’s an actual castle.” The car had come to a stop almost a full minute ago, but Anna hadn’t moved. She had stayed completely frozen in her seat, her eyes fixed on Hever Castle. 
    “It’s the childhood home of Anne Boleyn,” Brooke said, offhandedly. 
    Anna’s eyes snapped to her. “You’re kidding.” 
    Brooke shook her head. “No, that’s a fun-fact about Hever Castle.” Brooke’s eyes softened. “It’s going to be fine. We’ll just follow the crowd, blend in. This stresses me far less than last night did.”
    “Why’s that? I’m the exact opposite right now.” 
    “There’s a point, a purpose, all eyes will be on Nate and Mel at this event. We’ll just get to blend. And besides, you’ve already charmed probably fifty percent of the guests, so we get to coast tonight.” Brooke was surprisingly calm. Maybe it’s because she and Nate felt so solid and so sure. It also had to do with the fact that Anna had already called Mother a bitch and they likely wouldn’t have to interact with her parents at all as a result. Whatever it was, Brooke was thankful and grateful and knew that Anna was likely the entire reason she was as settled as she was. “You’re truly lovely, did you know that?” She asked before Anna could open the door. 
    Anna turned back to her, her eyes filled with that look that she reserved for Brooke and Brooke alone. “I’m really glad you invited me.” 
    Brooke melted into a smile. “I’m glad I invited you, too.” She nodded. “Now come on, let’s go show off your dress.” 
    Anna’s eyes flashed to Brooke's lips, but she had put on lipstick during their drive here and clearly thought better of it, because instead of kissing Brooke, she grabbed her hand and squeezed. “You’re right. Let’s go be the hottest couple here.” 
    Brooke’s heart skipped a bit. The hottest couple here. God, she hoped Anna meant it. 
    “Alright. Let’s do this.” Anna opened her door and was helped out by Clarence. Clearly, they had scarred him so badly the night before that he was afraid to open the door. 
    Brooke slid across the bench seat and got out directly after Anna, letting Clarence help her out as well. She slipped him an excessive tip during the exchange. 
    He just smiled kindly at her. “I’ll be here when you two are ready to head home, madams.” He bowed his head to them. 
    “Thank you, sir,” Brooke said politely in return. She liked Clarence. He gave off the good kind of grandpa vibe. Anna squeezed her hand a few times drawing all of Brooke's attention. 
    “Do we have time to wander through the grounds before the wedding?” 
    Brooke checked her watch before nodding. “Yes, Darling. We have about an hour before the ceremony begins. I don’t see why we couldn’t take a quick jaunt through the gardens.”
    Anna smiled warmly at her. “Nobody talks like you,” she said, softly. She wasn’t teasing, her voice was filled with a fondness. “I like it,” she added. Sometimes, when she looked at Brooke, her eyes filled with wonder. The more time Brooke spent with her, the closer she was to uncovering the true nature of Anna’s gaze. 
    Brooke felt the corners of her lips pull up, into a smile. She wanted to spill her heart right there at the entrance to an ancient estate, but she didn’t want the moment ruined by time constraints. Instead, she lifted Anna’s hand to her lips to press the softest of kisses to the back of Anna’s knuckles. “Come then, Darling. Shall we go see the grounds?” 
    As they walked through an incredibly well maintained hedge-maze, Anna let out a frustrated huff. Brooke looked her over quickly, trying to assess what might be wrong. “Are you alright?” Brooke asked when nothing looked amiss. 
    Anna grinned at her mischievously. “I mean, technically. But…” She looked away, blushed and worried at her bottom lip.
    “Technically?” Brooke asked, starting to get worried. She didn’t do well with unknowns and things she couldn’t fix. 
    Anna let out a startled laugh. “Okay, honestly?” Her whole face scrunched up as she stopped walking and turned to face Brooke. 
    Brooke just nodded, frowning. 
    Anna’s thumb reached up and smoothed out the wrinkle that formed in the center of Brooke’s forehead when she frowned. “I’m really frustrated that my lipstick is labeled as non-transferable and so far on this trip we have learned that that’s a damn lie.” 
    Heat spread up Brooke's neck as she stood there stunned. She quickly looked around. They had passed other early couples there for Nate and Mel’s wedding, wandering through the castle and the gardens. Brooke still wasn’t one-hundred percent comfortable with everything surrounding sex or even intimacy. Kisses, especially kisses that might be seen still caused a single line of sweat to bead down the center of her back. She was happy to see that no one was anywhere near them. They were all alone in the hedge and Anna looked simultaneously breathless and breathtaking. 
    Her hands had traced up the lapels of Brooke's tux while Brooke’s thoughts had raced at a million miles and hour. 
    “You okay over there?” Anna asked, her voice teetering on the edge of flirtatiousness. 
    Brooke nodded and licked her lips. She couldn’t seem to lift her eyes up past Anna’s deep red lipstick. She swallowed and forced herself to make eye contact. Anna’s gaze sharpened, an eyebrow lifted as if in a dare. They hovered, frozen in tension, a thousand possible outcomes threading around them. Everything ranging from a small simple peck of a kiss, through Brooke’s hand sliding back up the ridiculous slit in Anna’s dress, all raced through Brooke’s mind. 
    Damn the lipstick. Brooke leaned in and kissed her, slowly and deliberately. Anna wanted a kiss, and Brooke would not miss the opportunity. 
    Their kiss was one that lingered and bled from one kiss into a second and a third, each one getting lighter and more playful until Anna actually stepped back with a laugh, looking lighter than she had since they had stepped into the maze. “We should probably go find our seats, huh?” Anna asked, running her thumb along Brooke’s bottom lip, helping her wipe away the evidence of their kisses. 
    Brooke was frozen in place, moved by the intimate gesture of Anna’s thumb swiping across her bottom lip. She nodded, wordlessly agreeing to find their seats. 
    Brooke had never been in a space more perfect for a wedding. Nate and Mel were to be married on a stunning Italian styled balcony, complete with high arches letting in a lovely spring breeze and the natural light of a setting sun. The chairs were golden, wrapped with cream linens, and white rose petals were everywhere. It was like something out of a royal fairytale. Brooke smiled softly as she slipped her phone out of her inside pocket and snapped a few photos of the set up before it was filled with people and before the show had begun.  
    They sat middle middle, intentionally behind a few shorter women that Brooke didn’t recognize. Honestly, based strictly off of looks, they could easily be Mel’s extended family. Brooke was kind of excited to meet Mel’s parents. Mel was so genuinely wonderful, Brooke was sure her parents would be great. She wondered what they thought about all this pomp and circumstance. Her heart sank into her gut. She hoped her mother hadn’t been rude to them. Maybe Mel’s future law career made up for her parents' occupations. Brooke all but shook her head. She genuinely couldn’t imagine how sad her mother must be, condescending on the world. 
    Anna’s hand found its home on Brooke's right thigh and Anna snuggled in closer to Brooke in her seat. Her foot wrapped around Brooke's ankle, but when Brooke looked up, Anna seemed fully engrossed in the little program that they had been handed as they had approached the center aisle. This was just how Anna had come to enjoy sitting it seemed. 
    Anna leaned over, farther in Brooke’s space, so that she could whisper in Brooke's ear. “We should take a few photos together.” She smiled at Brooke hopefully. 
    “Sure of course,” Brooke said, quickly reaching into her inside pocket for Anna’s phone. “Here you are. How do you want me?” Brooke asked, waiting patiently for direction. 
    Anna just let out a breath of a laugh. Brooke could tell that Anna was getting used to her complete inexperience when it came to selfies and coupley photos. “Just put your arm around me,” Anna answered easily as she got the camera open and flipped on her phone.
    Brooke did as Anna requested, sliding her arm around Anna’s shoulders. She watched them through the image on Anna’s screen. They looked good together. And more importantly, they just fit together. As her arm relaxed around Anna’s shoulders, and as Anna leaned into the pose, it became more and more clear. This was the right fit, the best fit, and the most comfortable Brooke had ever felt with another person in her entire life. In just a week, Anna had made her feel at home. It didn’t matter that Brooke's mother was somewhere on the grounds, probably lurking and glaring at them, it didn’t matter that her father had hardly said hello to her the night before. Brooke had Anna Fourchette, literally in her arms, and suddenly that was the only thing that mattered. 
    Brooke couldn’t stop her gaze from drifting to Anna as she had her little epiphany any more than she could stop the smile that spread across her face as a quartet started to play their first prelude, signaling to everyone milling about and chatting to please find their seats. Before Anna stopped snapping photos of the two of them, Brooke leaned in and kissed her cheek. She could feel Anna’s smile lift under her lips, but she didn’t stop kissing her cheek repeatedly while Anna’s smile melted into a laugh. Anna made her want to be silly and playful, two things that Brooke had never wanted to be. 
    “These are cute,” Anna said, drawing out the ‘U’ in cute. Anna’s eyes found Brooke's and Anna all but gasped. Her smile softened as her hand reached up to cup Brooke's cheeks. “Your eyes are ridiculously golden in the sunlight.” 
    Brooke just melted into Anna’s palm. “Thanks,” she whispered. 
    Anna just grinned at her and forfeited over her phone. “You should take this back before I drag you up to one of those archways and make you model for an impromptu photoshoot.”
    Brooke took the phone back with a laugh. “You’re right. Going to have to keep this safe with me to save the world from that.” She immediately missed the feeling of her arm around Anna’s shoulders, of Anna being snuggled into her side. As Anna’s hand slid back to its designated spot on Brooke's thigh, Brooke took a deep breath and slipped her arm back around Anna’s shoulders. She checked in with Anna with a twitch of her eyebrows. Anna just smiled and melted into her side.



Chapter Twenty-Two:
    Brooke had never cried at a wedding before, but when her baby brother and her father filed in to stand up at the front, she couldn’t help herself. She was overwhelmed by too many emotions all at once. They looked so much alike. She was thankful to see one of the hired photographers take a picture of the two of them, with their identical smiles as they waited for the procession of the wedding party.
    “Do you need a tissue?” Anna whispered.
    Brooke used the back of her free hand to quickly wipe away her tears. “No, I’ll be alright, thanks.” 
    Anna smiled up at her, tucking herself a little tighter into Brooke's side. She nuzzled into the crook of Brooke's neck.
    Brooke didn’t let herself sink into the negative thought path that loomed around the edges of her subconscious. She didn’t want to let herself be bitter, she didn’t want to let herself fall into a train of comparison, she wanted to be present in this moment and just let herself be happy for Nate and Mel. They deserved a wonderful wedding. As if to seal those thoughts into her mind, she pressed a kiss to the side of Anna’s head. 
    The pianist ended one song and smoothly transitioned into another. Everyone turned in their seats as the doors behind them opened. First came the mother of the groom, escorted by Danny, Nate’s Best Man. Brooke stiffened as they passed, but thankfully when her mother made it to the front, she kissed Nate on the cheek once and took her seat in the front row. Next down the aisle was Mel’s mother. She was escorted by a young man who Brooke had never seen. As soon as they had made it to the front, they both took their seats in the same, reserved row as Sybil. 
    The music transitioned again, the piano shifting to a bit slower of a song. Brooke smiled as people she had become friends with over this week walked down the aisle in pairs in step with the music. The wedding party looked stunning. Nate and Mel had gone classic black-tie with their wedding. The men were in black tuxedos, the women were in vermillion floor length dresses, their bouquets were simple, red and white roses. It looked straight out of an old Hollywood set. But most importantly, everyone just looked so incredibly happy. Jasmine especially, seemed to be beaming about being paired with Martin. Brooke glanced at Anna to see if she had noticed anything. Based on the way that Anna was smiling, she was thinking the same thing that Brooke was. 
    The pairs all broke at the end of the aisle and moved to either side, the guys lined up alongside Nate and all the girls took their places on the other side, leaving room for Mel. When everyone was in their place the song faded to a close and Here Comes the Bride began. Brooke thought she was done with crying, but she was wrong. When Mel stepped into view, her eyes watered all over again. She wasn’t alone this time. Anna wiped her own tears quickly, shooting Brooke a watery smile. 
    Simply put, Mel looked amazing. Her long, dark hair was wavy, not a single strand was out of place, held back by a gorgeous tiara. Her makeup was immaculate. And her dress was a wedding dress of dreams. She had a long train that trailed after as she walked. Brooke and Anna stood with the rest of the crowd as Mel walked down the aisle with her father. 
    When they reached the front, Augustus and Mel’s father shook hands. Then Nate shook Mel’s father’s hand as well, and the two dads took their seats by their respective wives in the front row. 
    Brooke was thankful for the photographers for the second time that night when she saw one of them snap a photo of Nate’s expression of genuine joy as he looked at his radiant wife. Brooke couldn’t help but let out a breath of a laugh as she read Nate’s lips as he clearly whispered ‘holy shit.’ They were both so in love and so happy. It was infectious. She could feel Nate and Mel’s warmth and devotion seep through the venue. Couples in every row snuggled a little tighter, herself and Anna included. 
    For a catholic wedding, the ceremony was pretty short. Brooke was thankful that Nate and Mel had, much to Sybil and Augustus’s disappointment, chosen to forgo the full traditional mass and communion. They exchanged their own, handwritten vows, which were beautiful and very much them, and then with teary eyes, they both said I do. Brooke and Anna exchanged a secretive, happy smile, one that carried the weight of already knowing that Nate and Mel were married, but how emotional and joyous this moment was that they got to share it with everyone a year later. 
    After the party had all made it back down the aisle, the priest informed the guests that there was going to be a photo shoot for the wedding party, and that everyone not required for photos was welcome to make their way down to the lawn where party tents had been set up for eating and dancing. 
    “Shall we get some food?” Brooke asked, her voice barely louder than a whisper. With as close as Anna was snuggled into her side, she didn’t exactly need to shout. 
    Anna leaned up and kissed the line of Brooke's jaw, right at the crux where her jaw and neck met below her ear. It made Brooke’s pulse race. If you had told her before they had come on this trip, that they would get so comfortable with kissing each other that Anna would just casually kiss her like that, she might not have had the courage to come. 
    “I think we should get in line for family photos with Nate and Mel,” Anna responded, leaning back ever so slightly so she could find Brooke's eyes. 
    Brooke swallowed back a sudden unexpected lump in her throat. Her eyes nervously flashed towards the front row where her mother and father were sitting. The last thing she wanted to do was cause a scene. They could take a nice photo with Nate and Mel some time during the later celebration. She didn’t need to impose on the formal after-the-ceremony photoshoot.
    Her heart dropped to her stomach when she saw her mother flag down one of the photographers and point in her direction. “Well, Darling. It would seem as if that’s not going to be an option.” She nodded subtly towards where her mother was now standing. 
    Anna stiffened. “If you think for one second, I’m going to let her get in the way of the bride’s wishes. You’ve got another thing coming.” 
    Brooke couldn’t help but let out a laugh in disbelief. Sure, she knew by now that Anna was going to stand up for her and might, possibly, be looking for a reason to throat punch Sybil Kent, but seeing her go from sweet and cuddly to vengeful in half a second made Brooke’s heart stutter. She finally realized what Anna had said just then. “Wait, what do you mean ‘what the bride wishes?’” 
    Anna nodded. “Yeah, I told you. Mel and I talked last night. She made it very clear that she wants us in some of the official wedding photos.” Anna crossed her arms over her chest in a pose that said just try to stop her.
    She might as well brace for a fight then, because at that moment, the very photographer whom her mother had just spoken to, walked their way. 
    “Hello there,” the photographer greeted them with a surprisingly warm smile. “I’m Dana.” She paused, clearly waiting on Brooke and Anna to fill the silence. 
    Brooke sighed. Dana seemed nice, this would definitely be a case of don’t shoot the messenger. “Hello, Dana. I’m Brooke, this is my girlfriend, Anna.” 
    Anna warmly returned Dana’s smile, armed with the knowledge of Mel’s request.
    Dana nodded. “Mrs. Kent has requested your presence for the official photos.”
    “Told you Mel wanted us there, Honey,” Anna said, grinning a bit smugly. “Also, Mrs. Kent. How formal and official.”
    “Oh, sorry, Ms. I didn’t mean the bride, I meant the mother of the groom.” Dana didn’t give them time for that bit of information to settle, how would she know what that sentence meant. 
    Brooke just nodded, at a loss for words. 
    “Why do I feel like this is a trap?” Anna whispered as they followed Dana down the steps that lead back into the gardens. 
    “Because it’s weird and completely out of character for her,” Brooke responded. She let out a low chuckle. “Maybe you should call her a bitch again. It seems to have won her over.” 
    Anna let out a mischievous giggle. “I think you’re just using me to get back at her.” Her eyes narrowed playfully at Brooke as they gathered with the rest of the bridal party and their families. 
    “Well, maybe at first,” Brooke said, adding a wink when she saw a look of shock cross Anna’s face. 
    “Alright,” Dana said, gathering everyone’s attention. “So, Nate and Mel have several photos they’ve specifically requested that we take, but we all want you to know if there’s a photo you’d like, we’re all game. Just let me or one of my teammates know and we’ll work it in. I just don’t want anyone to feel stressed or rushed. We’ve got time. First up is going to be the wedding party.” 
    Brooke and Anna hung out on the fringes of the crowd, mingling with Jasmine and Martin when they weren’t needed for photos. Brooke's assumption had been correct, sparks were flying between the two. 
    Dana got their attention again when she called for the next round of photographs. “Alright, we need the groom's family up. So, Mr. and Mrs. Kent, times two now,” she said happily, “and Brooke and Anna.”
    Brooke froze. She was really getting included in this? Nate gave her a massive, happy hug when she and Anna finally made it up to the front. Neither of her parents spoke to them, but that meant that they didn’t protest against them being in the family photo either. From a few photos like that, went the awkward rapid pace of a photoshoot. They did some without Anna or Mel, some without Sybil or Augustus, some without Brooke or Anna, a few with just Brooke, Mel wanted one with just her and Anna, saying something about being bonus Kent’s. It was all Brooke could do to not pass out. While they waited for the photographers to line them up or usher them out of frame, Brooke stood awkwardly in silence next to her parents. The uncomfortable balance of the experience teetering on the edge. 
    In the midst of all of the discomfort, Brooke and Anna introduced themselves to Mel’s parents. Robert and Diane Anderson were both as warm and as welcoming as Mel had been. The young man who had walked Diane down the aisle had turned out to be Mel’s younger cousin, Liam, who had lived with her parents since he was a baby. Obviously, Brooke and Anna didn’t press for more backstory there, but it did make Brooke immediately understand why she liked Mel and her family so much. While Brooke was busy getting kicked out of her own home and seemingly abandoned by all of her extended family, Mel and her parents were busy taking theirs in. There was an effortless kindness about them that was clear in the simplest of conversations.
    Mel’s family was called for their rounds of photos and Brooke and Anna were politely dismissed with hugs from both Nate and Mel and awkward, uncomfortable smiles from Augustus and Sybil. Brooke was thankful to put space between her and her parents. This casual pretended familiarity was weighing on her.
    “Food?” Brooke asked, when they made it back out of the way of the group that had gathered for photos. 
    Anna nodded happily, smiling up at her. “Yes, please.” 
    After Hors D’oeuvres, and a first round or two of drinks, the whole bridal party was ready for dinner to begin. Brooke and Anna found their seats amongst the guests, trying to find a group to sit with that was somewhere near their age range. Sadly, the bridal party was all seated at the table of honor at the front of the room. But Anna was Anna and she was more than capable of snagging them decent seats and making small talk with their fellow table members while Brooke just ate her chicken and contributed appropriately to Anna’s easy conversation. 
     Brooke's whole goal was to not let herself get lost in her thoughts. She was determined to stay present and happy for Nate and Mel. She looked at her watch, it was only just past seven. The sun was finally starting to set, though, so soon the real party would begin. From her seat, she could see the DJ getting set up in the tent opposite the one they were currently in. 
    As dinner wore on, and as liquid encouragement started to seep into the crowd, it was clear that everyone was really excited to move over to the other tent and get their dance on. Brooke and Anna amongst them. Nate and Mel were up first. Their first dance was beautiful and sweet. It was choreographed, but in such a way that they were able to be confident in their steps. Nate did far better than Mel had feared and they both beamed with pride as the song came to an end. Next up was the traditional father daughter dance. Mel and her dad seemed to be genuinely decent dancers. Brooke was impressed with Robert’s ability to lead. 
    She had been so worried about how horrible her own family had the potential of being towards Mel’s family, that she had never stopped to consider how well the Anderson’s might be able to hold their own. And so far, they were everything she could hope for her own younger brother to marry into. After Robert and Mel delighted everyone with their lovely dance, the dance floor was opened up to more immediate family. Nate pulled Sybil out for a spin, Mel switched to dancing with Augustus. There was some swapping back and forth until Mel ended up back with her dad and Nate somehow ended up with Mel’s mom, Diane, and Sybil and Augustus ended up together. When Nate and Mel made the last swap to dance with each other, the dance floor began to slowly fill with everyone else. 
    Anna quickly finished her drink and dragged Brooke out on the dance floor and Brooke was all too happy to let her. Brooke let out a happy chuckle as Anna threw her arms around Brooke's neck and snuggled in tightly. “I’m so glad you brought me,” Anna whispered, leaning the side of her face against Brooke's. 
    “I’m so glad you came,” Brooke responded, tilting ever so slightly to kiss Anna’s temple. 
    The song changed to one that was much faster, more bass, more of a club beat. A whoop went out through the crowd and a ripple of a laugh spread throughout the tent as all of the older couples did their best to get off the dance floor and all of the younger couples quickly made their way onto it. It was a bit hard to shake it in a well tailored tux, but in comparison to the rest of the crowd, Brooke managed just fine. And what was truly important was how much fun Anna seemed to be having. 
    Brooke scanned the crowd, happy to see that Martin and Jasmine were dancing and were incredibly cuddled up. And best of all, Nate and Mel seemed to be having the night of their lives. She looked back down at Anna, who had less than subtly spun so that she could press her ass into Brooke's front. Brooke let out a happy laugh. She hadn’t felt as genuinely elated as she had on this trip in so long. She wrapped her arms around Anna’s waist and swayed with her. She wasn’t concerned about who might be able to see them or how anyone else felt about their moment. She just wanted to move with Anna to the pulse of the music. 
    “Do you want to get some air?” Anna asked after a few songs had played through. 
    The corners of Brooke’s lips curved upwards into a smile. Did she want to go somewhere more private and secluded with just Anna? Absolutely, yes. She nodded and let herself be led out of the tent. Anna led them over to a little veranda attached to the main house. Still close enough to be able to see the tents, but far enough away that none of the other guests had really wandered out this way yet. 
    Anna wasted no time before she pulled Brooke down into a blistering kiss. It was hot and needy. Brooke traced Anna’s bottom lip with her tongue. God, she wanted this. Desire coursed through her. Anna Fourchette was more than she could have ever imagined. When they finally broke apart, Brooke was about to ask if Anna was ready to head home, when they saw a lone figure slowly walking through the lawn towards them. 
    Brooke stiffened immediately. All these years later and she would still recognize that tall, lean, perfect postured stature anywhere. It was her father and he was headed right towards them. She sighed and stepped back from Anna, nodding in the direction of her father as he slowly approached. 
    “Hello, Daughter.” Augustus Kent’s voice could rival James Earl Jones in depth and magnitude. He nodded his head towards Anna. “Ms. Fourchette.” His military medals, earned long before Brooke was ever born, reflected the light from inside the dancing tent in all directions. Brooke found herself staring at them, more wanting to ask him about the medals than she wanted to participate in whatever conversation he had approached them to have. 
    Her father had never been a man of many words. She wasn’t even sure how to begin a conversation with him. “Father.” 
    “It’s been a lovely evening, hasn’t it?” He asked, turning his attention to the gardens and the lawn. 
    Anna, the world's greatest awkward situation diffuser smiled and leaned on the railing as well, letting herself look in the same direction as him. “It really has. It’s like something out of a romance novel.” 
    Brooke stood uncomfortably in between them, her eyes still on her father. She couldn’t help the anger that had begun to bubble within. He had done nothing to ever assure her she was loved, wanted, or welcome, and now he wanted to discuss the weather? Brooke's jaw clenched tight. Her silent seething must have finally registered for her father because he let out a long, heavy sigh. 
    “I can’t fix it,” he began, never taking his eyes off the long shadows of the terrace. “What we’ve done, it can’t be changed.” Finally he forced himself to turn to face Brooke, to match her gaze. “But I can acknowledge that we were wrong. And I can tell you that I am sorry to have missed this much of your life.” 
    Brooke’s eyes watered, but she willed her tears to not fall. She would not lose herself to her emotions in this moment. If she did, he might not continue. 
    “I’m proud of the woman you’ve become. You’ve handled this weekend with far more grace and civility than your mother or I have deserved. For that, I thank you. I won’t press you for a response or for an answer now, but I would like to move forward in such a way that we might begin to be able to make amends. If I’m ever in your city on business, I should like to see you.” He chanced a small smile at Anna, who returned it immediately. “I’ve heard there’s a restaurant worth trying.”
    When Brooke didn’t respond, he continued. 
    “Nate has told me you’ll be back for visits and potentially a few holidays. I should hope to see you then, as well.” Augustus cleared his throat. “I mean to say that we failed you.” He paused, searching for the right words. “And I’m asking you for a second chance.”
    Anna looked at Brooke hopefully, offering her an encouraging smile. 
    Brooke wanted to scream yes. She wanted to bury herself in her father’s arms and take the hug she’s needed for so many years, but there was a notable and important person missing from this touching moment. “Does Mother know you’re here?” She couldn’t help the bitterness that had seeped into her tone.
    Augustus warmly laid a hand on Brooke's shoulder. “I believe this is the conversation she’s been trying to have with you every time she’s seen you this week.” 
    Brooke snorted out a laugh. “You have got to be kidding me.” 
    “Realizing that you’ve been wrong for many many years is hard.” He reached out and squeezed Brooke's shoulder lightly, a small sad smile tucked up the corners of his lips. “Sometimes, pride makes you sink your teeth into your errors and hang on for dear life, and the fear of letting that go is too great.” He dropped his hand and slipped it dutifully into his pocket, ever the appearance of an unruffled gentleman. “I’ll speak to your mother and urge her to try again. We’re tired of missing your life.” He nodded his head with a finality that Brooke had never seen, and strode off, back in the direction of the tents and the throng of the wedding guests, leaving Brooke and Anna to themselves on the veranda. 
    Anna snuggled into Brooke's side and shifted them both so that they were leaning on the railing. Brooke just let herself be moved, having Anna this close to her made her feel better, more held together. 
    “Are you okay?” Anna asked, softly. 
    Brooke hummed, deep in thought and played absentmindedly with a lock of Anna’s hair that had come loose from dancing, twirling it around her finger as she let her father’s words soak in. “It’s just, if that’s truly what she’s been trying to say this whole time, why has she been nothing but a complete and total bitch?” 
    Anna cupped Brooke's cheek and ghosted a small kiss to her lips, so soft Brooke hardly felt it. “There might be something to the point your father made. She could just be clinging to her old ways, desperately afraid you’d reject her if she tried to change her tune. She did have us participate in family photos this evening.”
    That thought simmered between them. Brooke hadn’t exactly accepted her father’s apology. It had been nice to hear, but so much damage had been done. That didn’t get erased after one nice evening. It would take work, and nothing in her mother’s behavior had even remotely suggested that she’d be willing to do it. “She hasn’t exactly done anything worth not being rejected,” Brooke murmured, her thoughts shifting to the night before when her mother had been such a horrible person to Anna outside of the restroom. 
    “You’re not wrong,” Anna said, easing some of the tension by kissing both corners of Brooke's mouth. 
    It pulled an involuntary smile from Brooke, but Brooke continued her point. “She needs to apologize, not send Father as an envoy.”  
    “You’re right about that, Honey-B.” Anna kissed her again, this time on both of her cheeks. 
    Brooke frowned, still frustrated with her parents. “And she needs to apologize to you, too. She’s been rude to you this whole time.” 
    Anna let out a small laugh and wrapped her arms around Brooke's neck, clearly trying to distract her. “You’re batting a thousand, Honey.” 
    Brooke finally focused on Anna, letting Anna’s last comment sink in. “Are you a baseball fan?” 
    “I’m a fan of good phrases.” 
    Brooke wrapped her arms around Anna’s waist, pulling her into the hug she so desperately needed. “Thank you for being here.” Hugging Anna Fourchette was dangerous, Brooke thought. Anna really gave her all in each and every hug, and right now, her whole body was pressed up against Brooke's. 
    “You’re welcome,” Anna whispered, her face buried in Brooke's neck. 
    Brooke lost track of how long they stayed there, just holding each other. It was probably too long, if she was being honest. This hug was far too intimate and far too tender to be somewhere that anyone could just happen upon them. Reluctantly, she pulled back. Anna kissed her then, her kiss sweet and true. 
    “How about, I go refill our drinks and then we maybe make out for like three minutes and then we get back on the dance floor for a bit before we head back to Nate and Mel’s?” Anna wiggled her eyebrows mischievously. 
    Brooke couldn’t help but laugh. Anna’s casual planning of a make out session, mixed with the following promise of tonight, almost fully shook off the conversation Brooke had just had with her father. “That sounds perfect, Darling.” 
    Anna let out the softest, happiest giggle at Brooke's acquiescence. “Okay then.” She rocked up on her toes and pressed another handful of kisses to Brooke's cheek. “I’ll be right back.” 
    Brooke watched her go, taking deep breaths as she watched, trying to steady herself. Everything was going to be okay. She had Nate and Mel, potentially her parents, and the girl of her dreams actively wanted to make out with her. She leaned against the railing and looked up at the stars overhead. They were nearly far enough out of the city to have a good view of the night sky. The moment was interrupted by incessant buzzing against her ribcage. 
    She frowned as her phone buzzed again and again. Vivienne and Christine both knew that tonight was the wedding, they wouldn’t be messaging her right now. Maybe it was Nate or Mel looking for them? She slipped her hand in pocket to root out her phone. Once she had hold of the buzzing, she quickly scanned the screen and everything came crashing down around her.
 
Nick <3 (7:37 pm):
I miss you, baby. I cannot wait 
for you to get home. 
Nick <3 (7:37 pm):
I’m sorry about our fight. 
I know I messed up.
Nick <3 (7:37 pm):
I promise I’ll fix it.
Nick <3 (7:37 pm):
You still love me, right?
 
Nick <3 (7:37 pm):
This place is lonely without you. 
Even our plants are sad.  
Hope you’re having fun with 
your friend.
Nick <3 (7:37 pm): 
Maybe call me tonight?
Nick <3 (7:37 pm): 
I just really miss you, baby girl.
    Brooke almost dropped the phone. There was an odd thing about heartbreak, it caused a painful ringing in her ears and made the world feel blurry. 
    “Honey, I brought you a gin and tonic, they were out of the wine you’ve been drinking and I thought you could use it,” Anna said, her voice still light and airy.
    Anna’s heart hadn’t just been ripped out, Brooke thought, miserably. Of course she was still happy and carefree. “Right. Your phone kept buzzing.” Brooke looked down at Anna’s phone in her hands, her grip so tight, her knuckles were going white. “I didn’t mean to read your messages. They just kind of rapid-fired in across the screen,” Brooke said, though she sounded like a completely different person. It felt as if she was watching this moment from outside of her body. 
    She exchanged Anna’s phone for the small glass of gin and tonic and downed the liquid in one gulp as Anna’s face went from confusion to horror. “Wait, Brooke.”
    Brooke shook her head. When she finally spoke, her voice was small and broken. “Don’t, Anna. I should have asked. I’ve danced around so many damn questions this past week afraid of the answers and this is exactly why. If you’ll excuse me.” Brooke stepped away from her and walked quickly into the gardens, wanting to get lost in the midst of the hedge, needing to get as far away from the other woman as possible, before she could say something that she would regret.



Chapter Twenty-Three:
    “Brooke, stop. Let me explain,” Anna called after her. “Please, B. I’m in heels for God’s sake.”  
    “I’m such a fool,” Brooke spat out, her eyes watering immediately. How could she have let herself think for even a second that any of this had been real? Of course there was a guy in the picture. She knew she should have asked the question: are you single? She could have at any point over the past two weeks. She should have asked it the second Anna had agreed, but she hadn’t and now she was feeling an ache spreading through her chest that she had worked so hard to avoid for the past few years. 
    Anna shook her head. “No, wait. Brooke, you’re not.” Anna stepped closer, completely ignoring Brooke’s recoil. “B, look at me.” Anna reached out and gently cupped Brooke's face, staring up into Brooke's golden brown eyes. “Those messages are not what they look like.”
    Brooke let out an emphatic ‘what the fuck’ styled scoff and stepped out of Anna’s grasp. “‘I miss you, baby girl.’ ‘Can’t wait until you get home.’ You live with him?” She flung her hands out in exasperation. “Anna, I apologize for reading it, but how can you even begin to say that text is not what it looks like?” Brooke didn’t give Anna a chance to answer. “And for fuck’s sake, his name in your phone is Nick with a blue heart emoji.”
    “I know. I know it looks really bad, but listen, I swear. Can I just show you something?” Anna offered a small smile, stepping back into Brooke’s bubble. 
    Brooke forcefully wiped her tears away with the back of her hands. “What could you possibly have to show me right now?”
    Anna held her phone up for Brooke to watch her path. She first showed the last message Nick had sent her. “Nothing has changed, right?”
    Brooke shrugged. 
    “Okay, watch.” Anna clicked on the contact and hit the call button. Brooke thought she might puke, she did not need to hear whatever this was. “Just wait.” 
    “Anna-baby! How are you? I’m so glad you called. Are you still mad at me?” He had a pleasant voice, surprisingly a bit of an accent, which honestly just kind of poured salt in the wound. 
    “No, Nick, I’m not still mad. It’s a ruined jacket, not a ruined friendship.” Anna very pointedly stared at Brooke for this next bit. “I only have a minute so I wanted to tell you about B.” 
    “Oh thank fuck. This is what I have been waiting for. Tell me everything? How fucking sexy was she in her tux? Please tell me you’ve made sweet, sweet beautiful love to her by now and do not spare any graphic detail—“
    Brooke froze. What was going on?
    “She looks insanely good in her tux,” Anna said, blushing but clearly forcing herself to continue. “Not yet. But tell me about you. How did your date with Adrian go?” 
    Nick scoffed. “Total daddy, but honestly a complete ass. And not like the sexy, cocky, I’m better than you ass, but like actual ass.” 
    “So you didn’t fuck your cycling instructor?” Anna asked, smiling as Brooke slowly started to realize what was going on. 
    “Oh, I mean. We fucked, but it probably won’t happen again.” 
    Anna coughed out a laugh at that. “Thanks for that, Nick. But, I’m going to have to call you later. Sorry to keep it so brief! I miss you and I love you.”
    “I miss you and I love you! I can’t wait for you to get home and tell me everything. Please do us both a favor and get yourself laid. Don’t make me start teasing you for how long you’ve been thirsting after her again.”
    “Yep. Hanging up on you now,” Anna said, quickly hitting end before Nick could say anything else embarrassing.
    Brooke swallowed, trying to sort out all the information she had just overheard. “So, he’s not your boyfriend?”
    “No, Nicholas is my roommate. And a self-admitted chaotic flaming homosexual. I promise there’s never been anything romantic between us. He’s like my brother. And he is also very much rooting for us to fall madly in love.” Anna let out a nervous laugh as a blush spread across her cheeks. 
    There was still so much she didn’t know about Anna. “I’m sorry for—there’s so much I don’t even know and so much I should say”…Brooke sighed. She forced a small, sad smile. “I didn’t even know you had a roommate. I’ve been a terrible partner in this.”
    “I’ve been to your place, and now I’ve met your whole family.” Anna shook her head. “I didn’t want you to think I was… I don’t know… immature for having a roommate. Nick and I honestly could probably do just fine without each other, but I grew up with him. He’s a Solomon. Yes, like, the Dr. Rachel Soloman. Nick is her son. And yeah, he’s loaded, and sure my restaurant is thankfully doing really well, but we’ve lived together for almost nine years now. We could go solo, but it’s been safe and we have a rhythm. And sure, we drive each other crazy, and he loses my favorite jean jacket sometimes, but it’s been the most stable home I’ve had since the wreck. You know?”
    Brooke softened. “Anna, I would never judge you for having a roommate.” 
    Anna looked away, completely embarrassed. “I know. I know that you wouldn’t. I just panicked. You’re literally the whole package. You’ve got an amazing job, you’re stunning, you’re so, so kind, and just ridiculously charming. Seriously, who can waltz? And you like my puns—“
    “—Your puns are awesome,” Brooke muttered, too embarrassed to acknowledge the rest.
    Anna smiled fully now. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about him. I could have saved us a very awkward phone call.” 
    Brooke cleared her throat, very much avoiding the part where Anna’s roommate had asked if they’d fornicated by now. He had also known about her tux.  
    “And for the record, I very much want this to be real,” Anna added. “In case that wasn’t clear.” 
    Brooke’s heart stuttered. “I’m sorry I read the texts,” Brooke said, afraid to acknowledge Anna’s words.
    Anna shrugged. “It happens. It was scrolling across my lock screen. If you handed me your phone and some woman’s name appeared with a heart emoji and messages like that, I’d have a lot of questions, too.”
    They stood there, the truth finally hovering between them, not knowing what move to make next. Brooke’s mind played Anna’s words on a loop: I want this to be real. “Did you mean it?” Brooke asked, gently. Afraid for her own sake that Anna would have changed her mind in the past three seconds.
    “Did I mean what?” Anna asked, in return as she stepped directly in front of Brooke, her heels almost making up for the height difference. 
    Brooke swallowed the last trace of a lump in her throat. “That you want this to be real?” 
    Anna fought a smile and nodded a small, confident, yes. “Since you first walked into my restaurant.” 
     Brooke's eyes widened, but she pressed on. “Okay, well that’s good.” 
    “Yeah?” Anna said, her smile lighting up the night. 
    Brooke nodded, caught on her own words. 
    Anna let out the happiest giggle. “You’re supposed to confess your feelings back, Honey-B.” She wrapped her arms around Brooke's neck. 
    “Oh, right.” Brooke blushed, but she urged herself forward. “I fell in love with you quite some time ago. I’m sorry I’ve been afraid to say it.” 
    Anna’s eyes watered as she pulled Brooke in for the kind of kiss that songs get written about. The salt of a few emotionally charged tears mixed with the taste of their kiss. When they broke apart, Brooke thumbed under Anna’s eyes gently, correcting the smudge of her eyeliner in one steady swipe. 
    “I love you, too,” Anna whispered, offering Brooke the same kindness of makeup correction. 
    Brooke felt her smile spreading outwards from her heart. “Yeah?” 
    “I really do,” Anna nodded, her smile filled with relief. “Remind me to tell you about my shopping trip with your friends some time.” 
    “They know?” Brooke asked, her eyes filled with surprise. 
    “Oh, Honey, everyone knows.” 
     “I’m really sorry I read the messages,” Brooke said feeling incredibly silly. “I should have just spoken with you about all of this a long time ago.”
    Anna leaned forward and gently kissed Brooke's lips. “We’re talking now,” she whispered. 
    Brooke nodded before stealing another kiss. “I should have done this a year ago.” 
    “We probably weren’t ready.” 
    “Are you ready now?” Brooke asked, pulling back to search Anna’s eyes. 
    “I really think so.” 
    Brooke couldn’t stop the goofy, massive smile that spread across her lips. “Me too.” 
    “I love you, Brooke Kent.” Anna’s facial expression was so soft, so pure. 
    “I love you, too, Anna Fourchette.” 

Anna bit her bottom lip, her eyes slowly drifting back over to the party tent. “How much longer do you think we have to stay before we’re allowed to excuse ourselves back to Nate and Mel’s?” 
    Brooke looked at her watch. Time had thankfully crept along. It was just past nine now. “I think we just have to manage about an hour more.” 
    Anna let out an adorable little sigh. “One more very serious question.”
    Brooke frowned and nodded. “Of course, Darling. Anything.”
    “Are you my girlfriend for real now?” she looked so delicate with that question, braced for the answer. 
    Brooke’s frown quickly shifted into a shy smile. She nodded. “I hope I am. If you’ll have me.” 
    Anna pulled her into a passionate kiss. They let themselves lose track of time, lost in their own moment. In the back of her mind, Brooke realized that meant their anniversary would match Nate and Mel’s and that she could probably negotiate a different day out of Anna, maybe the day that they began this whole thing, the day that Brooke should have asked her out for real instead of to fake date her. But that was a problem for another day. Right now, Brooke wanted to kiss her girlfriend. 
    When they made it back into the tent, the party was still going strong. Martin and Jasmine were still dancing. Nate and Mel were taking a break and eating some of the desserts. That was perfect, they could stay until they cut the cake. That was the last wedding tradition that Brooke thought that Nate and Mel might subscribe to. 
    “We should go congratulate Nate and Mel,” Anna murmured in Brooke's ear. Brooke just nodded and followed, happily holding Anna’s hand as Anna led them in the direction of her brother and sister-in-law. 
    Mel and Anna were all happy squeals. Nate picked Brooke up in a massive hug and spun her around. 
    “I’m so proud of you, little brother,” Brooke said when Nate finally sat her down. 
    Nate leaned back and started to laugh. “You know that you’re covered in Anna’s lipstick right now, right?” 
    Brooke shrugged. “I think it’s a bit inevitable at this point. I should just lean into it.” 
    He threw his head back with a laugh. “I’m so fucking happy right now.” He hugged Anna next, lifting and spinning her. When he sat her down they were both lost in a fit of giggles. “I’m so glad you two came!” He was practically bouncing with joy. 
    “You’re going to be at the bon voyage brunch tomorrow, right?” Mel asked.
    Brooke looked at Anna and they both nodded. “That’s the plan, yeah. Our flight out isn’t until tomorrow evening. So we should have plenty of time to eat some brunch then head back to your place to gather our things.” 
    “Yay!” Mel practically yelled as she pulled Brooke in for a hug. 
    Brooke wondered if the two of them were incredibly drunk or just high off of their excitement for the night. Either way, she thought that all of them could do a round of water. “I’m going to be right back, okay?” She quickly weaved her way back into the food tent and snagged four water bottles. 
    She managed to avoid running into her mother or father along the way, keeping her eyes peeled for their potential interception. While she was slightly curious to see if her father really would talk to her mother and she wondered if her mother ever would attempt to apologize, she really didn’t want to deal with that tonight. She wanted to dance a few more times with her girlfriend and with Nate and Mel and then she wanted to get out of there to spend her night alone with Anna.
    When she made it back, Nate was taking photos of Mel and Anna. “What uhh, what did I miss?” Brooke asked as she made it back with her hands filled with water bottles. 
    “Mel gets very sentimental when she’s this drunk,” Nate said, never once pausing the photo shoot. 
    “I see.” Brooke looked down at the water bottles. “Glad I got these, then.”
    “Holy fuck, B. You’re a life saver.” Mel said as she snagged one of the bottles. 
    Brooke passed them out to Nate and Anna as well. Brooke was only slightly buzzed. If she hadn’t thrown back that gin and tonic that Anna had brought her when she had been upset earlier, she probably wouldn’t be at all, but as it was, she could do with some water herself. 
    Anna kissed her cheek in between large gulps of water. “Do you want to dance some more?” Anna asked after another big drink. 
    Absolutely, she did. Brooke nodded happily and chugged the rest of her bottle. She would more than happily cozy up to Anna on the dance floor for a few more songs before their long ride home. 
    “We’re going to go dance,” Anna yelled over the music to Nate and Mel. 
    They were seemingly very much on board with that idea because they followed Brooke and Anna back out to the dance floor. Brooke instantly felt better at her lack of club dance skills because if she thought that she was a bad dancer, that made Nate a horrible dancer, but he didn't seem concerned by that fact at all. Neither did Mel. They were out there being ridiculous and having a great time. She and Anna matched their energy, their dancing less sensual and more silly. Pretty soon Jasmine and Martin joined them, their dancing equally as goofy and carefree and Brooke laughed so hard she thought her rib might crack. 
    A little over an hour later, Brooke and Anna ducked into the back seat of Clarence’s car. He had lifted the divider between them, probably afraid of what they might do in the back seat of his car, but Brooke and Anna both buckled themselves into their respective seats, letting the tension and the energy surge between them. No one could interrupt them tonight. No one else was coming home. Nate and Mel were staying there at the castle. The anticipation all but sizzled between them. 
    Anna reached over and grabbed Brooke's hand, flipping it face up on the seat in between them. She danced her fingertips over the pads of Brooke's palms and down the length of her long fingers, all while staring out the window. 
    “Did you have a good time?” Brooke asked, her voice lower than she had intended. 
    Anna nodded, and dared to glance at her. “I had a wonderful time.” A small, nervous smile crept across her lips. “I love you,” she whispered. 
    Brooke’s hand closed around Anna’s and she lifted it to her lips, placing the smallest of kisses to the back of Anna’s knuckles. “I love you, too.” 
    Anna beamed at her, but finally cleared her throat. “I think I’m nervous,” she admitted. 
    “You know we don’t have to do anything tonight, right?” Brooke asked. She lowered her voice to barely above a whisper. “We kind of did this a bit backwards. It’s okay if we course correct and go on a few real dates first. You know that, right?”
    Anna let out a small laugh. “You know you don’t have to be perfect all the time?” She started playing with Brooke's palm again. “You could save some for the rest of us.” 
    Brooke smiled at her, watching Anna’s face to give more away. Anna finally looked up from their hands and into Brooke's eyes. “I think I’m just nervous because of how much I want this. I’ve never wanted anyone as much as I want you.” 
    All of the air immediately escaped Brooke's lungs. She knew exactly what Anna meant. Sure, she had had other partners, and sure she had been excited about those experiences as they happened, but this was different. This was something she had wanted for so long, and the last thing she wanted to do was disappoint Anna. It had been so long since she had had a physical relationship, that thought dawned on her suddenly. “I’m far from perfect,” Brooke whispered. “It’s also been quite a while since I’ve done this,” she admitted, feeling the heat from her blush creep up her neck. 
    Anna bit her bottom lip. “I’ve never been with a woman before. I’ve known that I’m bi since I hit puberty, but it’s just never really happened.” She was quick to add, “but I do really want you and this. So,” she paused, letting her words sink into the space between them, “maybe we can figure it out together?” 
    Suddenly, Brooke's nerves all melted. Anna didn’t have crazy high expectations or notions of what tonight was going to be. She just wanted Brooke, and Brooke certainly wanted her. Brooke nodded happily. “I think that sounds perfect, honestly.” 
    The rest of their ride felt like sitting in a pressure cooker. Anna fiddled with the rings on Brooke's finger and traced the lines of her palm. She ran her fingers up and down the length of Brooke’s fingers and fiddled with the end of the sleeve of Brooke's tuxedo. It was all Brooke could do to not unbuckle her seatbelt and kiss Anna all the way back to Nate and Mel’s.
    Fortunately, she didn’t have to wait for long. Soon, Clarence was pulling to a stop and exiting the vehicle. Brooke wondered how much he could hear from the front, because after a few seconds, he dared to open the door for them. Anna climbed out with a helping hand from Clarence and Brooke followed. 
    Her hands shook as she slipped the key into the lock on the front door. The second the deadbolt clicked into place behind her and they had kicked their shoes off in the entryway, Anna practically launched herself at Brooke. Their lips crashed together desperately. Brooke was faintly aware of her keys falling to the floor as they stumbled farther into the house. Anna’s fingers fumbled with the knot in the middle of Brooke’s bowtie. 
    “Just tug one of the ends,” Brooke mumbled, as her mouth moved to kiss hungrily down Anna’s neck. 
    Anna did as she was told and with one yank, Brooke's tie was undone and Anna began fighting with the buttons of Brooke's waistcoat.
    The kitchen was closer to their bedroom and somehow they found themselves up against the kitchen counter. Anna gasped as her hips crashed into the wooden cabinets and marble top. Brooke’s hands slid down from the safety of Anna’s waist over the fullness of her ass. She lifted with ease, settling Anna down on the counter top as her mouth followed the neckline of Anna’s dress. 
    Anna was practically panting as her entire body arched up and into Brooke's. “Fuck,” she whispered, her voice a shaky mess. Her fingers tangled into Brooke's braid as she leaned even farther back, giving Brooke room to explore. 
    Brooke's hands trailed upwards, her fingertips digging ever so slightly into Anna’s dress. She found the zipper at the nape of Anna’s neck and she made quick work of the hook and eye at the top. Before she tugged the zipper downwards, Brooke pulled back and made eye contact with Anna. Both of them were nearly out of breath, their chests rose and fell with exertion as they stared at each other. 
    “Do you still want this?” Brooke asked, her voice rough and unsteady with need. 
    Anna nodded quickly, gulping down air. “Yes,” she whispered back. 
    While still making eye contact, Brooke unzipped Anna’s dress all the way down Anna’s back, letting the fabric fall apart slowly. Brooke didn’t let her gaze drift as Anna slipped her arms out of the sleeves, letting the fabric pile around her waist. When Brooke gave in and let her gaze fall, she let out a whimper that had been buried somewhere deep within. Anna’s strapless bra was a black, lacy number that probably did nothing for support and did everything for aesthetics. Brooke could make out the edges of Anna’s areolas through the fabric, the lace doing nothing to stop the pebbling of Anna’s nipples. 
    Brooke's thumb circled Anna’s stiff peak, watching as Anna’s eyes fell shut. her mouth fell open, and she leaned even harder into the touch. A low whine left her throat the second Brooke stopped. “This bra could not have been comfortable all night,” Brooke mused. 
    Anna shook her head. “It was awful.” Her dark brown eyes opened slowly, her gaze focusing on Brooke's face. “I didn’t bring a single practical undergarment.” 
    Brooke's eyes widened. “You mean…” She didn’t even know how to finish that sentence. 
    Anna let out a rough chuckle and nodded. “Yep.” 
    The sentiment weighed heavily between them. Anna had truly wanted this. She had packed for this moment and had dressed in such a way that she would have been ready at any time. Brooke blushed at the thought. Anna’s underwear was sexy lingerie. Her own was a plain white bra and plain black boxer briefs to match her outfit. She didn’t even own sexy lingerie. She wondered if she should change that when they got home.
    She didn’t get to spiral on that thought for too long though, because Anna pushed her tuxedo top off her shoulders and worked it down over her elbows. Instead of letting it fall to the floor, Anna set the jacket down gently on the counter next to herself. Then she grabbed Brooke's hands and guided her back to her dress still bunched around her waist. As soon as Brooke's brain had caught up, Anna lifted her hips enough for Brooke to pull the dress off of her the rest of the way. 
    Brooke froze, she knew she was staring, but she couldn’t stop. Anna’s body was actual perfection. Fortunately, she had a moment to just admire Anna as Anna undid the rest of the buttons on the waistcoat and then of her shirt, working her way downwards one by one. When they were all undone, Anna tugged Brooke's shirt loose from her tuxedo pants and let her fingers come to rest on Brooke's belt. 
    “Is this okay?” Anna asked, her voice filled with a warmth and a kindness that was so pure, it almost made Brooke's eyes water. 
    Brooke nodded in response. “Yes,” she whispered, surging forward to capture Anna’s lips in another hungry kiss.
    Brooke felt her belt get yanked through her belt loops. She felt Anna’s fingers making quick work of the button at the center of her pants, and without breaking their kiss for one second she felt her pants fall to the floor. She stepped out of them with ease as her hands glided up Anna’s bare thighs. Anna’s panties had been equally impractical, the lace doing nothing to cover anything. Her hands came to rest on Anna’s hips, only leaving when Anna moved, tugging her waistcoat and her button down off her body all at once. The motion was followed quickly by the lift of her undershirt.
    When she was down to just her underwear and her bra, Brooke lifted Anna with ease, feeling their almost bare bodies coming together in the middle of the kitchen was almost enough to talk Brooke out of moving them into the bedroom, but as Anna wrapped herself around Brooke, Brooke persisted. She weaved them down the short hallway and into the bedroom, kicking the door shut behind them with a solid thunk. 
    If she let herself, Brooke could get lost in the feeling of their stomachs pressed together, everywhere their skin touched felt suddenly sacred. She leaned Anna back on the bed and slid them both up until a pillow was under Anna’s head. She kissed down Anna’s throat and across her collar bones, reveling in the feeling of Anna’s grip tightening in her hair. Her lips traced lower, following the line of Anna’s bra. Brooke traced the pattern of the lace with her tongue, following downwards until her tongue found Anna’s nipple. Anna moaned as Brooke's lips closed around it, completely unbothered by the lace. 
    Anna sat up, ever so slightly to reach behind herself and unclasp her bra. As soon as the bra fell away, she sank back onto the mattress. Brooke hovered over Anna, her eyes shifting to Anna’s exposed chest. A low, rumble of a moan fell from Brooke's lips as she leaned forward to capture Anna’s other nipple between her lips, letting her tongue lavish over the stiffened peak. 
    Anna’s hands tightened in Brooke's hair and she tugged, ever so slightly upwards. “Kiss me,” she whispered, her voice sounding desperate. 
    Brooke moved quickly to follow her request. Their kiss was messy, a desperate tangle of tongues. Anna’s hands fluttered to the hooks of Brooke's bra, pausing for long enough for Brooke to break their kiss with a breathy “yes.” Brooke's bra was off and discarded in a matter of seconds. Anna’s hands slid up Brooke's sides, searching, exploring, mapping out every inch of Brooke's body. 
    Brooke's hands moved in the opposite direction until they hit the last bit of lace covering Anna’s body. Her fingertips trailed along the edge of the waistband, finally hooking under the edge. She broke their kiss one last time to search Anna’s face for any sign of doubt. All she found was desire. Anna lifted her hips off the bed as Brooke pulled her lace lingerie off of her with one gentle tug. She worked them down Anna’s thighs and over the bend in her knees with ease. 
    She shimmied out of her own boxers at the same time, desperate to have their whole bodies pressed together. When she settled back down on top of Anna, there was finally not a single scrap of fabric between them. She had never felt something so perfect in her entire life. Anna spread her legs just enough to let one of Brooke's legs slot in between, urging Brooke ever closer. 
    “I am so in love with you,” Anna whispered, leaning up to kiss down Brooke's jaw. 
    Brooke's hand traced all along Anna’s skin, marveling at the goose bumps left in the wake of her fingertips. “I am so in love with you,” she murmured back, letting her fingertips follow the curve of Anna’s hip. She traced back up, following the ridges of Anna’s abs and up the center of Anna’s chest, watching as Anna’s breath picked up from the contact alone. Anna lifted her hips, trying to find contact where she needed it most. 
    “Brooke,” Anna whimpered. “Please?” 
    Brooke groaned, she had never heard anything as lovely as Anna asking her for more. She pressed the softest kiss in the world to Anna’s lips as she slipped her hand lower and lower in between their bodies. “Okay, Darling, I’ve got you.”



Chapter Twenty-Four:
    It had been a long time since Brooke had let herself find pleasure with another woman. As her fingers trailed lower on Anna’s body, anticipation coiled from within. She gasped as her fingers finally dipped between Anna’s folds, at the hot pooled liquid of Anna’s desire. Her gasp was swallowed as Anna leaned up to capture her lips with her own. Anna moaned into her mouth as Brooke continued to explore Anna’s body, mapping out the crest of her clit with the tip of her finger. 
    She dipped deeper, letting her fingers gather in Anna’s need, sliding wide languid circles around Anna’s center, then circling tighter and tighter around Anna’s most sensitive spot. Anna’s hips rocked up, trying to match the pace set by Brooke's hand, trying to follow the rhythm. Brooke moaned as Anna’s fingers dug into her back, the feeling was delicious and desperate. The sharp pain from her blunt nails was a reminder of how much she wanted this. 
    “Fuck, B. More?” Anna breathed into her mouth. Her words were swallowed by her own moan. 
    Brooke didn’t need to be asked twice, her fingers dipped lower, circling Anna’s entrance. She finally eased her middle finger into Anna, feeling Anna flutter around her. Brooke's heartbeat skipped to match Anna’s pulse. 
    Anna broke their kiss, her eyes wide, searching Brooke's face. Brooke couldn’t stop the soft smile from spreading across her lips as she dipped deeper into Anna, curling her middle finger as she pulled back out. Love songs had it wrong, Brooke thought, this was the sound of love. It was the sound of her finger pressing into Anna, matched by the sounds of Anna’s moans of pleasure. It was the way their breathing was too heavy, filling the silence of the room. 
    She pulled her middle finger almost all the way out to add her ring finger as she pressed back in. Anna’s whole body tightened around Brooke's added finger. So, Brooke held still, letting Anna adjust. She waited for Anna’s hips to move again before she curled her fingers again. 
    “Fuck. Yes,” Anna whimpered. Her grip on Brooke's back tightened and she pulled Brooke impossibly closer. 
    Brooke let her, wishing she could somehow fuse their bodies together. She kissed down Anna’s neck, all tongue and teeth as she sank deeper into Anna with each stroke. She had reduced Anna to a string of unintelligible curses and yeses, until all that Anna could say was Brooke's name. Brooke wondered if she could bring herself to orgasm like this, if she could cum from the sounds of Anna’s pleasure alone. 
    “B, I’m gonna…” Anna gasped, unable to finish her sentence, her whole body tightening around Brooke. 
    Brooke leaned back, wanting to watch Anna’s face as she fell apart beneath her. She had never seen a sight more beautiful, more pure. Anna’s eyebrows had furrowed together, her eyes were closed tightly, and her mouth had fallen open with one final moan. She was more beautiful than all the wonders of the world combined. 
    Brooke slowed her fingers to match the shaky come down of Anna’s hips. She couldn’t help but mirror the smile that spread across Anna’s face as her eyes blinked open, almost glassy as they tried to find their focus, like she had squeezed them closed too tightly. 
    Anna let out a giddy laugh as she untangled her arms from around Brooke's back and let them flop back onto the mattress. “Holy shit,” she whispered. “That was amazing.” 
    Brooke looked down in between their bodies, at the sight of her hand, still buried between Anna’s legs, her two middle fingers still deep inside her, feeling the aftershocks of her orgasm. Never in her life had she gotten to experience feeling like she was exactly where she was supposed to be, but this was it. This was that feeling. It felt like her whole life had been built up for this moment. A laugh of her own bubbled out of her chest. “It was,” she agreed. “Do you want me to…” she shifted her fingers, pulling them out ever so slightly. 
    Anna let out a little whimper at the movement inside her, her whole body clenching around Brooke's fingers. She nodded. “Yeah, I think so,” she said softly, moaning in protest as Brooke pulled the rest of the way out. 
    Brooke didn’t really know what to do with her fingers, coated in Anna’s orgasm. She moved to wipe them on the fitted sheet, far enough away from them that they wouldn’t roll over the dampness, but Anna caught her wrist and slowly moved Brooke's fingers to her own lips. 
    Anna pulled Brooke’s fingers into her mouth and sucked, letting her eyes fall closed at the taste of her own pleasure. All the air left Brooke’s lungs and with her sharp exhale, went the last of her resolve. She pressed her fingers further into Anna’s mouth. “Can you take more?” Brooke asked, her words barely above a murmur. 
    Anna’s dark eyes snapped open and she nodded, letting her tongue flick in-between Brooke’s two fingers. 
    Brooke wanted nothing more than to rut into Anna desperately, to pull more desperate moans from her throat, to watch her fall apart again and again. Her whole body felt like it was buzzing. Her eyes tore from Anna’s face, searching their room frantically for the bag from the bachelorette party two nights before. “Could you take the strap?” She asked, easing her fingers out of Anna’s mouth to cup the other woman’s face. 
    A whimper tumbled from Anna’s lips faster than she could nod. “Yes.” It was desperate. It was divine. 
    “I’ve never used one before,” Brooke whispered before she leaned in to press hot, wet kisses to Anna’s neck. “I’m not too sure what I’m doing.” 
    Anna leaned back, making sure they made eye contact for this. “I haven’t either,” she whispered back, brushing her nose along Brooke’s. “But I want to try it with you.” She pressed a gentle kiss to the corner of Brooke's mouth. “I want to try everything with you.” 
    Brooke nodded. “I feel the same.” She kissed Anna deeply, languidly, savoring the taste of Anna’s desire on her lips and tongue. When they broke apart, they breathed together, their foreheads touching, their eyes searching each other’s in the dimly lit room. “I’ll get it,” she whispered, stealing another quick kiss. She untangled her body from Anna’s and wiggled out from under the soft sheets and plush comforter. She resisted the urge to be self-conscious about her fully naked body on display as she crossed the room and dug through the sack. She produced the box with their new harness and the separate box that contained the dildo Anna had selected. 
    She slotted the dildo through the ‘O’ ring and stepped carefully into the harness. She felt the heat of her blush creep up her chest and neck. She was terrified to do anything other than put her harness on. The thought of seeing Anna’s face made her unable to breathe. She was just thankful there wasn’t any laughter. As she tightened the last strap, she dared a glance. What was supposed to be a quick temperature check of a look turned into a full blown stare when she saw how truly taken Anna seemed to be. Anna’s pupils were completely blown out, the dark dark brown now almost entirely black. Anna’s mouth had fallen open in shock and desire, her full lips forming a perfect ‘o.' She had sat up, letting the duvet fall in a puddle on her lap. Brooke could see the slow, heavy, rise and fall of Anna’s ample chest. 
    “Is it okay?” She asked, despite the fact that she could already tell Anna was more than okay with the sight before her. Brooke still wanted to hear it. 
    Anna nodded, her eyes finally lifting from their new toy. “Yes,” she breathed out, her voice a shaky wreck. 
    A shy smile spread across Brooke's lips. “How do you want it?” She stepped back over to the bed, bringing the bottle of lube with her, setting it down on the bedside table, before she gently brushed Anna’s hair back, tucking the short brown strands back behind her ears. 
    Anna bit her bottom lip and reached for Brooke's hips. Her hands were warm against Brooke's skin. She looked up and stared deeply into Brooke’s eyes. “Can I ride you?” She asked, her voice almost shy. 
    “Of course,” Brooke breathed, her mind already racing at the thought of Anna settling down on top of her. She swallowed nervously, before sliding carefully back into the bed next to Anna and getting situated, kind of propped up against the headboard so she was somewhere between sitting up and laying down. “Should we?” She looked at the bottle of lube on the bedside table. 
    Anna licked her lips and pushed herself up to her knees. She shook her head and reached for Brooke’s hand, guiding it towards her center, letting Brooke feel just how wet she was. The combination of her first orgasm and her arousal for Brooke wanting to have her this way had caused her slick wet heat to drip down her inner thighs. 
    Brooke gasped as her fingers slipped through Anna’s lower lips with ease. She had never felt anything as gloriously, sinfully, delicious as the feeling of Anna’s desire. A low rumble of a moan slipped from her throat. 
    That was the last straw for Anna, she quickly straddled Brooke's hips, holding herself up over the shaft of their toy. Her eyes found Brooke’s and she waited for Brooke's quick, excited nod before she guided the dildo inside herself with a high pitched moan. She sank slowly, never taking her eyes off of Brooke's. Brooke’s jaw dropped right along with her gaze as she watched Anna take the full length of the shaft. Brooke held completely still, wanting to let Anna adjust to the new sensation of the toy. 
    “Holy fuck,” Anna whispered, leaning forward to crash her lips against Brooke's. 
    Their movements started slowly, Anna’s gentle roll of the hips, Brooke's experimental lift of her hips to meet Anna in the middle. But as their kiss melted into a molten frenzy, so did their movements. Anna broke their kiss, unable to kiss and moan at the same time. She leaned back, letting her thighs and hips do all the work. Brooke stared up at her with reverence for a sight so holy. With each of Brooke's thrusts, Anna’s tits bounced. It was a sight Brooke never wanted to forget. She lifted her hips just a little faster and just a little bit harder, enjoying the effects of her cause. Anna was moaning with every collision, her eyes had screwed themselves shut, and her mouth had fallen open in pure bliss.
    Brooke let her hands wander and explore Anna’s skin. Her thumbs dipped in the divots of Anna’s abdomen, rippling with exertion. Brooke's fingertips held on just hard enough to count Anna’s ribs as she searched up and up slowly, desperately wanting to feel Anna’s breasts, to cup their full weight, to feel them bounce against her palms, to massage them as their bodies came together.
    “Holy fucking shit, Brooke.” Anna breathed, as she leaned forward so that Brooke could cup her breasts with more ease.
    Brooke moaned, she would never get over her name falling from Anna’s lips like that. Her pointer fingers and thumbs pinched at Anna’s nipples, teasing and twisting, earning another cry of her name. 
    “Fuck this feels so good,” Anna moaned, her hips starting to stutter with each roll forward. 
    A bead of sweat started its slow trickle down from the edges of her hair, down behind her ear, swooping over her collar bone, towards the center of her chest. Brooke watched it hungrily, waiting until it had worked its path to Anna’s sternum before she leaned forward enough to capture it with her tongue, chasing its trail all the way back up Anna’s body until, in this new position she could suck on Anna’s pulse point. 
    Brooke knew she could never hold this position long, and almost fully seated like this, she had no real way of thrusting into Anna, but the way Anna’s arms and legs desperately wrapped around her told her she didn’t need to do too much work, Anna was almost there. “God you’re beautiful,” she whispered into Anna’s neck. 
    Anna leaned back just enough in Brooke's lap to make eye contact with her just before she tumbled over the edge of ecstasy. Brooke's hands slid to Anna’s back, holding her tightly through her rolling waves of pleasure. Brooke wondered for the second time if she could cum from just this, from the feeling of Anna’s whole body coiling in her arms just to shake itself undone, from the gasps and moans and sin-filled prayers that fell from Anna’s full lips, from the way Anna’s fingers dug into Brooke's back as she held on with everything she had left. 
    Brooke watched Anna’s face as she came down from her high. Brooke tucked back loose strands of hair, wanting to see every single trace of Anna’s pleasure. Anna leaned into the gentle swoop of her fingers, and Brooke chased the feeling of simply making Anna feel good. She brushed her fingertips along Anna’s jaw and down her neck, watching as the other woman hummed in contentment at the intimate contact. Anna’s dark brown eyes were still closed, basking in the gentle low tide of her come down. 
    Brooke had never seen a sight so holy, or so pure. No amount of worship could have ever prepared her for the flickering way Anna’s eyes opened, the way the corners of her lips pulled up into the softest of smiles, the way their sweat and desire mixed at every contact point along their bodies. It was so perfect, Brooke worried she might cry. 
    A small laugh bubbled from Anna’s chest. “That was”—she let out another breathy laugh and leaned forward to press an easy kiss to Brooke's lips—“that was fucking epic.”
    Brooke let out a surprised chuckle before she kissed down Anna’s neck, nodding against Anna’s jaw in agreement as she moved. “Do you want me to pull out?” She asked, her voice so deep and quiet that she almost couldn’t hear her own words. 
    Anna hummed. “No, but yes,” she answered, her grip tightening on Brooke's back as she helped by lifting her hips, and settling back down just under the dildo. It was left awkwardly at attention between them, Anna’s pleasure smearing all over their stomachs as a result. 
    Brooke looked down at it, wanting to see Anna’s mess spread all over her thighs and stomach, her own skin claimed by Anna’s need. “Shall I get this off so I can hold you properly?” Brooke asked, her nose grazing up Anna’s throat. 
    A sated smile slipped over Anna’s mouth. She shook her head no. 
    Brooke’s eyebrows lifted. “Do you think you can take more?” 
    Anna let out a surprised laugh, too loud for their tight intimate bubble. “No, Honey. I meant you’re not taking it off so you can hold me properly.” She bit her bottom lip as her eyes searched Brooke's face. “You’re taking it off so I can put it on.” 
    Brooke's jaw fell open with an undignified whimper.
    “I’ll take that as a yes?” Anna’s smile was hesitant, hopeful. 
    Brooke swallowed nervously. She had rarely been on the receiving end of sexual escapades. She was happy to give. But the thought of Anna wearing this harness, one that she had just flooded with her own desire sent a fresh wave of want through her body. She nodded quickly and breathed out a shaky yes. “I don’t think I can take this dildo though,” she whispered, her insecurities slowly seeping in. 
    Anna shook her head, sensing Brooke's nerves. “Hey, Honey? That’s okay.” She hooked a finger under Brooke's jaw, holding her gaze. “That’s why we each picked one.” She pressed a kiss to Brooke's forehead. “I’m going to get yours, okay?” She waited, holding onto Brooke until Brooke nodded her consent. Anna grinned, a full and beautiful smile. Her fingers slipped below the waist strap of the harness and tugged. “You wanna get this off for me?” 
    Brooke nodded and laid back against their pillows, her fingers fumbling for the clasps and buckles of the harness, loosening it and wiggling free. Anna returned, crawling back into bed next to her taking the harness from Brooke's unsteady hands. 
    “We don’t have to do this if you don’t want,” Anna whispered, her voice soft and reassuring. “We can try some other night, or never, I just want to make you feel as good as you just made me feel.”
    Brooke shook her head, a deep blush spreading over her cheeks. “No, Anna. I—want this. I’ve just never…” she exhaled, a shaky shallow breath. “I’ve never been with someone that I would trust with this before.” 
    Anna’s eyes filled with so much emotion that it took Brooke's breath away. Anna reached out to cup Brooke’s cheek. “I know exactly how you feel.”
    Brooke swallowed back the emotion of the moment and nodded, the weight of their words felt more powerful than any ‘I love you’s’ she had ever exchanged. Anna leaned forward and captured a quick kiss before pushing herself back off the bed to step through the loops of the harness.
    Anna eased the dildo that had been used on her out and slotted Brooke's in through the ‘O’ring. She tightened all the straps on the harness and grabbed the lube off the bedside table.
    “I don’t know that you’ll need that,” Brooke whispered, fully aware of the actual puddle of desire in between her legs. 
    Anna let out a soft laugh as she crawled back up on the bed. “It can’t hurt though,” she said just before peppering Brooke’s lips with gentle kisses. She kissed down Brooke's neck, tugging pillows out from under Brooke one by one, slowly lowering the woman to the bed. 
    The moan that escaped Brooke's lips as Anna sucked a nipple into her mouth would have embarrassed Brooke under any other circumstance, but now, like this, it just begged for more. Brooke closed her eyes and just let herself feel and react. The warmth of Anna’s hands slowly and steadily mapping the plains and peaks of her body. The way their skin stuck and slipped against each other, their sweat working for and against them all at once. The way her breathing had never been this heavy or labored in her life, each exhale a pant and each inhale never quite enough. The way Anna’s tongue and mouth worked against her chest, her stomach, her ribs, her navel, her hips, and oh how Anna was moving lower still. 
    “Spread your legs for me?” Anna asked, or commanded. Brooke couldn’t be sure. Her eyes flashed open to watch Anna’s face as she did as was requested. 
    Anna moaned from low and deep in her chest. She kissed lower, letting her tongue search deeper still. Brooke’s hips fluttered up, off the mattress, seeking more. God she was embarrassingly close already and feeling Anna’s tongue dip in and out of her was otherworldly. “Anna, I’m already.” She groaned as Anna’s mouth sucked on her clit. “Fuck, Anna I’m gonna”— Brooke swallowed a cry, her hands found Anna’s gripping her hips, and tangled their fingers together as she came. “Anna,” she whispered again, unable to think of anything other than Anna’s name as pleasure surged through her. Anna’s tongue lapped her through each wave, slowing with the pace that Brooke's hips desperately set. 
    Anna hummed happily, as she sat back on her heels. She grabbed the lube, forgotten in the sheets, and flipped the cap open. 
    Brooke’s jaw dropped. No other woman on the planet had ever been the sole cause of her orgasm and now Anna was readying herself to give even more. 
    Anna bit her bottom lip, lifting an eyebrow playfully. “You can say no, B. You can always say no.” She waited for Brooke's decision. 
    Brooke had no idea how her body could possibly handle another orgasm like that, but she wanted to find out. “I’m good,” she whispered, spreading her legs a bit farther to demonstrate her point.
    Anna’s delight in Brooke's response was immediate and apparent. She moved fast, coating Brooke's dildo in lube and tossing the bottle back on the bed next to them, wiping her lubed hands on their sheets without a second thought. “Do you want to help guide it?” she asked, her eyes suddenly soft and tender. 
    Brooke nodded and reached between their bodies, her hand and Anna’s circling the same small silicone shaft. She helped press the head up against her entrance, lifting her hips to help ease it in. She whimpered. 
    “Too much?” Anna asked, her eyes flashing to Brooke's, her body holding still.
    Brooke shook her head, no. “No, it’s just different.”
    Anna nodded. “Tell me if it hurts, okay?” 
    “Of course,” Brooke whispered, her words turning into moans as Anna slowly rolled her hips forward, filling Brooke completely. 
    This was a sensation unlike any Brooke had ever experienced before. She felt overwhelmingly full, but Anna was still able to hold her. Anna made love to her with patient, steady rolls of her hips, letting Brooke learn how to move to meet each stroke. Their arms stayed wrapped tightly around each other, their lips only parting for desperate breaths and gentle gasps. Brooke’s second orgasm rolled in like a thunderstorm on a hot summer day. They could both see the clouds for miles out, but weren’t in any rush for it to arrive. But oh when it did, did they lavish the cool relief and play in the steady rain.
    When Brooke's body relaxed back against the mattress, Anna eased out of her and wiggled out of the harness, discarding it without a thought and curling into Brooke’s side. Brooke wrapped her arms around Anna’s body as they both caught their breath, their chests rising and falling in unison. Brooke was filled with too many words, too many big things and big emotions that she was afraid to say. She rolled forward, onto her side and pulled Anna even tighter to her chest, hoping that her overwhelming need for every inch of their skin to touch would say all that she couldn’t get to pass through her lips. Anna responded in full, nuzzling her face into the crook of Brooke’s neck, pressing a kiss to every inch of skin her lips could reach. They fell asleep like that, clinging to each other in the darkness of the bedroom, their sheets tangled and twisted around them.



Chapter Twenty-Five:
    Brooke woke up with the now familiar feeling of Anna in her arms. Only now there were no silky pajamas, or big cotton t-shirts between them. Her whole body was wrapped around Anna’s, their skin touching from literal head to toe. Brooke took a deep breath, letting herself savor this moment. It smelled like Anna, like her skin, her shampoo, a lingering whisper of her perfume. It also smelled like their arousal from the night before, heady and passionate, now lingering on the sheets, their fingers, their faces, and pooling anew between Brooke’s legs. 
    She smiled softly, not yet wanting to open her eyes to the day, and pressed a gentle kiss to Anna’s shoulder blade. The action caused Anna to wiggle in her arms, it was as if the woman in front of her wanted to somehow get impossibly closer. She must have gotten in exactly the right spot, because after she was done wiggling Anna let out a happy, contented little sigh. 
    Brooke's eyes fluttered open. She propped herself up on her elbow to lean over Anna’s shoulder, curious to see if Anna’s eyes were open as well. They weren’t. Anna’s long eyelashes almost brushed her cheeks. Her movement had moved her hair, exposing Anna's neck for Brooke. Brooke hummed, unable to stop herself, before she leaned forward and kissed down the length of Anna’s neck. 
    Anna let out a soft, breathy moan, tilting her head ever so slightly, trying to expose more skin for Brooke to kiss. After Brooke ran out of places within reach to cover with kisses, she snuggled back in behind Anna, holding the woman as tightly to her chest as she could. 
    “That was the best sleep of my life,” Anna mumbled, her voice still thick with sleep.
    Brooke nodded into her back. She had gotten good sleep ever since she and Anna had started sharing a bed or a couch as they did the first night they were here, but nothing had compared to the sleep they had just gotten, naked and in each other’s arms. She didn’t even have a clue as to what hour they were in now. “Agreed,” she husked back. Her lips brushed against Anna’s back as she spoke. 
    Anna tensed ever so slightly in her arms and slowly rolled herself over so they were face to face, chest to chest. Brooke had a hard time keeping her eyes on Anna’s face. 
    “Hi,” Anna whispered, a wide but shy smile taking over her face. 
    Brooke couldn’t help the small smile that pulled up at the corners of her lips. “Good morning, Darling.” 
    A blush crept across Anna’s face and down her chest. “We can keep doing this, right?” 
    “Snuggling?” Brooke asked. She hummed and nodded. “I see no issue with that. Brunch isn’t until eleven and it’s nearby.” She tried to gauge the hour based on the sunlight filtering in through the curtains. “Worst case scenario, our flight isn’t until this evening.”
    Anna giggled, but suddenly her face grew serious. “No, I mean this.” She swallowed nervously. “Us.” 
    “Yes, I’d like that quite a lot.” She wondered where Anna’s lack of confidence was coming from this morning, but Brooke was more than happy to reassure her. “I’m glad we talked last night.” She nuzzled into Anna’s neck. “And I’m really glad we’ve determined that we’re girlfriends for real.” 
    Anna pulled her in for an incredibly happy, passionate kiss. Brooke's hands drifted up Anna’s back, her fingertips tracing easy patternless loops. Anna hummed into Brooke's mouth, breaking their kiss and letting their foreheads rest together. Brooke pressed harder with her fingers, riding the line between a rub and massage as she moved down Anna’s spine. 
    Brooke massaged Anna's back with caution. She remembered Anna’s nerves over her back, scarring that she was self conscious of, Brooke just wanted to make her feel good. With her focus on her fingertips, she could feel bumps and divots, undoubtedly scars, she just wanted to make Anna feel confident and safe.
Anna ducked her head and buried her face in the warmth of Brooke's neck, humming happily as Brooke focused on a small knot in Anna’s lower back. 
    “We should track down some lotion,” Brooke mumbled. “Would help the knots come out easier.” 
    Anna stiffened in her arms, starting a slow roll onto her back, but Brooke caught her and held her in place. 
    “I can stay just like this, Darling.” She let the rest go unsaid. Brooke would just continue to reassure her that they didn’t bother her. She still hadn’t really even seen them, but there was nothing in the world that would hinder her love for Anna at this point. She was in too deep.  
    Anna leaned back and searched Brooke’s eyes. “How’d you get to be so lovely?” She raised an eyebrow. “We both know you didn’t get your charm from your mother.” 
    Brooke snorted out a laugh. “I think I learned through a lot of what not to do.” She couldn’t help but lick her lips as her eyes traveled decidedly lower than Anna’s mouth. With Anna leaning back like this, her whole chest was exposed.
    Anna coughed out a laugh and let herself fall onto her back, the sheets all but discard. “Wow, in the same breath in which I compliment your chivalry, you stare at my tits.”
    Brooke could feel the blush spread from her own chest, the heat on the tips of her ears. She was more than a little aware that she was fully exposed now, too. “It wasn’t my fault,” she protested, but she knew that wasn’t entirely true. She gestured now at Anna’s whole upper body. “Seriously, Darling. You’re exquisite, I’d have to quite literally gouge my eyes out if you don’t want me to look.”
    Anna shook her head, reaching up to cup Brooke's face. “I like your eyes, thank you.” 
    Brooke leaned forward to pepper soft kisses across Anna’s cheeks. “I like your eyes, too,” she whispered in between her kisses. 
    Anna giggled under Brooke's incessant kisses. She grabbed Brooke's shoulders and attempted to roll them over, but Brooke was quite content to have Anna pinned to the mattress like this. Brooke decided to cheat a bit and use some of the skills she had learned in Judo. She grabbed Anna’s wrists and pinned them above her head, grounding her hips down and locking Anna in place. 
    As if to test Brooke's hold, Anna tugged a bit on the grip Brooke had on her wrists before she let out a very low, sensual, “oh.” 
    Brooke searched Anna’s eyes. “Do you want me to let you go?” she asked, nervous that Anna wouldn’t like feeling trapped and very much wanting Anna to know that she would release her if Anna wanted her to. 
    Anna shook her head no, licking her lips. Her dark eyes drifted down between them. She let out a huff of a laugh. “And I thought your kisses were addictive.” 
    Brooke smiled, leaning down to kiss down Anna’s neck, keeping her wrists held in place with one of her hands. 
    “So, like, how strong are you?” Anna asked, tugging again, a little harder this time with no luck. 
    Brooke hummed, pretending to think about it as she sucked one of Anna’s nipples into her mouth, circling the peak with her tongue. She let it go with a pop and shrugged. “I don’t know.” 
    Anna was all but panting beneath her. “I mean, you carried me around this flat with ease last night, and now I’m really pulling…”
    Brooke kissed down the center of Anna’s body as far as she could kiss without having to let go of Anna’s wrists. 
    “B, seriously?” Anna giggled as Brooke nipped at her ribs. 
    Brooke sighed. “I really don’t know. I have good grip strength from different fighting styles. And in general I just enjoy working out, but I promise, I’ll let you go whenever you ask, Darling.” 
    “It’s not that I want you to let go…” Anna’s eyes softened. “Um, what if I told you that I liked it when you were rubbing my back,” she all but whispered. 
    “Okay. Would you like a back massage?” Brooke asked, letting go of Anna’s wrists. 
    Anna bit her bottom lip. “Yes, but I’ve never had one.” 
    “Talk to me, Darling.” Brooke brushed Anna’s hair back behind her ear and cupped her cheek. “What’s stressing you out right now?” 
    Anna swallowed nervously. Her eyes closed as her face scrunched up in thought. “I think I’m afraid that you’ll see my back and regret making this real. Like logically, I know you, and I know that you won’t. But it’s just a little scary.” The last bit came out as a whisper. 
    Brooke waited patiently for Anna to open her eyes. When it seemed like Anna might not do that any time soon, Brooke asked gently, “will you look at me, please?”
    “So much changed after that wreck, B.” Anna’s eyes were still squeezed tight. “I was just a normal kid. Maybe a little small for my age, but normal.” A single tear snuck out of the corner of her eye and Brooke quickly wiped it away with the pad of her thumb. “I had to relearn how to walk. I had a back brace and one of those forearm crutches for a few years. And the other kids, they were just so mean.” 
    Anna’s first kiss not being until she was nineteen and not ever going to a school dance was starting to make sense. Brooke’s heart broke for her. She wanted to swoop in. She wanted to say something dazzling and reassuring, but she didn’t want to close Anna off. 
    “Not to mention how behind I fell in school. And the back and forth with my dad because my mom could only do so much after...” Another tear fell. “I’ve just never done this before. Sure, I’ve dated a few people, but I’ve never done this. I’ve never slept naked in a bed, or thought about massages. I’ve hooked up with guys in clubs in bathroom stalls, or after a few shitty dates and then left afterwards. What if I’m a shitty girlfriend? I’ve never really even been a girlfriend.” Her eyes blinked open with that startling realization. She looked a bit panicked, if Brooke had to label Anna’s emotion.
    “Anna, I’m in love with you. Nothing that you’re saying is even remotely going to scare me away.” Brooke ducked down into Anna’s gaze. “Hey, look at me?” Brooke waited for Anna to return her gaze. “It’s okay that we have different dating histories. I’ve never exactly had a successful or healthy relationship. Just because a few of them had a label didn’t make them any good.” She offered a small smile. “I want to learn how to do this with you. I might not have been a good girlfriend before, but I want to be a good girlfriend to you.” 
    “I find it hard to believe you weren’t a good girlfriend,” Anna mumbled. 
    “And I don’t know how anyone lucky enough to catch your attention for even a minute would not do everything in their power to keep it.” 
    “I’m still nervous,” Anna whispered.
    Brooke leaned forward to kiss Anna’s forehead. “Anna, loving you, all of you, is a privilege and an honor. I do not take it lightly. I’m not going anywhere. Unless you tell me to bugger off I guess, but that would make me very sad.” 
    Anna rolled her eyes. “Seriously, do you have a degree in being the perfect human?” 
    Brooke laughed. “No, I’ve simply gotten good at treating others how I’d like to be treated.” She tilted Anna’s chin up so that she could kiss her properly. “Can I ask you a question?” 
    Anna hummed, in response. 
    “With you never having had a massage, do you always have the little knots in your back?” 
    Anna groaned. “Yeah, actually. My back hurts on a low simmer most of the time. Especially after a long day at the restaurant. I think dancing in heels last night might have left me a little sore today.” Anna blushed and tried to lighten the mood with flirting after their heavy conversation. “Or maybe it was something else I did last night.” 
    Brooke nodded, but didn’t take the bait. “So where do we fall on the me giving you a back massage situation?”
    Anna’s breath caught in her throat. “You’ve made it back to that?” 
    “Yes. Darling, I want to make you feel good. Always, and if your back is bothering you, I’d like to help.” 
    “Careful with that, you’ll end up forced to give me back rubs every day.” It was clear that Anna was trying to tease when she was still clearly caught in her fear of being rejected. Brooke would just have to show her, every day, that that would absolutely never happen.
    Brooke took up the light-hearted tone, lifting her body up into a one armed plank to look down in between them. “Question, would you be topless for these everyday back rubs?” 
    Anna let out a laugh of disbelief. “I still can’t get over how you can go from being the world’s most charming person to solely focused on my tits in like, half a second.”
    “Ah, the duality of man,” Brooke mused. 
    Anna reached up and cupped Brooke's face. “I’m sorry I got so serious on you.” 
    Brooke tilted her head so that she could kiss Anna’s palm. “I always want to know what’s worrying you. I just don’t want you to worry that I’m going somewhere, Darling.” She tilted her head and kissed Anna’s other palm. “Especially not when I just got you. I know this is new. And I know that we may not work, but if we don’t, I can promise you without a doubt, your back won’t have been the cause.” 
    “I love you,” Anna whispered. 
    Brooke smiled down at her. “I love you, too.” She leaned forward to place the smallest of kisses on the tip of Anna’s nose. “Thank you for trusting me with that.” It might have been a cheesy sentence, but Susan, her therapist had said it to her once after a particularly heavy session and it had stuck with her. There was something to be said about trusting someone with your deepest insecurities and after spending several days in the depths of her own, it was nice to know that a trust between them had really been built, that the trust went both ways. 
    “Thank you for not running away.” 
    Brooke shook her head. “Nope, you’re stuck with me.” 
    “I brought lotion.” Anna nodded towards her suitcase. 
    Brooke looked over her shoulder at Anna’s rolling suitcase, too far from the bed to be reached without Brooke having to get up. She turned back to Anna, fighting the urge to be too shy to get out of bed while naked. Anna had just shared her biggest fear and vulnerability with Brooke, Brooke wouldn’t balk now. 
    She untangled herself from Anna and wiggled out from under the covers. The room was cool against her naked body. She and Anna had quite a warm cocoon tangled in the sheets. She tried not to shiver as she lifted Anna’s suitcase and set it on the foot of the bed. “Alright, what am I looking for?” she asked, looking up, waiting for Anna’s instruction. 
    Anna’s eyes were decidedly not on Brooke's face. Brooke felt a warm flush creep across her chest, unprepared for how the look in Anna’s eyes could impact her entire body. 
    “It’s, um.” Anna shook her head a little, forcing herself to find Brooke's eyes. 
    Brooke smirked at her. “Uh-huh, and what were you saying about me looking at your breasts?” 
    Anna’s easy, open smile was positively radiant. “I don’t remember.” 
    “Riiiiight,” Brooke teased. 
    “It’s in my makeup bag,” Anna said finally. 
    Brooke produced the bag that Anna had had in the bathroom with them the day before. She handed it to Anna without even bothering to unzip it. She knew the chaos of the bag would just stress her out. Anna had been more than able to navigate it, so she passed it off without a second thought. 
    With one stir of her hand, Anna produced a tube of lotion. She returned the bag to Brooke, who slipped it back into the suitcase, and the whole thing back to the floor where it had been. The air was suddenly heavier. Anna seemed smaller, somehow, like the bed might swallow her whole. Brooke quickly crawled back under the covers, desperately needing to hold her, to wipe the fear away. 
    Brooke could feel Anna’s nerves rippling through her. “You don’t have to roll over, Darling,” Brooke reassured her. “I can rub your back like this.” 
    Anna shook her head and took a deep breath. “No, I can do this. I want to do this. I’ve just never done this before.”
    Brooke surged forward and kissed Anna several times, quick chaste, reassuring kisses. Then, Anna scrunched her eyes shut tight and rolled over, onto her stomach, burying her whole head under her pillow. Brooke did not want to downplay Anna’s self-consciousness at all. The scars on Anna’s back were proof of a lifetime of pain, but they didn’t bother Brooke at all. She wasn’t sure what the best approach was in the wake of Anna’s apparent stress. So, Brooke just leaned forward and kissed the center of Anna’s back. 
    There was a thick scar that ran the length of Anna’s back, just to the left of her spine. Brooke couldn’t imagine such a young person having to go through so much so suddenly. It must have been surgical, or perhaps from multiple surgeries. She still wasn’t sure of the extent of Anna’s medical treatments. Anna had mentioned being in a coma and having to do less PT than her mother. 
Much of her right shoulder looked as if it had been burned. There were smaller scars littering her back, all down her spine, her shoulder blades, and her ribs. They trailed lower, too. Brooke gently traced down Anna’s back, thankful that the woman she had fallen madly in love with was alive at all. That thought alone made Brooke lean forward to kiss down Anna’s spine. 
    Anna let out a soft whimper as Brooke kissed lower. “Is this okay?” Brooke asked, afraid that Anna’s vocalization might not have been in a good way. 
    “You’re not grossed out?” Anna asked, her voice still a little unsure.
    Brooke shook her head no, but realized that Anna wouldn’t be able to see her with her face hidden under the pillow like it was. “I’m definitely not grossed out, Darling.” Brooke kissed the center of Anna’s longest scar again. “I’m pretty impressed with just how perfect of a straight line this one is,” she thought out loud, tracing it with the tip of her finger. Goosebumps rose all over Anna’s skin. 
    “That was a surgery, mainly,” Anna said, softly. 
    Brooke hummed in acknowledgment as she flattened her hand over the center of it. Her fingertips and the base of her palm could just reach the tips of it. She felt Anna finally relax under her touch. The more she kissed and touched, the more comfortable Anna seemed to be. Brooke wasn’t sure how much time had passed before Anna finally moved the pillow off her head and dared to glance at Brooke. Brooke just smiled warmly at her. 
    “Hi,” Brooke whispered. 
    Anna returned her smile with a soft, shy smile of her own. 
    “Are you ready for a real back massage?” Brooke asked. She hadn’t wanted to rush Anna or jump right into it. For one, Anna wouldn’t have been relaxed and it probably would have been counter-productive. Second, she really did want to reassure Anna that she wasn’t going to run. 
    Anna nodded happily and wiggled a bit, getting more comfortable. It made Brooke let out a soft laugh of relief that Anna genuinely seemed at ease. She scooped up the bottle of lotion and read the fragrance name Moonlight Path, she popped the cap open and smelled it, hopeful that that was that last piece of Anna’s scent that she still couldn’t place—even as buried in it as she had been. Sadly, the lotion just smelled like fresh laundry. It was a nice smell, but not the missing piece. 
    Anna giggled. “Are you sniffing my lotion?” 
    “Yes, is that a problem?” Brooke teased as she squirted lotion into the palm of her hand. 
    “No,” Anna answered, her voice still playful and light. “It’s just cute.”
    Brooke rubbed her hands together, trying to warm up the lotion, but she knew it would still be cold when her hands made contact with Anna’s back. “It’s going to be a little cold, okay?” 
    Anna nodded. 
    Brooke did her best to spread the lotion across Anna’s shoulders and down her spine. Anna tensed at the initial shock of the cool lotion, but immediately relaxed under Brooke's steady, gentle touch. Brooke smiled to herself as Anna melted under her fingers. Seeing Anna relax like this, after such an emotionally charged moment was nothing short of magical.
    A knot no smaller than a grape was lodged to the right of Anna’s spine, just above Anna’s ass. Brooke did not let her thoughts run away with her and instead focused on the task at hand. She had to stop herself from chuckling at her own massage pun. There would have been no way to explain it without admitting to her inappropriate thoughts regarding Anna’s ass. 
    She didn’t want to attack the knot all at once, she knew she needed (ha) to take her time and come at it from different angles to slowly get it to release. She would occasionally move on to Anna’s shoulders or her neck, or to her arms, but she was determined to rid Anna of that persistent knot. 
    There wasn’t a second that Brooke doubted that Anna was enjoying herself. She kept humming and sighing contentedly, more and more as the smaller aches and pains melted away. “You could try a different angle?” Anna mumbled, most of her face pressed into the mattress. 
    “What do you mean?” Brooke asked softly. Her attention had drifted back to the stubborn knot she was determined to break. 
    “You can like, sit on me if you want?” Anna offered, though her words were definitely a question.
    Brooke froze. She slowly looked down between them, at the way she was leaning fully over Anna’s body. She hadn’t intended for this to be sexual; she had genuinely wanted to make Anna feel better. But something about straddling Anna’s bare thighs, while being naked herself, sent a wave of desire through her that she had not anticipated. She cleared her throat, suddenly nervous. 
    “You don’t have to,” Anna amended. “I just… if it would be easier to reach, you can.”
    “Right,” Brooke responded, willing her brain to leave its fog. She scooted closer and settled down with her legs bracketing Anna’s thighs. “Is it okay?” she asked. 
    Anna nodded, never once lifting her face. 
    This was shockingly intimate. As Brooke leaned forward to rub the knot in Anna’s back, Anna let out a hum that sounded decidedly unlike all the rest. Brooke wanted more. She needed to know what else could cause such a reaction in Anna. She put more lotion on the palms of her hands and slid them up the center of Anna’s back, letting her thumbs dig a little harder along Anna’s spine. Anna’s hips lifted with the pressure. Brooke would have missed it if the movement hadn’t caused Anna to arch into her core. It seemed that in this position, she could feel each and everyone of Anna’s reactions. 
    “Fuck,” Anna breathed, her hips staying deliciously off the mattress, her ass pressed into Brooke's pubic bone. 
    Brooke's hands slid back down Anna’s body, massaging the sides of her hips. 
    “Your fingers are magic,” Anna practically moaned, lifting her hips even higher for Brooke. 
    Brooke’s hands slipped inwards, rippling over Anna’s abs. She let one fall to the bed, gripping in the sheets to hold herself up as the other brushed through Anna’s neatly trimmed hair. “Is this okay?” Brooke asked, before letting her fingers dip any lower. 
    Anna whimpered and rolled her hips, but Brooke didn’t move. 
    She let out a low chuckle, her ego soaring a bit at Anna’s need. “Words please, Darling.” 
    A moan ripped through Anna’s throat. “Yes, holy shit, yes.”
    Brooke had never done anything even remotely sexual in this position before—she’d never even been in this position before—but she quickly discovered it had its advantages. With her this pressed into Anna’s back, it practically put her in the position of how she might touch herself. The only difference was that they were face down in the bed. Her favorite part about it, however, was that she could feel every twitch and every roll of Anna’s hips. Every single shaky breath that Anna took could be felt in Brooke's chest. 
    The stutter of Anna’s hips was faster this morning than it had been the night before. This position allowed Anna to take a bit more control, grinding into Brooke's palm as Brooke curled her fingers deliciously inside Anna with each steady thrust. With each stroke, Anna’s cries were reduced to a less and less intelligible version of Brooke's name. 
    Brooke moaned with her as Anna’s whole body coiled around two of Brooke's fingers, releasing with a wave that Brooke could feel from her chest to her toes. She pressed hot, messy kisses to the back of Anna’s neck and down the center of her back, following down the curve of Anna’s spine. She didn’t care that Anna tasted like lotion and a hint of sweat, to Brooke that was simply the taste of her love. 
    “I think I like massages,” Anna mumbled, her whole body wiggling as Brooke pulled out of her so that she could kiss even lower. 
    Brooke let out a laugh of complete disbelief. “Okay, but this was not a typical massage.” Brooke rolled to the side and pulled Anna into her arms. 
    Anna just giggled and dared to glance up at Brooke. “I mean, it’s the only massage I’ve ever had. So, it’s my typical massage.” 
    Brooke blushed, but the lightness in Anna's eyes, the way that she seemed to be completely at ease after such a vulnerable moment, was so profound that it couldn’t be missed. Brooke kissed Anna’s forehead. “Well, Darling, you may have massages—however you’d like them—whenever you’d like them.” She let it linger. All the implications, all the promises, all of the next times that hovered between them. 
    Anna snuggled in tighter in Brooke's arms, kissing anything her lips could reach without having to lift her head. She suddenly fought against Brooke's grip so that she was propped up on her elbows hovering over Brooke. 
    “Yes?” Brooke asked, suddenly confused by the serious look in Anna’s eyes. 
    “You can have massages, too,” Anna said. 
    “Okay.” Brooke was still confused. “Thank you?” 
    “I just realized I didn’t even offer you one just now.” 
    Brooke frowned. “My back doesn’t hurt, Darling. It’s fine. Maybe after a Jujitsu tournament.”
    Anna shook her head. “No, like, a massage.”
    “Are you talking about orgasms right now?” Brooke asked, really and truly trying to grasp what Anna was saying. 
    Anna nodded, excitedly. “Would you like one?” Anna surged forward to kiss her before Brooke could even answer. 
    Brooke wondered then if someone somewhere had tried to catalog all the ways in which two people might kiss, because she was quite certain that no two of her kisses with Anna had been the same. This kiss was entirely laced with love and devotion. If there was a way to practice a religion through kissing, this would be it. 
    “Sorry if that was a weird way to phrase it,” Anna whispered when they broke apart. Her eyes scanned Brooke's, still waiting for her response. 
    Brooke shook her head. “It wasn’t weird. Just unexpected.” 
    Anna nudged her playfully. “We could have massages be our safe word.” Anna teased. 
    That made Brooke snort in a fully undignified manner. “Not if you want them every day, I’ll be confused.” She looked around the room. The sun had risen higher, she could tell by the way the light filtered in over the top of the curtains. “Before we get too carried away, we should check the time, and then we should shower.”
    Anna’s teasing smile turned into full on beaming. “Together?” she asked, so excited she was practically vibrating. 
    “If you’re up for it?” There was not a single ounce of her that wanted this morning to come to an end. Brunch be damned. But she was very aware that she told Mel they were going to go, and she was a woman of her word. If she was correct in her assumption, it would be roughly nine o’clock which would give them an entire hour to shower and get ready. And really, would it be such a big deal if they were a few minutes late?



Chapter Twenty-Six:
    It was in fact nine-seventeen. They had pulled Brooke's baggy T-shirts on to track down their phones in Nate and Mel’s flat. Brooke blushed at the trail of clothing that began with their shoes in the entryway and ended with all but their under garments in the kitchen. Anna seemed equally as amused. She bit her bottom lip and let out a low, breathy laugh as she gathered up her dress and her heels from the night before. Anna moved quickly while Brooke stayed frozen in place. As soon as Anna had deposited her clothing from the night before in their bedroom, she shuffled back into the room and began to dig through some of the cupboards. 

“What are you looking for?” Brooke asked, still staring at her own trail of clothes.
    Anna stifled a laugh. “I’m looking for cleaning products,” she said, rather matter of factly as she produced an all purpose spray and some paper towels. “My food safety license is literally begging me to clean their counter for them given…” Anna didn’t finish her sentence, she just sprayed down the area they had momentarily paused at the night before. 
    Brooke felt the tips of her ears go red as she realized immediately why Anna was cleaning the counter. Instead of standing there and watching Anna clean, she collected her trousers, her tuxedo shirt, her waistcoat, her jacket, her untied bow tie, and her dress shoes. Their phones were still in the breast pocket of Brooke’s jacket. Mel had texted them both the address to the location of their brunch and informed them that they were running late and would just meet them at the restaurant. It was thirty minutes away. Which gave them an hour and thirteen minutes to get ready. Brooke sent Clarence a quick message, asking if he’d be available to give them a ride today. He was quick to let her know that he’d be there at exactly ten-thirty. 
    “Everything okay?” Anna asked as she put away the cleaning products. “You have your thinking face on.”
    Brooke softened into a smile. “Yes, I suppose I do. I’ve just asked Clarence if he’d give us a ride.”
    “Do we still have time to shower?” Anna asked, hopefully. 
    Brooke nodded, perhaps a little too quickly. “Absolutely, Darling.” 
    Brooke deposited her dirty clothes from the night before in their bedroom, and together she and Anna all but sprinted to the washroom. Brooke hummed as she spun the faucet. “Serious question, water temperature?” 
    Anna stared at her, waiting for more, when Brooke never embellished, Anna just let out a laugh. “Oh, that’s the whole question?” 
    “Yes,” Brooke said, only slightly exaggerating the importance of the question. “Cold? Warm? Hot?” 
    “Honestly?” Anna asked, scrunching her face as if she was concerned she’d answer incorrectly. 
    Brooke nodded. “I’m already all in, but I do reserve the right to judge.” 
    “Oh? And do I reserve the right to judge you for your choice?” Anna teased back. 
    Brooke playfully shook her head no. 
    Anna’s response was to take her baggy T-shirt off, leaving her completely naked. “You sure?” 
    Brooke forgot how to process. Her jaw had definitely dropped like a cartoon and her gaze had dropped right along with it. “I don’t know,” she admitted when she had been silent for too long. 
    “Scalding,” Anna answered. “Like melt your skin off hot.” 
    Brooke just nodded, her thoughts far beyond the concern of the water temperature. 
    “You?” Anna asked, her hands dipping under the hem of Brooke's shirt and lifting.
    Brooke raised her arms to help, letting Anna remove her shirt. “So hot,” she whispered in response.
    Their lips crashed together, their bodies only a fraction of a second behind. Brooke could feel the steam rolling out of the shower behind her. She pulled back the curtain and stepped in blindly, guiding Anna in with her. The water stung against her skin, almost too hot. Anna gasped into her mouth. Brooke had never wanted anything or anyone as badly as she wanted Anna at that very second, the water streaming down Anna’s body, following each and every delicious curve. Brooke ducked her head and stopped the flow of a stream with her tongue, tracing it all the way up to Anna’s throat. She sucked on Anna’s pulse point, vaguely aware that she would probably leave a mark, but she was too caught up in the moment to care. 
    “Fuck,” Anna moaned. Anna spun them, slowly and deliberately, pushing Brooke up against the cold tile of the shower wall. 
    Brooke gasped as the cold tile hit her skin, the air almost knocked out of her in surprise. Anna’s hands were all over her, with Anna’s lips close behind. Brooke let her head fall back against the tile, letting her eyes squeeze shut as Anna nipped at her throat. Anna kissed and sucked lower, her tongue mapping out every inch of Brooke's skin. 
    Brooke’s eyes flashed open just in time to watch Anna sink to her knees in front of her. Oh. Her eyes widened in disbelief. She couldn’t process the sight in front of her, the way in which Anna slicked all of her hair back and out of her face at once, the way the water bounced off her back, the steam clouding around them, the way Anna’s pale skin was tinged pink from the heat of the water. 
    The look on Anna’s face was so far beyond sexy. It was mischievous, lustful, maybe even a touch determined. She leaned forward to kiss Brooke's hip, her dark eyes never leaving Brooke's. Brooke could get lost in the look in Anna’s eyes, completely blown away by the absolute confidence and assuredness in which Anna slid her hands up the inside of Brooke’s thighs. 
    Brooke let out a shaky breath as Anna’s hand nudged her thighs apart. Anna removed her hand for long enough to pull back the shower curtain just far enough so that she could tap on the porcelain tub. “Put your foot here.” It was a command. One that Brooke followed without hesitation. The look in Anna’s eyes darkened with pleasure. “Good girl.” 
    That praise felt delicious. No one had ever praised Brooke in a sexual situation. She was wholly unprepared for how her entire body would react. The way she would crave more of it immediately. But Anna’s tongue tracing rivulets of water as they streamed towards Brooke's most intimate places, stopped any and all thoughts Brooke might have been able to form. The feeling of Anna’s tongue against her clit was the only thing she could comprehend at that moment. There was nothing but the sounds of Brooke's moans echoing off the shower walls and the pleasure coaxed from Anna’s mouth. 
    Brooke felt the slow trail of Anna’s fingertips, the drag of their path up the outside of her thigh. Anna pulled back, her eyes searching Brooke's, her fingers poised, cupping Brooke completely. 
    “Can I go in you?” Anna asked, her voice low with want. 
    Brooke whimpered a yes, desperately trying to spread her legs in such a way that she’d be able to stay upright. 
    Anna hummed in appreciation of her efforts as she slid her fingers through Brooke’s slick, wet need. Once Anna’s finger was fully coated in Brooke’s desire, she eased it into Brooke. 
    Brooke moaned, feeling her whole body flex around Anna’s finger. Anna waited, watching, her eyes fixed on Brooke's face. Brooke gasped with delight as Anna curled her finger, carefully exploring and searching, seeking Brooke's pleasure. Brooke needed something to hold on to, something to help keep her steady. Brooke's fingers slipped into Anna’s hair, tangling through the thick, wet locks. 
    That was all the encouragement Anna needed. She dipped her face back in, her tongue circling Brooke's clit. Brooke let herself sink into the feeling of Anna’s finger moving in and out slowly, curling and coaxing. The feeling of Anna’s tongue stroking around and across her clit. Brooke could feel her legs start to shake. She tried to remain standing, tried to hold onto this feeling for as long as she could. Anna gently added a finger, easing it into Brooke slowly, letting her adjust to the slight stretch. 
    It was too much, too good, too perfect all at once. Brooke felt her orgasm flood outwards from her core, the heavenly roll of her pleasure rippling outwards all the way to her fingertips and her toes. She was worried she’d fall or sink to the floor unable to stand, but Anna’s hand eased out of her and immediately moved to steady her at the waist. Anna was up on her feet and wrapping her arms around Brooke before the aftershocks had even stopped rolling through. 
    “I’ve got you,” Anna whispered into her neck as their bodies wrapped around each other under the steady flow of the shower. “Fuck that was amazing,” Anna murmured, kissing and sucking up Brooke's neck. “I love how that feels,” Anna continued her praise between lavishing Brooke's neck and chest with attention. “You got so fucking tight around my fingers,” Anna’s stream of consciousness, mixed with her steady hold of Brooke, the support and encouragement she offered was more than Brooke had ever experienced. 
    Brooke swooned, enjoying the praise and the comfort. Words and thoughts that would usually add stress or shame made her blossom with pride under Anna’s attention. Anna nuzzled into her even tighter, pulling back only far enough so that she could finally kiss her. Brooke could taste her own arousal on Anna’s tongue. Brooke moaned into the messiness of their kiss. It was all tongue and passion. Brooke's fingers weaved back into Anna’s hair, holding her as close as possible. She wanted every inch of her body to get to feel Anna at once, it was impossible to hold her tight enough. 
    Thankfully, it seemed as if Anna wanted the same thing, unwilling to the point of almost unable to untangle herself from Brooke's grip. They stayed like that, wrapped around each other in the heat of the stream until Brooke's phone started to buzz against the marble counter. The sound was startling and echoey in the hollow of the bathroom. 
    “An alarm?” Anna asked, pulling back enough to look up into Brooke's eyes. 
    Brooke shook her head. “No, it’s a phone call.” She had no way of knowing how long they had been in the shower. The water was still hot, but they had been snuggled together for quite some time—long enough for her heart rate to have returned to normal and for her legs to have stopped shaking. She sighed, worried that it was Clarence calling to say that he had arrived to collect them. “We should probably actually shower,” Brooke whispered, kissing across Anna’s cheeks. 
    Anna grumbled a bit, but agreed. She unwrapped herself from Brooke's arms and grabbed her shampoo. Brooke's gaze dropped to watch Anna’s ass as she leaned over. When Anna spun around, her lips pulled up into a mischievous smile. “So, you like my ass, too?”
    A low chuckle pulled out of Brooke's chest. She nodded, letting her hands slide around Anna’s waist to spin her around again. Her hands slid down over the curve of Anna’s ass. “I really do.” She smiled as Anna seductively looked back at Brooke over her shoulder. “Is that okay with you?” she asked, squeezing gently. 
    Anna bit her bottom lip and nodded. She leaned back like that, letting her ass press into Brooke's front so that she could kiss Brooke backwards over her shoulder. “We have to shower,” she whispered, though Brooke wondered if those words were more of a reminder for herself. 
    Brooke nodded and eased the shampoo bottle from Anna’s hands. Brooke had never washed anyone else’s hair before, but the thought of sharing that intimacy with Anna was too great to pass up. She squirted a bit of the shampoo onto her palm and worked it into Anna’s scalp. Anna melted under her touch, practically purring as Brooke's fingers lathered the shampoo into Anna’s hair, her short nails, scratching lightly as she teased it through Anna’s tangles. 
    Anna all but pouted as Brooke spun her easily, guiding her under the stream of the water to help her rinse. She hadn’t expected Anna to return the favor, though. She wasn’t sure why, but she was pleasantly surprised when Anna reached for Brooke's shampoo bottle. Brooke had never had this. The care and reverence in which Anna seemed to always touch her with was so intimate and so pure. It almost made Brooke's eyes water, but she didn’t want to break the tenderness of the moment. She just let Anna work out her tangles. 
    For some reason, soaping each other made them both a bit giggly and playful. The phone call was forgotten as they attempted to get each other clean at the same time. Their bodies slipped and slid against each other, the soap removing any potential friction between them. 
    “You know you’re stuck with this now, right?” Anna asked as Brooke scrubbed gently down the center of Anna’s back, not for a second forgetting what this must mean for Anna. 
    “What do you mean?” Brooke asked, kissing down Anna’s shoulder, not at all bothered by the taste of soap against her lips. 
    “I’m always going to want to shower with you now,” Anna said, laughing as Brooke soaped her ass for the sixth time. 
    Brooke looped her arms around Anna’s waist and pulled her back, tightly into her front. “Good,” Brooke whispered, happier than she had ever been. 
    After they had rinsed off and dried off, Brooke looked at her phone. She had missed a call from Christine, not Clarence. That was a relief. She and Anna still had about fifteen minutes before Clarence would arrive. Which was plenty of time for them to get dressed and maybe even call Christine back. 
    “What are you wearing to this?” Anna asked as she dried herself off with a towel. 
    Brooke couldn’t get over the fact that she was watching a very naked Anna Fourchette towel herself off. Brooke looked up in a daze. “What?” 
    Anna just let out a laugh and shook her head. “I asked what you were going to wear to this.”
    “Oh, right. Sorry.” Brooke blushed. She focused on her own towel work then. “I have a light blue polo and some khaki pants.” She offered a smile at Anna. “Out of curiosity, what would you be wearing to it if I hadn’t asked you to dress fancy all week?” She had just realized that she had no idea what her girlfriend wore to things like brunch for real. 
    Anna grinned at her. “My overalls.” There was no question about it. “I’ve been on a real overall kick recently.”
    The thought of Anna in a pair of overalls was almost unbearably cute. Brooke knew that it had been important to provide an appropriate wardrobe for all of the fancier events, but she wished that she hadn’t worried so much about all of the spaces in between. She wished that Anna had her overalls to wear today. She was so ready to get to know all of Anna. To peel back all of the layers. To just be with her as she truly was. 
    “I wish you had them. I feel like you in overalls would be incredibly cute,” Brooke admitted. 
    Anna practically snorted. “Oh, I have them.” 
    Brooke’s eyes widened. “Wait, really?”
    Anna nodded, clearly excited. “They’re the comfiest things in the world. Hell yeah, I brought them.” 
    “You should wear them.”
    “Nah, you’re going to be all fancy in your polo. I can wear the outfit I originally planned. It’s another, less fancy dress. It’s fine.”
    Brooke shook her head. “I insist. They all already love you. And I love you. You. I want you to get to wear the comfiest thing in the world to brunch.” Brooke had never said ‘comfiest’ in her life. She wasn’t even sure it was a real word, but she wanted Anna to get to be it, regardless. And more importantly, she wanted Anna to get to be herself. 
    Anna looked a little skeptical. “Yeah? You don’t mind?”
    “I insist.” Brooke said, kissing the corners of Anna’s lips. “I should probably call Christine back.”
    “Want to put her on speaker?” Anna asked, wiggling her eyebrows. “We can fill her in on everything that’s happened?”
    Brooke blushed. Everything that’s happened. She and Anna were real. They had had sex, a lot of sex. They couldn’t keep their hands off each other, actually. She scrunched up her face. “You know I’ve never been one for sharing.”
    “I’ll do it,” Anna offered, giggling. “I’d love to get to tell Chris.” 
    Brooke let out a laugh. Anna was truly perfect. “Alright, well if you don’t mind, I do think she’s going to be thrilled about the news.”
    “We should call her while we get dressed,” Anna responded, pointedly heading out of the bathroom and into their bedroom.
    “Oh yeah?” Brooke asked, following her, wondering why they wouldn’t wait until after they had gotten dressed. 
    “Yep.” Anna spun back to face her, biting her bottom lip. Her gaze dipped dangerously far south. “Because if we don’t and you let that towel drop, we are definitely going to be late to brunch. And I for one, think that we have traumatized Clarence enough for one week.”

Well then. Brooke's eyes drifted down Anna’s body. She had never had sex this many times back to back in her life. Sex for her had always felt stolen, secretive, moments that felt like they weren’t supposed to be happening. But with Anna, it felt like something she could enjoy again and again and again. Anna did have a point though. If they called Christine, they would actually get dressed and they would make it to brunch on time like they were supposed to. This was not going to be their only chance to have sex. They were girlfriends for real now. Brooke's heart skipped at the thought. 
    “You’re right,” she agreed. “We should call Christine and try to conference Vivienne in. They’d love that.” Brooke frowned, thinking. “You know, you can call Nicholas and Maddie, right?” She blushed thinking about Nicholas’s comment from the night before ‘please tell me you’ve made sweet beautiful love to her by now.’ 
    Anna grinned. “I think I could get away with just sending them a quick text message. Nick’s the type to want every single detail over a pint of ice cream.” She blushed, but continued, “I don’t have to share all the details, though. If that would make you uncomfortable, I won’t. As you know, you’re kind of my first real, titled, relationship. I don’t really know what’s allowed.” 
    Brooke thought about it for a second. She was a very private person, but Anna had been through so much. She hadn’t met Nicholas yet, but it was clear how much he meant to Anna. “I trust your judgment,” she said finally. 
    Anna’s eyes lit up. “Really? I can gush with Nick?”
    Brooke shrugged. “I’ve never been one to gush.” She didn’t need to point out why. Anna had met her parents. Brooke soldiered on. “But that doesn’t mean that there’s anything wrong with it. If that’s something you do with him, then I don’t want to get in the way of that. I think that friendships are important and healthy and that a strong relationship shouldn’t get in the way of them.” She sighed. “I… I really want to do this correctly, Anna.” 
    Anna grabbed Brooke by the bath towel and pulled her in for a passionate kiss. It was the kind of kiss that ended with both of their towels pooled at their feet, their bodies crashing together, their hair still dripping beads of water down their shoulders. 
    Brooke's hands traced down Anna’s back, following the delicious curve of her hips. She cupped Anna’s ass and hummed happily into Anna’s mouth. They couldn’t get carried away. Reluctantly, they both pulled back. “Clothes?” 
    “As much as I want to tell you no, we probably should,” Anna said, letting their foreheads fall together. 
    Brooke nodded gently. “Okay. I’m going to call Christine or I don’t think either of us will actually move.”
    Anna let out a huff of a laugh and pressed another, much softer and sweeter kiss to Brooke's lips. Brooke hit the callback button and stepped back. Her eyes didn’t leave Anna’s body, but her hands started to unzip her suitcase and her brain slowly started to focus on the sound of her phone. 
    “B, hey!” Christine’s voice rang out. 
    Brooke hit the speaker phone so that Anna could participate. “Hey, Christine. Anna’s on with me. We’re getting ready for the after wedding, bon voyage brunch.”
    “Here, let me loop Vivienne in. Yeah?” Christine asked. 
    Brooke nodded. “Yeah, that would be great.”
 
    It only took a few rings for Vivienne to pick up. “Hey, Chris.”
    Christine quickly chimed in, “the gangs all here, we’ve got Brooke and Anna, too.”
    “Oh, hey, B. Hello, Anna.” Vivienne sounded almost hesitant. Brooke knew it’s because neither Vivienne nor Christine knew all that had happened. They were both still walking on eggshells. In the meantime, Brooke and Anna were still naked, trying to dig through their suitcases for their outfits.
    “Hey, Viv,” Anna called out, happily producing a pair of dark denim overalls. 
    “So,” Christine asked, clearly attempting to be calm. “How are things going in England?” 
    Brooke bit her lip and looked to Anna for guidance. Anna just nodded at her, encouragingly. “Um, good,” Brooke offered. “We uh, have a bit of news.” 
    “Oh?” Christine asked, clearly about to lose her cool. Brooke could feel it through the phone. 

“Yeah, um so last night I kind of… confessed my feelings,” Brooke had no idea how to have this conversation, but Anna was smiling at her warmly from across the room while she put on another truly ridiculous bra. Seriously? How was Brooke supposed to tell this story with all of that lace?
    “Okay?” Christine was practically shouting. 
    “Yeah,” Brooke had forgotten how to form words. Anna had slipped on a matching thong. 
    “Fucking hell, Brooke you’re killing me,” Christine said. 
    Brooke blinked. “What? Oh, shit. Sorry, Christine. Um, yeah. So, I told Anna that I’m in love with her and now I have a girlfriend.” 
    Christine screamed. Genuinely, screamed. 
    “Wow, that’s—honestly that’s so lovely,” Vivienne said, while Christine lost her shit. “I’m really happy for you both. And B, I’m really proud of you. I know what that means, and I know how hard that must have been.” 
    Brooke's eyes watered. Vivienne rarely showed her soft side, it made it mean all the more when she did. “Thanks, Vivienne.”
    “Thanks, Viv!” Anna shouted as she tugged a black tank top on. 
    “Don’t fuck this up, Fourchette. I’d hate to have to kill you. I quite like your restaurant,” Vivienne added. 
    Anna just giggled. “Noted.” 
    Christine had finally stopped screaming. “Oh my god. Have you two… ya know?” 
    Vivienne made a horrified sound. “Christine, that is none of our business.” There was a pause. “But I mean, if you want to answer that, no one would be mad.”
    Brooke finally started to get dressed. Anna had on enough clothes that she could finally focus again. 
    “We have,” Anna supplied, shooting Brooke a playful look. “Several times. We actually called you two so that we would stop for long enough to get ready for this dang brunch.” 
    Christine screamed again. 
    “And with that. I’m going to let you all have a lovely afternoon. Let us know when you land safely,” Vivienne said, her voice back to all business and absolutely zero amusement. 
    “Bye, Vivienne,” Brooke said, her smile almost as mischievous as Anna’s.
    Vivienne’s line went dead, but Christine definitely did not end her’s. “Oh my god, did you use them?” 
    Brooke blushed. Anna’s eyes widened. “You told her about the strap?” Anna whisper-yelled. 
    “Wait, time out, she only told me because she was proud of traumatizing her mother. I’ve just been hoping that you two would use them ever since I found out they existed,” Christine supplied quickly. 
    Anna just pointed at Brooke, indicating that that level of detail was all Brooke's decision.
    That was way more information than Brooke had ever shared before, but she wanted to. She wanted to run out onto Nate and Mel’s back porch and scream about how much she loved Anna Fourchette for the whole world to hear. She cleared her throat. “Um, yeah. We definitely did.” 
    Christine screamed again. “I am so fucking happy for both of you.” 
    “Thanks, Chris,” Anna said, beaming. 
    “B, how fucking amazing are you feeling right now?” Christine was still shrieking. 
    Brooke just chucked. “I’m feeling pretty fucking fantastic.” 
    “Alright, Chris. I think I’m going to have to steal my girlfriend for a minute before the car comes to take us to brunch. I may or may not have put us in a pickle,” Anna said with a frown, her eyes focusing on Brooke somewhere south of her face.
    Brooke went from feeling all warm and fuzzy from Anna calling her her girlfriend, to confused by the rest of her sentence. “Wait, what’s wrong?” she asked, not caring that Christine could still hear them. 
    “Your collar didn’t cover your neck,” Anna said rather matter of factly. 
    “Okay. And?” Brooke asked, still confused. 
    “God I fucking love the two of you together right now. Anna, I’m going to let you take care of that. B, I cannot wait for all the details when you get home. And none of your normal question evasion tactics. I’ll get the details out of your girlfriend if you won’t give them to me.” 
    Brooke was still confused by the level in which Anna seemed to be concentrating on her neck, but Christine’s threat had just sent a new wave of warmth over her. “Sounds good, Christine. I’ll let you know when we land.” The line disconnected. “Why does it matter if my shirt covers my neck or not?” 
    “You might have a few visible… um… hickeys on your neck right now,” Anna’s smile was definitely apologetic. 
    The marks—Brooke was too dignified to ever use the word hickey—had to have come from their shower. They hadn’t been there prior to it. She had also never had one before. She wasn’t entirely sure what to do now.



Chapter Twenty-Seven:
    Anna grabbed Brooke's hand and dragged her back into the bathroom. “Honey-B, I am so sorry.” Anna couldn’t seem to make eye contact with Brooke in the mirror. Brooke on the other hand watched as her own blush crept up her neck, a much lighter shade of red than the four visible marks littering the sides of her neck. 
    She didn’t really know what to say. Honestly, part of her just wanted to laugh. It was weird, and entirely new, this notion of feeling proud and claimed. She didn’t quite have the right words to describe how she was feeling. “It’s okay, Darling,” her voice was surprisingly calm. 
    “Okay, but I don’t have a foundation in the right shade to cover them,” Anna sounded almost panicked as she started to rifle through her makeup bag. 
    Brooke wrapped her arms around Anna’s waist and hugged, letting her chin rest on Anna’s shoulder. “Hey, Darling?” She waited until Anna met her gaze in the mirror. 
    “Yeah?” Anna asked, still looking a bit frantic. 
    “I don’t mind.”
    “But your parents are going to be at brunch,” Anna sank back into Brooke's arms. 
    Brooke just shrugged and leaned forward to kiss Anna’s cheek. “And?” Brooke continued, “according to my father, the goal is to make amends. But as we’ve seen, my mother is likely just going to be mean regardless. I’m not going to stress about the marks.” 
    Anna spun around in Brooke's grip and wrapped her arms around Brooke's neck. “You’re not mad?” 
    Brooke shook her head no. “Not in the slightest, Darling. I’ve quite enjoyed the morning.”
    “No ragerts?” Anna asked. 
    Brooke frowned at her. “I’m not entirely sure what that means.” 
    Anna just giggled. “It’s from a movie. I’m not sure it’s one I’d recommend to you. I’ll have to get to know your movie taste better, first.” 
    That thought warmed Brooke's heart. They still had so many firsts ahead of them. Movie nights, game nights, maybe even things like camping. The possibilities were endless. She didn’t know what all Anna would be up for, or what their friend groups could potentially do together. “I would like that.” 
    Anna beamed at her, but her gaze slowly dropped to Brooke's neck. “I am sorry about that. I promise to be more careful in the future.” 
    Brooke bit her bottom lip, uncertain how to go about saying that she kind of liked it. She shrugged. “Nate and Mel are probably going to tease us for it.” 
    Anna giggled. “Oh they definitely will.”
    “But I don’t mind them, and I normally work from home so…” 
    Anna’s eyes darkened. “So, I don’t have to be careful?” 
    “Not normally, no,” Brooke said, the tension between them palpable. If she didn’t break the moment, they might lose themselves in it. She stepped back before she traced the hooks on Anna’s overalls, settled just below Anna’s collarbones. “You look really cute in this outfit.” Anna did look really cute in her outfit. Her long, dark denim overalls and her black top were surprisingly, very Anna. 
    “You think so?” Anna asked, blushing at the compliment. She seemed to follow Brooke's intention of lightening the mood between them.
    Brooke nodded. “Yeah, it suits you.” 
    Anna stuffed her hands in her pockets and swayed her hips side to side, happily. “Okay, but can I add my favorite accessory?”
    “Of course, Darling.” Brooke wasn’t too sure what Anna’s favorite accessory might be, but she was happy learning Anna’s process. 
    Anna rushed back into their bedroom, the hickeys forgotten, Anna’s excitement back to tangible. Anna all but sprinted over to the dresser where Brooke’s jewelry was all laid out. She smiled mischievously as she slipped the ‘k’ signet ring onto her pinky finger. “Okay, what do you think?” Anna looked hopeful. “This is my favorite outfit.” 
    Brooke appraised it, pinching the point of her chin between her thumb and her pointer finger, feigning critique. There was nothing to object to, Anna would look amazing in a paper bag. “I think you look perfect.” 
    “You’re just saying that because I went down on you in the shower,” Anna teased, tugging at Brooke's belt loops. 
    All the heat in Brooke’s body rushed to her cheeks. “No, I think you’re just really cute,” she tried to protest, but it was too late. Anna was grinning, too happy to contain herself. “Okay, and yeah, you did that.” 
    Anna pulled her in and kissed her. “You look cute, too, Honey-B.” She lifted her hand and traced down Brooke's neck, letting her thumb ghost over one of the marks she had left. 
    She didn’t say anything, but Brooke saw the way Anna’s eyes darkened, she liked them as much as Brooke did, they were just trying to hover around that fact given that they had somewhere to be rather soon. Brooke's phone buzzed in her pocket before she could comment on it. Clarence’s name popped on her screen. She held her phone up for Anna to see. “Brooke Kent,” she answered. 
    “Ms. Kent, this is Clarence. I’m here to give you and Ms. Fourchette a ride.”
    “Perfect. Thank you, Clarence. We’ll head right down.” 
    Anna leaned forward and kissed Brooke's cheek quickly before grabbing Brooke’s hand and leading them both towards the front door. Brooke’s heart beat faster as her thumb found her own ring on Anna’s little finger, hoping that when they made it home for real, that Anna would continue to wear it. There was something about it, about the fact that Anna had worn it before they had confessed their feelings, before they had kissed even, that made it mean even more. 
    “It’s okay, right?” Anna asked as they headed towards the front door, she was clearing asking about the ring Brooke was fiddling with. 
    “It’s preferred, if I’m being honest.”
    The brunch spot was a modern little joint that felt particularly curated to appeal to social media, complete with different neon lights up near each little nook and alcove. They arrived not long after Jasmine and Martin did. Brooke watched them closely, trying to figure out how well the rest of their evening had gone, but neither of them gave anything away. They were no more or less flirty than they had been the night before. Brooke did her best to not frown as she studied them. She knew her thinking face wasn’t exactly subtle. 
    In the meantime, Brooke reveled in the way that Anna’s bubble had completely disappeared. If you had asked her a week ago, Brooke would have told you that she thought personal space was important, but either her personal space had expanded to include Anna, or she had been wrong a week ago. Anna stood with her side entirely pressed against Brooke's, with her arm wrapped around her waist. And Brooke was happy to let her. Her arm felt better wrapped around Anna’s shoulders. Her hands were happiest entwined with Anna’s. She didn’t get the chance to marvel over each and every significant change because the newlyweds(ish) walked in.
    They looked as happy as Brooke felt. They were all radiant smiles and just as touchy as she knew that she and Anna were being. Mel immediately clocked the hickey’s on Brooke's neck and shot her a knowing look. Instead of teasing her, though, she just winked and less than subtly high fived Anna. 
    Nate on the other hand guffawed. “Jesus Christ, Sis. I think you had a rowdier night than I did.” 
    Brooke felt her ears turn pink. Before she could say anything to defend herself, Anna lobbed back a response. “Probably, but those were from this morning.” 
    Nate barked out a laugh, clearly not suspecting that response. He clapped Brooke on the back. “Come on, let’s see if they’ll let us have our table early.” 
    The hostess led them to a private event room that had been set up for the occasion. She and Anna sat next to Jasmine and Martin, intentionally far enough away from Nate and Mel that they wouldn’t have to sit next to Brooke's parents when they arrived. This brunch was for the wedding party and immediate family only, and with only twenty-five guests, there weren’t many ways in which they could hide from Sybil and Augustus. So the corner of the table, farther away from Nate and Mel than she would have liked seemed like the best option. It proved useful. As the wedding party trickled in, they seemingly followed suit, leaving the closest chairs to Nate and Mel open for their parents. 
    Thankfully, that meant that Brooke and Anna had a nice little bubble built by the time her mother and father walked in. They were obnoxiously, and pretentiously over dressed. Everyone else had opted for more casual, jeans and T-shirts, a few polos, but a few shorts, too. Anna’s overalls had received no fewer than six compliments. But Augustus and Sybil had opted for pearls and a suit. Brooke knew that most of her nerves revolved around what her father had told her the night before and the fact that she had very visible marks on her neck. 
    Anna, however, seemed completely at ease. Their now shared personal space in full effect as Anna's ankle curled around Brooke's. Brooke smiled down at Anna’s hand, happily at home on her right thigh, her arm easily thrown over the back of Anna’s chair, her own fingertips danced along Anna’s shoulder, absentmindedly tucking under the shoulder strap of Anna’s shirt. She enjoyed the sensation of goosebumps left in their wake. Nothing had changed, and yet Brooke's entire world had shifted. She had told Anna that she loved her and Anna had said it back.
    She leaned over and kissed Anna’s shoulder, suddenly wanting to reassure her, or maybe it was to reassure herself. Either way, it earned a radiant smile from Anna, the kind that made Brooke's heart lose its steady rhythm. 
    Her parents sat next to Nate and Mel, just as Brooke had suspected they would. She felt herself relax at the distance between them. 
    “It is taking all of my willpower to not drag you off into some corner to make out with you,” Anna whispered in her ear, kissing the sensitive skin just below Brooke's earlobe. 
    Brooke felt herself blush. She discreetly thumbed over one of the hooks of Anna’s overalls. “How does one be so seductive in overalls?” 
    The corners of Anna's lips curled up into a mischievous smile. “Talent, to be sure.” 
    “Oh certainly,” Brooke teased, but there was a layer of truth to it. She had learned last night—and again this morning—that Anna was a woman of many talents. 
    Anna’s gaze lowered to Brooke's mouth. Brooke cursed herself for the fact that she still hadn’t properly gone down on Anna. She knew that it would probably be more than twenty-four hours and one very long plane ride home until she got the chance. Her mind started to race at the thought of them being back home. A place where they lived in separate apartments and would have to schedule time to see each other. Brooke was already frowning, worried suddenly about the prospect of it. 
    Anna’s thumb stroked down the crease of Brooke's frown. “What’s wrong, Honey-B?” 
    It was embarrassing and clingy, and Brooke didn’t want to admit to it in a place where all of their new friends could hear. She scrunched up her face and nodded away from the table. “Come to the bathroom with me?” 
    “Why do I feel like this is not for sexy time?” Anna stuck out her bottom lip in a pout. 
    It was enough to pull a laugh from Brooke's chest. “We can make out a bit, too.” 
    That got Anna to smile and happily untangle herself from Brooke for long enough to follow her to the women’s restroom. Brooke quickly checked to make sure they were alone in the room before she let out a heavy sigh. 
    “What’s wrong, Honey?” Anna asked, her face serious and concerned. 
    “Okay, but please don’t judge me,” Brooke started. “I’m anxious about going home.”
    Anna tilted her head to one side and let Brooke continue. 
    Brooke just let out an embarrassed chuckle. “I’ve grown quite fond, and perhaps rather accustomed to sleeping next to you. I’ve never slept quite so well. And I’m going to miss it.” She stuffed her hands in her pockets, uncertain of where they were supposed to go for a conversation like this. “I mean, you have your own place and I have mine. And you have friends who have undoubtedly missed you, and a roommate, and I can’t monopolize your time quite like I have over the past week, and I’m just nervous about what that looks like. It’s been a really long time since I’ve had a girlfriend. I think I’m just stressed and worried. And of course it’s going to be fine, but it’s all so new and wonderful, and I’m already missing you.” Brooke frowned at her own awkward landing. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be so needy, I just”—
    —Anna silenced Brooke's ramble with a kiss. When they broke apart, Anna was smiling at her. For some reason she looked absolutely delighted. “Thank you,” Anna whispered. 
    Brooke looked at Anna, her face as confused as she felt. “Why are you thanking me? I literally just admitted to being clingy and fairly desperate and definitely stereotypical.”

Anna laughed at that. “No, but it’s good. Because I feel the same way. And I’m trying so hard to not just climb into your lap and wrap my entire body around you like a koala bear because I don’t want to let go. It just feels really nice to know that you feel the same way.” Anna kissed her again, a small, light kiss.
“So, you’re not mad that I’m a bit clingy?” 
    Anna just laughed. “No, and when we get home, we’ll figure it out. I don’t want to sleep without you either.” 
    Brooke smiled at that. “Really?”
    Anna nodded, tugging Brooke forward with the fabric of her polo. “Really,” she whispered just before their lips met. 
    Just then the bathroom door was pushed open. Brooke jumped back about a foot. Her trauma from being walked in on flaring up again. It was magnified tenfold when she realized the person who had walked in on them was her mother. 
    It was as if Anna could feel every tingle of fear in Brooke's mind, because Anna immediately positioned herself ever so slightly, and ever so noticeably in between them. “Mrs. Kent,” Anna said, her voice already a bit combative. Brooke loved her. 
    Sybil sighed, all but rolling her eyes. “I should have known.” She took a deep breath and spoke again before Anna could respond. “Ms. Fourchette, may I please have a word with my daughter. Alone.”
    Anna stiffened, clearly hating that idea. She looked back at Brooke before she moved. Brooke hated the idea of being alone with her mother after reliving the very worst moment of her life, but she nodded. She needed to do this. She had to stand up for herself, or clearly nothing would change. No boundaries would ever stick because they wouldn’t be boundaries that she had set. Her mother would keep trying to walk over her. 
    “It’ll be fine, Darling,” Brooke said, steadying herself. 
    Anna did not look convinced. She pointedly kissed Brooke's cheek before she shuffled around Sybil and pushed back through the bathroom door. She shot Brooke one last look that told her to just yell if she needed backup. But Brooke was determined. She crossed her arms and leaned her hip against the bathroom counter, waiting for her mother to speak. 
    “Your father told me he spoke with you last night,” Sybil began. 
    She didn’t continue, so Brooke just nodded. Augustus had spoken to her, that was true. She could agree that that had happened. 
    “He suggested that I needed to speak with you as well.”
    Brooke scoffed. So loudly in fact, that her mother seemed surprised by the noise. “Yes, Mother. It would be nice to hear an apology from you and not your husband.”
    Sybil looked rocked by that sentiment. Her hands fluttered nervously, something Brooke had never seen before. It was a powerful feeling to know that she made her mother as nervous as her mother made her. Fear of rejection, she could see it bob in her mother’s throat behind her armor of pearls. Brooke was emboldened at the sight. She stalked forward and continued, “if what he says is true, why then have you continued to be awful to me?” 
    “Your friend”—
    —“Girlfriend,” Brooke corrected immediately. “Anna is my girlfriend. And I quite intend to keep her, so perhaps we start by addressing her accordingly.”
    Sybil rolled her shoulders back, preparing for battle, but Brooke would not back down. She spoke again before her mother could even begin to counter, “did you come to apologize or insult my partner more?” 
    That did it. That was a powerful enough blow to knock her mother back on course. For the first time in Brooke's life, she saw her mother shrink, defeated, and small. “I don’t know how to do this,” Sybil admitted. 
    “I’m not going to help you,” Brooke said, letting the truth of those words hang between them. “You kicked me out. You took my brother away from me. My friends, my football team at school, ballet, kendo, you, Father. All of it. You ripped it away and you never looked back. Until what? I showed up and wasn’t a failure? Until I charmed your colleagues and peers and people you believe are worthy? What am I meant to do in this situation, Mother? Even if you can manage to find the words? Pretend that none of it happened? Pretend that I don’t go to therapy every other week to unlearn you?” 
    Brooke’s voice had gotten louder, rougher than intended, but she did nothing to stop herself. “Shall we all just act like you don’t treat Anna horribly? Like you didn’t invite Holly to Nate’s rehearsal dinner? What was the point of that, Mother? To show me how normal she ended up? Or was it to point out that I could have ended up with a doctor? Because I’m still confused as to what your motive even was with that one, other than to cause me pain.” Brooke felt her eyes well with tears, but she soldiered on. “All you’ve done is cause me pain and you have the audacity to tell me you don’t know how to do this?” 
    Sybil Kent did something then that Brooke never could have imagined. She cried. Actual tears fell. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.
    “For what?” Brooke asked, not hiding the rage in her voice. “For which thing, Mother? I don’t accept a blanket apology for this many wrongs.” Susan would be proud of her for that. 
    “For how I’ve treated Ms… Anna.” 
    Brooke's jaw flexed. “That’s a good start. You should say that one to her.” 
    “And I’m sorry for inviting Holly. It was petty and beneath me. I invited her the day Nathaniel informed me that he was inviting you.” She sighed. “My motive was for you to see how she had ended up. Though, after seeing her and her wet blanket of a husband, I don’t know that I would call them normal.”
    Brooke shouldn’t have laughed, but it was oddly amusing to know that her mother had realized the full extent of her backfired plan. 
    Her mother softened then. “And I’m sorry for how I treated you. Then and now.” She wiped her tears with the back of her hand. It struck Brooke then, that she and Nate both wiped their tears in the same manner despite not having a single memory of seeing her mother cry. “I don’t know how to right those wrongs.” Her eyes searched Brooke's. “And I know that I don’t deserve your forgiveness. To the extent that I won’t even ask for it, but I would like the chance to know you. On your terms, of course.”
    It was better than she could have imagined. It gave her permission to not accept her mother’s apology, which she was grateful for, because she honestly didn’t think that she would. But she could accept this. She could accept that her mother had finally apologized and that she had clearly meant it. It also allowed Brooke to guide their relationship forward at her own speed. Brooke nodded and took a few steadying breaths. “The next time I come visit Nate and Mel, I will notify you and Father that I’m in town. Should our schedules be congruent, we could… perhaps.. share a meal.” 
    Sybil nodded, more than happy to accept the scraps Brooke had offered her. “I would like that very much.” 
    “But,” Brooke said, her voice tightening again. “Anna is owed an apology as well. And you are not to be rude to her again. I will not stand idly by as anyone is rude to my partner.” 
    Sybil smiled softly then, in a way entirely unlike any smiles that Brooke had ever seen from her. “I do like her spirit. She’s a bit fiery, that one.” 
    Brooke couldn’t help but blush. “She’s something else.” 
    “I do like her.” Sybil’s grin widened then. “Even if she did call me a bitch.” 
    “You were being a bitch,” Brooke pointed out. 
    “I know. It was, however, quite refreshing to meet someone willing to call me one.” 
    “Don’t tell her that, or that’s how she’ll save you in her phone,” Brooke warned. She could sense that this conversation had run its course. They had been gone for too long from the brunch table. The whole party was probably held up, stuck unable to order in their absence. “Shall we head back?” 
    Sybil nodded, but stayed frozen where she stood. “Would it be unreasonable to ask for a hug?” 
    Brooke felt her entire body stiffen. She shook her head, and for the first time in nearly fifteen years, she hugged her mother. 
    When Brooke pushed open the bathroom door, Anna and Nate were waiting with their arms crossed just outside the door. Anna looked ready to kick the door down. Nate looked only mildly more reserved. 
    “Everything okay?” Anna asked, her chin lifting. Brooke wasn’t entirely sure that Anna wouldn’t punch Sybil if pushed. 
    Brooke shot a pointed look at her mother. Anna was still owed an apology. 
    Sybil cleared her throat and rolled her shoulders back. “Yes, Ms. Fourchette,” she began, but her tone dropped. Her eyes flashed from Anna’s to Nate’s to Brooke's before she tried again. “Anna, I do believe I owe you an apology. I’ve not been a gracious host to you this week.” Her jaw clenched, but she continued. “If you’d be so kind. I should like it if we might start again.” 
    Anna softened, the corners of her lips lifting into a smile. “I would like that, Mrs. Kent.” 
    “Sybil. You may call me Sybil.” She extended her hand to Anna.
    Anna shook it without a second thought. “Thank you, Sybil. I would be delighted if we could start again.” 
    Nate looked absolutely shocked. Brooke was pleased. It wasn’t as direct of an apology as she thought Anna deserved, but it was a start, and it was a lot for her mother. Nate rocked back and forth on his toes. It was clear that none of them knew how to segue themselves back to brunch. 
    “Shall we?” Brooke finally asked. 
    “Sure thing, Honey-B. That sounds perfect,” Anna said happily. Sliding her arm into the crook of Brooke's elbow. 
    When they were seated at the table again, Anna leaned over, far closer to Brooke than necessary, though neither of them minded. At this point, Brooke wanted to just pull Anna into her lap. “What happened in there?” Anna asked, her lips brushing against the shell of Brooke's ear. 
    Brooke felt the tips of her ears go hot from the unintentional contact. Although she wasn’t sure that it was unintentional at all. That thought just made her ears heat up farther. Brooke hummed and quickly glanced around the table. Most of Nate and Mel's wedding party were pointedly giving them a moment. Brooke couldn’t imagine how awkward it must have been to see them all come back from the bathroom together. She couldn’t imagine how stressed the situation must have made Mel or Nate for that matter, if he went so far as to join Anna outside of the restroom. 
    “In sum, she apologized. She acknowledged that I have no reason to forgive her, and she said that any future relationship can be on my terms, but that she’d like one.” Brooke smiled softly. She couldn’t believe that had actually happened. It was even more surprising than Anna being in love with her, which she didn’t think anything would ever be more of a surprise than that. 
    When her father had told her how they supposedly felt the night before, she had been so blindsided and fairly certain that he was confessing his own feelings on both of their behalf, trying to mend the situation without Sybil’s knowledge or approval, but it had been real. 
    Anna let out a breath of relief. “I’m so fucking proud of you, Honey-B.”
    Brooke didn’t care who could see or who was watching, she leaned forward and kissed Anna gently, with a soft, chaste kiss. Not only had her mother actually apologized, she had gotten to speak with Anna. Anna, who had been so lovely and wonderful and receptive to Brooke's concerns. It was all Brooke could do to not drag her back to the restroom. 
    When brunch came to an end, Brooke and Anna walked out with the rest of the Kents. Nate and Mel had told Brooke and Anna that they could just ride back to their flat with them, but Sybil and Augustus lingered with them as they walked out to the parking lot. 
    “Brooke, dear, it was lovely to see you,” Augustus said, his deep voice, booming. “And Anna, it was lovely to have gotten to meet you. I should look forward to seeing you again.” 
    It was clear that he didn’t know how to tell them goodbye. For any normal family, hugs would be in order, but as it was, there was an awkward gap, a severe lack of physical affection, even from before the incident. Anna, however, had no such qualms. She broke the tension like a knife, slicing through warm butter. She pulled him in for an easy hug, in such a way that only she could do. “It was so nice to meet you, Augustus. I hope to see you in my restaurant one day.” She shot him a charming wink. 
    Her action freed up his ability to reach for a hug from Brooke, which she returned. She hadn’t realized how much she had missed hugs from her father. He hardly spoke to her in her childhood. Probably because they had nothing in common other than being absolutely dreadful at small talk, but he had always hugged in the mornings before school and every night before she went to bed. Looking back on it, he had even awkwardly hugged her before putting her on a plane to her boarding school, but she had been too sad, hurt, and angry to hug him back. She hugged him this time, though, and it was something she had desperately been missing. 
    When she let go, her eyes flashed to her mother. The full weight of their bathroom conversation was still raw between them. “Thank you for speaking with me today,” Brooke offered, aware that it was kinder than her mother deserved. 
    Sybil nodded. “I should like to speak with you again sometime.” She turned her gaze to Anna. “And you, Anna. As I said, I would like another opportunity in which I might get to know you better.” Sybil gave them both uncomfortable side hugs, but it was more than Brooke had expected and she was proud of herself and of her mother for getting to this place. 
    Once they were in the safety of Nate’s car, Mel spun around. “I have exactly five million questions.”
    Anna had gone back to playing with Brooke's palm, but Brooke shrugged, urging Mel to continue. 
    “You broke Sybil.”
    “That’s not a question, and she’s not broken,” Brooke said, smirking. 
    “No, like a wild horse style breaking. Like she was full blown out of control and now she’s almost civil? What the fuck?” 
    Brooke hummed in thought. “I think Father was correct last night when he said her behavior was a matter of her pride. I…” Brooke's gaze fell to her hand under Anna’s. “I yelled at her a bit.”
    “I know,” Anna whispered. “I could hear it. I’m so proud of you.” 
    “I didn’t accept her apology. She intentionally phrased it so that I wouldn’t have to, but I didn’t. And I wouldn’t have.” Brooke didn’t know if that was something that made her proud of herself or sad for the sake of her family. “But I was able to appreciate that she did in fact apologize. And I told her that I would notify them the next time we come to visit.” The words were out before she could stop them. She had lumped Anna into her travels, her family style vacations, without even consulting her. She knew that given that they were really girlfriends now, it might be expected, but still the action of doing it made her eyes widen and her gaze shift to Anna. 
    Anna was just staring at her like she had personally hung the moon. 
    “I’m impressed,” Mel said, leaning back into her seat.
    “That was hardly five million questions,” Brooke said playfully. 
    “Oh, well most of the rest of them revolve around the insane amount of hickeys on your neck right now,” Mel said, turning back around to watch Brooke's face turn red. 
    Anna threw her head back in a laugh. “Okay, admittedly, that’s my bad. I got a bit carried away this morning.” 
    Nate stuck one of his fingers in his ear, keeping the other safely on the steering wheel. “La-la-la-la-la that’s my big sister. Brooke, I suddenly see your point.” 

“Told you,” Brooke said. 
    They all laughed at the situation. “I’m going to miss you, two,” Mel said from the front seat. “How soon is too soon for us to plan a trip to come see you?” 
    Brooke pulled her phone out of her pocket and looked at her calendar. “I mean, technically, as early as next weekend, I’d be available.” 
    Mel grinned. “We’ll still be honey-mooning. But what if we plan to come for your birthday?” 
    Brooke's heart warmed. She hadn’t had a birthday with family in so long. And even when she was with her family they hadn’t done anything special for her. The thought made her emotional. She nodded quickly. “Yes, I would love that.” 
    “Sorted,” Nate said, grinning at Brooke in the rearview mirror. 
    Brooke pulled Anna’s hand up to her lips to kiss the back of her knuckles, feeling happier than she ever had in her entire life. 
    “I love you,” Anna whispered.
    “Really?” Brooke whispered, teasing. 
    Anna nodded. “Yeah, I really do."  



Epilogue: Two Nights Later
Anna squealed and threw her arms around Brooke. It had been less than twenty-four hours since they had last seen each other, but this was going to be their first sleepover since returning home from England. More importantly, this was going to be the first time Brooke got to spend any significant time with Nick. She had met him, of course, when she dropped Anna off after their trip, but they had agreed on the plane ride home that Anna deserved a night with the man who was basically her brother, to get to gush.
    It was precisely that reason, that Brooke was blushing from head to toe. She had told Anna that she could share whatever information she usually would, that she didn’t want to get in the way of Anna’s relationship with Nick at all. And she meant it. But that meant that he probably knew everything. And while that wasn’t a bad thing, it was a new thing. Brooke was definitely still used to being the dirty little secret, the girlfriend that no one knew about.
    “Well, well, well,” a deep voice with a subtle European accent said. Nick was tall, blond, fit, in general classically handsome, and most importantly one of her girlfriend’s favorite people in the whole world.
    Brooke kicked her shoes off in the doorway, very aware that this was the first time that Anna would ever have seen her in jeans. She wiped her palms on them now, a nervous habit. “Hello, Nicholas,” Brooke offered, accompanying the sentiment with a closed lipped smile. She wondered, suddenly, if Anna had told him about the confusion with the text messages.
    Anna bounced back and forth on her sock clad feet, looking between the two of them. “My two favorite people in one room. And for movie night.” Anna was all but yelling. “Okay, I’m going to go get the popcorn. Nick, will you come grab all the drinks? Honey-B,” Anna grinned, the sheer joy in her eyes made Brooke’s heart soar, “really, your only job is to dig through our basket of couch blankets and pick one for us to share.”
    Brooke had been expressly forbidden from doing anything in preparation for the evening. Sure, she had packed a small bag for an overnight stay, and sure she had thought to bring the toys they had purchased on their trip, but as far as movie night went, Anna had made it blatantly clear that she was to show up empty handed and to let herself be entertained. It had taken everything in Brooke and two phone calls with Chris before she determined that she really wasn’t supposed to take even a single bottle of wine.
    Nick dutifully followed after Anna, though he did wink at Brooke before he did so. Brooke set her bag down in the entryway and padded through the first little arch into the living room. There was only one little lamp on, the rest of the room already dark for their evening plans.
    Besides meeting Nick, Brooke had only been given a quick tour when she dropped Anna off. They had both been entirely certain that if Brooke stayed any longer that she’d end up spending the night, and while they fully planned on spending most nights together, Brooke was insistent that Anna be afforded the opportunity to overshare with her pseudo-brother. This was the first time she was really getting to take in Anna’s apartment.
    Brooke could sense Anna’s tactile nature in every fiber of the living room. The worn, oversized leather couch, the thick knitted throw pillows, the fuzzy blanket thrown haphazardly across the arm of a side chair. Even the color scheme felt like Anna, deep blues and browns, all warm and welcoming. It felt like home. Brooke's heart skipped at the thought. The thought of a home with Anna one day, of a place this welcoming. A mesh of both of their tastes, Anna’s warmth and Brooke's books.
    “Okay,” Anna said, breaking Brooke’s train of thought. “I’ve got normal popcorn, I’ve got the best popcorn—that’s popcorn with m&m’s in it, of course. And I have Nick’s weird popcorn life choices.”
    “Hey, don’t be mad at me, I have impeccable taste,” Nice countered playfully. He was carrying, rather precariously, hot tea for Brooke, and what appeared to be two iced sodas.
    “And what are your weird life choices?” Brooke asked as she moved towards the basket full of blankets. It was a rather overflowing basket. She chuckled as she waded through all her options.
    Nick huffed out a laugh. “Well, Brooke. I just met you, so I’m not going to walk you through all of my weird life choices or we’d never have time to watch the movie. But to sum it up, men who are significantly older than me, and popcorn with Goldfish in it.”
    Brooke let out a laugh at that. “As long as you’re self aware, I suppose.”
    That got both Anna and Nick to laugh. “Told you she was hot and funny,” Anna beamed. She sat the popcorn bowls down on the coffee table and plopped down on the couch, watching Brooke sort through blankets.
    “Darling, I love you and this is not at all an insult, but may I ask why you have so many couch blankets?”
    Nick grabbed his bowl of popcorn and sat down in an arm chair, his eyes bouncing back and forth between Brooke and Anna, very clearly filled with delight.
    “Because,” Anna began, “they all have different textures and different weights. Sometimes you want thick”—
    —“That’s what she said,” Nick tossed in quickly.
    Anna rolled her eyes and continued, “sometimes you want fuzzy.”
    “I hope she didn’t say that,” Nick added while making a face.
    “Sometimes you want one for just your legs,” Anna just ignored him.
    Nick let out a hum that sounded something like:“Ehhhh.” And then followed with, “At least get it to your waist.”
    Brooke couldn’t help but laugh at his antics. The two of them were so familiar with each other. She wished that she had met him before their trip. But then, if she hadn’t seen those texts, who knows how long it would have taken her to confess her feelings. They might still be tiptoeing around the fact that they were both already head over heels in love with each other.
    “I suppose your logic is sound,” Brooke concluded, finally selecting a blanket that felt the best in her hands. She was pleased that it seemed big enough to share with Anna comfortably.
    She sat down on the couch next to her girlfriend and covered them both up with the blanket she had selected.
    “No funny business while I’m in the room, please,” Nick shot them both a look, but he had turned most of his attention to getting their movie started .
    Anna had let Nick pick what movie they watched as a group because he was apparently already pouting a bit about the fact that he was about to lose Anna to the love of her life and that his role as best friend was going to be reduced to occasional movie nights. Anna had giggled the whole time she had told Brooke the story earlier that day, but Brooke’s heart hadn’t made it very far past how casually Anna had used the phrase ‘love of her life,’ even if she had been mimicking her overly dramatic best friend.
    As a result, however, Brooke had no idea what they were watching. She knew immediately however as Cate Blanchett’s voice filled the room. “The Lord of the Rings?” She asked, though she absolutely knew that was what they were watching. The Fellowship of the Ring, to be exact.
    “The director’s cut,” Nick said, excitedly.
    Brooke nodded, pleased with the selection. Fantasy was her favorite after all.
    Anna groaned softly next to her.
    “What’s wrong, Darling?” Brooke asked, her attention turning to her girlfriend.
    “Nothing,” Anna sighed.
    Nick let out a laugh. “I bet I know,” he said in a sing-song voice.
    “Nick, don’t,” Anna shot.
    “What? Do you think it will bother your girlfriend to know that the reason you’re pouty about this movie choice is how long it is?”
    “I mean, it is long,” Brooke agreed, “but the director’s cuts are really worth it.”
    Nick looked pleased. “I agree.”
    Brooke smiled at him, glad to have found something in common with him that wasn’t just their connection through Anna.
    “But it will keep you two here, with me, and not in bed,” Nick added, his smile turning from charming to salacious.
    Anna blushed an incredibly deep shade of red.
    And oh, Brooke now understood the reason behind the groan.
    “Thank you for that, Nick,” Anna said, keeping her attention pointedly on the screen.
    Brooke couldn’t help but chuckle a little. The fact that Anna Fourchette wanted their movie to be over faster so that they could go to bed together was still something Brooke would have to adjust to. “Nicholas, I agree to no fornication in your presence, but would it bother your terribly if we snuggled?”
    Anna’s attention immediately shot to Brooke, a happy smile tugging at her lips. Brooke grinned back, glad to know that she had made Anna happy with the request.
    Nick hummed dramatically. “Keep your hands where I can see them.” He narrowed his eyes at Brooke playfully. “You sapphics can get stuff done rather sneakily.”
    Brooke felt the tips of her ears go hot,  but she knew he was just teasing. “Acceptable terms,” she agreed.
    “I like you, Brooke Kent. You’re fun,” Nick said, though his eyes were absolutely already fixed back on the television.
    Brooke and Anna took the next few minutes to adjust and to do their best to get comfy on the big leather sofa together. Brooke wished she had just worn sweats or pajama pants over. She knew the plan was to eat popcorn and watch some of the movie then pause for a pizza break then watch the rest of the movie. So, she had wanted to wear real clothes, but being all snuggled up like this with Anna already in her arms on the couch made her wish she had just worn something softer.
    “I missed you today,” Anna whispered into Brooke’s ear.
    Brooke smiled and squeezed Anna tighter to her. “I missed you, too.”
    Anna kissed her cheek. “I’m glad you came over tonight.”
    “Me too, Darling. I’ll sleep better,” Brooke added. She could feel Anna’s smile widen against her neck.
    “Don’t fall asleep during the movie.” Anna pressed a kiss to Brooke’s pulse point.
    The contact made Brooke’s heart slam against her chest. She knew that Anna would be able to feel it from this position. All of the heat in her body rushed to her core. “I won’t,” she said, though her response was probably louder than a whisper.
    “Shush,” Nick said, “you two are missing the movie.”
    “You’re lucky we’re still in the living room,” Anna sniped back.
    Nick let out a laugh. “That’s fair. You did say, and I quote ‘holy fucking shit, Nick. She’s the best lay of my life, like, times infinity.” Nick’s impression of Anna’s voice was a little uncanny.
    When Brooke finally registered what he said though, her eyes snapped to Anna. “Wait, really?”
    Anna was flicking Nick off with a look of betrayal on her face. “How dare you break the covenant of spilled tea time.”
    “Your girlfriend seems pleased with the information. Therefore, I only half apologize,” Nick grinned.
    Anna scoffed, but she settled back into place in Brooke’s arms. “Sorry about him,” she said, definitely loud enough for him to hear.
    Brooke kissed Anna on her temple reassuringly. “It’s fine, Darling.” 
    “But yes, to answer your question, that is a fact.” Anna buried her face in Brooke’s neck so that no matter how far Brooke leaned back, she wouldn’t be able to see Anna’s face.
    “It’s true for me, too,” Brooke said, her voice low and hopefully soothing.
    “Oh my God,” Nick said. “Just go fuck already. I’m not doing this for three hours. It was funny in theory, but your little thirsty whispers are killing me. When you get like six months in and you stop walking around like little blissed out sex zombies, we can have a movie night.”
    Brooke wanted to protest, she really did. But Anna had already clambered off of her and was holding her hand out waiting to help Brooke up. She should say, ‘no, we’ll behave. I’m sorry, Nicholas,’ but the look in Anna’s eyes just made her nod twice and get to her feet. She awkwardly shuffled across the living room to get her bag by the front door.
    “Sorry, Nick,” she offered.
    “Yeah, yeah,” Nick muttered. “We’ll argue for custody of Anna’s attention in the morning. Be gone with you both.”
    After four glorious hours, Brooke and Anna emerged from Anna’s bedroom in search of the pizza Anna had ordered for movie night. They hadn’t expected Nick to still be awake. It was nearly three in the morning. But there he was, still in his arm chair, nearly an hour into The Two Towers. If they had known he was still up, they probably would have put on more than baggy T-shirts and loose boxers that were apparently Anna’s favorite thing to sleep in. She had thrown a pair at Brooke when they had decided food was more important than round seven.
    “Hello, lovebirds. Glad to see neither of you are in a coma,” he called out, though he didn’t turn his attention from the screen.
    Brooke suspected that he was worried they wouldn’t have bothered to dress appropriately to leave the bedroom.
    “How was the movie?” Anna asked as she shuffled into their kitchen and opened the pizza boxes. Neither Anna nor Brooke waited to hear his response. They had worked up a serious appetite and could smell the pizza already.
    Anna had ordered one pizza that was half cheese and half pepperoni and another that was half pineapple and ham and half meat lovers. “I should have asked what kind of pizza you like.” Anna blushed.
    Brooke’s eyes followed the blush as it crept down Anna’s neck. She was so in love. She couldn’t keep her hands off Anna it seemed as one of her hands wound its way around Anna’s back, pulling her into a side hug. “I’m boring with pizza.”
    Anna gasped. “No, I don’t believe you.”
    That got a chuckle out of Brooke. “Are you teasing me?”
    “Absolutely, Honey-B.” Anna leaned up and pressed a kiss to Brooke’s cheek. “Cheese, or pepperoni?”
    “Pepperoni,” Brooke answered.
    Anna slid a few pieces of the pepperoni pizza onto a paper plate and handed it over to Brooke. Brooke waited while Anna filled her own plate with the pineapple and ham pizza.
    “I like learning these little things about you.” Brooke was cataloguing the way Anna stacked her pizza slices like a chaotic little gremlin, but she had to admit that Anna’s stack did look rather sturdy. She kept hers fanned out.
    “Like what kind of pizza I like?” Anna asked, smiling up at her.
    Brooke just nodded. She wanted to know everything. Even the pizza place Anna had ordered from mattered to her.
    “Me too,” Anna beamed. “I can’t wait to learn every little thing about you.” She nodded towards the living room, grinning happily.
    Anna lowered herself slowly back down on the couch and used her free hand to cover her legs with the blanket that Brooke had selected earlier. It was as if they had never left the room to go fornicate. Brooke blushed, but Nick seemed unfazed and Anna, well Anna was practically glowing. Brooke hadn’t had a roommate since her freshman year of college. She wasn’t sure what roommate etiquette was, but she and Anna hadn’t seemed to violate it.
    They ate their pizza in relative silence while watching the second movie in the Lord of the Rings trilogy. It had been a long time since Brooke had watched these. While she absolutely preferred the way her night had turned out, she would find time to rewatch them soon.
    Nick sighed dreamily, “Orlando Bloom was so hot in these.”
    “He’s hotter as Will Turner,” Anna said easily.
    Brooke blushed. “Kiera Knightly though.”
    Anna giggled at that. “Really? She’s hot, don’t get me wrong. I just hadn’t expected you to admit it.”
    “I can say it when I think women are attractive.” Brooke felt the tips of her ears get hot. “I believe I drunkenly told you that you were the most attractive woman I know.”
    Anna let out a rough laugh. “Oh my God, I stand corrected. You totally did.”
    Nick finally turned his attention to them, probably because Legolas was no longer on the screen. “And how long did that take you to admit?”
    “Nicholas,” Anna hissed. “Stop. We’re here now and that’s all that matters.”
    He held his hands up. “I wasn’t trying to start anything. I was just teasing.”
    Brooke chuckled. “It’s fine, Darling. It’s deserved. I see that now. But yes, we’re here now. And I for one am rather glad for it.”
    “Tonight was perfect,” Anna sighed, setting her empty paper plate down on the coffee table. She snuggled into Brooke’s side, not caring that Brooke was still in the middle of eating.
    “Oh yeah? Copious amounts of sex followed by pizza and time spent with your best friend and roommate really doing it for you?” Nick teased.
    Anna let out a little laugh. “I mean, I was mainly talking about the copious amounts of sex and the pizza, but sure. You’re cool, too.”
    “You’re insufferable,” Nick groaned. “How can you stand her, Brooke?”
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Brooke said, unable to stop the smile spreading across her lips. “She seems pretty perfect to me.”
    “Gross,” Nick shot quickly before Anna could respond.
    Anna beamed at her. “Do you really think so?”
    “Yeah,” Brooke nodded. “I really do.”
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